English Language Exam Practice-June 2002

“A mother recently wrote to a broadsheet newspaper stating that her son, who lost his sight when he was 21, preferred to be called ‘blind’ rather than ‘visually impaired’. 

Using examples of ‘political correct’ and ‘politically incorrect’ expressions, argue a case for the expressions which you feel are most appropriate. You should include comments on disability in your answer and should cover at least one other area. 

Where political correctness is concerned, ‘correct’ and ‘incorrect’ terms are very much subject to a shift in acceptability. For example, one generation, e.g. 1930’s, it was deemed acceptable to call an Afro Caribbean ‘coloured’. Nowadays, it is widely acknowledged that it is an offensive term. Words such as ‘half caste’ have been dropped from the politically correct vocabulary in order to lose any negative connotations as the word ‘half’ suggests half a person, or not even a proper human being. In this way, more and more terms have been introduced to replace old words that have been introduced to replace old words that have gained negative meanings. A strong and recent example is the removal of the word ‘spastic’ from the acceptable synonyms for a person with cerebral palsy. The significance of this change has been noted even by the main cerebral palsy charity, ‘Scope’, who changed their name from ‘The Spastics Society’. As this word became used in a derogative way, casually by teenagers, it was dropped by the charity, as the general public would never use this word in its serious context again. 

Words such as ‘CP sufferer’ have been introduced, but these again could have negative meanings to individuals. Even seemingly neutral terms such as ‘disabled person’ could be seen as politically incorrect, as it is summing up the person as a disability, even if their disability is only with one part of their body, for example. The phrase ‘A person with a disability/disabilities’ could be more appropriate. Changes in politically correct language might be seen as a positive thing. 

Changes through history affect politically correct language. For example, the words ‘invalid’, ‘cripple’ ‘retard’ ‘peg leg’ were at one time, completely suitable for describing a disabled person, and in some countries, still are. The older generation are also more likely to use such terms, as they have not become so aware of change in language, and are more likely to use the terms they have been introduced to at a younger age. In a more positive way however, if children in the next generation are taught acceptable names and terms, attitudes could change as a whole towards minority groups. An example of this is the reaction to literature from at least two generations ago, such as ‘To Kill A Mockingbird’. Words such as ‘nigger’ are used frequently by its characters, and ‘coloured’ even by the most respectable of people. Nowadays, children have been educated and socialised differently from children in the 1930’s. 

In the same way, words that are literally are simple abbreviations of a nationality are considered extremely racist and shocking. ‘Paki’ (from Pakistani) is one such example. Some could argue that this is exactly the same as the abbreviation of Briton to ‘Brit’. Even though the actual formula of abbreviation is the same, this is not the concern when it comes to being offensive. It is not the actual word that is important, but the social attitudes towards it. Opponents of political correct activists would argue that if attitudes do not change, the new ‘positive’ vocabulary will acquire the same meanings as the old. 

The terms for a disabled person are very varied, as I have discussed previously. When looking for a suitable term, I would regard the adjective ‘disabled’ as justifiable, as the person is not able to function 100%, as an able-bodied person would be. If the word is broken up into morphemes (‘dis’ +’able’+’d’), it signifies a lack of ability. This word ‘disabled’ could connotate that the person is not able at all. The phrase ‘I have a disability’ uses the indefinite article. This signals one problem, not the person as a problem themselves. Even though this seems completely acceptable, it could begin to be a ‘mouthful’ when it comes to addressing some as “a person with a disability”, instead of simply “disabled”. 

‘Invalid’ is an old fashioned term, giving negative meanings when broken up into morphemes, ‘in+’valid’. The morpheme ‘in’ meaning ‘not’ (Other words which use this format are ‘inflammable’ for example). This is seen as incredibly offensive to people with disabilities; I experienced the reaction to this word first hand. People from older generations would use words that the younger generation wouldn’t, therefore unknowingly insulting them. E.g. ‘invalid=disabled.’ 

