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ABSTRACT

Language is a universe criss-crossed by codes and Political Correctness (PC) is yet another one. This code has become so elaborate in the last decades in some English speaking societies these days often being a code impossible to break by the foreign language learner. The paper makes a review of PC, its roots, current state of affairs and its influence on foreign language learners, especially in cultures that are traditionally direct as the Bulgarian one. It will suggest tips for introducing it in the EFL environment and some classroom activities such as matching exercises, teaching with the PC Bed Time Stories series, paraphrasing, translating into students’ mother tongue and some others that can help students develop awareness of it. The paper ends concluding that even a foreign language is not just a tool of expressing one’s thoughts; it is also an instrument to shape these thoughts and as such PC language is a tool that can be employed to make EFL students more sensitive, more tolerant and more understanding. 

INTRODUCTION

Nowadays the importance of teaching EFL students politically correct language is indisputable.  While it is absolutely necessary to expose our students to the phenomenon with a view to their communicative competence, personal, academic and professional development and relationships it is also true that PC can be detrimental if it goes to extremes. So students must be offered an opportunity to discuss PC
WHAT IS POLITICAL CORRECTNESS?
Generally speaking, the term political correctness is used to denote the language, ideas and policies that aim to reduce or exclude discriminatory attitudes in society and institutions towards a particular social group, race, religion, sex, sexual orientation and others. Although this article will be looking at the linguistic and pedagogical implications of political correctness (PC) it will also outline the broader political and ideological context in which it has emerged and thrived. 

Origin of the term Political Correctness

The term political correctness can be found in American non-fiction as early as the 19 century, but only in relation to policy, with no direct connection to language. It is thought to have originated in the United States. It was much later, somewhere in the 1970s and 1980s that the term started popping up in the rhetoric of American liberals in connection with leftist political views, feminist movements for equality and struggles for social change. It was not before the 1990s, however, that the use of the term political correctness and its derivatives mushroomed in the language of the Republicans (conservative party) against the growing battle between the traditional American values ​​and liberal views of the Democrats. In the context of these "culture wars" as Patrick Buchanan (1992) called them in his address to the Congress of the Republican Party in 1992 on a number of hot issues such as abortion, gay rights, privacy, use of drugs for recreational purposes and many other ideas fought for by the liberals and ridiculed by the Republicans the term political correctness began to be used with a pejorative connotation and was reminiscent of Stalinist orthodoxy.

State of Affairs

The US

After a period of linguistic subsidence towards the end of the first decade of 21 century PC has flourished anew in the language of the Obama administration. When Republican George Bush, who has traditionally been a supporter of naming things as they are, was in power, Islamic terrorists existed only to “disappear” with the coming to power of Obama’s democratic administration. The language of tolerance and honesty has suddenly seen new horizons. In an effort to clean up the American political lexicon, the Islamic terrorists surrendered to violent extremists, terrorism has ceded to man-caused disaster, illegal immigrants to undocumented workers, etc. The list is really long and continues to grow.

Indeed in the last two years, political correctness in the English language borders absurdity. So much so that in a radio interview a U.S. prison guard called ordinary citizens “non-convicted members of society”, not to hurt the feelings of convicted ones. Ridiculous as it may seem, the situation becomes serious if we consider the paralysis to which this phenomenon can lead to in a political debate, discussion or newspaper articles on important public issues such as homelessness, health issues, problems of the elderly, etc. If people can not call things by their real names, they will not be able to discuss important social issues and arrive at satisfactory, long term solutions. Some conservatives, such as Lind (2000) and Buchanan (2002) were bold enough to call political correctness “cultural Marxism”, and in the words of Lind (2000) PC ”is the great disease of our century, the disease that has left tens of millions of people dead in Europe, in Russia, in China, indeed around the world. It is the disease of ideology. PC is not funny. PC is deadly serious”. 

Europe

The situation is very much the same in Europe where linguists, sociologists, journalists and politicians warn of the dangers of political correctness as the so-called new orthodoxy. The phenomenon is twofold. One the one hand, this is the language of multicultural society, the official line in Brussels and accordingly all texts related to EU policies are guided by the principle of respecting the rights of each group, not favourizing individual community groups, promoting efforts to assist social, economic, ethnic groups, etc., i.e. they follow the principles of multiculturalism. On the other hand, however, multiculturalism has been pronounced doomed on a European and global level alike. In October last year, German Chancellor Merkel said that “multiculturalism in Germany has failed completely”, followed in January by British Prime Minister David Cameron, who in February this year, admitted the failure of the traditional policy of multiculturalism led by Britain and said that “hands-off tolerance” of those who reject Western values has failed “. Such is the position of French Prime Minister Sarkozy and former Prime Minister of Spain Jose Maria Aznar.


Only time will tell whether the trend towards political correctness in English (and in other languages) will decline. It is a well known fact that in times of profound social, political and economic changes linguistic processes are accelerated and lexical systems become significantly dynamic. Subsidence is slower; once imposed, words do not disappear immediately; they recede into the passive vocabulary of people where they can remain for a long time, and even revive, albeit with a new meaning. Having grown up and having been linguistically molded before the democratic changes in Bulgaria in November 1989, I have witnessed how the demise of an ideology and the words and phrases with which it has operated disappear either because they are deemed incorrect or because they are associated with a policy considered unfair and therefore receive a negative connotation. 

POLITICAL CORRECTNESS AND LANGUAGE LEARNING
The subject of politically correct English is interdisciplinary and embraces political, historical, cultural, social, and linguistic perspectives. As it is also a contemporary issue concerning language usage, it is motivating for learners and teachers alike. Thus, politically correct English can constitute a challenging topic of high practical value for the EFL classroom. The tasks becomes even more challenging where the target language is a language, such as Bulgarian, which is traditionally a direct one and is often a far cry from being socially, ethnically or otherwise sensitive. Various exercises can be used to make students think about whether what they are saying or rather how they are saying it will be well received by the listener. The exercises below can be used in the ELT classroom to help students levels B1 and up explore this topic and to raise awareness of that strain of language called PC.

Lead-in activities

1. Ask your students to identify sensitive topics when talking to other people (suggestions: gender, age, ethnicity, nationality, religious beliefs, or physical appearance).

2. Bring pictures of different people (different by race, skin colour, age, and other characteristics that make them visibly different) or in a multicultural classroom ask students to bring pictures of their families and friends. Ask them to come up with strategies that can be used to talk about these people without being offensive to them or their family, friends, etc. Provide examples on the board. Identify patterns, e.g. using the geographic principle for ethnicity, etc. 

Activities related to Race/Ethnicity Sensitivity

The purpose of this exercise is to make students aware how to understand or avoid being politically incorrect when talking about race/ ethnicity. The recent trend in English is referring to a group of people with the word this group uses in its own language (e.g. Lapps, i.e. people from Lapland – Saami, or Eskimos –  Inuit). Although a safe approach, this can often lead to problems since some of the words are not easily pronounceable as they usually follow radically different phonetic systems, e.g. Sugpiaq, Further, this strategy will last in many more names, as insiders tend to differentiate between themselves whereas the outsiders’ eyes try to generalize and look for similarities; for example: the people we used to refer to with the word Eskimo differentiate between Yupik, Inuit, Kalaallit, Sugpiaq, Inupiaq, Eyak, Haida, Tlingit, etc.  Further, what happens with the Eskimo-Inuit opposition is that a number of people previously referred to as Eskimo and currently as Inuit don’t actually consider themselves Inuit and would rather prefer to be called Eskimo (originally meaning the one who eat raw meat) than Inuit.

A practical tip to students, here, could be to listen to how people identify themselves and use the word they use.

Another principle is the geographic one, i.e. naming groups by geographic origin rather than by skin colour. An example of this would be African-American instead of black or negro, Caucasian instead of white; Asian – not yellow or Oriental. This pattern is also far from perfect. Some will argue that, for example, Asian instead of Oriental is not fully suitable, as it is not used for Armenians or people inhabiting eastern Russia. Another tip would be to use subcontinental markers, such as Middle East Asian, etc. Interestingly enough, the term Asian embraces different things in UK, US and Australia but what is important here is to make students aware of the trend and make them more wary when using these as they may come off as rude. For example, native speakers of English say that Oriental is more likely to be used for things (e.g.. Oriental rug) rather than for people.

Another interesting pattern in terms of PC is prominence through syntax, e.g.  a person of colour is not considered offensive, as the focus is on person, not colour, whereas a coloured person is offensive as it shifts the focus on colour rather than on person.
Sample activity 1

Match the names from column A with their PC equivalent in column B.

Table 1. Sample activity 1

	A
	B

	1. Lapps

2. Indians

3. Eskimos

4. coloured person 
5. Australian Aborigines
6. Whites

7. Black American

8. Oriental
	a). Native Australians
b). Native American

c). Inuit

d). Saami
e). Caucasians

f). Asian 
g). A person of color

h) African American


Activities related to physical and mental disability sensitivity
Being emphatic and using politically correct terms for people with disabilities makes a difference.  One of the easiest patterns in this group is the “fill-in-the-gap” challenged words which pattern is even on the way of replacing the recently used impaired group. Such words include: visually challenged for blind, vertically challenged for short or dwarf, gravitationally challenged for fat/obese, etc. Teachers, however, must make it clear for students who do not have mechanism for discerning between pejorative and real use of PC terms so they have to be made aware that very often some PC words are used to mock the so-called doublespeak of the day. Such examples are metabolically challenged for dead, hair challenged for bald, etc.

Sample activity 2

Guessing game. Guess what the following words and phrases may mean? If students find it difficult on the left with their politically correct equivalent:
e.g. visually challenged; hearing impaired ; intellectually challenged; undocumented worker; orphan


Activities related to gender sensitivity

In English for years there has been a trend towards replacing words for occupations formed with the suffix-man and – woman so as not to favour any particular sex, or as it would be PC to say, “to be gender neutral” . Examples here would be police officer or firefighter instead of  policeman / policewoman or fireman/firewoman. The trend is also reflected in the currently sporadic attempts to impose new spelling which is in no way reminiscent of gender, such as womyn instead of woman, h'orsh ' it  for he or she or it, his'n'herstory for he or she.
Sample activity 3

Paraphrase the following sentences to make them sound more inclusive:
1. Mr Jonson is the new chairman of the Board of directors

2. The policewoman was awarded a medal for solving the case.

3. Man’s powers are infinite as the universe.

Activities aimed at avoiding labels

Sample activity 4

Paraphrase so as to make the following phrases sound neutral and considerate to the people spoken about.


1. She is short and fat.

2. Peter is mentally disabled.

Activity based on Garner’s Politically Correct Bedtime Stories. 

This activity is suitable for students B2 +.

Politically Correct Bedtime Stories (Garner, 1994) is a collection of popular fairy tales retold for our current era of doublespeak and ionizes political correctness going to extremes and could be used to ask students to identify humorous PC expressions or suggest their own ones.

Sample activity 5

Here is the beginning of the popular Little Red Riding Hood story revisited by Mr. Garner. Underline the phrases that aim to achieve comic effect: 

“There once was a young person named Red Riding Hood who lived with her mother on the edge of a large wood. One day her mother asked her to take a basket of fresh fruit and mineral water to her grandmother’s house - not because this was womyn's work, mind you, but because the deed was generous and helped engender a feeling of community. Furthermore, her grandmother was not sick, but rather was in full physical and mental health and was fully capable of taking care of herself as a mature adult.”  
Role play Activities

Students may be asked to role play situations of local Parliament, or students’ council and discuss topics such as university fees, job opportunities for students, etc. Ask students to monitor the language they use. In a large class the students that are not actively participating can be asked to listen and put down words and phrases used by the speakers that they feel were not PC.

Academic writing Activity

In academic writing students may be asked to skim each other’s essays for words that may sound politically incorrect. They may try to offer substitutes for the words they have identified. The great thing here that there are no correct or wrong answers and it is the students who will have to come up with a decision.

CONCLUSION
A language, no matter native or foreign,  is not just a tool of expressing one’s thoughts; it is also an instrument to shape these thoughts and as such PC language is a tool that can be employed to make EFL students more sensitive, more tolerant and more understanding. The classroom provides an invaluable setting for discussion of political (in)correctness and students have to be encouraged to develop their own instruments that can serve them well across languages.
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