Dissertation Proposal

In recent years, involvement in politics seems to have grown massively, particularly among younger generations, and the current political climate appears in constant flux following the election of Donald Trump the US and the EU referendum in the UK, two events considered to be major victories for right wing politics. This has allowed politics to become a very popular, trending topic and more specifically a subject that has since become ever more political; free speech.
 The subject of freedom of speech and expression seem very divisive in today's climate in regards to both the legal and social implications of this with two prevailing arguments of the topic; the vocal free-speech proponents advocating, mostly, for free-speech absolution in regard to the freedom to express views openly without restriction or consequence, and those who argue that some forms of speech can be considered harmful through inciting hate or violence and should be restricted from open expression.

Politically Correct…

More often than not, many proponents of free-speech, particularly many of those on the right of the political spectrum, will bring up the idea of ‘being offended’, attributing this as the sole driving force of the other side of the issue and suggesting this is a result of the growth of what they consider being a culture of political correctness, referring to the active avoidance of the expression of material that could be considered offencive to a group of people in society whether this be of racial, sexual or gender related content. A common argument for the acceptance of these is; whether one agrees with the content or not, the speech or expression itself is not harmful directly and therefore should fall under the protection of free speech laws that exist in the western world, in turn by proposing a restriction on expression of any kind is a direct attack on free speech as a whole that should be opposed regardless of content.
Another argument from the right is that this so called ‘attack on free-speech’ is the beginning of an attempt from ‘the left’ to censor views they disagree with, including everything from social issues to political or religious ideologies, considering this to be an endgame agenda.

Although on the other end of the spectrum, its becomes difficult to suggest that this is completely the case, whether they are on the right or left in their political beliefs, no party has declared themselves an opponent of free speech directly, although the definition of what the freedom of speech and expression should or shouldn't protect, especially on a legal standpoint, is often questioned, itself being a divisive topic on all sides. One major consideration here is on the implications of hate speech specifically, while many free speech absolutists would argue that even hate speech should be open to expression, again separating speech from direct action.

Notably, this argument is entirely reliant on the belief that speech itself cannot be harmful, the words of one person should not be held responsible for the action of another. Although many would argue that this is false with examples of every scale available to suggest this such as Charles Manson, the KKK, and even the Nazis, all of which involve atrocities carried out from the speech of a few. While these examples are fairly extreme to compare to the argument argument today, there is an underlying theme that can be linked to the same discussion of PC culture and that is validation, the potential for people harbouring hateful or otherwise harmful beliefs to use the speech of others to validify their beliefs and make them more open to acting on them. This is one of the arguments that are put forward for the use of ‘political correctness’, suggesting that if certain speech is allowed unchallenged, it will become an indirect incitement to cause harm which should not be protected by the concept free speech and expression.

Offended…

Something the anti-PC crowd use to generalise the reasoning for the growth of political correctness is that people are simply too easily offended by the world around them, suggesting that the issues often brought up are not issues at all. Following this is the ever popular term , Social Justice Warriors, a name used to describe, often with negative connotations, vocal advocates of social justice issues such as racism, sexism, xenophobia and so on. Although validity of such claims and titles is somewhat questionable as naturally it would be false to suggest that this anti-PC/anti-SJW crowd is necessarily pro racism, sexism, xenophobia or any form of discrimination, however this would draw in to question why this anti crowd have grown rapidly and more vocal of their disagreement with them.

One very obvious implication of boiling all the issues brought up by these ‘social justice warriors’ down to just being offended, is dismissal. By suggesting this is a case of people being offended on behalf of others dismisses the issues without discussing them, essentially attempting to shut down the argument before it can begin. The free speech debate being an extension to this, many right wing voices using this to cast further negativity on these groups by suggesting that they would advocate for censorship and are directly anti-free speech, concepts being so highly regarded in western society. Considering this, it could be argued that this anti-PC crowd use this to smear the views of these SJWs to prevent them being addressed. This can often be seen on the internet with numerous channels and outlets using the same or similar depictions of people dismissed as irrational, offended SJWs whenever a topic involving any social issue is discussed.

So whether or not these claims are legitimate or not is something that could be argued with it being very possible this is simply a pushback against opposition to the current social issues that exist today, ie, an attempt to keep the status quo in this area. Despite the defence suggesting its not just the harbouring of bigoted views defending themselves, its difficult to agree that this is the case when considering the rise of the alt-right, and specifically with the likes of the ‘unite the right’ rally in Charlottesville in 2017, a rally that under the guise of being a pro free speech rally following the removal of a statue of Confederacy commander Robert E. Lee, used this to spread very clear anti semitism and white supremacy beliefs. While this is an extreme scenario, without suggesting the anti-PC/SJW crowd share these values, this provides an example of the links with the validation of hate speech leading to the actions of others as it revealed that many of the issues that the anti crowd would suggest are not issues at all, are not only very real, but are a very common occurrence.
Validation…

As mentioned before, it is often argued that while speech itself is not harmful and therefore the freedom of speech and expression should be absolute, however how true this is is questionable. As noted in the example of Charlottesville, the speech expressed by someone can be used to validify the harmful views of others. Even more so, following the EU referendum, an event which itself saw racial tension, hate crimes went on a rise, this clearly linked to the validation that these views are correct, seemingly evidenced simply by the platform that suggested these views were shared and widespread.

This validation or acceptance of these views is something to be questioned as there is the consideration of the difference between simply accepting the freedom to hold whatever personal view one holds, and the complete freedom to express these however one wants which is not often debated. This is already fully accepted in various areas, providing more insight to the current views of this, in that we have general acceptance to not use derogatory terminology, or allow discrimination without it being seen as an attack on free speech and expression, so the question is on why this concept has grown so much in a relatively short time.

This brings it back to the consideration of validation, whether or not a major portion if the anti-PC/SJW use the argument of freedom speech, in some cases, as a way to validify their own views. However this could also be matter of not being affected by the prejudices that the apparent PC crowd attempt to address, leading to ignorance of them. Although the issue remains of whether or not freedom of speech and expression should be valid reason to allow harmful ideologies to grow and flourish and more people to become validated in their own bigotry.


The Question…

Following this, there are many factors to consider in the debate of the apparent attack that free speech is under. Importantly neither is this a two side argument as claims on both sides are valid to and extent. While many believe free speech should be protected at all costs, what those costs are are worth considering. This is particularly true with the debate as it is regularly depicted in the media and even more so with independent media.
The concept that PC culture and the left are against free speech is often raised without considering the issues that it intends to address, leading to the speculation that much of the pushback against this so called PC culture is only used as pushback against the opposition against the current status quo. This is seen in the rise of the alt right, a group often associated with ultra conservative and ethno-nationalist values who regularly vocal and actively strongly oppose this concept of PC culture.



With this the question to be discussed and research is; 
‘Is PC culture really the attack on free speech it’s often declared as being, or is the opposition simply the most recent pushback against progressiveness?’
