Language, Gender, and Power (LBST 6000)

Language and Gender (Chapters 1, 2, & 3), Goddard & Patterson

The Lenses of Gender (Preface, Introduction & Chapter 5), Sandra L. Bem 

Talking Difference: On Gender and Language (Preface & Chapter 1), Mary Crawford

Main Points

· The Lenses of Gender (Preface, Introduction & Chapter 5), Sandra L. Bem


In the excerpt from Sandra Lipsitz Bem’s book, The Lenses of Gender, one of the main points is that the lenses of gender, androcentrism, gender polarization, and biological essentialism “systemically reproduce male power” (3).  The first way, according to Bem, is that “discourses and social institutions in which they are embedded automatically channel females and males into different and unequal life situations” (3).  This prevents males and females from being equal from the beginning of their lives because of the language of the society into which they are born.  This language orients girls and boys in society in a different and unequal way.  Because of the society in which we live, female children, from their birth, have no chance to be viewed as equal by society.  The second way is that “during enculturation, the individual gradually internalized the cultural lenses and thereby becomes motivated to construct an identity that is consistent with them” (3).  Thus, because of the way males and females are inundated with the culture in which they live, and learn to use the lenses of gender to view every part of the world, they are unable to view the world in an authentic and original way, because they are using the same lenses everyone else in society is using.  This idea is related to my research on in eating disorders.  When women in particular begin to use the same lenses of society that everyone else is using, they truly do become their own worst enemy.  They begin to see their bodies not in a way that they are comfortable with, but in the way in which society views their bodies.  They begin to find the faults with their bodies.  As girls develop and grow, they become unable differentiate between their own feelings and society’s feelings about their bodies.  The two have become the same.  


Bem’s ideas are related to language in that they expose the way in which the everyday language we use enculturates and inundates males and females with the three lenses of gender.  As Bem explains, these gender lenses are easily learned because they are “embedded in the cultural discourse and social practice,” which are then internalized by the children, leading them to become “conventionally gendered” (138).  And once they are imbedded and part of children’s everyday discourse, as they grow into adults, they work to become people who have qualities consistent with what they learned as children.  Language is one of the primary ways in which we communicate with other human beings.  Because our language is so full of gendered messages, it is almost impossible for a child not to become “conventionally gendered” through our society’s use of language in teaching children about society.


The androcentric aspect of language Bem discusses is also related to language in that an androcentric message is sent to children on a daily basis.  They learn, from an early age, that “males are the privileged sex and the male perspective is the privileged perspective” (144).  Girls learn they are the supporting cast members and that the boys are not only the main characters, but that they wrote the play, are producing it and directing it.  The girls learn their only importance comes from the way in which they support the main characters, not whether or not their roles in life are interesting.  While I have never seen my life as the playing out of a supporting role, I find this idea very indicative of why people have such a hard time believing that my education and career are equally as important as my husband’s.  My mother informed me today that many of her co-workers were in awe of the fact that Dean (my spouse) would just leave his job and find a new one based on where I go for my Ph.D.  As my mother and I discussed, no one would have dared asked the same question if he had decided to get his Ph.D.  My career then would have been of little concern for them.  


Finally, the differences between males and females, what Bem labels biological essentialism, is related to language in that it explains how the language we use programs “different social experiences for males and females” (146).  Biological essentialism communicates “to both males and females that the male-female distinction in extraordinarily important” and that it “has…intensive and extensive relevance to virtually every aspect of human experience” (146).  Thus, even if girls believe that there are no differences between boys and girls, they come to learn that they are different from the descriptions society uses to situate them as polar opposites.  As I have grown up, I have realized that the opposition and the differences I had been told about between men and women really only exist because we are told that they are there.  Becoming friends with men and women exemplified this for me.  I saw that many of the conversations I had with men and women were about the same things, only that they were approached in a different way, because of the way in which culture tells men and women to frame their experiences.  

· Talking Difference (Preface & Chapter 1), Mary Crawford

One of the main points of Chapter 1 of Crawford’s Talking Difference is that most social theories have emphasized the differences between men and women’s speech styles and have not emphasized the similarities (or the lack of differences).  Because of the proliferation of the theories and self-help books that emphasize these differences, Crawford theorizes that it is easy to see why many of us truly believe in sex differences.  For Crawford, the belief in sex difference is not real, but is a social construction and is culturally produced.  Like Bem, she explains, the “differences” are “produced in the context of a pre-existing system of meanings in which difference is polarized” (4).  Instead of looking to other factors that may have caused a difference in test scoring, researchers often look to sex as the explanation for differences, rather than looking for other confounding variables.  In addition, this is problematic because, not only are (probable) differences pointed-out, the are also value-judged based on whether they are characteristic of males or females.  


Crawford, like Bem, also explains why the essentialist approach is so detrimental when doing social science research.  Differences are explained as residing within one sex or the other.  Men possess a certain characteristic; women possess the polar opposite.  But each possesses those separate characteristics because they are either male or female.  As Crawford explains, gender “is something women and men have or are; it is a noun” (emphasis in original, 8).  These differences are used against women in order to oppress them.  Because men are the norm, when some women possess characteristics that are different from men, the differences are viewed as abnormal and thereby worthy of oppression.  Women are blamed for being different, deficient, lacking.  They are seen as the problem.  Difference is not cherished; rather, it is discriminated against.  


Crawford’s proposed solution to this societal problem is to see that gender does not reside within the individual; gender resides within the social interactions.  If gender were no longer viewed as dichotomous, as an inherent part of being a social being, women would be able to not internalize the societal worthlessness of the female gender because gender would not be one of the definitive parts of their self-concepts (Crawford).  For Crawford, if gender could be part of our linguistic transactions instead of part of being a man or a woman, it would become less of a focus and would not be used to separate people into two “polar” groups.  

Activities & Extensions

Chapter 1

Activity

In the Activity on pages 19 & 20, I found it interesting that the musical instruments are either male or female, yet pronouns are not used to describe them.  The author of the passage conveys the message about the gender of the instruments by using words typically used to describe males or females.  For example, words such as “heroic,” “vigorous,” “thrusting,” and “explosive” are used to signify Tristan (male) in the work, whereas words such as “tender,” “delicate,” and “fanciful” are used to indicate Isolde has arrived.  Aside from the obvious differences in instruments, loud and powerful trumpets and trombones are male, and clarinets are female, there are also stereotypical ways of discussing African dances.  Male instrumental sections are “monumental” and female instrumental sections are “slow and tender” melodies.  Male instrumental parts are associated with sexual dominance, through the use of such words as “thrusting” and “explosive.”  The African dance is characterized in a stereotypical way, labeling it as an “unbridled expression of physical joy.”  As the authors explain in their commentary, this description leads to further associations of African culture with animal physicality, perpetuating social stereotypes.  

Extension

1. Based on the society in which you live, the words black and white take on different connotations.  If we lived in a society in which race was not a way in which people are discriminated against, using the words black and white may not have taken on their current connotations.  While it is easy to wonder why so many black objects have negative connotations, I believe that this is an extension of the society in which we live, which is still largely racist.  Because the development of our society was based upon the use of one race of people for the benefit of another, our colloquial speech in particular was formed with the goal of keeping one race under the domination of another.  Thus, because of the society in which we live (and the origins of our society), the words “black” and “white” still do encode negative and positive meanings. 

Chapter 2

Activity


The activities in Chapter 2 illustrated the way in which the common terms and images we use to describe and refer to men and women are laden with cultural messages about what is acceptable for men and women.  As explained in the activity on pages 30 and 31, words such as fragile or bubbly are derogatory if used to describe a man; words such as rugged and competitive are derogatory when describing a woman.  While some of the words listed could be used to describe both men and women, many more would be less complimentary of men.  Words such as athletic and agile are neutral words that are socially acceptable to describe women and men.  However, well-built and ambitious would not be as accepted to describe a woman.  

Catalogs: It would be more acceptable if a little girl played with the sports equipment on page 36.  Yet if one of the boys decided he would like to prepare a “meal” in the kitchen, he would be ostracized by his friends and questioned by his teachers or parents.  

Extension

1.  Female terms: wife of, perky, Katya’s mom, beautiful, captivating, stylish, beautiful and smart, choosing to go back to work (this would never be said about a man), breadwinner, neurotic (Ally McBeal)

Male terms: smart (either sex), ambitious, go-getter attitude, intelligent (either sex), hunky, breadwinner

Either sex:: ambitious (becoming more accepted to describe women, but remains more negative when describing women), bread winner (unusual for a woman, completely acceptable for a man)

Chapter 3 


Activity


Most of the activities in this chapter focused upon the way in which our culture symbolizes men and women in different ways.  The activity on page 52 was interesting because it pointed out the ways in which women and men are represented in such contracting ways, yet most of us have taken these symbols for granted, even if they do not apply to our modern day society.  However, the other symbols, such as the martini glass and the beer mug were quite interesting because of the difference in the size and shape of the symbols.  Women are delicate and fragile, like a martini glass; men are sturdy and stout, like a mug of beer.  


The activities also emphasized the way in which the mental picture of what we see as typical drastically affects the way we see the world.  Many may view women working inside the home as typical or representative of women in our culture.  Although more women work outside the home, as well as at home, because this is what is viewed as typical, this is what is expected, it is the prototype.  When women step outside of that representative view, they are viewed as strange and different, like using an ostrich to represent all birds.  

Weekly Observations Report

Once I started focusing on language in my every day life (as I have done in other Women’s Studies classes), I began to notice so many little expressions people use to perpetuate our cultural expectations about men and women.  For example, people often ask why I am applying to Ph.D. programs – what will happen when my husband and I want to have children, as though no one with a Ph.D. has ever had children.  People also are very condescending when they ask about our finances, since I am in school full-time.  They talk about how wonderful it is that my husband is being so supportive of my dreams and is working full-time so that I don’t have to work full-time and take a full-time course load.  Yes, it is wonderful to have a very supportive spouse who encourages me at every step to follow through with my goal.  However, no one ever told me that I was so wonderful for working full-time when he was getting his Master’s degree.  It was expected that he would go to school full-time. 


The observation of language that struck me most powerfully during the past week actually came out of my husband’s mouth about thirty minutes after class last Wednesday.  When I got home, he was telling me about his supervisor’s daughter.  His supervisor’s daughter, who is only six, apparently likes to play golf and has gotten very good at it in the past year.  When my husband was describing her, he said “It looks like they have a little Tigress Woods on their hands.”  I stopped in my tracks.  He had just added on an “-ess” to a word, making the male the norm and the female just a smaller version of the male.  This comment received much ridicule and attention, particularly because Goddard and Patterson discussed this phenomenon in Language and Gender. 

