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1. Introduction


First indications of political correctness (PC) cannot be traced clearly. Some authors – such as Howard Young – claim that the origins of PC are “19th century German socialist philosophers who developed an ideology which resulted in the Communist Manifesto written by Karl Marx in 1848”
. Others are of the opinion that the term politically correct was introduced by “the Leninist  left to denote someone who steadfastly toed the party line”
. And still others see Mao Zedong as a possible source for PC, as he arises the question of reasons for “correct ideas” in his Red Bible.


But even though the origin of political correctness – of the movement as well as of the term itself – is uncertain, all authors agree that PC in the U.S. initially began within the context of the reform and civil rights movement in the 1960s. Its true upswing, however, PC only experienced in the 80s when students and professors at American universities demanded the consideration and preferential treatment of minorities.
 That was the actual starting point of the reform movement which we refer to as political correctness today.


By launching this campaign, a wave of approval and criticism was set in motion and various questions and problems emerged. Should one reject PC, because it limits freedom of speech and freedom of research? Or should one support the movement, because it will result in peaceful living together of different sections of the population? Is the movement more directed towards the past than towards the future? Does PC want to function as a catalyst in order to overcome the bad conscience many Americans have due to an unfair and partly painful past?


As far as this research paper is concerned, I will only discuss these problems vaguely, as my main aim is examining the use of politically correct terms in every day speech and analysing general Americans’ attitudes toward the PC movement. A detailed treatment of these questions, however, can be found in Political Correctness by Viola Schenz, Debating P.C. by Paul Berman, and PC Wars by Jeffrey Williams, just to name a few.

2. Definitions of Political Correctness (PC)

When trying to define the term Political Correctness in general, one will find oneself confronted with various difficulties about what to include in the definition and what to leave out, since the origins of PC are not clear-cut and it not only contains the language reform movement, but also other reforms and numerous ideologies. Only a few authors dared to make an attempt of giving a compact and precise definition of the term.


In the Encyclopedia Britannica 1992 Book of the Year John Taylor calls PC a

“pejorative term to describe a loose collection of feminists, Marxists, multiculturalists, and deconstructionists together with their assorted left-wing positions on race, sexual orientation, gender, class, the environment, and related issues.”

Viola Schenz compares this definition in her book Political Correctness to Barbara Dority’s which states that

“The dogma of PCism advocates the suppression of anything that might give offense on the grounds of gender, sexual orientation, race, ethnicity, religion, creed, national origin, ancestry, age, or handicap.”

The only conclusion Schenz draws from her comparison is that both authors see political correctness as a process dealing with questions on gender, ethnic or national origin, race, religion, and other personal traits and their consequences on the individual.
 Nevertheless, the definitions also exhibit differences, which I would like to point out.


While Taylor does not enumerate any aims or principles underlying the PC movement, Dority names the “suppression of anything that might give offense” as the ideal of political correctness. Furthermore, Taylor rates the term PC by judging it “pejorative”. Dority, on the contrary, does not assess the term itself at all. Dority´s definition, therefore, may appear to be more precise – in terms of containing a target the movement is aiming at – and also more compatible to the common understanding of political correctness, because Dority includes the terms “suppression” and “offense”, which developed into keywords of the PC movement within the last decades.


Unlike Taylor or Dority, many authors only give very neutral and broad definitions of the term politically correct, however. Brenda M. Greene, for instance, just states that the term is 

“used to reflect that one [has] a sensitivity for the historical and sociological concerns of certain individuals and groups.”

Even though the contents of her definition might be true, the definition itself can be considered to lack a description of the way this “sensitivity” is given expression in society, as well as an enumeration of some of the “certain individuals and groups” and “historical and sociological concerns”.


Generally, when comparing definitions of PC, one will notice that there is no standard definition of the term, which is probably due to the wide range of topics, ideologies, and people the movement concerns, as well as to the author’s attitude toward political correctness. Consequently, the basic ideas underlying the PC movement are depicted differently in different texts, depending on the author’s perception of political correctness.


As a foundation of my paper, I will not use any of the definitions mentioned before, as they all do not include the aspect of language reform explicitly, which is the main focus of my research. I will therefore take the definition of politically correct, given in the Oxford English Reference Dictionary, as the basis of my work:

“politically correct (or incorrect) conforming (or not conforming) to a prevailing body of liberal opinion, esp. in avoiding (or not avoiding) language, behavior, etc., which might conceivably be regarded as discriminatory or pejorative to racial or cultural minorities or as reflecting undesirable implicit assumptions.”

3. Effects of PC on Language


As mentioned before, one reform that took – and still takes – place within the frame of political correctness is the language reform movement. Its aim is the avoidance of sexist, racist, and offensive or discriminatory remarks, as well as the ban of such comments through ‘speech codes’. The number of politically incorrect terms that should be removed from language grew remarkably within the past years and has to date reached an enormous dimension.
 Henry Beard and Christopher Cerf, editors of the Official Politically Correct Dictionary and Handbook, express that

“accelerated by the relentless press of events, language reform has proceeded at a pace that we at The American Hyphen Society find not only gratifying, but truly amazing.”


In the following sections I will report some of the terms that are affected by the PC movement and should be – or already were – removed from language. Accordingly, I will also mention their politically correct equivalents, which will be taken from the Official Politically Correct Dictionary and Handbook by Henry Beard and Christopher Cerf. Furthermore, I will examine the use of politically correct terms in everyday speech on the basis of a survey.

3.1 Examples of Language Reform


As the language reform movement concerns a variety of fields – such as gender, race, sexual orientation, religion, age, or handicap, just to name a few – the number of terms affected by this movement is immense. And it is growing constantly, because more an more complaints about discriminatory speech as well as more and more arguments for the need to reform language are being voiced.


Terms like African American and Asian American instead of Black and Oriental are not unusual anymore, as well as terms like Chair instead of Chairman, Humankind instead of Mankind, and Senior instead of Old. Many new politically correct terms, however, may seem quite awkward on first sight and rather look like jokes, as for example cosmetically different as a substitute for ugly, Person with an alternative body image as a politically correct alternative for Obese Person, temporarily misoriented instead of lost, or member of the mutant albino genetic-recessive global minority as a substitute for white person.
 Furthermore, it is also very questionable if the term autoeuthanasia will ever succeed to replace suicide or if the terms stolen nonhuman-animal sweetener and person with difficult-to-meet needs will ever be used instead of honey and serial killer.
 It is probably very safe to presume that such terms, even though considered to be politically correct by some people, will most likely never become part of everyday speech, as they are just too provocative, too euphemistic, or simply too grotesque, as Viola Schenz calls them.

3.2 The Use of Politically Correct Language in Everyday Speech

      (Questionnaire Part I)


When analyzing and discussing language reform in the context of political correctness, one must not only deal with the ideologies underlying this reform movement – such as the avoidance or ban of sexist and racist speech – but accordingly also examine the extent to which these aims have already been realized, if realized at all. If a term, which is considered to be politically correct, is hardly ever used by the common people, it is questionable if this term will ever become part of everyday speech and moreover will be accepted by the speakers. The language reform movement then obviously failed its aim, if such a term is not admitted to everyday speech. As language mostly is expressed in communication and through it is able to convey new ideas or ideologies, it is of great importance for advocates and supporters of the PC movement that politically correct terms are not only introduced to the language system, but also used.


In order “to determine the extent the [PC] movement is taking root in the everyday speech of students at S.F.S.U. [San Francisco State University]”
, Shirley Ann Galloway started a survey, in which 17 students of the S.F.S.U. were polled.
 A questionnaire, subdivided into two parts, formed the basis of this survey. Section one of the questionnaire consisted of ten multiple choice questions and explicitly dealt with the use of politically correct terms. In section two, the students were asked to express their attitudes toward language reform in general, and toward politically correct language. The terms chosen by Shirley Galloway for the first part of her poll include older and more recent politically correct terms and deal with race, gender, and disadvantaged groups. In this section of multiple choice questions the students had to select the terms they use most frequently.
 The results were the following:

1. 11 (64%) use Black, 3 (17%) use African American, 2 (11%) use these two terms as well as Person of Color.

2. 9 (52%) use Asian, 4 (23%) use Asian American, 2 (11%) use Oriental (One person did not answer these two questions, but instead, explained and defined these terms for me!)

3. 9 (52%) use Chairperson, 5 (29%) use Chairman, 2 (11%) use Chair

4. 7 (41%) use Mankind, 5 (29%) use Humankind, 4 (23%) wrote in Humanity (which I failed to include), 1 (.5%) used Man

5. 14 (82%) used Disabled, 2 (1 1%) use Physically Challenged, 1 (.5%) used both Disabled and Differently Abled

6. 12 (70%) use Prostitute, 4 (23%) use Hooker, 1 (.5%) used both Prostitute and Hooker, 0 used Sex Worker

7. 15 (88%) use Minority Groups, 1 (.5%) wrote in People of Color, 1 (.5%) declined to answer, 0 use Emergent Groups, Traditionally Underrepresented Groups, or Members of the World´s Majorities

8. 11 (64%) use Senior, 5 (29%) use Old Person, 1 (.5%) used both Senior and Old Person, 0 use Mature Person or Chronologically Gifted

9. 12 (70%) use Fat Person, 2 (11%) use Person of Size, 1 (.5%) used Differently Sized Person, 0 use Individual with an Eating Disorder

10. 14 (82%) use Politically Correct, 3 (17%) use Culturally Sensitive, 0 use Appropriately Inclusive


Taking this poll as a foundation, I started a new survey, consisting of the same question types and terms used by Galloway. The questionnaire, on which my survey was based, however, only included seven of the ten multiple choice questions given by Galloway. As they were not of great interest to me, because I presumed that the results would not be very efficient or unusual, I left out the items dealing with alternative terms for Prostitute, Minority Groups, and Politically Correct.


With the help of some friends I was able to distribute the questionnaire to a total of 69 Americans. The average age of the people I polled is approximately 30 years.
 The individual ages range from 14 years, as the youngest, to 72 years, as the oldest age. As opposed to Galloway’s survey, the participants in my poll do not live in the same state, but come from various states of the U.S. Another difference of my survey, in comparison to Galloway’s, lies in the participants’ professions. In contrast to Galloway’s poll, which only included university students, my survey also takes in people with other kinds of professions, as, for example, engineers, teachers, administrators, and consultants. Students only compose about 50 percent of all respondents.


When I calculated the percentages for each term, I added up all individual answers made for one term and divided this number by the number of total answers given in this item. As some people marked two terms within one item, and the number of answers then consequently exceeded the number of participants, I found this method of calculation to be the most precise one.


As my survey was distributed to a wider range of people than Galloway’s, and moreover covered a broad spectrum of different kinds of people, it consequently lead to results different from Galloway’s – sometimes varying a lot and sometimes just slightly.


For item #1 of my questionnaire, where my respondents could choose among the terms Black, African American, and Person of Color, or insert an alterantive term instead of these, the results are the following:

	individual answers

	Black: 54

	African American: 12

	Person of Color: 2

	Other: 2

	total answers: 70
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It is obvious on first sight that Black is still used preferably by a majority of 77,1 percent, even though African American usually is considered to be the politically correct term, and also “more appropriate than ‘black’ because it implies a connection with the home continent”
. Robert B. Moore furthermore expresses that “the symbolism of white as positive and black as negative [is] pervasive in our culture”
, and consequently the term Black used to denote dark-skinned people has negative connotations.


A possible reason for Black still being the dominant term over African American, however, may be that some – or most – people do not regard Black as having negative connotations or being politically incorrect. Furthermore, Black includes all dark-skinned people, whereas African American only concerns those of African decent. People from the Caribbean, for instance, are not covered by this term. Consequently, it is easier for the speaker to use a general term like Black, instead of denoting dark-skinned people of different decent with different terms, as mostly it is even very difficult to determine a person’s home country or continent, if one does not know that person.


As a reason for Person of Color only being used by 2,9 percent of the participants in the survey, I can just suggest the explanation that this term rarely is present in dictionaries – as a single item as well as in descriptions or explanations of other terms referring to dark-skinned people, such as Black or Negro.
 As dictionaries are quite important, because they “give [us] an idea about what words are used by society”
 and “tell us what [words] to use and not to use”
, the absence of Person of Color in most dictionaries might have lead to the minor use of this term. José Ramón Biau further states that “unless words appear in the dictionary, they are not considered ‘proper English’”
.


Of the two people who marked the choice Other, one wrote that she normally does not mention skin color in everyday speech, unless it has a purpose, and one expressed that he uses the terms Ebony or Nubian instead.

For item #2 on my questionnaire where my respondents could either mark one of the choices Asian, Asian American, and Oriental, or select Other, the results were not as clear as in item #1.

	individual answers

	Asian: 42

	Asian American: 6

	Oriental: 12

	Other: 9

	total answers: 69
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Even though there is a majority of 60,9 percent preferring to use Asian instead of any of the other terms, the percentages of Asian American, Oriental and other terms add up to a higher total percentage than African American, Person of Color, and alternative terms for this group of people do. The second most chosen term in item #2 is Oriental. This might be due to the usage of this term in names, for instance of college departments, such as ‘Oriental studies’ and the consequently widely spread presence of Oriental. The term itself, however, is considered politically incorrect, because, according to the Smith College Office of Student Affairs, it is pejorative, as it was coined “by other people”
 and “[n]aming someone is a symbol of the power one has over them to define who they are”
.

In comparison to item #1, item #2 shows that more participants are using other terms than Asian, Asian American, and Oriental to refer to people with Asian decent than alternative terms for Black, African American, and Person of Color. The people who chose Other in item #2 mostly reported specific names, such as Chinese, Japanese, or Indians. Some did not mention which terms they would use instead of Asian, Asian American, and Oriental, however. One person put down Native American under the choice Other. This error might be due to the fact that Native Americans as well as people from India are commonly called Indians, with the difference that Native Americans, however, do not derive from the Asian country India.

For the third multiple choice question on my questionnaire, dealing with gender, the outcome was the following:

	individual answers

	Chairperson: 14

	Chairman: 35

	Chair: 19

	Other: 2

	total answers: 70
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Other than in the first two items of the questionnaire where the terms considered to be politically correct, namely African American and Asian American, were only used by 17,1 and 8,7 percent of my respondents, the results for item #3 show a rise in the use of the politically correct terms of this question. Chair was marked by 27,1 percent of the people that were polled. And Chairperson is used by 20 percent. In contrast to items #1 and #2 where only one term was regarded to be the politically correct one, question #3 covers two politically correct terms, namely Chair and Chairperson. According to the Official Politically Correct Dictionary and Handbook both of these terms are politically correct equivalents for Chairman or Chairwoman.
 In the section of the Official Politically Correct Dictionary and Handbook dealing explicitly with politically correct terms, however, only the term Chair is reported as an “[i]ncreasingly … preferred gender-inclusive substitute for ‘chairman’ or ‘chairwoman’”
.


The fact that the politically correct alternatives for Chairman have obviously been included in the language system to a higher degree than the substitutes for Black or Oriental have been, is probably due to the feminist movement. As the feminist movement started even before the 1950s were reached, and since the fifties and sixties has experienced a great and constantly growing upswing
, the politically correct terms introduced to language in the context of this movement had more time to become part of everyday speech than other politically correct terms that were introduced later. Galloway also sees time as being the major reason for this phenomenon. She writes:

“I don’t think it is an accident that the alternatives for formerly gender based terms have taken hold in the speech of my respondents the most since the effort to change gender markings in language has gone on the longest.”


Nevertheless, a majority of 50 percent still uses the gender based and politically incorrect term Chairman. The two respondents who marked the choice Other both expressed that they do not make use of any of the given terms, but instead use Boss or Head.


As in item #3, item #4 also concerns terms dealing with gender and also contains two politically correct terms. The results, however, vary.

	individual answers

	Mankind: 25

	Humankind: 4

	Humanity: 18

	Man: 17

	Other: 5

	total answers: 69
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Whereas in item #3 the answers made for politically correct terms and politically incorrect ones took up a relation of about 50:50, in item #4 this comparison only reaches a 40:60 relation. The politically incorrect terms Mankind and Man are still preferred more than their politically correct alternatives Humankind and Humanity.


The last three multiple choice questions on my questionnaire dealt with terms concerning disadvantaged groups, namely people with a disability, elderly people, and people of size. For item #5, where my respondents could choose among the terms Disabled, Physically Challenged, and Differently Abled, or insert an alternative term instead of these, the results were the following:

	individual answers

	Disabled: 46

	Phys. Challenged: 10

	Differently Abled: 1

	Other: 14

	total answers: 71
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According to the Smith College Office of Student Affairs the term Differently Abled, which refers to physically as well as mentally disabled people, is the politically correct denotation for this group of people, because it “underline[s] the concept that differently abled individuals are just that, not less or inferior in any way [as the terms disabled, handicapped etc. imply]”
. Another term that also is considered to be politically correct, because it is a “cruelty-free synonym for ‘physically disabled’”
, is Physically Challenged. However, just 15,5 percent of my respondents make use of these two terms, as the diagram for item #5 shows. Differently Abled was even only marked by one person.


Besides the factor of time, as mentioned before in the context of item #3, the minor representation of Differently Abled and Physically Challenged in the everyday speech of my respondents might also be due to “the factor of a very real backlash to the ‘politically correct’ language reform movement that may hinder progress”
, as Shirley Ann Galloway suggests. Such a backlash could then also explain the preferential use of the politically incorrect term Disabled as well as be a reason for one person putting down Crippled under the choice Other. But even though countermeasures to the language reform movement are evident in general, it is questionable if they really affect individual terms and thus can serve as explanations for phenomena like the one just mentioned.


Moving on to item #6 on my questionnaire dealing with terms for elderly people, one will notice that the results for this question vary a lot from all the others.

	individual answers

	Senior: 43

	Old Person: 15

	Mature Person: 2

	Chronol. Gifted: 0

	Other: 10

	total answers: 70

	



[image: image6.wmf]61,4

21,4

2,9

0

14,3

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

answers in 

%

Senior

Old Person

Mature Person

Chronologically Gifted

Other



With 61,4 percent of my respondents using Senior in everyday speech, this is the only item of my questionnaire in which a politically correct term is given the majority. On the contrary, only 15 answers out of a total of 70 were reported for the politically incorrect term Old Person. This success in the reformation of language, again, is probably due to the factor of time. As Senior has been introduced to the language system for quite a long time, and furthermore appears to experience great acceptance by the speakers, it was able to become part of everyday speech and moreover almost superseded the politically incorrect term Old Person.


Besides Senior, however, there are various other, more recent politically correct alternatives for Old, according to the Official Politically Correct Dictionary and Handbook, for instance Mature, Longer-Living, Chronologically Gifted, or Seasoned.
 Two of these newer terms also were included in my questionnaire, namely Mature Person and Chronologically Gifted. Only two people though marked the choice Mature Person and none of the participants in my survey used Chronologically Gifted. The reason for this is probably that most respondents were confused by these terms and rather saw them as jokes than as serious equivalents for Senior. Some of the participants also mentioned this.


In the last item on the questionnaire my respondents could choose among the terms Fat Person, Person of Size, Differently Sized Person, and Individual with an Eating Disorder, or insert an alternative term instead of these. The results were the following:

	individual answers

	Fat Person: 25

	Person of Size: 7

	Diff. Sized Person: 0

	In. w. an Eat. Dis.: 0

	Other: 37

	total answers: 69
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Of the terms considered to be politically correct substitutes for Fat or Fatso according to the Official Politically Correct Dictionary and Handbook, namely Person of Size, Differently Sized Person, and Person with an Eating Disorder, only Person of Size was used by seven people.
 The other two terms were not marked by any of the participants in the survey. As in item #6, this outcome is most probably also due to the fact that a lot of my respondents were either perplexed by the given choices or simply regarded the politically correct terms as jokes. A couple of participants even reported that they do not consider Differently Sized Person and Person with an Eating Disorder to be politically correct equivalents for Fat Person. And up to a certain degree they are probably right, as Person with an Eating Disorder, for example, was only used once by the “USA Today to describe William ‘Refrigerator’ Perry of the Chicago Bears”
 and on this basis one definitely cannot see Person with an Eating Disorder as being an equal, but politically correct term for Fat.


The most answers stated in this item were given to the choice Other, adding up to a majority of 53,6 percent. While 36,2 percent of my respondents still use the politically incorrect term Fat Person, even more participants in the survey make use of other, equally politically incorrect terms, such as Overweight, Heavy, Large, and Big. And some people even use more pejorative terms like Large Frame Person, Obese, or Oversized Load to denote people of size. Three respondents, however, expressed that they usually do not mention a person’s size.


To sum up the results for the first part of my questionnaire, I will point out the factors that obviously influence the use of politically correct terms in everyday speech mostly. First of all, the factor of time, as mentioned before a couple of times, most likely plays a big role in the use of politically correct terms. As the examples Chair, Chairperson, and Senior show, only those terms which have been part of the language system in general for quite a long time, already managed to become part of the everyday speech of most of my respondents.


Secondly, the factor of the speaker’s acceptance obviously additionally influences the use of politically correct terms in everyday speech. If speakers cannot conform to a politically correct term, it is most likely that they will not use this term, unless necessary. On the one hand, this might be a reason for the minor representation of most of the politically correct terms listed in my questionnaire, and on the other, it could explain the preferential use of Senior, for instance.

Another factor that probably influences the use of politically correct terms in everyday speech is the factor of alternative politically correct terms. Again, the speaker’s acceptance – or denial – of each of the politically correct terms that occur side by side within the frame of one concept plays a big role. If there are a couple of politically correct terms which all refer to the same concept, as for instance Senior, Mature Person, and Chronologically Gifted, the preferential use of one of these terms will most likely be due to the great acceptance this term experiences by the speakers. On the contrary, a minor use of the other politically correct alternatives will probably be a consequence of the speaker’s denial of these terms.

4. Attitudes Toward and Criticism of Political Correctness


Like any other reform movement, political correctness does not only experience a great deal of support by its advocates, but also is exposed to a lot of criticism by PC opponents.
 On the basis of their conflicting attitudes toward political correctness, PC advocates and opponents can be dispersed into two controversial camps, the progressive-reformist and the conservative-traditionalist camp. According to Schenz, the most important representatives of the former are Henry Louis Gates, Jr., W.E.B. Du Bois, professor of the Humanities at the Harvard University, Stanley Fish, professor of English and Law at the Duke University, Catherine R. Stimpson, professor at the Rutgers University and 1990 president of the Modern Language Association, Molefi Kete Asanti, chair of the African-American Studies Department at the Temple University and editor of the Black Studies Journal, and Leonard Jeffries of the City College in New York.


The conservative-traditionalist side is represented by C. Vann Woodward, emeritus professor of History at the Yale University, William Bennett, Secretary of Education under president Reagan, Lynne Cheney, president of the National Endowments for the Humanities from 1986 to 1993, Alan Bloom, Roger Kimball, and Dinesh D’Souza. The latter “was well-known in his student days at Dartmouth as a conservative firebrand, [and] has written Illiberal Education: The Politics of Race and Sex on Campus”
.


In the following sections I will provide a perspective over the general attitudes and critiques on political correctness underlying the progressive-reformist and conservative-traditionalist sides. Furthermore, I will analyze Americans’ attitudes on the PC movement and on politically correct language on the basis of the second part of my survey.

4.1 General Attitudes and Critiques of the Progressive-Reformist and

      Conservative-Traditionalist Camps on Politically Correct Language


One of the mostly voiced critiques of political correctness is that the censorship of speech limits freedom of expression and thus is incompatible with the First Amendment which guarantees this freedom to every individual. PC advocates, however, are of a different opinion. Because some forms of speech can cause violent actions, as they say, it is necessary to put regulations on language in order to avoid such actions. And concerning the freedom of expression, such a censorship of speech would not violate the First Amendment, because the regulations concern the consequences of speech rather than language itself.
 Stanley Fish, a strong supporter of this opinion and PC advocate, expresses that

“[s]ome forms of speech are not really speech because they have a tendency to incite violence; they are, as the court declares in Chaplinsky v. New Hampshire (1941), ‘fighting words,’ words ‘likely to provoke the average person to retaliation, and thereby cause a breach in the peace.’”


In this trial, a member of the sect Jehova’s Witnesses was convicted, because he used offensive and derisive speech on the street against a person of different creed, which was a violation of a public law of New Hampshire.
 Like the state New Hampshire, supporters of political correctness also want to eradicate any kind of pejorative or offensive speech. Stanley Fish, with whom many PC advocates coincide, justifies the necessity of a censorship of language as follows:

“I do not mean that expression (saying something) is a realm whose integrity is sometimes compromised by certain restrictions but that restriction, in the form of an underlying articulation of the world that necessarily (if silently) negates alternatively possible articulations, is constitutive of expression. Without restriction, without an in-built sense of what it would be meaningless to say or wrong to say, there could be no assertion and no reason for asserting it. The restriction or the exception comes first, and the expression, shaped by the exception, then follows.”


In short: Only with the means of restriction, namely a censorship of language, is one able to state something without risking to be misunderstood. Besides Fish, who seems to be one of the most radical supporters of language reform and appears to see a common good in any kind of speech censorship, most PC advocates, however, only find it necessary to put regulations on offensive and discriminatory language in order to avoid so-called ‘hate crimes’ which can be consequences of such speech.
 Raymond Hunthausen, for instance, archbishop of Seattle, states that

“[f]reedom of expression is important to Americans. It was one of our founding ideals, and we are understandably touchy about it. It is good that all people are finally free to express their ideas, and we rely on reason to help us sort the wisdom from the folly. But we must never forget those times that reason has failed us, that language has slid from ridiculous to inflammatory, inciting riots and violence detrimental to the common good. Freedom of expression does not man that all speech is protected, and drawing the lines is admittedly hard.”


In contrast to the supporters of political correctness, opponents of the movement completely reject any kind of speech censorship. According to them, the reformation of language is not compatible with the First Amendment at all, as any kind of limitation of the freedom of speech is a violation of the First Amendment and thus not legitimate. Furthermore, they argue that the introduction of language regulations, especially at universities, reduces the freedom of research to a minimum, which would rather hinder progress than boost it.
 Dinesh D’Souza, “one of the most provocative critics of political correctness”
, describes the invasion of politically correct language in college campuses as follows:

“[M]any campuses are witnessing attack on academic standards as being the sole property of white males and, further, many campuses, more than a hundred, now have censorship regulations outlawing racially and sexually offensive speech. So we have gone from liberal education to its antithetical opposite, to illiberal education.”


Such a statement may be difficult to comprehend at first, but cases like the following example make clear what D’Souza means by “illiberal education”: At the University of Michigan an undergraduate student was accused of sexual harassment by a female teaching assistant because of putting a hypothetical example in a term paper which included inappropriate, offensive, and sexist language, according to the instructor.
 The offensive passage read:

“Another problem with sampling polls is that some people desire their privacy and don’t want to be bothered by a pollster. Let’s say Dave Stud is entertaining three beautiful ladies in his penthouse when the phone rings. A pollster on the other end wants to know if we should eliminate the capital gains tax. Now Dave is a knowledgeable businessperson who cares a lot about this issue. But since Dave is ‘tied up’ at the moment, he tells the pollster to ‘bother’ someone else. Now this is perhaps a ludicrous example, but there is simply a segment of[,] the population who wish to be left alone. They have more important things to be concerned about – jobs, family, school, etc. If this segment of the population is never actually polled, then results of the poll could be skewed.”


What obviously annoyed the teacher in this passage were the name “Dave Stud” as well as the statement that this man was “entertaining three beautiful ladies in his penthouse”. It is questionable, however, if any other female instructor would also regard such comments as sexual harassment. This one definitely did, as she wrote:

“You are right. This is ludicrous & inappropriate & OFFENSIVE. This is completely inappropriate for a serious political science paper. It completely violates the standard of non-sexist writing. Professor Rosenstone has encouraged me to interpret this comment as an example of sexual harassment and to take the appropriate formal steps. I have chosen not to do so in this instance. However, any future comments, in a paper, in a class or in any dealings w/ me will be interpreted as sexual harassment and formal steps will be taken. Professor Rosenstone is aware of these comments – & is prepared to intervene. You are forewarned!”


Remarkably, such instances are not rare. At the same university an other student was ordered to a disciplinary hearing, because he supported the opinion, in the context of a discussion, that homosexuality was a disease and could be healed through therapy. And at Harvard University even a professor was forced to take drastic steps as was asked to resign, because his class was not considered to correspond to politically correct ideas.
 On the basis of such instances, it probably becomes clear what D’Souza meant by “illiberal education” and also why so many people are fighting against the dimensions the PC movement is taking up at the moment.


In the following section I will depart from the general attitudes and critiques of the progressive-reformist and conservative-traditionalist camps on politically correct language and explicitly concentrate on what general Americans think of political correctness. On the basis of the second part of my survey, I will examine Americans’ personal attitudes toward language reform in general and toward politically correct language, and analyze whether they feel pressured by the PC movement and how well they think this reform is benefiting society.

4.2 Americans’ Attitudes Toward the PC Movement and Politically Correct

      Language (Questionnaire Part II)


As mentioned before, the last four items on my questionnaire dealt with my respondents’ attitudes toward language reform and politically correct language and had to be answered in a written form. In question #8, the participants in the survey were asked to express their opinions about language reform in general. As most answers stated in item #8 referred to political correctness or politically correct speech, I will combine my analysis of the answers given in this item with the results for question #9, in which my respondents had to describe their personal attitudes toward politically correct language.


The majority of the people who were polled confronts language reform with very sceptical and negative views. These respondents expressed that language reform and in particular the PC movement, limits freedom of speech and one’s ability to express thoughts. In their eyes, politically correct speech is useless and not needed because, as one person wrote, “it takes away from the truth to make things seem more digestable in a tangible sense”.
 Furthermore, a lot of respondents stated that the language reform movement in the frame of political correctness is being “grossly overrated” and “overdone”, and is “blown too far out of proportion”, because now “EVERYONE is offended and wants a change”, as another person sees it. According to other respondents, the PC movement is “placing too much emphasis on differences of people”, which will eventually result in an inverted discrimination, they think. They see a better approach in educating people about issues concerning minority groups, which would, in their opinion, then lead to a change in people’s behavior and speech without having any kind of censorship.


As opposed to the majority, however, some of my respondents are in favor of language reform and politically correct speech. In their view, the introduction and use of politically correct terms are necessary, as they influence one’s beliefs and perception of the world. According to them, the use of politically correct and thus non-pejorative terms will consequently also lead to non-discriminatory values and behavior.


In the next item on my questionnaire my respondents had to comment on the question whether they feel pressured by the PC movement or not. It is safe to assume that the people who are favoring language reform do not feel controlled by this movement. And the answers proved this. On the contrary, however, the participants in the survey who first expressed that they are PC opponents, did not all feel dominated by language reform. Some explained that they do not care about politically correct speech or simply regard it as a joke and consequently are not pressured by the PC movement. Nevertheless, about 50 percent of my respondents do feel controlled. They expressed that especially in situations when they feel that they are not allowed to say what they want, because it would be politically incorrect, they are extremely pressured by PC.


In the last item on my questionnaire the participants in the survey were asked to describe how well they think political correctness is benefiting society. Most of my respondents had very strong opinion about this issue. A great majority does not regard the PC movement as being beneficial to society. As it tries to force particular language choices and behavior upon people, most of my respondents are of the opinion that the movement more likely will result in discrimination rather than in acceptance. People are no longer requested to be inoffensive, but demanded to behave and speak politically correct and in a sensitive manner. However, people, if forced to do or say something, naturally will try to fight the orders and end up rather in provocation, than in sway, which in the case of political correctness would lead to a discrimination of minority groups, instead of their inclusion in the social fabric.

Nevertheless, some of my respondents stated that they notice some benefits for society brought about by the PC movement. As political correctness causes “people to think about the words they say a little more”, as one person wrote, it may help people “to change and overcome their prejudices”. Furthermore, some participants in the survey see advantages for society for the future, because, according to them, the PC movement will make “more people feel included, not excluded”.

5. Conclusion


Even though the issue about political correctness has been – and still is – exposed to a lot of criticism and opponents would welcome a decline in the popularity of the PC movement, it is very probable that this movement, and accordingly also politically correct speech, will continue to be present in our lives for quite a long time to come. In some fields that are affected by political correctness at the moment, for instance university campuses, the movement may just be a temporary appearance, likely to die out eventually, as Schenz also presumes.
 However, in other fields, such as politics or the media, aspects or views underlying political correctness will probably always be present. The denotations used to refer to these aspects may change with time, from politically correct to maybe culturally sensitive or appropriately inclusive, as the Official Politically Correct Dictionary and Handbook suggests, but the effects caused by these terms, such as speech censorship or behavioural regulations, will most likely always stay the same.

6. Questionnaire

Questionnaire on “politically correct“ language

First of all, thanks to everybody who is helping me out here. Every single one of you just really is a big assistance for me.

Most of you are probably wondering what the whole questionnaire is all about. Well, it is about political correctness (PC) in general, and to be more precise, about the effect PC has on language. The questionnaire consists of 11 questions, seven of them dealing with “politically correct” terms and others, and four of them dealing with your personal attitudes toward language reforms and the PC movement. I am doing this poll for a research paper I have to write in my linguistics class at my university. The paper will be about political correctness in the U.S., the effect PC has on language, the use of “politically correct” terms (where this questionnaire will be used), and about criticism on the PC movement. So once more, thank you so much for participating in this poll.

Instructions:

The questionnaire as I mentioned before consists of 11 items. In questions # 1-7 you will be asked to mark the term which you use most frequently in average day speech. Please try not to find out which terms are politically correct or incorrect in order to then mark the “politically correct” one. Go by your instinct! This is not a study to show that Americans know which terms are “politically correct” and which ones are not! It is a study on the use of these terms! Thanks again!

Age: _______

Profession: _______________________

Place of living: ___________________________

1) Which one of these terms do you mostly use in average day speech? Only mark one!

[  ]  Black

[  ]  African American

[  ]  Person of Color

[  ]  Other: ______________________________

2) Which one of these terms do you mostly use in average day speech? Only mark one!

[  ]  Asian

[  ]  Asian American

[  ]  Oriental

[  ]  Other: ____________________________

3) Which one of these terms do you mostly use in average day speech? Only mark one!

[  ]  Chairperson

[  ]  Chairman

[  ]  Chair

[  ]  Other: ______________________________

4) Which one of these terms do you mostly use in average day speech? Only mark one!

[  ]  Mankind

[  ]  Humankind

[  ]  Humanity

[  ]  Man

[  ]  Other: _______________________

5) Which one of these terms do you mostly use in average day speech? Only mark one!

[  ]  Disabled

[  ]  Physically Challenged

[  ]  Differently Abled

[  ]  Other: _____________________________

6) Which one of these terms do you mostly use in average day speech? Only mark one!

[  ]  Senior

[  ]  Old Person

[  ]  Mature Person

[  ]  Chronologically Gifted

[  ]  Other: ____________________________

7) Which one of these terms do you mostly use in average day speech? Only mark one!

[  ]  Fat Person

[  ]  Person of Size

[  ]  Differently Sized Person

[  ]  Individual with an Eating Disorder

[  ]  Other: ______________________________

8) What is your personal attitude toward language reform in general?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

9) What is your personal attitude toward “politically correct” language?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

10) Do you feel pressured by the PC movement? Comment!

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

11) How well do you think this reform (= PC movement) is really benefiting society?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Thank you so much for helping me!!!

                                                                                           Kirsten Handke

                                                                                           Katholische Universität Eichstätt

                                                                                           Kirsten.Handke@ku-eichstaett.de
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