Political Correctness

Diversity and inclusive language

- classroom version -
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Setting the scene 

A Story

[image: image8..pict]A man is at the wheel of his car, driving his young son to visit relatives. There is a terrible accident and the father is killed outright, while the son is critically injured. The boy is rushed to hospital by ambulance for emergency surgery.  The surgeon comes into the operating theatre, takes one look at the boy and exclaims: “oh my God, it’s my son!”.

What is the relationship between the surgeon and the boy?
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Your view

Discuss in groups

Try to solve the puzzle, and answer the question above.  

Once you have worked it out, discuss why it takes some people so long to get to the answer. (If you give up completely, the answer is among the questions for Situation One on p.4.)
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Inclusive Language

	Inclusive language is language which makes people feel it includes them. If a job advertisement asks for a “policeman”, will women feel they are invited to apply?  It is for this reason that many job titles have changed in English and other languages over the last few decades, so that now you are likely to see “firefighter” instead of “fireman”. 

Part of the reason for this is that under EU law it is illegal to discriminate against anyone on the grounds of sex, race, religion, sexual orientation, nationality, disability etc.  Employers do not want to be prosecuted under such laws!  It can be argued, though, that there has also been a cultural change which makes exclusive language unacceptable these days.
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As well as being “gender-inclusive”, language can include or exclude people on the basis of other characteristics.  For example, a person of Asian origin who was born in Birmingham might well be offended if you were to refer to her as an “immigrant” or a “foreigner”.


Definition 2

Gender-neutral language (gender-generic, gender-inclusive, non-sexist, or sex-neutral language) is language that attempts to refer neither to males nor females when discussing an abstract or hypothetical person whose sex cannot otherwise be determined. This most commonly means using gender-neutral pronouns instead of gender-specific pronouns. In most Indo-European and Afro-Asiatic languages, male pronouns have traditionally been used when referring to both genders or to a person or people of an unknown gender.
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A related term, which has caused a lot of debates: 

Political correctness (also politically correct, P.C. or PC) 

PC is a term used in various countries to describe real or perceived attempts to impose limits on acceptable language, terms, and viewpoints in public discussion. While in Europe it usually refers to a linguistic phenomenon, it is sometimes extended to cover political ideology or public behaviour.

The term invariably has a pejorative or ironic meaning, being typically used in the tabloid press to connote an excessive attempt by despised pressure groups to alter language and culture. Sometimes the examples given are fictitious ones, such as the notorious case of an English primary school teacher telling her children to sing “Ba ba green sheep” because she thought “black sheep” in the traditional nursery rhyme would be offensive.

Baa Baa, Black Sheep [image: image13.png]



Have you any wool? 
Yes sir, yes sir
three bags full.


One for my master,
one for my dame,
and one for the little boy,
who lives down the lane

The term is often used to describe (and ridicule) genuine attempts to respect marginalized groups (e.g., the Canadian Oxford Dictionary (Oxford University Press Canada 2001) defines political correctness as "the avoidance of forms of expression or action that exclude, marginalize, or insult certain racial or cultural groups”).

According to predominantly conservative critics of what they call the "political correctness movement," PC involves censorship and social engineering, and has influenced (for the worse!) popular culture, such as music, film, literature, arts and advertising.
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In the United States over the course of one hundred years, blacks became Negroes, then became blacks again, then became Afro-Americans, then became African-Americans (the current term, although the term “black” is still often used). In the meantime, the term “colored” came into and went out of use, while the related term “people of color” came into use later on. The term “people of color” refers, in addition to African Americans, to any non-white people […]

Your view?
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Compare and discuss the above definitions of and approaches towards political correctness. Does this term get used in your own country? Does it appear in the newspapers?  What sort of phenomena is it used to describe?  Do you think this is fair?
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(optional task / homework)

Make a list of dictionary and encyclopaedia definitions of the term ‘political correctness’ and ‘politically correct’. Search the Internet for occurrences of these terms and note the context in which they are used. Write down some examples for future reference.  For instance:

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_correctness
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Differences in Europe: behaviour and values

Read the following situations and discuss the questions in pairs / groups.


Situation One

A German teacher had an accident and went to a hospital in the Netherlands to get her arm x-rayed. After a while, a young man came to see her introducing himself by saying ‘I’m the nurse’.




Questions

What word in your language is used for ‘nurse’? 

· Is it applied for both females and males? 

· Is it gender-neutral? 

· Do you have separate words for female and male nurses? 

· If it is applied traditionally to women only, does it cause any problems if the person doing the job is male? 

· How is, or how can, this problem be solved?

· What about the word for “surgeon”? (By the way, the answer to the question after the story on p.1 is that the surgeon is the boy’s mother!)

· Is it common in your country for males to work as nurses? 

· Is it socially acceptable and to what degree? 

· Is it seen predominantly as a “female” job? If so, do you think that a gender-specific word for the job might reinforce such stereotypical attitudes?




Situation Two 

A Dutch professor, aged 47, wanted to check in at Toulouse airport in France. The employee at the counter constantly called her “Mademoiselle” ,which she found a bit strange.

She had expected to be addressed as “Madame”. 

Her friend living in France explained to her that this was a sign of politeness. The woman at the counter couldn’t know whether she was married or not and didn’t want to make her “older” by using the form to address married women.

.





Questions

· Are there similar forms of address in your language? Do you know of similar practices in other languages? 

· Is it still justifiable / desirable in modern world to distinguish linguistically between married and unmarried women and men (e.g.: Miss/Mrs)?  Is there an “inclusive” equivalent such as Ms.?

· What is the prevalent practice in your country?



Situation Three

Airlines no longer use the term stewardess (or steward for men), partly due to disparaging stereotypes and the condescending nickname stews. Thus they have replaced it with gender-neutral term “flight-attendant” and the collective term “cabin crew”.
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Questions

· What is the attitude in your country towards initiatives to change names of professions? 

· Can you give examples of such changes in your own language? 

· Are you aware of other countries where this is an issue? 

· What can you say about the profile, prestige and financial rewards of those jobs which have traditionally ‘female’ and those which have traditionally ‘male’ names? 

· Should languages have separate words for male and female jobs, or should there be only gender-neutral terms? 

· Should new gender-neutral or non-offensive terms for jobs be introduced artificially into languages?

· What would the advantages and disadvantages of such linguistic modifications be?



Intercultural incidents

Discuss situations both in your country and during your visits abroad or in dealing with international visitors in which you felt offended by or uncomfortable with the use of particular words / phrases or behaviour, or felt you unintentionally offended others through your own use of particular words / phrases or behaviour. Choose a spokesperson to make notes and report on the most interesting experience in your group to the rest of the class. 

	
	A situation when I felt offended by or uncomfortable with someone’s …
	A situation when I felt I un​intentio​nally offended someone or made someone uncomfortable with my …

	Language



	
	

	Behaviour
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How to behave – How would / should you react?

Read the following text and answer the questions.

Bill Veeck was a famous baseball team owner who wrote his autobiography in 1962. He wrote the following in the last chapter entitled "I'm not handicapped, I’m crippled.”

A cripple cannot coddle himself. Once you coddle yourself, you're admitting you can't do what anybody else can do, and then you're through... You will notice I always use the term 'cripple'. It isn't a word you normally hear, is it? It has become customary, in our euphemistic world, to describe us cripples as 'handicapped'... Webster defines 'handicapped' as 'to place at a disadvantage'. I don't believe I am. I believe I can do anything that anybody else can do that doesn't involve quick sprints, high jumps and a fast buck-and-wing. And so, although I am crippled, I am not handicapped.

This was written in the 1960s. Since then, both the words “handicapped” and “cripple” have become taboo. 

What terms are used in modern English instead? What words are used in your own language? 
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differently abled

Some people with disabilities do not like being called “brave” or “special”, even when in an expression of admiration by acquaintances or friends. Is it because they are hypersensitive, or is it because these words have come to have a slightly different meaning for them, or is there another reason? 



Language


Real life: forms of address

Formerly there were different forms indicating marital status for both genders. However, in most countries of Europe these days there are different words indicating the marital status only of women. What do you know about addressing people in your country and in other European countries?

	
	my country
	…
	…

	unmarried man
	
	
	

	unmarried woman
	
	
	

	married man
	
	
	

	married woman
	
	
	

	man older than 30
	
	
	

	woman older than 30
	
	
	

	divorced man
	
	
	

	divorced woman
	
	
	

	widowed man
	
	
	

	widowed woman
	
	
	

	other
	
	
	




Real life: disability

For each of the words in group I, which are generally considered unacceptable or offensive in modern English, choose an appropriate alternative from Group II. (For some words there is more than one possible answer).

	I
	II

	1) idiot

2) lunatic

3) cripple

4) mongol

5) crazy

6) invalid

7) handicapped

8) mentally retarded

9) disabled

10) deaf
	a) mentally ill

b) Down syndrome

c) hearing-impaired

d) with learning difficulties

f) with a disability




Did you know all the terms in group II above?  Do you use them?  Do you find them “polite” or ridiculously euphemistic?  Do you think the people they are used to describe are likely to use these terms themselves?

What words do you use in your language for the disabilities of Group I above?

	Unacceptable
	Acceptable



	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	



Discuss in groups

Do you take extra care in your country when choosing words to address or refer to people with physical or mental disabilities? Can you give some examples?

Bridging strategies

Analyse the intercultural incidents below. Then answer the questions.



Incident One

On the first meeting with her students, a French teacher of English asked them what their Christian names were. Some of the students responded that they were Muslims, not Christian. Obviously the teacher knew they were Muslim. She just realized too late that she shouldn’t have used the term ‘Christian name’ instead of ‘First name’. In an increasingly multi-cultural, multi-denominational and secular Europe the term ‘Christian name’ has become unacceptably “exclusive”.



Incident Two

A professor of linguistics from Central Europe went to the US to give lectures to American students. He referred to a group of female students by the word ‘girls’. Later on he was informed by his American colleagues that this could have been interpreted as a form of harassment. Although he meant well as he associated the word ‘girls’ with positive characteristics (youth, beauty), in America this could sound patronizing, sexist and offensive. 



Incident Three

A Pole working for a multinational company in Switzerland was at first a bit surprised when his colleagues wished him ‘Happy Holidays’ instead of ‘Merry Christmas’. Soon he acknowledged that in a multi-cultural environment  including. people of non-Christian background, this might be quite justified. 



Questions

What should people say and do in the situations described above to avoid getting into a conflict? What would be the best or mutually satisfying way of avoiding the situation developing into an unpleasant one? What one should do to interpret correctly the true intentions behind somebody’s behaviour and words? Choose any number of options from the list below:

1. Fail to carry on the conversation.

2. Be apologetic and try to explain you did not mean any offence.

3. Cary on the conversation pretending you have not noticed the angry / surprised reaction of the interlocutor.

4. Try to ask the other person for explanation without sounding too apologetic.

5. Assume the other person’s good will rather than intentional malice.

6. Ask directly the other person for explanation of his / her behaviour

7. Pay attention to the other person’s body language (facial expression, tone of voice, etc.) in order to interpret his / her behaviour correctly.

8. Be tolerant and open-minded towards the behaviour or words you find strange, surprising or even offensive, especially if they come from people of other cultures and backgrounds.

9. Be cautious / vigilant and suspicious of anything that you find strange and different than the ‘norms’ of your own culture.

10. Adopt friendly body language (e.g. smiling).

11. Adopt defensive body language.

12. Assume that the strange behaviour / words were well intended and there must have been a failure in communication, most probably due to insufficient language skills.

13. Other – explain in detail.



Optional Task / Homework


Try to get in touch with as many people as possible representing one of the groups listed below and interview them about their experience with inclusive and exclusive language. What are the terms by which they would like to be referred to? For instance would they prefer to be called a ‘male nurse’ or just a ‘nurse’; “papist” or “Catholic”; ‘Chairwoman’, ‘Madam Chairman’ or ‘Chairperson’;  ‘homosexual’ or ‘gay’; ‘blind’ or ‘visually impaired’; ‘Gypsy’ or ‘Romany’; ‘fat’ or ‘obese’. How do they react when other people use inclusive or exclusive/offensive language when referring to them? How would they like other people to react in a potentially touchy / sensitive situation resulting from misunderstandings involving the use of language? What according to them are the best ways of avoiding and dealing with sensitive situations resulting from the use of language in their case? Make a list of their suggestions and compare with the information obtained by other students. 

Place each of the examples above in a category from the following list:

	· Sex/gender
	· Disability

	· Race/ethnic origin
	· Body image/appearance

	· Sexual orientation
	· Religion


Questionnaire: Interview

Interview classmates and members of your family, such as your parents, grandparents or even aunts or uncles.  Use the following statements as a guide.  Put a tick in the relevant boxes in the chart below. If necessary, adapt the questions to local requirements.

Do you agree with the following statements? 

1. It is acceptable in my country for a man to give a woman a pat on the backside to show he likes her.

2. It is important to try to use language which includes both men and women.

3. If a man and a woman are having dinner together in my country, it is unacceptable for the woman to pay the bill

4. In my country sexually explicit jokes should not be told by men in the presence of women they do not know very well.

5. It is proper for a man to hold a door open for a woman in my country

6. Whenever a mixed group of people (male/female) come together the men always sit together.

7. Men should treat women as equals if they are together in a business meeting.

8. It is common for people to use pejorative words for people who are middle-aged or older but have never married.

9. It is common for people to label people with illnesses and disabilities with names like “mongol” or “cripple”.

10. It is common for people to disparage members of minority religious denominations or atheists.

	
	strongly agree
	agree
	no opinion
	disagree
	strongly disagree

	Q1
	
	
	
	
	

	Q2
	
	
	
	
	

	Q3
	
	
	
	
	

	Q4
	
	
	
	
	

	Q5
	
	
	
	
	

	etc.
	
	
	
	
	


� From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia (� HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gender-neutral_language" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gender-neutral_language�)





� � HYPERLINK "http://www.hfriends.com/" ��http://www.hfriends.com/�
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