
 

 

ENGLISH LANGUAGE 
 
Offensive Language 
 
 
There is an old saying that “sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me”. 
While this cliché may have applied to children of the past, it certainly does not apply to 
contemporary Australian society. Language has the power to shock when used unexpectedly or for 
a negative purpose, and can lead to offence or incite emotion. As a result, euphemisms and a 
change in false generics are regularly employed, and if they are not, controversy can arise.  
 
If language is used in a particular way, the result can be shock or fear for the audience. Politicians 
and those in authoritative positions are known to employ doublespeak to deceive or manipulate an 
audience. Following the Gulf of Mexico oil spill, BP were questioned on how such a catastrophe 
took place. Management described the spill as the result of “complex and interlocking problems 
between multiple companies, and operational implementation problems” as they tried to shift the 
blame. When analysts dissected the complex, convoluted syntax from BP, the audience often 
responded with shock that BP would try shift the blame for such a problem. While advertising, 
companies will often use the language of their target audience to help connect with them. In his 
regard, VicRoads released their “dickhead” road campaign, however resulting comments slammed 
the authoritative organisation for using such language, as the audience was shocked by the 
dysphemistic lexeme. The organisation defended use of the language as a way of connecting with 
the audience of the commercial, which in this case was young drivers. 
 
The notion of politically correct language aims to remove language that causes offence and 
discriminates. With rising awareness of female rights, gender-neutral “fire fighters” are replacing 
false generics such as “fireman”. On a personal level, while working at the Australian Open, I had 
been specifically informed to ensure that I referred to myself as a “ballperson” rather than the 
traditional “ballboy”. Replacing the free morpheme “boy” with “person” was said to eliminate 
discrimination and offence caused to women, and promote an inclusive society. Language users, as 
a way of avoiding offensive terms, also regularly employ euphemisms. In the past, Aboriginal 
players were often referred to as “black magic”. Recently, Adam Goodes spoke about how such a 
term is offensive, as it suggests Aboriginals are born with talent, when in fact they work just as hard 
as anyone to be skillful. Therefore, it is much more likely for these players to be referred to as an 
“excitement machine” nowadays, given the increase of euphemisms in our language.  
 
If euphemisms are not used, the offence caused may lead to an incitement of emotion. In 2007, 
Qantas banned a man wearing a T-shirt saying “terrorist” on it, due to the sensitivity and offence it 
may cause to others. The lexeme “terrorist” has become increasingly dysphemistic, especially for 
those of a Muslim background. Earlier this year, a Channel Nine cameraman called an accused 
criminal’s father a “f***ing terrorist” after a minor altercation. As a result, the son, Omar Amr, 
became highly emotional and aggressive, which shows the true power of words in inciting emotion. 
The lexeme clearly hurt and maimed Mr. Amr, and sparked an aggressive feeling.  
 
In Australia, words continue to hold the power to shock, offend and incite emotion. Offensive 
language often results in anger or annoyance, and as a result euphemisms and non-discriminatory 
language is becoming increasingly prevalent in society. The change in attitude reflects the power 
given to words.  
 


