Has performative wokeness lead to an increase in discrimination?

In the modern world, the phrase ‘woke’ has become a political buzzword. Originally, ‘Woke’ was a symbol of awareness, being woke meant you understood that social injustice happens and believe that there is a way for positive change to occur. But in the current political landscape it has been weaponised as a symbol of moral performance by the left and the right.
Wokeness can be perceived as a positive action but with the emergence of performative wokeness, are we seeing a rise in discrimination and intolerance? Across many parts of modern culture there has been a rise in gestures of inclusivity that on their own look woke and look like a company/person is inclusive but without tangible changes, are we just increasing the intolerance to minorities?
Performative wokeness is displaying progressive values for superficial reasoning. Often these tactics are employed as a way of capturing a corner of the market. For example, the term ‘pinkwashing’ refers to the use of LGBT pride month as a way of virtue signalling
 “Pinkwashing is when a state or corporation uses LGBTQ rights as a PR strategy to appear progressive”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Sarah Schulman, Israel/Palestine and the Queer International (Durham: Duke University Press, 2012), p. 51.] 

Companies will use the rainbow and put up pride banners but won’t support LGBT charities or fail to admonish homophobia within their respective workplaces. This means that their use of the rainbow is a way of capturing LGBT people as an audience to buy their products because they support them even though the actions of said company are proving otherwise. This may look like progress, but it is sidestepping the real discrimination LGBTQ people face, in effect commodifying identity for profit.
Performative wokeness is dangerous as it invites people to become reactionary. It means that people can be offended very quickly. Those who are anti-LGBTQ will respond critically to the company because they see it as a personal affront to their opinions whereas a gay person may see it as a personal affront to their lifestyle due to how fake and forced it may feel. When diversity as seen as a symbolic gesture instead of meaningful change it can be skewered as a favouritism. This means that people who are not in that section of society feel left out and perceive the ‘woke’ action as an attack on their identity and values.
This has become a contentious issue and has been explored by conservative politicians as a way to exploit a group of people politically. Florida Governor Ron DeSantis signed the ‘Stop WOKE Act’ in 2022 declaring it as a way for ‘people to smuggle in their ideology’[footnoteRef:2]. The word ‘smuggle’ being specifically chosen due to how emotive it is as a piece of language. It implies secrecy and wrongdoing. No matter what politics you have this will instantly evoke suspicion as it makes you feel as though there is deception involved. This in turn creates more backlash for wokeness as the electorate see the rhetoric produced by the government as true even if it has been exaggerated. [2:  Ron DeSantis, Governor Announces Legislative Proposal to Stop W.O.K.E. Activism and Critical Race Theory in Schools and Corporations (Wildwood, FL, 15 December 2021).] 

Performative wokeness adds another level to the conversation for two reasons. It delays real change, and it creates knee-jerk reactions. The ‘Let women speak’ campaign are an example of this, their leader Kellie-Jay Keen, also known as Posie Parker, has accused institutions of being too woke. She has cited examples of self-identification policies in prisons and domestic shelters and the erasure of the word woman in some healthcare institutions. The issue with this is that these changes are not led by the community they are supposed to represent – instead they were done by leaders as a way to virtue signal and whilst it may make the bosses feel more inclusive it just stokes the flames of discrimination due to the provocation of fear it creates. 
If those same bosses put their energy into effecting real change like opening third spaces as a gender-neutral option, then the trans and gender questioning community may find that their inequality is addressed and not just ignored. People like Posie and even the likes of Tommy Robinson are very aware of the furore that they can create when they exaggerate a story. These stories in turn create more ‘social media moments’ that can cause them to become more popular and in turn make more money at the expense of already marginalised communities.
The largest issue is this in turn creates a push towards the movement of the political compass. Whilst small changes have occurred over the years the compass has significantly shifted due to the nature of popular political ‘outliers’. The leader of the Reform party, Nigel Farage, directly commenting on LGBT marriage as being ‘wrong’ [footnoteRef:3] is an example of this. Just over ten years after the gay marriage debate was settled, we have the leader of one of the main political parties openly discussing gay marriage and indicating that he sees it as a negative thing. [3:  ‘Nigel Farage Labels Same‑Sex Marriage Law “Wrong”’, The London Economic, 3 July 2025 <https://www.thelondoneconomic.com/politics/nigel-farage-labels-same-sex-marriage-law-wrong-395108/> [accessed 12 July 2025]] 

These issues are indicative of a potentially dark time ahead for minorities. There has been a threefold increase in reported hate crime incidents over the last ten years
 ‘140,561 hate crime incidents in 2023/24, compared with just 42,255 in 2012/2013’ [footnoteRef:4] [4:  Statista, ‘Hate Crime in the UK’, Statista, 2025 <https://www.statista.com/topics/3311/hate-crime-in-the-uk/\> [accessed 12 July 2025].] 

 If we, as a society, cannot contain the amount of performative wokeness as well as controlling the performative outrage that can occur, we are at risk of returning to a time when minorities were seen as inferior to the majority. Performative wokeness provides extremists with ammunition to use against already abused minorities. If performative wokeness is not controlled, then it will cause not just a stall but a step back for equality and will result in a poorer and less balanced society as well as a less culturally diverse political and social landscape.
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