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A L IA  e x e cu tiv e  d ire c to r

V ê can fool some 
o f the people a ll o f 
the tim e, a ll o f the 
people some of the 
tune, hut not a ll o f 
the people a ll o f the 
tune . ..

P o l i t i c a l  c o r r e c t n e s s

T he governm ent has sig­

nalled  that it is not busi­

ness as usual in 

C anberra . Substantial cu tb acks 

in departm ental sp end ing  are 

un d erw ay  w ith  a num ber of 

program s a lready axed and staff 

redu ctions an n o u n ce d . T h ese  

changes w ill im pact on the de­

live ry  of lib rary  se rv ices in gov­

ernm ent departm ents and 

agencies inc lud in g  those o f the 

N ational L ib ra ry . No one is im ­

m une from the governm ent d i­

rection to produce reductions in 

outlays and th is is o ccu rr in g  

through projected cuts in library 

acq u is itio n s as w e ll as hum an 

resources. At our m eeting w ith 

the Arts A d v ise r to the M in ister 

for C o m m u n ica t io n s  and the 

Arts on 6 M ay it becam e c le a r 

that w e  have to co n tin u e  to 

stress the im p o rtance  o f the 

prom ised C oalition  contribution 

of $ 11.4 m illion  for on line  serv­

ices to pub lic  libraries if it too is 

not to becom e a casua lty  of this 

pruning exe rc ise .

C om bined w ith highly-pub­

lic ised  cuts to spend ing on in­

form ation tech no logy through­

out the b u re a u c ra c y , the 

reduction in library serv ices w ill 

se rio u s ly  im pede the c a p a c ity  

of the p u b lic  sector to access 

re levan t and tim e ly  in fo rm a­

tion . C oncu rren t w ith  these de­

velopm ents are changes in pub­

lic  p o lic y  de ve lo p m en t w h ic h  

cou ld  see m ajor sh ifts in co p y­

right la w . Th e  im p act on the 

free flo w  of inform ation w ill be 

sign ificant, p a rticu la rly  through 

possib le changes to the existing  

fa ir d ea ling  regim e and d e ve l­

opm ents in relation to the co p y­

right status of in fo rm ation  

w h ich  is browsed o n line . These 

concerns w ere  the subject of Sir 

Anthony M ason 's A ustra lian  L i­

brary W eek  O ratio n  on 1 M ay 

and have created som e interest­

ing feedback in the m ed ia . The 

text of the O ra tio n  has been 

w id e ly  distributed to po litic ian s 

in governm ent and opposition  

|an ab ridged versio n  can  be 

found at http ://w w w .alia .o rR .au/ 

a lia / sp e e c h e s /m a so n sp .h tm ll 

and its is hoped that the su b ­

stantial issues canvassed by S ir 

A n th o n y  w il l  open the debate 

and give lib rary  concerns ad d i­

tional c lo u t.

W h ile  A L IA  con tin u es its 

a d v o ca cy  ro le  on the m atters 

a lread y m entioned , the sub ject 

o f th is issue o f inCite —  se rv ­

ices to e th n ic  and ind igenous 

A u stra lian s —  provides an op­

portun ity  to e xp lo re  another 

change w h ic h  has been a fe a ­

ture of the new  governm ent's 

e a r ly  days in o ffice : the battle 

over p o litica l correctness.

A b raham  L in co ln  said that 

w e  can fool some of the people 

all of the tim e, all of the people 

som e of the tim e, but not all of 

the people all of the tim e. Is it 

too m uch to suggest that p o lit i­

ca l correctness has becom e the 

art of fo o ling  everyone? Som e 

w o u ld  argue that p o lit ic ian s  

have used the sh ield of po litica l 

co rrectness to avo id  the m ajor 

resp onsib ility  of serving the in ­

terests o f the most deserved in 

favou r of the interests of those 

w ho  have the greatest po litica l 

c lo u t. A s eve r, a case  of the 

sq ueaking  w hee l gets the o il?  

Po litica l correctness w as one of 

the big issues to em erge in the 

recent federa l e le c tio n  and is 

the su b ject o f f ie rce  debate 

across a ll m edia platform s.

You m ay recall that, in the 

run up to the 2 M arch  e lection , 

Pau lin e  H anso n , L ib e ra l Party 

cand idate  for the seat of O x le y  

(B il l H a yd e n 's  o ld  seat) w as 

d isendorsed for com m ents she 

m ade about services to A borig i­

nals. In spite of d e c is ive  action 

taken by the L ib e ra l Party to 

d is tan ce  itse lf from  the per­

ce ived  po litical incorrectness of 

her rem arks, H anson  rece ived  

an im p ressive  and , com pared  

w ith  the already-huge sw ing to­

w ards the conservative  a llian ce  

o f the National and Liberal Par­

tie s , outstand ing endorsem ent 

at the p o ll. T w o  other c a n d i­

dates, Bob Katter (N ationa l 

Party) and G rah am  C am p b e ll 

(Indep end ent, but fo rm erly  a 

m em ber of the Austra lian  Labor 

Party), a lso  speak ing  out in

terms tagged as racist, w ere re­

w arded  w ith  better-than-aver- 

age sw ings in their favour.

W h ile  the new  prim e m in ­

ister, John H o w ard , m oved 

sw iftly  to d istance h im se lf from 

such com m ents du ring  the 

cam p a ig n , he has s in ce  sig­

na lled  that the debate on im ­

portant issues w il l  not be sty­

m ied by de fe rence  to 

p o litica lly-co rrect strictures. At 

a recent Business C o u n c il of 

A u stra lia  d in n e r, the p rim e 

m in ister said that he felt p o lit i­

ca l co rrectn ess had gone too 

far. In ann o unc ing  the inq u iry  

into the operation of the A b o ­

rig inal Legal S e rv ice  he sa id 

that the investigation w ould  not 

be de flected  by p o lit ica l c o r­

rectness. To  m any people , po­

lit ica l co rrectness represents a 

form of censo rsh ip . Th e  prim e 

m in ister w ants all v ie w s on the 

table for debate.

The attem pt to de fine  po­

litica l correctness can  be a per­

p lexing task. Com m entators ap­

pear to have ve ry  d ifferent 

ideas o f w hat it m eans. To  

som e it represents a return to 

the repression of M cC arth yism  

and serves to stifle free speech 

and to encourage the p redom i­

nance o f m in o rity  v ie w s . To  

others it is a form of politeness. 

Does it represent a fundam ental 

sh ift in p o lit ica l and so c ia l 

thought or is it m ere ly a pe jora­

tive  term  for the language of 

to le ran ce  m ask ing u n d erly in g  

p re ju d ice , d iscr im in a tio n  and 

other form s of socia l in justice?

W rit in g  in The Sydney 
Morning Herald on 10 A p r il , 

A ffirm ative  A ctio n  d irec to r, 

Catherine  H arris , recounted an 

event w h ic h  she sa id em b ar­

rassed and saddened her. 

W a lk in g  into a c ity  b u ild in g , 

the doo r w as held open by a 

m an to w hom  she sm iled  and 

said 'T hanks'. A w om en behind 

her railed at the m an : 'W hat do 

you th in k  I am , som e sort of 

useless w im p ? ' H a rris  asks 

'W hat is happening? Is this w h y  

people th ink  p o lit ica l co rre c t­

ness has gone too fa r? '. But is
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this an issue of po litical correct­

ness or one of s im p le  p o lite­

ness? Is it w hat w e say or how  

w e  say it?

G ive n  Ms H arris 's  observa­

tions w e  should not be su r­

prised that the 'm a le  doo r­

opening ritual' rates a mention 

in The official politically-cor- 
rect dictionary and handbook 
(H e n ry  Beard and C h ristop her 

C e rf 1992 ). I quote:

A cyn ica l sym bol o f  patriarchal 
subjugation. In her essay 'O p ­
pression', ph ilosopher M arilyn  
Frye explains: 'the message is 
that women are incapable. The 
detachment o f the acts from the 
concrete realities o f what 
women need and do not need is 
a vehicle  fo r the message that 
women's actual needs and inter­
ests are un im portan t o r irre l­
evant. F inally, these gestures 
im itate the behaviour o f servants 
towards masters and thus mock 
wom en, w ho are in most re­
spects the servants and caretak­
ers o f  men. The message o f the 
false helpfulness o f  m ale ga l­
lantry is female dependence, the 
in v is ib ili ty  o r insign ificance o f  
wom en, and contem pt fo r 
w om en.'

Beard and C erf c le a r ly  had

a lot of fun in co m p ilin g  their 

d ictionary w h ich  w as written to 

su rv ive  in the be-sensitive-or- 

else n ineties. But there is a s in ­

ister u n d erly in g  m essage that 

p o lit ic a l co rrectn ess has gone 

too far and that it represents an 

o b stac le  to in te lligen t d iscu s­

sion . Rather than engendering a 

form of behaviour m odification 

in the w ay  w e deal w ith  sensi­

tive  issues it has resulted in the 

use of euphem ism  as a substi­

tute for social change.

In his introduction to a re­

cen t A u stra lian  p u b lica tio n  

Double take, Six incorrect es­
says, ed itor Peter C o lem an  

notes the p illo ry in g  of G eoffrey 

B la in ey  'w h o  had presum ed to 

question  the dogm as of 

m u lticu ltu ra lism ' and p h ilo so ­

pher D av id  Stove 'w h o  had 

dared to question a ffirm ative  

a c t io n '. C o lem an  w rite s  'The  

po litica l correctors cou ld  never 

have the field entire ly  to them ­

se lves in a country w ith  dem o­

c ra tic  trad itio ns . In e v itab ly  

there w ere  vo ices from  the Re­

sistance , even if they w ere  co n ­

fined to m agazines w ith  a sm all 

c irc u la t io n '. These  vo ice s  are 

be ing heard in the 19 9 0 s . As

C o lem an  puts it, 'the outbreak 

of freedom  of thought w as con­

tag ious'.

M arlene  G o ld sm ith , m em ­

ber of the N SW  Leg is la tive  

C o u n c il , in her book Political 
incorrectness spells out the 'PC  

ru les' based on an am algam  of 

G eo rg e  O rw e ll's  Nineteen 
eighty four and Animal farm:
1 Politica l incorrectness is no t just 

a matter o f  what is said bu t who 
says it

2 Some cultures are more PC than 
others

3 A ll Australians are equal, bu t 
some are more equal than others

4 ignorance is strength
5 Freedom is slavery
6 W ar is peace

G o ld sm ith  ad m its : 'the

p o lit ic ia n  w ith  even  a m odest 

num ber of w atts in the light 

bu lb soon learns that the secret 

of success in this business is to 

avo id  doing most o f the things 

that need doing, because m any 

o f the re a lly  ch a lle n g in g  and 

co n tro ve rs ia l issues, the ones 

that need most carefu l ana lys is 

and debate, are off lim its '. She 

holds the reign of po litica l co r­

rectness as responsib le for this

fa ilu re  and quotes Robert 

H ughes to support her argu­

m ent for a return to a m ore rig­

orous expression of ideas: 'W e 

w an t to create a sort of lingu is­

t ic  Lourdes, w h e re  e v il and 

m isfo rtune are d isp e lled  by a 

d ip  in the w aters of eu p h e­

m ism ' (Culture of complaint: 
T h e  fray in g  of A m e rica , N ew  

Yo rk  T im e W arner 1994).

It w o u ld  ap p ear then  that 

w e  sh o u ld  be p re p a re d  fo r 

b ro ad  p o lic y  d e b a te s that 

q u e st io n  m u ch  o f w h a t  w e  

h a v e  taken  fo r g ran te d . T h e  

m e rit o f m u lt ic u ltu ra l , in d ig ­

e n o u s  and  a ff irm a t iv e  a c tio n  

p rogram s w il l  be debated  in a 

ro b u st fa sh io n . In Nineteen 
eighty four G e o rg e  O rw e ll 

w ro te : 'It was intended that 
when Newspeak had been 
adopted once and for all and 
Oldspeak forgotten, a hereti­
cal thought... should be liter­
ally unthinkable, at least so 
far as thought is dependent on 
words.' Is it too e a r ly  to c o n ­

c lu d e  th at p o lit ic a l c o r re c t ­

n e ss , th e  O rw e ll ia n  'N e w ­

s p e a k ', is d ead  an d  a ll o u r 

'h e re t ic a l th o u g h ts ' w i l l  be 

v o ic e d  w ith  passio n ?  s
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