PICTURE

Political Correctness

Class module 

Teacher Notes
50 minutes

Dear Teacher,

Before you start working through this module in class, we seriously advise you to take note of the general Background Information included in the PICTURE project, as well as in the Introduction Module. If it is your intention (as we sincerely hope) to run the whole project, it is strongly recommended to complete the Introduction Module first. In this way, you can properly prepare your students for their various consecutive tasks. 

All the statements, questions, tables, role plays and/or reported incidents in this module are aimed at stimulating group discussion and self reflection. Naturally you, as the teacher, are free to determine a suitable approach for the various assignments, such as plenary discussion or working in subgroups, reporting orally or in writing, discussion or debate between pro and con teams, or how to read the critical incidents etc. And of course you may accommodate material towards your local situation and include your own experiences or those of your students to help you attain the envisaged aims.

In preparation for this class module, material should be made accessible to your students, either on computer or otherwise. The choice between screen, complete printouts of the various parts, excerpt handouts or e.g. beamer projection is up to you, though dependent on the available facilities. This module is rather abundant in reading material, such as definitions, language elements, intercultural incidents, situations, questions, tasks and statements. To save reading time in class (and possibly paper) students can be assigned to read parts of the module on their screens or from a handout before the class session. You can also consider using parts, if not already specified as such, as take-home assignments, thus creating more time for explanation and class discussion. In any case there is more material than can be dealt with in one 50-minute class period, so one must be selective. 

Furthermore, depending on the situation in your country and the correlated relevance of the presented items, more or less time and instruction per item are needed for students to gain a picture of the various aspects of this module. Therefore it is left up to you to decide which parts are to be tackled, which ones are to be designated as a homework task and which can possibly be left out altogether.

The aim of this module Diversity and Inclusive Language is to deal with the way in which people treat other members of a society who differ in gender, race, religion, age, class, culture or other characteristics such as physical handicap. In this context, much attention is focused on relations between males and females (see also the module MALE and FEMALE) and their ascribed roles based on the gender role patterns offered by parents. Other major topics are discrimination of minorities, as well as the phenomenon of ‘political correctness’ (PC) as an indication of changing, though disputed attitudes. 

As stated in the text, the term PC is used in a critical way and has caused a lot of debate. Obviously this is because both the level of perceived offence and the degree of perceived political correctness in reaction to it are subjective. PC covers a wide range of usage, varying from neutral observation of language or behaviour, to a disapproving and even ridiculing stance towards neologisms and (un)voluntary self-censorship. In their book “Riding the Waves of Culture”, F. Trompenaars and C. Hampden-Turner write: “American men admit to showing more emotion: it is now politically correct to do so”, which sounds like a neutral description of a societal evolution, or even a display of relief. More often than not, however, critics challenge the legitimacy of the phenomenon of PC or its subsequent language. They wonder, for example, whether the Paralympics will remain the Games for Disabled or become games for “the physically impaired”, or people with "reduced mobility”, or other such euphemisms. What is more important, however, is how the people in question want to be referred to themselves.

The ‘political’ element is associated with the progressive political left (advocating changes) and the conservative right (criticising the results). In the past, behavioural rules were determined by the upper-class establishment (“U” and “non-U” qualifications), and their “savoir-vivre” codes had to be embraced if one wanted to climb in social rank. By contrast, a more bottom-up movement is striving for equal rights for women, immigrants and social minorities of all kinds. Among other things, they wish to break ‘glass ceilings’ which prevent women from becoming professors or top managers. These social issues have since made their way into political agendas. Nevertheless, it is these days generally accepted and neurologically demonstrated, that although males and females may have equal rights they are not in every aspect fundamentally equal. For example, women exceed in intuition and ‘synchronic thinking” (concentrating on more things simultaneously), whereas men stand out more in linear thinking.

Sometimes PC just means what it did when the term was first invented (reportedly) in the late eighteenth century; an action which is considered correct within a certain political context. When the World Museum in Rotterdam was urged by the Chinese to alter texts in a presentation on Tibet, they did not yield. When Turkey protested against a presentation on genocide in the UN building in New York, with texts referring to crime against the Armenians, the opening of the exhibition was postponed. Both decisions are of a political nature and both were deemed to be “politically” correct.

DIVERSITY AND INCLUSIVE LANGUAGE

Setting the Scene

The last few decades have seen a change in the (decreasing) amount of time students need to find the solution to this warming-up problem. For countries where there is a strong representation of women in the medical profession this story should not present a problem at all. 

Language

The relevance of definitions 1 and 2 depends partly on the occurrence in a language of male and female forms of a word indicating a person/job. More important is the social acceptability of the usage of these terms, which varies from country to country. 

Political Correctness

For this item we refer to the introduction above.

Differences in Europe: Behaviour and Values

The questions for the three situations will presumably lead to ample discussion. For practical reasons it is conceivable that, though each student reads all the material, the group will then be split up into one sub group per situation. The three sub groups can then report their conclusions to the others.

Intercultural Incidents

A similar approach is suggested in the instruction introducing this item. 

Language

This section, as well as the previous Bill Veeck quotation, deals with linguistic aspects of PC, such as forms of address and terms for disabilities. Here, as well as later in Optional Task / Homework the essential question is raised as to how people from minority groups wish to be referred to and how they refer to themselves.
Bridging Strategies/Cultural Incidents
The three incidents are parallel in the use of a term which then appears to be interpreted in a way different from the user’s actual intention. The students can make individual choices of strategies from the list and then discuss them briefly in the group. It will become clear that there is no one golden rule for every situation, but rather a variety of combinations to save a state of affairs.

Questionnaire: Interview
This task will become a lot more interesting if student(s) collect results from the questionnaires and turn them into diagrams. These will most likely reveal differences within your own culture and emphasise the need for intercultural awareness. For more questions see also the questionnaire as part of the Interview module of this PICTURE project.
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