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Introduction to a PC World

I spent a terrifyingly high proportion of my early broadcasting career preparing for the death of the Queen Mother; past counting were the Sundays given over to the curious ritual known as Royal Death Rehearsals.

We would all troop into the office pretending it was a day like any other, and then affect surprise when a wire purporting to be from the Press Association pinged us into life; there would be a report that one of the ghillies at the Castle of Mey had been spotted ringing 999 at the local post office, or a rumour that all leave had been cancelled for the choir at the Abbey. An elaborate scenario dreamt up by one of the bosses would then unfold in ‘as live’ conditions, and at some point one had to make the Big Decision about whether to put on The Black Tie. There was a cupboard in the newscasters’ make-up room where we all kept an appropriately funereal outfit; the names on the suits went back through several generations of newscasters and correspondents and served as a slightly chilling reminder of professional mortality. These rehearsals were not occasions to be taken lightly, and while the Queen Mother herself survived years of them one sometimes felt, at the programme post-mortem, that one’s own career would not.

You may imagine, then, the thrill of receiving an invitation to lunch with this near-mythic creature who had ruined so many of my weekends. And not just any old lunch – this was to be an intimate affair at a private house in Windsor Great Park. It was the 1990s, and since the Queen Mother was, in the phrase I had heard countless times in her rehearsed obituaries, ‘as old as the century’, I could not help being impressed by the sprightly figure who bounced in and immediately started living up to her stereotypes, knocking back the gin and Dubonnet and twinkling away with rude enthusiasm. After lunch each of us was required to sit alone with her for a while. She inquired, with what seemed like very genuine interest, after my children, and I was impressed again; perhaps all those wasted Sundays were justified. Then she asked me what I had been doing recently – and, grateful for a topic that might keep us going for a while in a general way, I explained that I was just back from a European Union summit.

‘It will never work, you know,’ she declared. Bemused, I asked her what she thought would ‘never work’. ‘The EEC,’ she said, using a term that was already long out of date, ‘it will never work with all those Huns, Wops and Dagos.’ The words were delivered with the eyes on maximum, tiara-strength twinkle, but I am afraid I froze. The Nation’s Favourite Grandmother was, I thought, in fact a bigot, a prey to precisely the kind of prejudice which had driven the conflicts the European project had been designed to prevent. I suffered what I am sure some would say was a terrible sense of humour failure – I thought that what she had said was nasty and ugly. The phrase ‘politically correct’ was not much used in those days, but that is what I felt the Queen Mother most emphatically was not, and I was shocked. Fortunately, by the time she finally shuffled off this mortal coil I had left television news for Today, and I never had to run the risk that my views on her would compromise the grave-voiced, misty-eyed tone of a real Royal Death (Category One) programme.

A decade and a half later I was interviewing a retired but still extremely active – and thoughtful – senior military man on the Today programme. The idea of British troops withdrawing from southern Iraq had been floated that morning and I asked him whether he thought the Iraqi army and police were sufficiently well prepared to take full responsibility for security in and around Basra. The army, he told me, was coming on well, but he feared that the police would prove to be – and these quotation marks are most emphatic – ‘the nigger in the woodpile’.

I completely believe the theory that a drowning man sees his whole life flash before his eyes before he goes, because at a live broadcasting moment like that the world really does slow down; my pause probably sounded like a nanosecond to the listeners, but to me it felt as if the memories of all the bad moments in a quarter of a century of broadcasting experience were flashing back and forth across my synapses as I desperately tried to formulate an appropriate response – if my fellow presenter had told me that my forehead was actually glowing I should not have been at all surprised. Should I pick the General up on that remark – thus demonstrating my sensitivity to the unfortunate implications of his turn of phrase, but at the same time probably throwing him into complete confusion and plunging us all into a ferment of embarrassment? Or should I simply ignore it, hoping that most of our listeners would conclude that it was a slip of the tongue and should not be allowed to detract from the thrust of his overall argument?

I took a deep breath and pretended that nothing had happened. I had often talked to the General in question over the Today programme breakfast trolley, and I did not think he was a racist; he had, I calculated, simply forgotten himself in the odd intimacy of a radio interview over the telephone and used an expression which – however offensive it may sound today – had once been relatively commonplace in certain circles, military ones undoubtedly included. When I burst out of the studio at the first available opportunity – a bit like a pearl-diver bursting to the surface for air after some ghastly encounter with a creature of the deep – a whey-faced editor tried to comfort me with some not very reassuring words: ‘There is no right response to something like that,’ he said.

Often – by no means always – one makes a better judgement on questions ‘like that’ in the heat of battle than one would do if the matter had been endlessly war-gamed in BBC committees; perhaps that is precisely because the warp-speed debate that goes on in your head forces you back on instinct. There were plenty of emails complaining that I should have picked him up for using the expression, but at the turn of the next hour on the programme we broadcast an apology from the General, who was by now feeling thoroughly embarrassed himself, and the matter was pretty much laid to rest. He still broadcasts on the BBC, and the importance of the point he was trying to make – that constructing an honest and non-partisan Iraqi police force was proving a real challenge – has been demonstrated all too clearly by subsequent events.

The Queen Mother’s comments fundamentally changed my views about her – the General’s slip did not change my views about him. This book is an attempt to navigate the waters that lie between the General and the Queen Mother.

And they are difficult waters to navigate. The phrase ‘Political Correctness gone mad’ is thrown about so often and so casually these days that it makes me, well, mad really, though in the sense of angry rather than barmy. It is often followed by a piece of sloppy journalism – a story which has been made to sound ludicrous by careful editing of the facts. A particularly enjoyable example in the Daily Mail caught my eye just as I was beginning work on this book. It concerned a plan for a ‘multi-cultural reinterpretation’ of the York Mystery Plays which was put forward by the city council as part of a bid for lottery money. ‘Since the 14th century, actors and actresses have taken to the streets of York to depict the great moments in Biblical history, from the Creation to the last judgement of Christ,’ declares the lead paragraph, ‘But the Medieval Mystery Plays are threatened by a 21st century curse – of political correctness.’

Like most journalists, slap-dash tribe that we are, I resent time spent checking facts, and one of the reasons I so much enjoyed this piece was that there was no need for anything tiresome like phoning a press officer; the text very thoughtfully pointed out its own weaknesses. That ringing clarion call of an opening sentence was somewhat undermined by this, in the penultimate paragraph: ‘religious upheaval during the 16th century led to the plays being stopped in 1569. They were revived in 1951 and have proved a popular crowd-puller ever since.’ Hmmm. So we are not quite talking about six centuries of uninterrupted pageantry performed by generation upon generation of free-born Englishmen, then. It also turns out that for most of the period since the revival of the plays during the Festival of Britain, they have been performed on a fixed stage, so that ‘taken to the streets of York to depict the great moments in Biblical history’ is not quite right either.

And what was happening in 1569, when the plays were banned? ‘Religious upheaval’ is a rather polite way to describe a period of Catholic rebellion (the Rising of the North took place in the autumn of that year) and brutal anti-Catholic persecution. Some not very energetic investigation reveals that the York Mystery Plays were suppressed by the Elizabethan authorities for being too Catholic – even though scenes honouring the Virgin Mary had been cut in an attempt to placate Protestant sensibilities. Since Protestantism was the ‘politically correct’ religion of the day it is reasonable to say that the plays were, in fact, victims of sixteenth-century Political Correctness. And being un-PC in those days carried a rather more serious risk than finding yourself the target of a rude editorial in the Guardian – you might be locked up in the Tower, say, and hanged, drawn and quartered after a show trial, or you might be beheaded (which is what happened to the leader of the Rising of the North, the Earl of Northumberland) or even, if you were found hiding a Catholic priest and refused to talk about it, crushed to death (Margaret Clitherow, who, as a young girl growing up as the sheriff’s daughter in York, would have seen the last of the original Mystery Plays, was, in 1586, ‘laid out upon a sharp rock, and a door was put on top of her and loaded with an immense weight of rocks and stones. Death occurred within fifteen minutes’). None of this quite fits the tone of the Mail ‘line’, as it suggests that the idea of ideological ‘correctness’ has a long pedigree in Britain, and is not simply a twenty-first-century ‘curse’ dreamt up by a group of ethnically diverse New Labour lesbian spin-doctors.

‘Precisely how the age-old stories featuring Adam and Eve and Jesus Christ and his apostles will be “revitalised” for a multi-cultural society has yet to be revealed,’ the Mail admits – so you might think it would be a bit difficult to get too worked up about it all. Not a bit of it. ‘It has been admitted’ – oh, horror of horrors – ‘that refugees and actors from foreign countries could be asked to participate.’ My italics, I confess. At this point I began to wonder whether the whole thing was some kind of subversive joke perpetrated by a Troskyite entryist who had inveigled his way on to the staff of the Mail. ‘Traditionalists,’ we were told, ‘are outraged.’ Really? Then why is there almost no ‘outrage’ in direct quotation? Real traditionalists would of course know that there has been a longstanding debate about whether medieval Mystery Plays in general are anti-Semitic, so the idea of multicultural revisionism in this context is not entirely new. Plus, of course, the Mystery Plays were originally a form of ‘community theatre’ performed by the city’s artisan guilds, so it is perfectly tenable to argue that revisionism to reflect the nature of York’s contemporary community is very much in keeping with ‘tradition’.

And yet the mere fact that a successful mass-circulation paper like the Mail runs pieces of this kind tells us something. Staff on the Daily Telegraph had a wonderful expression to describe those prurient stories the paper used to report on page 3 about naughty vicars and the like; they were called ‘marmalade droppers’, the idea being that the ghastly details would make Colonel Bufton-Tufton’s hand shake uncontrollably with outrage and excitement as he navigated the journey between plate and mouth, causing a dollop of Oxford Thick Cut to be deposited on the breakfast table. ‘Political Correctness gone mad’ stories are today’s marmalade droppers. They touch on what in American political jargon are known as ‘hot button issues’, the raw, visceral stuff of politics which can stir debate in a manner that managerial policy wonkery never can. PC – whatever it means exactly – is a phenomenon that makes many people in this country feel uncomfortable, and it will not do to dismiss them all as block-headed bigots.

The way our thinking and behaviour in this area has altered over the past few years represents something close to a genuine cultural revolution, and, like any big change, the birth of a PC World has come at a cost. When I began writing this book, my prejudice – in so far as I had one – was towards the belief that that cost was relatively modest: that we pay it only in our mild irritation at the loss of certain words or phrases, or in our sadness when stories we enjoyed as children are judged offensive by changing fashion. But as I have explored the geography of our PC World – it is, I now realise, vast, and I am sure some of you will feel I have left large parts of it uncharted – I have been forced to confront some really quite serious questions. Big Issues like identity, freedom of speech, honesty in political discourse, discrimination and religious tolerance lie like rocky outcrops just beneath the frothy waters of the teasing fun that is to be had at the expense of PC zealots. And despite the uncharitable comments I have made above about the Daily Mail’s coverage of the York Mystery Plays saga, the PC challenge to our understanding of history is among the most serious of those issues – and I shall be returning to it in the last chapter of this book.

One of the very good jokes about Time in Laurence Sterne’s novel Tristram Shandy revolves around the eponymous hero’s addiction to digression; somewhere in Volume Four he reflects that it has taken a year to describe the first day of his life, and concludes that the more he writes, the further he will fall behind with his project of recording his Life and Opinions. The writing of this book was a bit like that; I so often had to revise what I had written in the light of a new marmalade dropper that the arrival of our daily paper delivery became a source of weary anxiety. The story I am trying to tell is changing all the time, and, like all the best stories, it is full of unexpected and shocking twists and turns. On the afternoon when Rowan Williams made his notorious comments about Sharia law I bicycled to the gym to clear my head after a hard day’s writing; I was almost assaulted there by a complete stranger who apparently thought that it was reasonable to berate me about the iniquity of the Archbishop’s comments – presumably on the basis that being a radio presenter made me, in the vaguest possible way, a public figure. Rage had reduced her to incoherence, but when she squeaked out the words ‘Political Correctness gone mad’ I could almost hear the great shout of support from the shires of middle England.

So my journey through a PC World really is a voyage of discovery. If you choose to accompany me I should say frankly at the outset that I shall set out to confuse you. This is such an important subject that muddle-headedness is the only possible way to respond to it.


1

The origins of the PC species

I would say it [the PC debate] looks like the Battle of Waterloo as described by Stendhal. A murky fog hangs over the field. Now and then a line of soldiers marches past. Who are they? Which army do they represent? They may be Belgian deconstructionists from Yale, or perhaps the followers of Lionel Trilling in exile from Columbia. Perhaps they are French mercenaries. It is impossible to tell. The fog thickens. Shots go off. The debate is unintelligible. But it is noisy!

Paul Berman, Debating PC: The Controversy over Political Correctness on College Campuses

A definition would be a sensible way to begin, were it not for the fact that trying to define the term ‘Political Correctness’ is a little like trying to write a neutral history of the Middle East – the way you tell it depends very much on where you stand. If I was a paid-up PC-er, I might argue that the phrase describes a powerful weapon in the war against chauvinism, racism and all manner of discrimination – that it is a mark, in fact, of what it means to be a civilised and progressive member of humankind in the twenty-first century. But with my Mr Grumpy hat on I might equally say that it is a joyless ideology which crushes dissent, glorifies victimhood and special pleading, and stops children playing conkers. I am going to wimp out of this dilemma. This chapter is a history of the way other people have used the term rather than an attempt to say what I think it means myself. Feeble, I know, but there is good precedent for this kind of approach: one way of dealing with conflicting historical narratives (of the kind you find in the very different ways Palestinians and Israelis tell the story of the land they both claim, for example) is to explain each of them and let them stand against one another. This chapter is offered in that rather BBCish spirit.

To my surprise I have found no other attempt to produce an objective history of Political Correctness in recent writing on the subject – at least, if such a thing exists I have missed it in the course of my research. That may be because it is such an ideologically charged issue, and almost everyone who writes about it is doing polemics rather than research. But it could also be because the search for the origins of the PC phenomenon take one up some dauntingly dark avenues. The phrase ‘politically correct’ has become almost aggressively middle-brow, but the concept has emerged from really quite high-falutin’ and abstruse academic arguments. My apologies in advance if this expedition involves trekking through some densely wooded intellectual thickets; I do not know what a Belgian deconstructionist looks like either, and I shall do my best not to get us too lost in the fog of war.

The first recorded use of the phrase ‘politically correct’ is a curiosity more than anything else; it appears in a 1792 judgement delivered by the Supreme Court of the United States. The state of Georgia was sued over non-payment for goods supplied during the then recent War of Independence with Britain, and the Supreme Court Justices of the day declared that a part of the evidence presented on Georgia’s behalf was ‘not politically correct’ in the sense that it did not accurately reflect the political status of the United States at the time. The case had important implications for the relationship between the Federal Government in Washington and the individual states of the Union, and if you are a student of American constitutional law Chisholm v. Georgia will no doubt occupy a prominent drawer in your intellectual filing cabinet. For students of PC it falls into the ‘interesting but useless’ category of information.

But the modern history of the term also begins in the United States. Ruth Perry, a left-wing American academic and specialist in eighteenth-century English Literature, stakes the left-wing claim on its origins in her essay ‘A Short History of the Term “Politically Correct”’. She argues that the seeds of PC-ness were sown in the New Left enthusiasm for Chairman Mao’s Little Red Book, that publishing phenomenon of the 1960s. More than 900 million copies of Quotations from Chairman Mao – as it was more properly known in China – came into circulation, that staggering figure no doubt in part reflecting the fact that in the China of Mao’s Cultural Revolution you were likely to be beaten up by the Red Guards if you were caught without one. When it was translated into English in 1966, The Little Red Book became a touchstone text for revolutionary groups like the Black Panthers in the United States; Mao’s idea of a ‘correct’ ideological line came with it. As the first written example of ‘politically correct’ in its modern sense, Perry cites a piece, published in 1970 by the radical African American writer Toni Cade, on the link between racism and sexism: ‘Racism and chauvinism are anti-people,’ Cade wrote, ‘and a man cannot be politically correct and a chauvinist too.’

But Ruth Perry also argues that from a very early stage the term was ‘double-edged’: ‘no sooner was it invoked as a genuine standard for socio-political practice,’ she says, ‘... than it was mocked as purist, ideologically rigid, and authoritarian.’ As evidence for this she describes the debate which took place at the ‘famous [not, I am afraid, to me] Barnard College Conference’ held in 1982 on the question of whether there is such a thing as ‘politically correct’ sex; ‘What was a feminist to do if her sexual gratification was tied to politically incorrect fantasies? Were antipornography activists simply re-inscribing Victorian values of prudish “good girls”? Was the “prosex” faction simply enacting patriarchal paradigms of domination and submission and playing into the hands of a billion dollar pornography industry that exploited and dehumanized women?’ Abstruse and academic these matters may be – dry and dull they are not!

Perry tells this chapter in PC’s story in such admirably neutral academic tones that it is difficult to work out whether she is being po-faced or writing with a smile on her lips, but I rather suspect (and certainly hope) that the latter is the case. The debate at the conference was apparently made all the more fractious by a ‘Speakout on Politically Incorrect Sex’ organised by the Lesbian Sex Mafia, ‘self-identified S/M lesbian feminists who argue that the moralism of the radical feminists stigmatises sexual minorities such as butch/femme couples, sadomasochists, and man/boy lovers, thereby legitimizing “vanilla sex” lesbians and at the same time encouraging a return of a narrow, conservative, “feminine” vision of ideal sexuality’. ‘Vanilla Sex’ means vaginal intercourse for heterosexual couples, and for homosexuals ‘sex that does not extend beyond affection, mutual masturbation, and oral and anal sex’. That definition was quoted in the British Medical Journal – just in case you thought I was getting carried away at this point.

The point of telling this story in some detail, Perry explains, is to make the case that ‘Political Correctness’ began as a kind of in-joke of the Left, with ‘self-mocking, ironised meanings’. And – this is the crux of her polemic – she declares herself infuriated by the way ‘our own term of self-criticism’ has been appropriated by the Right as a term of abuse. Because by the time she wrote her essay in 1992 the right-wing counter-offensive against PC was in full swing.

The first decisive moment
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