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Chapter 4: `Political Correctness’

In this chapter,  I analyse the way that the highly contested terms `political correctness’  (`PC’) and `political incorrectness’  have developed, and I situate the usage of these terms within a broader strategy of responding  to feminist, disability rights and race-awareness campaigns around language reform through ridicule and humour.
  To clarify, in its general usage, `political correctness’ is characterised as an excessive attention to the sensibilities of those who are seen as different from the norm (women, lesbians, gays, disabled people, Black people).  This attitude is crystallised in a  set of media-invented apocryphal terms, (such as `vertically challenged’ instead of  `short’; `follically challenged’ instead of `bald’; `personhole cover’ instead of  `manhole/inspection cover’; `coffee with milk’ rather than `black coffee’) which no anti-sexist or anti-racist campaigners have argued should be adopted.  These invented terms are often listed alongside  some of the terms which feminist campaigners have argued should be adopted (such as `Ms' instead of  `Miss or Mrs' and `chairperson' instead of `chairman'). This mixing of `real’ and invented examples of proposed reforms, together with the use of the term `PC’  in contexts where it is uniformly negatively evaluated, has led to a genuine confusion amongst the general population about what `PC` actually is. 

The term `political correctness’  seems to have changed its meaning, as I show later in this chapter, from a knowingly ironic usage in leftist political circles to its current usage as a term of abuse by those on the right. Talbot (2007) argues that there are three themes central to `political correctness’; negativity, restriction and exaggeration.  By this she means that the term is associated with negative evaluation and will occur in the context of problems and difficult topics; it will be associated with a desire to restrict the use of language of behaviour; and it will be associated with excessiveness.  Talbot states that ` the term [`PC’] is heavily implicated in the discrediting of a particular form of cultural politics by the political right’ and she characterises `PC’  as a `snarl word’, which neatly encapsulates the sense that `PC’ is always used in contexts where it is negatively evaluated (Talbot, 2007:759).  Fairclough (2003), in a similar vein, argues that the dismissive labelling of people’s actions as `PC’  should be seen as part of a wider cultural politics; he states : `this [labelling] in itself is … a form of cultural politics, an intervention to change representations, values and identities as a way of achieving social change’ (Fairclough 2003: 21). Thus, we should see the  actions of those who characterise anti-discriminatory reforms as `PC’ as a form of political intervention. 

A concern with `PC’ has  been blamed for everything from the supposed decline of values in society to an excessive concentration on modern authors in university literature courses. Talbot notes that `PC has been held responsible for every imaginable form of restriction, well beyond concerns about racism and sexism' (Talbot 2007:756).  Suhr and Johnson (2003:5) remark that, in a BBC Radio 4 discussion programme on yobbishness,  

`political correctness’ was blamed for all of the ills perceived in British society: `for some it was the hegemony of politically correct thinking which had rung in a new era of “mock” politeness and led to a generation paralysed by a fear of denting the all too fragile egos of anyone who might belong to a so-called minority group.  For others "PC" was to blame for stifling the "real" debates and conflicts which must be allowed to surface if we are to have any hope of progressing towards a more truly egalitarian society’ (Suhr and Johnson, 2003: 5).  

Thus, both for some on the right and the left, `PC’ is considered excessive concentration on the effect of language on the sensitivities of minority groups,   rather than on the `real’ important issues which need to be addressed.

In the UK, the term “PC” seems to have been used, especially in the British press, as  Johnson, Culpeper and Suhr (2003) have shown,  as a way of attacking a range of different political targets, but most notably the Labour party of Tony Blair. As they have shown,  the term `political correctness’ has  been used  to characterise  the distinction between a veneer of superficial window-dressing (rhetoric)  and a more reactionary political agenda (reality).   But outside the sphere of newspapers, `PC’ is often used to describe those who are seen to be over-politicising issues which are outside the sphere of conventional politics (Cameron, 1994).

In the US the `PC’ debate has developed in quite a different way.  As Talbot notes (2007) the affirmative action programmes in universities resulted in many universities adopting language reforms which were then criticised as `political correctness’; this concern with language and with proposed reforms of the content of university curricula to reflect the new university population became known as the `culture wars’. These reforms were much debated and seemed to engender a great deal of resentment, as Lakoff states:

 `they are forms of language devised by and for, and to represent the worldview and experience of, groups formerly without the power to create language, make interpretations, or control meaning.  Therein lies their terror and hatefulness to those who formerly possessed these rights unilaterally, who gave PC its current meaning and made it endemic in our conversation (Lakoff, 2001 cited in Talbot, 2007:754). 

Talbot comments that this pejorative usage of the term `PC’ ` became a way of insinuating criticism, of delegitimising this new-found classificatory power’ (Talbot, 2007:754).

In France and Germany, the term `political correctness’ has functioned differently again.  As  Toolan (2003) has demonstrated, in his  analyses of the use of the term in newspapers in France, the term has been not been used in an ironic way but rather has been used from the start pejoratively. In the French context, `PC’ seems to be used with disapproval but not with the antagonism that is found in the US or UK.  Johnson and Suhr (2003) have shown that in Germany, the term `PC’ is used as a weapon to brandish against the efforts of those who wish to re-examine National Socialism. However, despite these differences, we can see that as Suhr and Johnson (2003) show ` political correctness’ is used as a way of attacking political activists by simplifying and trivialising  their concerns. Thus, an accusation of `political correctness’ can be seen as an effective political intervention which has the effect of wrong-footing political activists. 

In order to gauge the way that `political correctness’ and `politically correct’ are used,  in the UK, I  kept a log of references to `PC’ on the television and radio over a week in July 2007, and found that the references were overwhelmingly negative.  On BBC Radio 4 there was reference in a political debate to `bowing to political correctness’; on UK BBC Radio 2, there was reference in a phone-in to ` political correctness gone mad’ and many of the instances of the use of the term `political correctness’ were prefaced by `just’ indicating contempt and disparagement.  Talbot (1989)  notes that `political correctness’ is used almost always in derogatory terms and in contexts where it is characterised as a problem.  The example she gives is of a political report in 1997 where `the Health Secretary announced on the radio that he was “taking steps to remove political correctness from the adoption process”’ (Talbot, 1989: 229). In this context, a gloss for the phrase `politically correct’ might be : `any action which is engaged in solely to please minority groups and which, because it is a superficial gesture towards those groups, is not actually  beneficial to those involved in the process of adoption’.  Talbot (2007) gives another example of the use of the term `political correctness’ where it is used in this negative way: in 2004 on a Radio 4 programme, William Hague, the former Conservative party leader, stated `we must never put political correctness before the safety of the British people’ .  Talbot notes that this statement was made in the context of Muslim community leaders complaining about the disproportionate number of young Muslim men being stopped by the  police (Talbot, 2007: 755).  To characterise such political interventions as `politically correctness’  and contrast them with `the safety of the British people’ effectively questions the legitimacy of such protests.  She also draws attention to the fact that the phrase `politically correct’ occurs in a 2005 election leaflet from the neo-fascist British National Party:  The leaflet states: `The BNP would take the Politically Correct handcuffs off the police and put them on the criminals’ (cited in Talbot, 2007:755).  I have also found several examples of the phrase `political correctness’ used in similar ways.  In the British National Corpus, there were few examples of the phrase but where it was used, it tended to refer implicitly to an external body which was compelling certain actions, for example: `I suspect after the PM’s speech last night, it’s no longer politically correct to talk about single parents’ . Thus, here, `politically correct’ hints at a group of people whose aim is to ban certain beliefs .  In another example, from the Guardian On-Line:

`Extras [a British TV programme] represents blows against the monstrous and perhaps largely imagined regiment of politically correct thinkers, who impinge upon our basic freedoms on a daily basis’ (GU 2006) 

Here the group, although unspecified,  is characterised as impinging on  `on our basic freedoms’, something which inevitably can only be viewed  in negative terms.  In all of these cases, we can see the term  `PC’ being used to criticise anti-racist and anti-discrimination activists and to brand their activities as excessive.  However, whilst it is politically inexpedient to criticise anti-racism, it is seen to be relatively acceptable to criticise `PC’; the phrase `politically correct’ is thus being called upon to perform very complex semantic work.

Descriptions of `political correctness’ within the media tend to homogenise those active in campaigning for language change, whereas they are in fact  a diverse group of individuals and pressure groups.  This overlap and confusion has led to an undermining, perhaps deliberate, of any attempt to reform language.  Fairclough (2003) suggests that the left have been `divided’ and `disoriented’ by the critiques of `PC’.   He asks: `why is it that the critique of “PC” has been so successful ?… `Was it perhaps because the critiques of “PC” have a real target to shoot at, that there is something really problematic about the forms of cultural politics which were the primary target?’ (Fairclough, 2003: 24).  He answers these questions himself  by suggesting that  

`some (but only some) of the forms of cultural and discursive intervention labelled as “PC” smacked of the arrogance, self-righteousness and puritanism of an ultra-left politics, and have caused widespread resentment even among people basically committed to anti-racism, anti-sexism, etc. (Fairclough, 2003:25)   

He argues `the critiques are certainly reactionary, they certainly depend on a spurious construct called “PC”, they isolate one form of cultural and discoursal intervention from other forms, but like most successful ideologies they contain a partial truth’ (Fairclough, 2003: 25).  Thus, perhaps for Fairclough, it is important to analyse the critiques of `PC’ in order to develop a more politically effective and less divisive form of  action in relation to discriminatory language and discrimination in general.

The example that Fairclough gives of  what he terms `holier-than-thou’ interventions is of a political meeting where there was a call for  `chairman’ to be used instead of `chairperson’.  He suggests that the intervention which called for `chairperson’ to be used was `irrelevant to the point at issue’ and `fetishized a rather minor matter of wording’ (Fairclough 2003:25). He characterises this intervention by feminists as an `interruption’ and as `hectoring’ (Fairclough, 2003: 25).  Feminist activists might disagree with this view of anti-sexist interventions and might not see it as such a minor issue or as `damaging’ as Fairclough represents it, for as I have argued throughout this book, terminology which seems to suggest male-as-norm and female-as-exception does have a cumulative effect on how both women and men see their roles in the society as a whole.  Perhaps  Fairclough himself is characterising feminist interventions in this particular instance as trivial and as getting in the way of more important political discussions, a strategy consistently used by those attacking anti-discriminatory reforms.

Fairclough draws attention to the way that accusations of `PC’ have been a remarkably effective weapon in challenging the actions of those on the left.  For example, he shows  that, in the debates about asylum seekers in recent years,  the Liberal Democrats amongst others have complained to the Commission for Racial Equality about the way the leaders of the other political parties had used the term `bogus’ in relation to asylum seekers.  As Fairclough (2003) shows, the Sun newspaper commented `What a sad commentary on this PC-obsessed country that instead of confronting the problem head on, we are talking about the “right” language to use…There IS a flood of illegal immigrants… the majority ARE bogus’ ( Fairclough, 2003:26).  The Liberal Democrats were clearly not simply complaining about the use of this particular phrase, but drawing attention to a range of discriminatory practices which could be seen to be crystallised in this consistent use of `bogus’.  The Sun’s response was to trivialise this political intervention by claiming that the Liberal Democrats were exclusively focusing on language rather than on serious issues such as immigration. Fairclough argues that we need to analyse examples of debates about `political correctness’ such as this, in order to develop a more effective form of political action.  He states that we need  ` a balanced view of the importance of language in social change and politics which avoids a linguistic vanguardism as well as dismissing questions about language as trivial, and an incorporation of a politics of language within political strategies and tactics’ (Fairclough, 2003:27).

This strategy of juxtaposing  the concern with language with a very serious life-threatening issue is a common ploy, used to discredit anti-discrimination activists who argue that language and other ways of relating to certain groups of people need to be changed.  For example, in an article arguing that we should move `beyond political correctness’, Bramson juxtaposes a proposal to rename something in a more inclusive way  with the issue of  terrorism, in order to  highlight what seems to him to be the ridiculous nature of some of the proposed reforms.  He states: `As recently as 1998 Congress felt compelled to rename its Christmas tree a “holiday tree” to appease non-Christians.  In the post 9/11 world of constant political turmoil the luxury of spending time on such discussions seems to have evaporated’ (Bramson, 2006:1).  What is interesting in this quotation is not only the juxtaposition of the seemingly trivial and the serious to discredit the proposed reform, but also the way that agency is handled here : note that Congress `felt compelled’ to rename Christmas trees, (by using the passive voice with no adjunct giving the agency, it is possible to insinuate agency without naming explicitly who it is that is `compelling’).  This action taken by Congress is seen to be aimed at `appeasing’ non-Christians; the use of `appease’ here is significant, since it is a word which is rarely used outside the context of unsuccessful negotiations with and attempts to placate aggressive enemies.  This action of trying to develop more inclusive terms for the Christmas celebrations, so that other religious groups  feel able to participate, is characterised as a `luxury’, i.e. something which is not essential and which we need to do without in the face of more pressing issues such as terrorism. Although  `non-Christians’ are only characterised in general terms here, rather than being referred to specifically, we can assume that they, in fact, are the same people who are seen to be responsible for the `political turmoil’ which  Bramson feels we need to deal with, since he specifically mentions the `post 9/11 world’, ( a phrase which is often used in this type of rhetoric as a euphemism for ` Islamic extremism’). Bramson characterises this type of call for reform as `mostly a matter of semantics’, rather than the serious business of political action (Bramson, 2006:1).

What is interesting in many of the examples where the term `politically correct’ is used is that those who are seen to be trying to bring about linguistic reform are characterised as extremely powerful (`compelling’ Congress to rename Christmas trees for example) .  Talbot (1989) draws attention to this when she states :

`Inquisitive Martian scholars of Earth culture would get the impression that “political correctness” was a powerful political movement based in universities and other cultural institutions.  It would appear to have two specific objectives in education: one being to replace the traditional, established core of the culture with marginal elements (teaching Alice Walker instead of Shakespeare for example) and the other being to privilege some groups (women, ethnic minorities and the disabled) over others.  In education and beyond, another apparent objective would be to control and police all language used to talk about those same groups’ (Talbot, 1998:229).

 Thus, given this extremely complex situation, where notions of anti-sexism and `political correctness’ are confused, and where accusations of `PC’  are used to discredit campaigns, notions of simple reform of sexism have, in recent years, been cast aside, so that some feminists seem to be arguing that any intervention is impossible or politically inexpedient (Cameron, 1995). However, what is necessary is to develop a thorough analysis and critique of `political correctness’, in order to be aware of how it functions and what needs it is fulfilling politically and culturally.  As Fairclough (2003) states,  we also need a better theoretical understanding of the `PC’ controversy, so that new forms of anti-sexist campaign can be developed.

1. The Development of  the term `Political Correctness’

`Political correctness’ , or `PC’,  as a term, has been problematic ever since it was developed. Cameron (1995) notes that, even when it was first used in the 1960s amongst those on the left, to denote someone whose political leanings were considered too doctrinaire, it was an ironising term, mocking the Maoist focus on `correct thinking’. Berman suggests, also, that it was `an ironic phrase among wised-up lefties to denote someone whose line-toeing fervour was too much to bear' ( Berman cited in Suhr and Johnson, 2003:9). Johnson, Culpeper and Suhr (2003) demonstrate that  the number of newspaper articles on the subject of `political correctness’ was at its peak between 1985 and 1994 and they  use Cameron’s (1995) term `discursive drift’ to describe the process whereby `the ironic in-group connotations of the term `PC’ as used on the left were rapidly transformed into a derogatory catch-all with which to denigrate a plethora of left-liberal concerns’ (Johnson, et.al. 2003:29-30).  It is paradoxical that it is this ironising  usage itself which seems to have come to stand for the type of attitudes which critics argue that anti-discriminatory language campaigners actually hold (Cameron, 1994; 1995). Indeed, for many feminists the term `politically correct’ now seems to be simply a term of abuse; for example, Morrish argues that `”political correctness” has no meaning in itself and ultimately no reference, because it is never contrasted with anything.' (Morrish, 1997:340).
  It is this difficulty of defining what `PC’ actually refers to which leads to methodological difficulties, as Johnson, Culpeper and Suhr (2003) point out when they argue that the confusion about what `PC’ is :

` renders problematic any attempt to describe the empirical effects of “PC” on actual language usage…it also places the analyst in the methodologically awkward position of having to stipulate a priori both what does and does not “count” as linguistically “PC”’ (Johnson, Culpeper and Suhr, 2003:30). 

The term `political correctness’ began to be used outside leftist circles and in the process picked up such negative connotations `that the mere invocation of the phrase can move those so labelled to elaborate disclaimers, or reduce them to silence’ (Cameron, 1995:123). 
  Suhr and Johnson (2003) suggest that the term `PC’  is used to refer to those who are seen to over-politicise issues which are considered to be outside the realm of conventional politics; thus, one way of denying the claims of feminists and anti-racist campaigners is accuse them of bringing politics into contexts where it is not appropriate, for example, within educational establishments or local government.  The arguments about `political correctness’ have therefore not simply been an argument about language, as Fairclough (2003) states:

`we might see the controversy around “political correctness” as a political controversy in which both those who are labelled “PC” and those who label them “PC” are engaged in a politics which is focused upon representations, values and identities – in short, a “cultural politics”’ (Fairclough, 2003:17).

Thus, in the UK , the struggles between Margaret Thatcher, the then Prime Minister and Ken Livingstone, the leader of the Greater London Council, and other members of what was characterised in the tabloid press as the `loony left’,  and the struggles between progressive staff members and the educational establishment in the US , around issues of `political correctness’ can be seen to be an ideological battle over whose political and moral vision should prevail (see Lakoff, 2000). As Fairclough (2003) notes,  politics has changed from party politics centred on political parties and social classes towards `single issues and to a politics of recognition, identity and difference as much as to a politics of re-distributive social justice’ (Fairclough, 2003:20). One can sense the disappointment in Fairclough’s statement as much as in the statements of those on the right who are uncomfortable with this new more cultural model of political activity.  But for him, there is a sense in which these debates about what type of language is appropriate when referring to women  is `small beer in comparison with the systematic diffusion and imposition of neo-liberal discourse through international organisations such as the World Bank and the OECD’ (Fairclough, 2003, 20).
 

The focus on `political correctness’ is, in a sense, a way of doing politics by other means,  and of simplifying and polarising complex political struggles, as Suhr and Johnson argue:

`a media driven umbrella term such as “political correctness” can be drawn upon as a means of discursively suppressing (sub)- cultural contradictions and dilemmas....In many cases “PC” not only simplifies and trivialises – but ultimately collapses – complex social political and economic phenomena in the manner of what Bourdieu (1991) refers to as “symbolic violence” (Suhr and Johnson, 2003:15). 

It must be recognised that the development of the term `political correctness’ with its negative connotations has made the process of linguistic reform advocated by many feminists much more complicated and problematic.

2. Political incorrectness

The phrase `politically incorrect’ is used in a range of diverse ways.  Rather than simply signifying the opposite of `politically correct’, it has accrued to itself a range of connotations and associations, because of its use in particular contexts, which have inflected its meaning. In order to investigate the meanings of the terms `politically incorrect’ and `political incorrectness’, drawing on the methods used by Johnson et.al (2003) ; and Johnson and Suhr (2003)   I undertook a small survey of the way the phrases  were used in the left wing British on-line version of the Guardian newspaper Guardian Unlimited, (GU)  the right wing Times on-line newspaper Times On-Line, (TO) and the British National Corpus (BNC). By analysing the occurrences and contexts of these phrases, `politically incorrect’ and `political incorrectness’,  it is possible to  describe the range of meanings of these terms. 
  The first group of meanings (A) can be characterised as broadly positively evaluated :  a positive  association with risky humour and fun; as a term of praise for those who are doing something daring, and as an accurate, if unpalatable to some, assessment of affairs.  The second group of meanings (B) can be characterised as when the phrase `politically incorrect’  is used to refer to a set of opinions which are considered trivial or concerned with  the banning of offence. The third group of meanings (C) is when `political incorrectness’ is portrayed as ridiculous, and finally there is a fourth group of meanings (D)  where `political incorrectness’ is used as a synonym for sexist or racist. I will examine each of these groups of meaning in turn.

A. Positive evaluation of `political incorrectness’

i) Fun and humour

Generally `political incorrectness’  is  used in contexts which are associated with slightly risky fun and humour.  Here it  is a positive evaluative term, reflecting the complex relation between `political incorrectness’ and `political correctness’ (if `political correctness’ is viewed as an over-zealous concern with the rights of political minorities, then `political incorrectness’ can be seen as a positive mocking or undermining of such concerns, with a stress on the fun which `PC’ is trying to eliminate).

In the sources which I examined, there were many examples where the phrase `politically incorrect’ was used in association with words signifying fun and humour, for example 

`a politically incorrect imp’ (BNC), 

`politically incorrect jokes’ (GU 2007) 

`politically incorrect wise-cracks’ (GU 2007)’, 

`small fast cheeky and politically incorrect’  (GU 2007) 

`a raucously funny, politically incorrect and satirical look at our celebrity obsessed culture; (GU 2006); 

 ` this novel.. in a delightful and deliciously politically incorrect manner’ (GU 2006)  

`they are so innocent that they say the most hilarious politically incorrect things’ (GU 2006) . 

`the brothers are famous for their politically incorrect comedies Dumb and Dumber’ (GU 2006)  

`because of its graphic scenes and politically incorrect humour’ (GU 2006)  

`wincingly politically incorrect comedy’ (GU 2006) 

Here, the words which are in the lexical environment of `politically incorrect’ entail that the connotations of the phrase are positive.  In the examples, `small fast cheeky and politically incorrect’   and `the most hilariously politically incorrect things’,   the fact that the  words `small fast and cheeky’  and `hilariously’ all have positive connotations entails that they have an impact on the range of meanings that `politically incorrect’ can have.  This ensures that, here at least, `politically incorrect’  is positively inflected.

Occasionally, the phrase is used in stark contrast to the phrase `political correctness’ which is negatively evaluated, for example `yet the vogue for politically incorrect television is sure to spread… tiring of a relentless diet of politically correct cop shows’ (TO, 2007). Here again, the lexical environment where `politically correct’ is associated with `tiring’ and `relentless’ is enough to ensure that `politically incorrect’ is inflected positively.

A ii. As a positive term for  people who are seen as risk-taking and daring 

`Politically incorrect’ is often used as a term of approbation for individuals in the public eye who are considered to be daring in terms of the opinions they hold and who are respected because of their beliefs, despite the fact that these views may be seen by some to be contentious.

`isn’t there something refreshing about a cantankerous old boy [the astronomer Sir Patrick Moore] who is shamelessly right wing and politically incorrect’ (TO, 2007)

`a man who managed to grow very rich, that most politically incorrect of things, by founding his own stockbroking firm’ (GU 2007)

`he enjoys the good things in life: good food, good wine, holidays, politically incorrect cars’ (TO, 2007)

`It’s just possible that this new Jeep Grand Cherokee SRT-8 is the most politically incorrect car you can buy.  It is much more than just another overweight SUV.  Its carbon dioxide emissions are so high’ (TO, 2006).

`we annul a vital part of our sons if we say that such competitive masculinity is only ever anti-social and politically incorrect’ (TO, 2006) 

`humour of that Indulgences column would be considered too ripe and politically incorrect for a serious newspaper’ (GU 2006) 

`Murray feels no inhibition about tackling such a politically incorrect subject as high Jewish IQs’ (TO, 2007) 

`Murray puts his trademark politically incorrect slant on Christmas’ (GU 2006) 

In the first example above, referring to the astronomer Patrick Moore, `political incorrectness’ occurs within the lexical environment of terms such as `refreshing’ `shamelessly’ `old boy’. Particularly because of the positive connotations of `refreshing’ all of these terms together with `political incorrectness’ take on a positive connotation.

In some of the other examples, `politically incorrect’ is used as a term of praise, for example:

 ` a desire to pay tribute to Benny Hill, the politically incorrect comedian’ (BNC)  

`if a poll were taken tomorrow .., to determine who was the most politically incorrect artist in town, Steve Giankos’s name would surely zoom to the top of the list’

(BNC); 

Jeremy Clarkson, a British TV presenter `outspoken, politically incorrect’ (GU, 2007)   Bernard Manning, a racist, sexist British comedian `king of the politically incorrect one-liner’ (GU, 2007). . 

Boris Johnson, a Tory MP `he has practically cornered the market in the politically incorrect soundbite’ (GU 2007)

`Glenister who plays politically incorrect DCI Gene Hunt’ (GU 2007)  

`She is jolly, bright and, with the exception of the occasional politically incorrect remark about black people making good runners because of lions, an all round good egg’ (TO,2007).  

This last example is an especially complex use of the term, because here it allows the writer to indicate that they disapprove of the person’s racism (here simply described as `politically incorrect’ rather than racist), whilst characterising the person in positive terms as `an all round good egg’, thus implicitly suggesting that the racism is only an occasional and not very important lapse in her character.  In practically all of these examples, `politically incorrect’  occurs alongside very positively evaluated lexical items; in the example of Boris Johnson ` cornered the market’ generally has positive connotations; and in relation to Bernard Manning, he is described as `king of the … one-liner’.  These positive terms in the lexical environment of `political incorrectness’  give the term its positive connotations. There is, however, a hint in all of these examples that `political incorrectness’ signifies a daring rudeness, which the author would like to be associated with. Implicit in all of these usages is the sense of a group of killjoys who would like to criticise  these people.

A iii. `Political incorrectness’ as an accurate, if unpalatable, assessment 

There are a number of usages of the phrase `politically incorrect’ which seem to characterise its meaning as being an accurate, if unpalatable to some, assessment of reality.  For example:

`featuring wry observations about farming practices and some politically incorrect views on environmental issues’ (GU 2006) 

`a painfully truthful and politically incorrect picture of the country’ (TO 2007)

`The concept that children should somehow be cocooned is crackers.  Let me be even more blunt and politically incorrect.  Stress is often very good for you (TO 2007) 

In all of these examples, the phrase  `politically incorrect’ could be substituted by the phrase `blunt but truthful’, a truth that most people cannot face up to.

B i.  Accusing someone of a trivial concern 

`Politically incorrect’ is also used to refer to something which is ridiculous, for example a ruling by the government or local council which is seen to be concerning itself with trivial issues ( not necessarily to do with language) 

`another ruled that a grassy lawn was politically incorrect on the grounds that not all children have gardens’ (BNC)  

Very often, with this meaning of the phrase, it occurs alongside  the phrase `called’ or `accused’ of being `politically incorrect’ , as with this example: `you could express an opinion without being called a racist, politically incorrect or being sued’ (GU, 2007) In the examples below, `politically incorrectness’ is something which other have attributed to what are represented as perfectly reasonable actions:

`at different times it has been politically incorrect to assume that homosexuality is environmental’ (TO, 2007)

`the first thing I discover is that the term “elf” is politically incorrect.  “We call them helpers”, says the grotto manager’ (TO, 2006) 

`the word “empire” has become so politically incorrect these days’ (GU 2006).

 `human resources, or what used to be given the now politically incorrect label “personnel department” (GU 2007)

`boxing has been deemed politically incorrect in recent years (GU 2006) 

In all of these phrases there is an implicit reference to groups of people who would disapprove of the actions/beliefs referred to, although the readers are invited to agree that the actions or beliefs are innocuous. This can be seen in the following example:

`So what makes it politically incorrect to teach children parenting?’ (GU 2006)

It is assumed that the reader will agree with the author that whoever thinks that children should not be taught parenting is wrong, and the grounds for not wanting to teach them parenting are thus shown to be spurious.

B. ii. External compulsion

In many examples of the use of `politically incorrect’,  there is a sense of an ill-defined group whose aim is to compel the majority of the population to believe certain things or to act in certain ways.  For example: 

`now clearly sentiments like that are rooted in the British Empire, which it has become rather politically incorrect to admire today’ (TO, 2007)

`it really is young men between 15 and 30 who are responsible for the vast majority of crimes, although it is politically incorrect to say this too loudly’ (TO, 2007) 

In the first example, by using  `it has become’, it is possible to leave vague who it is that is making it difficult for the empire to be admired. In the second example, such is the power of this external force that it is not possible to voice such sentiments aloud.

C. Ridiculing/ irony

The phrase `politically incorrect’ also occurs in contexts where it is ridiculed, that is, where the lexical items with which it is associated are negative or are being mocked, for example:

`complaining that a recent photograph showed him with an unrecyclable styrofoam coffee cup, he denounced it as `politically incorrect’ (BNC)

`is a suntan just politically incorrect?’ (BNC) 

`politically incorrect carbonated drinks’ (GU 2006) 

Here,  `politically incorrect’ is not associated with holding beliefs about the rights of minority groups, but about whether it is `correct’ to use styrofoam cups, to have sun-tans or to drink fizzy drinks.   Because of this ridiculing, the term itself is  devalued.

D. As a synonym for sexist or racist

There are few examples in these sources where `politically incorrect’ is used as a straightforward synonym for `sexist’ or `racist’.   In the following example, it seems as if the person referred to is being accused or either sexism or racism. `Not only is he self-parodyingly awkward, hostile, rude, politically incorrect, grumpy, morbid, selfish, tactless, rich and balding.’ (TO, 2007).  Here,  the phrase occurs amongst many terms which have negative connotations, such as `grumpy’, `morbid’ and `balding’ and it seems to refer to beliefs.  Occasionally it is used almost as a euphemism for racism,  for example, in a review of The  Mousetrap, Agatha Christie’s play ` a chilling work which having migrated through politically incorrect titles referring to 10 little niggers and 10 little indians’ (GU 2006).  The word `nigger’ is not `politically incorrect’ but racist and the term `Indian’ for `Native American’ or `First Peoples’ is highly contentious and considered by some to be racist.

Sometimes, the phrase is used to refer loosely to issues which are contentious, for example: `The CUF is run by Richard Berman, a lobbyist criticised for his work on politically incorrect causes.  He represented the tobacco industry in  a failed quest to prevent a ban on smoking in restaurants’ (TO, 2006)  Here, it is unclear to me how this qualifies as `politically incorrect’  behaviour, except that perhaps it could be seen to be a cause which is generally negatively viewed by most of the population.

What is interesting is that the term politically incorrect is used just as much in the left wing newspaper as the right wing newspaper (I had expected that it would be used more by the right wing newspaper as a simple term of abuse).  Both the Guardian’s and the Times’ use of the terms seem to be equally complex.

Thus, overall, the phrase `politically incorrect’ has a range of meanings which are generally associated with risky humour and fun, external compulsion, uncomfortable truths, triviality and irony. I was therefore surprised, given the complexity of this usage, associated with both negative and positive connotations, to discover that there is now a series of books called The Politically Incorrect Guides .  One assumes that the series editors have made the decision that in general `political incorrectness’ has positive connotations which can be seen as a positive selling point for the books.  Thus, they have published guides such as the  Politically Incorrect Guide to Global Warming and Environmentalism; the Politically Incorrect Guide to Islam; the Politically Incorrect Guide to the Bible  and the Politically Incorrect Guide to Darwin and Intelligent Design, amongst many others.

3. Anti-sexist Campaigns and `Political Correctness’

Because of campaigns by various groups to change language usage, certain forms of expressions are characterised as problematic.  It is assumed that anti-sexist activists would like to `ban’ certain terms, and this `banning’ of terms has led to resentment. Whillock argues that:

`in an era of political correctness, overt expressions of hatred are diminishing.  This does not mean that people have fewer feelings of hatred, but that public forums for its expression are becoming less tolerant’ (Whillock,  1995: 123) .

For Whillock,  the antipathy towards women still remains but the forms of expression of that hatred are assumed to have been restricted.  In this sense, ridiculing the supposed banning of words is one of the possible responses to these campaigns and this is largely how the very notion of `political correctness’ has developed.
   This notion of banning and censorship  is quite interesting as feminists have rarely been in positions of power to implement these changes and there have rarely been government edicts about this issue. However,  there has been some institutional support for such changes, and it is this institutionalised support for what are often portrayed as minority group interests and representation which have occasioned such negative reactions within certain sectors of the population. Pauwels argues  that:

`The allegations made by feminist language critics about the sexist nature of languages are challenging deeply-rooted views about language as a semiotic system, as a means of human communication and about the relationships between languages, their users and societies.  It is not surprising then that a major reaction coming from both professional and lay sectors of speech communities was (and still is) one of denial’ (Pauwels, 1998: 67). 

Thus, there have been protests from some sections of the population that language reform is not necessary, because they do not recognise that there is discrimination within the language or within the wider society. Mockery of language reforms and minority groups’ claims to equality are the origin of `political correctness’.  It is because of this parodying and mocking that many people confuse anti-sexist campaigns with `political correctness’. In a similar way, anti-sexist campaigns have been criticised for focusing on something which is considered  to be relatively trivial; as Lakoff (2000) argues:

`There are moralists and pundits who are incensed at the amount of attention paid to what they feel ought to be ephemera, especially since it’s impossible to get anyone to care about what ought to matter: campaign spending, corruption, genocide in Yugoslavia, the collapse of the Asian economy, the stand-off in Iraq.  Why doesn’t anyone want to argue about those?’ (Lakoff, 2000:18)

It is the assumption of such criticisms that concern with language use necessarily precludes an interest in wider more conventional political issues.  Furthermore, such criticism ignores the profound impact discriminatory language and hate speech can have on individuals and  minority groups as a whole.

As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, many of the current problems which society is experiencing are laid at the door of `political correctness’;  and `political correctness’ is often represented as a much wider movement than simply a language reform issue: as Cameron puts it, it is seen to be about :

`Giving preferential treatment to members of certain social groups (e.g. women, ethnic minorities) in schools and universities; constructing educational curricula in which the traditional ideas of cultural heritage and artistic excellence are replaced with an emphasis on non-western, non-white and female cultural contributions’ (Cameron, 1995: 124).

Thus, these campaigns are seen to be  demands for rights for those who are marginalised within society.  Prescribing the type of language which can be used about those minorities is only one part of a much larger series of campaigns for equality (if you are an equal rights campaigner) or for preferential treatment (if you are a conservative). 

This confusion about what anti-sexist campaigns are trying to do and what `political correctness’ is has led to a great deal of confusion. The complex relationship between the discourses of anti-sexism and `political correctness’ has had the effect of bringing into question both notions of a unified community and a unified language.   It is also clear that this debate about the use of language has foregrounded questions about whose interpretation of a term holds, and very often in these debates there are some very problematic notions of meaning being used.  Cameron argues that 

`Radicals charge that a certain word is, say, “racist”; their critics indignantly deny this on the grounds that when they use the word they do not intend to be racist, and accuse the radicals of “reading things in”.  At other times, the critics stress that words do have meanings independent of speakers’ intentions in using  them, and that “political correctness” precisely perverts those time-honoured meanings’ (Cameron, 1995:121).

Thus, these arguments about anti-sexist campaigns and `political correctness’ are largely discussions about who has the power to have their interpretation of a term accepted in the society as a whole.  But it is also clear that campaigners and critics alike have used very different models of interpretation of linguistic items at various times, sometimes arguing that the meaning of a word is authorised and in the word itself, whereas at other times they have asserted that the meaning of a word is simply a matter of interpretation. 

Cameron  draws attention to the fact that there is no agreement on what constitutes `political correctness’.  For feminists, `political correctness’ is a term of abuse and ridicule, a fictional issue which has been invented by the media, whereas for many others throughout society `political correctness’ refers to a set of real terms and beliefs.  Paradoxically, although it is often a term which is associated with feminist campaigns there are no feminists that I know of who would use the term.  It is only the opponents of such reform who use it to characterise feminist and anti-racist campaigns.  This makes it difficult for feminist campaigners to describe their own work seriously,  because, in effect, the term `political correctness’ has been used extensively to refer to their work within the society as a whole and necessarily presupposes certain values, views of language and views of society, (for example,  that one word can be substituted for another, that a word can be banned, that changing words automatically changes social relations, that there is a `correct’ way of referring to someone, and so on).  This very simplistic notion of language reform implicit in the notion of `political correctness’ has meant that feminist campaigners have to start any discussion about language reform by unpicking some of these assumptions and explicitly stating, defensively, that they do not hold certain beliefs.

It is clear that there is a complex relation between the terms `politically correct’, anti-sexist and sexist and in order to try and understand the nature of `political correctness’, it is necessary to analyse the relationship between these three discourses. In recent years, the debates about sexism, anti-sexism and `political correctness’ have become increasingly complex, so that very few feminists feel that it is now possible to make simple claims about the nature of sexism or about what effective anti-sexist measures are possible, particularly given the ridicule which  `political correctness’ is generally accorded in the media, and the confusion or overlap that many people seem to feel that there is  between anti-sexism and `political correctness’. 

This complex situation is largely a result of very effective feminist campaigns over language which have meant that in the public sphere, sexist language  is often viewed by employers and employees to be incompatible with equal opportunities in the workplace. However,  as I mentioned earlier, many of the anti-sexist language policies which were introduced in institutions  in the 1980s are no longer in force.  This is partly because of the fear that these policies might be seen to be trying to be `politically correct’ (i.e. only superficially changing the language but not altering the status quo)  and partly because it is assumed that the battle has largely been won and the explicit policies are no longer necessary. 
 These anti-sexist campaigns have effectively created a situation where, as I discussed in the last chapter, institutions, such as publishing houses, trades unions, public corporations, public service providers, universities and so on, have defined what they consider 'acceptable' and 'unacceptable' language (Pauwels, 1998). Because of the development of alternative terms by feminists, such as 'chair' instead of 'chairman', 'flight attendant' rather than 'air hostess', and so on: 

`the radicals have effectively politicised all the terms, so that, in any interaction, the choice of certain words will announce your political stance in relation to women’ (Cameron, 1994b: 31). 

Thus, what many people react against in these language reforms is not so much the idea of changing language, since we accept changes in language on a day to day basis, it is rather that they object to  being openly judged on their political positions through their use of language items which for them have before been seen as neutral. 

For many feminists, anti-sexist campaigns have been made problematic precisely because of this ridiculing of any attempts to reform or call for change to sexist language usage.  Thus, any anti-sexist language campaign now has to define itself in contradistinction to what has been defined as `politically correct’ by the media.  It is the interaction between  perceptions of, and arguments over, these three discourses: sexism, anti-sexism and `political correctness’, in a climate which is largely one of backlash against feminism, and a questioning within post-modern feminism of the fundamental bases of second wave feminism, together with larger scale changes in society in relation to women's employment and representation in the public sphere, which has led to considerable debate and confusion over sexism (Whelehan, 2000; Brooks, 1997). 

One of the effects of the conflict between feminist campaigns for reform and the contestation and ridiculing of some of those reforms has been that it is not possible to say clearly what constitutes sexism, anti-sexism or `political correctness’. Whilst, in the past, sexism seemed to many feminists to be a clearly defined set of practices which reflected a particular set of attitudes towards women, in fact now sexism, anti-sexism and `PC’ are all contested terms and have a range of meanings for different people. This has led many feminists to develop other forms of anti-sexist campaigning, since overt challenging and calls for reform cannot be effective in relation to these indirect practices. 

For many feminists, `PC’, as I mentioned above, is simply a media invention used to denigrate feminist anti-sexist campaigns, and thus, it is a term to be contested or at least used with great care. Feminists do not wish to have their political action denigrated by being associated with a set of practices which are characterised as ridiculous and the object of scorn, and with which they would not agree. Thus, whilst anti-sexist measures might involve discussing with a male colleague if he referred to secretaries as 'girls', if it seemed that this was demeaning and resented by the secretaries, feminists would nowadays seek to distance themselves from any action which called for the banning of the term 'girls' in all contexts. The particular context here and the judgement of the participants in that context determine whether the meaning of a particular phrase is offensive, rather than it being assumed that a phrase can be considered to be sexist in all contexts, for all people. For many feminists, therefore, there is a distinction to be made between anti-sexist practices, which are largely local and context-specific, and `PC’, which is an abstracted set of rules extrapolated from these practices by the media and generalised to absurdity. However, for others in the wider community, i.e. non-feminists,  `PC’ is perceived to be the same as anti-sexism, consisting of a real set of rules, developed by 'loony left' councils and radical feminists and imposed inter alia on schoolchildren, university students and council workers,  which should be challenged in the name of free speech (Matsuda, et. al. 1993). To illustrate this confusion, to take just one example:  a older female relative of mine,  said, on meeting me one day: 'Oh, you look nice, though I expect I'm not supposed to say that, because it's not very "PC".' For her, `PC’ had become a term which complicates all expressions of evaluation in relation to women and has become confused with sexism itself. 
 

4.  Model of  `Political Correctness’ and Anti-Sexism

Because of these problems with reifying sexism, anti-sexism and `PC’, (that is, viewing them as a concrete set of rules or language items which we can all agree on), what is needed is a model of discourse which can reflect the complexity of the inter-relations of these discourses and the fact that there are diametrically opposed interpretations of each term. Sexism, anti-sexism and `PC’ should be seen as functionally different, as - respectively - a set of discursive practices interpreted by some as discriminatory, a set of metadiscursive practices aimed at combating discrimination, and a negative characterisation of that position of critique. However, whilst functionally different, these discourses operate in relation to one another. 
The model of discourse used to examine this complex set of discursive practices must also be able to analyse these discourses less as concrete objects or sets of linguistic practices but rather as evaluative positions which are taken in relation to others' behaviour, as was clear in my earlier analysis of the use of the term `politically incorrect’. 
  Vetterling-Braggin was one of the first to remark upon the fact that labelling someone's statements as sexist involves taking a moral position in relation to them and their beliefs, and may provoke a breakdown of relations with that person (Vetterling-Braggin, 1981). However, it not quite as simple as this, since often sexism, anti-sexism and `PC’ are themselves hypothesised positions which we attribute to others and which then have an impact  on our sense of what it is possible for us to do or say.  Thus, in forming our own assessments of  what is sexist, we try to map out the parameters of the beliefs of others which would allow our own beliefs to be acceptable (Volosinov, 1973; Toolan, 1996). For example, a  postgraduate student told me, with a certain amount of trepidation, that she was getting married and was going to change her name to that of her husband, stating 'Of course I know that you won't approve'. She had made certain assumptions about my beliefs, based on her knowledge of feminist debates about sexism and surname change, and had assumed that I would disapprove. Thus, for this person to discuss her future plans with me meant making hypotheses about the set of beliefs which she felt I might hold which would determine my reaction to her new surname, and this dictated the way in which she presented this information to me. 

Bourdieu's (1991) work is very instructive in the analysis of these complex discursive formations; rather than seeing sexism, anti-sexism and `PC’ as rules or as practices/sets of words, we should instead view them in the context of specific interactions between individuals and what those individuals perceive to be others' use of the terms, and the way those terms are used in what is perceived to be the society as a whole. We should also see the use of the terms sexism, anti-sexism and `PC’ as being vehicles by which people establish or contest their positions within communities of practice. In this sense, one's choice of words, can be seen as defining one's position within a group or community of practice: 'relations of communication - linguistic exchanges - are also relations of symbolic power in which the power relations between speakers or their respective groups are actualised' (Bourdieu, 1991: 37). Bourdieu defines the notion of  'habitus'  as the set of dispositions which one draws upon and engages with in order to perform one's identity through discourse:  'the dispositions [which] generate practices, perceptions and attitudes which are "regular" without being consciously co-ordinated or governed by any "rule"' (Bourdieu, 1991: 12). This set of attitudes or practices which are seen as constituting a norm by individuals are then discursively negotiated by individuals in terms of their own perception of what is acceptable for their own behaviour. 'The habitus "orients" their actions and inclinations without strictly determining them. It gives them a "feel for the game" ' (Bourdieu, 1991:14). And this practical sense of the "feel for the game", what other people think and what others consider acceptable, 'should be seen, not as the product of the habitus as such, but as the product of the relation between the habitus on the one hand and the specific social contexts or fields within which individuals act on the other' (Bourdieu, 1991: 14). Eelen, drawing on Bourdieu's work, argues that we assume that there is a common world, that is, a set of beliefs which exist somewhere in the social world and accepted by everyone, which we as individuals need to agree with or contest: 

'On the one hand, collective history creates a "common" world in which each individual is embedded. On the other hand, each individual also has a unique individual history and experiences the "common" world from this unique position. The common world is thus never identical for everyone. It is essentially fragmented, distributed over a constellation of unique positions and unique perspectives' (Eelen, 2000: 223). 

This is precisely the case with `political correctness’ in particular, where we often assume that our understanding of the term is the only `real’ definition.

Stone’s (2004) work on genealogies, drawing on Foucault’s use of the term, is instructive in relation to `political correctness’, as through analysing the relation between anti-sexist campaigns and `political correctness’ we can trace a genealogy of accrued meanings and political positions.
  She argues that:

`the genealogist traces how some contemporary practice has arisen from an indefinitely extended process whereby earlier forms of the practice have become reinterpreted by later ones’ (Stone, 2004:91)

It is that notion of reinterpretation which is crucial here, as `political correctness’ is clearly an attempt to reinflect and appropriate feminist anti-sexist campaigns on language in order to discredit and ridicule them.  She goes on to argue that:

`genealogists treat any current phenomenon as arising as a reinterpretation of some pre-existing practice, which it harnesses for a new function, and to which it assigns a new direction’ (Stone, 2004: 91.).

Stone argues that through this history of reinterpretation, elements become yoked together `within chains of reinterpretation that bring them into complex filiations with one another’ (Stone, 2004:93). For feminists, the challenge now is to respond to this most recent reinterpretation of their interventions in relation to language, which seems to be so diametrically opposed to their political intentions.

Sexism, anti-sexism and `PC’ are regarded by individuals as practices and knowledge which exist in the 'common world', but which each of them in fact creates for themselves within a particular context. These hypothesised discursive positions then exert pressure on their actions; thus, a feminist might, in trying to work out whether an utterance made to her is sexist,  draw on a hypothesised notion of a feminist community of practice with a clear anti-sexist position, where such an utterance might be assessed as sexist. A person's position on sexism and `PC’ is thus not a simple repetition of, or reaction to, a set of conventional beliefs, but rather a complex process of hypothesising that 'common world' of positions on sexism, anti-sexism and `PC’, and one's own stance in relation to those hypothesised positions, which is worked out through discourse, through an assessment of one's position in the particular communities of practice with which one is engaged. This working out of one's position in relation to hypothesised norms is not a neutral process, however, since institutional pressures inform our stances on sexism, `PC’ and anti-sexism differently. As Butler (1997) has shown in her work on racism, discriminatory language is sometimes 'authorised' by institutions who do not condemn or take measures against it. However, it should be remembered that anti-sexist measures are also 'authorised' to an extent, because of the way that they have been adopted as policies by a range of institutions. This 'authorisation' may be undercut by the way that `PC’ is presented and confused with anti-sexism, and indeed I would argue that the ridiculing of `PC’ has led to many anti-sexist policies being withdrawn from many institutions. 

To illustrate some of these arguments, I would like now to examine the complex ways in which institutions, in particular, deal with what they see as `political correctness’ imperatives, where `anti-sexism’ is confused with `political correctness’.  Many institutions can see that they need to pay lip-service to equal opportunities, even whilst their structures or working environment is profoundly discriminatory. Fairclough argues that  `there is a stage short of inculcation at which people may acquiesce to new discourses without accepting them – they may mouth them rhetorically, for strategic and instrumental purposes, as happens for instance with market discourse in public services such as education’ (Fairclough, 2003: 26).  I would like  to analyse an advertisement aimed at recruiting female managers by the British supermarket chain, Somerfield, in order to see the extent to which institutions often gesture towards equal opportunities and use a superficial discourse of `political correctness’ rather than inclusive positive action policies.  

The advertisement appeared in a women’s magazine in 2005.  It  features a picture of a smiling woman store manager and next to this photograph is the statement `My team didn’t want a female manager, just a good one’.  On the face of it,  this seems to be suggesting that Somerfield are only appointing people on merit, in line with discourses of equal opportunity,  since the advert goes on to state `Being a Somerfield Store Manager is about ability.  Nothing else’.  However,  there are a number of different forces at work in the text which complicate its message.  In a sense, this text is formed out of a conflict of equal opportunities/feminist discourses  with discourses of  `political correctness’ which results in a contradictory text which is sexist indirectly rather than directly.

If we take a dominant reading first of all; this advertisement seems to be saying that Somerfield does not discriminate against anyone, and that they are not  interested in gender.  A resisting reading might focus on this opposition between a good manager and a female one;  therefore, the female manager is in fact positioned as  the opposite of a good manager.  The advertisement as a whole articulates  a belief that some workers do not want a female manager, which is a common complaint in many workplaces (`my team didn’t want a female manager’).  It also refers indirectly to firms which promote women not on ability but because of the imperatives of `political correctness’ or `affirmative action’  (` being a Somerfield Store Manager is about ability. Nothing else’).   So even though `political correctness’ is not referred to directly,  it is referred to indirectly in these sentences.  The `nothing else’ refers indirectly to equal opportunities legislation and pressure from feminists which might cause women to be appointed on the grounds of being from a group which has been excluded from positions of power.  However, this suggests that such affirmative action or positive discrimination results in people being appointed when they do not merit such positions.  Thus, even though the advertisement appears to have an overall positive message about equal employment opportunities  at Somerfield, the advertisement contains mixed messages about female managers; it seems to have a veneer of `politically correct’ views grafted onto an indirectly sexist text..

In conclusion,  `political correctness’ and `political incorrectness’ have  a complex relationship with sexism and with anti-sexist campaigns by feminists and other anti-discriminatory campaigns (Wright, 2007).  All of these anti-discriminatory campaigns have been characterised as irritating and as an obstacle to communication and when characterised as  concerned with `political correctness’ have been seen as excessively focused on changing language rather than on bringing about real political or economic change.  However, perhaps the degree to which the term `political correctness’ is used is an indicator of the degree to which feminist campaigns have made an impact.  Johnson, Culpeper and Suhr (2003) have charted the decline of the use of the term `political correctness’ in British newspapers and suggest that perhaps the peak of its usage was in the 1990s. Therefore, perhaps it is time to consider what needs to be done in the wake of `PC’. What is challenging now is for feminists to develop strategies which can deal with indirect sexism and also recast  the representations of anti-discriminatory language campaigns in the media, so that they more closely reflect the work on language that is being done by feminists. 

�  Throughout this chapter I will be using inverted commas around the terms `politically correct’, `politically incorrect’ and `PC’ to indicate that  I am using these terms whilst contesting their use.





� The definition of `political correctness is made even more complicated by the fact that `politically incorrect’ is so often used as a positively evaluated phrase rather than as a criticism (see Johnson, Culpeper and Suhr (2003) for a discussion of the frequencies of the usage of `politically incorrect’ and later on in this chapter where I discuss the uses of `politically incorrect’).


� It should be noted that this is the case in the UK, but the development of `PC’ in France and Germany is different (See Johnson and Suhr, 2003; and Toolan 2003)  For a description of the development of `PC’ in the United States see Lakoff (2000).


� This wider focus on discursive change and the influence of neo-liberal discourse is of course of vital importance; however, it is possible to engage in both of these campaigns.


� I am well aware that this type of survey only indicates to us the range of meanings that `politically incorrect’ has in certain newspapers, at a particular time, and should not necessarily be seen as indicative of the range of meanings that the term might have for the population as a whole.


� Another response is indirect sexism as I discuss in the next chapter.


� A notable exception to this trend for the dropping of anti-sexist language policies is the very pro-active Greater Manchester Police policy on discriminatory language (2001). 


� The current situation in relation to feminism cannot be regarded as simply one of backlash, since it could be argued that many feminist claims which seemed radical in the 1970s have now been incorporated into conventional "common-sense".  Thus, young British women, whilst not necessarily calling themselves feminist,   assume that they will self-evidently be economically independent and autonomous (Whelehan, 2000).


� It should be said, however, that this comment was followed by a fairly heated debate between members of the family as to what "PC" can be used to refer to and what its effects on language use are. What was striking about this incident was the inability to agree on what "PC" was, even within a fairly homogeneous group. 


� I argue this more fully in Gender and Politeness, (2003) where I suggest that politeness itself is less a concrete phenomenon but an assessment and evaluation of one's own and others' hypothesised intentions. Sexism and `political correctness’, in a similar way, are hypothesisations and evaluations of others’ positions in relation to gender. 


� Stone’s work is based on tracing a genealogy of women, but I feel that her feminist appropriation of the notion of genealogy is instructive here.
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