Liberal Studies 6000 – Language, Gender, & Power

· Language and Gender (Chapter 4), Angela Goddard and Lindsey Mean Patterson

· “Introduction: Scholarship, Feminism, and Language Change,” Language, Gender, and Professional Writing, Frank & Treichler

· “Sexual (Re)Production of Meaning: A Discourse-Based Theory,” Sally McConnell-Ginet in Language, Gender, and Professional Writing, Frank & Treichler

· “Gender Through the Levels,” M.J. Hardman

· “’And If We Lose Our Name, Then What About Our Land?’ or, What Price Development?,” M.J. Hardman

Main Points

“Introduction: Scholarship, Feminism, and Language Change” by Frank and Treichler


The main point of this article is to explain the way in which language can be used in a non-discriminatory way.  According to the authors, sexist language has “real-world consequences, especially for women and girls” (2).  Thus, language, scholarly language in particular, needs to rid itself of sexism.  For Frank and Treichler, ridding scholarly writing of sexist language is as important (if not more important) as making that writing grammatically correct, because it affects the readers’ perceptions of reality.  These changes need to address such issues as androcentric language, the use of the generic “he,” and the social construction of gender.  These uses of language lead women to feel excluded from the world in which they live.  Sexist language, which is prevalent at all levels of society, makes women feel excluded or invisible during many parts of their daily lives.  


Frank and Treichler address in depth the use of male generics to represent both men and women.  While many people argue that “he” or “men” can represent both females and males, Frank and Treichler cite research that shows that this assumption is false.  Most women feel as though they are not included when “he” is used.  In addition, when “he” is used generically, this also affects how those who hear “he” view the world.  When boys and men hear “he” used, they feel included.  Yet when girls and women hear “he” they feel as though the speaker is not addressing their needs at all.  In addition, the use of “he” as the generic pronoun also leads many males to be unable to see that there are others in the world who are equally as important as they are.  


Frank and Treichler point out that the use of gender-neutral language is not the same as non-sexist language.  Gender-neutral language is not as beneficial because it “obscures the oppression of women and renders sexism invisible” (17).  Non-sexist language should be the goal of society because it “works against sexism in society” (18).  


Finally, the authors address the concern that for many women, it is difficult to express themselves using a language created by males.  They examine the ideas of many feminist theorists who feel that for women to accurately portray their experiences, new ways of expressing oneself need to be created.  They use examples from authors such as Mary Dale and Adrienne Rich to explain how feminist theorists can take control of language, rather than feeling controlled by it.

“The Sexual (Re)Production of Meaning: A Discourse-Based Theory” by Sally 

McConnell-Ginet  


In Sally McConnell-Ginet’s article, one of the main points is that the reason our language is sexist is because it is embedded in a society that discriminates against women.  What we must understand is that there are “connections between a sexist society and the semantics of a language” (36).  In addition, language is very important because of the reproduction of meaning.  As McConnell-Ginet explains, based on previous experiences and language use, we create current meanings.  Thus, if someone has been taught that most women are submissive, they will expect all women they meet to be submissive.  This idea is crucial when it comes to the way in which children learn about the world.  The small number of experiences they have come to frame all of their further experiences.  As she explains, the “conceptual systems that children evolve will to a considerable extent reproduce those prevalent in the community” (39). Because American children learn to separate the world into two categories – male and female – they learn to genderize everything they see in society.  Children learn how to classify people based on sex from society.  In addition to the way in which children learn based on their communities, McConnell-Ginet also uses this idea of cultural imprinting to show how our cultural biases affect our language systems (41).  We learn how to talk, what are acceptable ways of speaking, etc., from our community; men learn to dominate conversations, interrupt women, and focus on topics about which they want to speak.  


McConnell-Ginet, like Frank and Treichler, also addresses the way in which the language women speak is not their own language.  According to Adrienne Rich, this language is an oppressor’s language, yet we need it to express ourselves because we have no other options.  As McConnell-Ginet explains, “language is so little ‘woman’s language’ that women cannot even manage to mean what they say, much less achieve success in meaning more” (47).  Thus, we must find new ways of expression.  For McConnell-Ginet, this means finding a supportive community in which new thinking and creating can occur.  With new languages, women will be able to express themselves in new and authentic ways, with emotion they never knew existed when using the language of their oppressor.  


The author answers potential critics who wonder why so much focus has been place on language and why sexist language can be so detrimental.  As she explains, language is very important because “so little matter is attached to it: meanings are not given but must be produced and reproduced, negotiated in situated contexts of communication.  Negotiation is always problematic if an inequality of resources enables one negotiator to coerce another” (49).  Thus, language is not important only because so much meaning is inferred by the listener and the speaker, but also because of the unequal context in which language exchange takes place.  

“Gender Through the Levels” and “’And If We Lose Our Name, Then What About Our Land?’ or, What Price Development?” by M.J. Hardman


In both articles by M. J. Hardman, her focus is on the importance of language to human beings and the cultures they create.  As Hardman explains in “Gender Through the Levels,” different languages lead to the acceptance of different structural principles for those who use the language.  While many explain away our use of language as “nature,” the way in which we use our language is more about “nurture.”  What we think is inborn are really the “linguistic postulates” we have come to accept blindly.  These postulates are fundamental in the way in which we structure reality.  We use them to classify everything we encounter in life without questioning them.  Examples of these postulates include number (singular is more important) and marked versus unmarked (unmarked is primary).  



Within both articles, Hardman examines the differences between the sex-based gender system which characterizes the English language and the Jaqi language, which has the linguistic postulates of the “data source” of the speaker’s knowledge and the “humanness” of the subject.  Unlike English, the Jaqi language does not have a sex postulate, which leads the Jaqi people to see women and men as interdependent societal equals.  


By examining the Jaqi language and the Jaqi culture, Hardman shows that the language a culture uses does affect the way in which society members view one another and themselves.  Because the Jaqi language is not sex-based, it is evident that their egalitarian society is the result of not using a sexist language to communicate.  Categorizing based on sex never enters the Jaqi peoples’ minds.  However, as Hardman explains in her second article, once the European culture enters the Jaqi culture, and the sex-based language is used by the Jaqi people, they begin to see men and women as different and women as less than men; sexism becomes prevalent in their culture.  While women remained in charge of the financial aspects of the culture, men came to be viewed as more powerful by outsiders.  However, even the Jaqi men did not view themselves as more powerful than the Jaqi women.  The experiences of the Jaqi people are very telling about the way in which language affects culture.  Once the language of the people became more sexist and less egalitarian, the culture began to reflect the language.  

Activities and Extensions
Language and Gender, Chapter 4 (first half), “Political Correctness”

Activity

Examples of political correctness:

· Personhole instead of manhole

· Not using the word “gay” anymore, even to indicate happiness because it might be misconstrued as derogatory about gays or lesbians.

· Optically-challenged

· Vertically-challenged

· Horizontally-challenged

· Firefighter

· Police officer

· A fellow graduate student of my husband’s was trying to give someone directions to the library.  She seemed to be having trouble telling the person how to get down the hall.  She said, “you will go forward down the hall,” which confused those who were standing with her.  When they asked for clarification, she eventually explained that she wanted the person to go “straight” down the hallway, but that she did not use the word “straight” because she feared that this might sound as though she were encouraging someone to be heterosexual, or straight.

Activity

· Gangs ride around without headlights on waiting for someone to flash their lights at them.  When someone does flash their headlights, they follow that person and kill them.  (I heard about this urban legend from friends in college.  They tried to convince me that this really did happen in Los Angeles.  The legend was made even more popular by the movie, Urban Legends).  

· I heard many of the politically-correct terms on my list in college.  Once “physically-challenged” became a common expression, everyone started to describe me as “vertically-challenged” because I am only 5’2” tall.  They also called one of my roommates in college “optically-challenged” because she had very poor eyesight.  

· The “personhole” cover instead of “manhole” cover became a popular way to make anyone who wanted to use non-sexist language sound radical; they instantly became a “wacky liberal”.    

· The “straight” debate actually happened to my husband during his second semester of graduate school.  He came home later that day so amused that someone would be that concerned about using the word “straight” that she would not give someone simple directions.  

· I do know that most of these terms exist, because I have heard them in conversation.  

· I did have some of the terms in the text’s list on my own list.  I believe that the “vertically-challenged” phrase, as well as others like it, have become very common.  In fact, instead of being used not to offend someone, they now are used derogatorily by those who want to express their disapproval of “radical” language use.  

Extension

1. Most people now use the term “politically correct” to mean any word that is not going to offend other people.  People seem to not know exactly what the word means.  Others use it in a derogatory and sarcastic way, asking if they are being politically correct enough, when it is obvious they are asking because they don’t really care if they are.  Finally, others like my mother really want to know if they are being politically correct when they use certain terms.  She will ask me (as though I am an authority on the subject) if the term she is using to refer to a group is politically correct.  

Some people think that the term “physically-challenged,” as well as others like it, are not necessary and that we should use the word “disabled” again.  The consensus on this seems to shift so frequently that I often do not know which term to use.  I know that others feel the same.  

While the use of “personhole” cover is an exaggeration of the entire politically correct movement, most people don’t seem to understand why changing language in this way is necessary, or how it affects society.  For the most part, however, the use of “firefighter” and “police officer” are used regularly by the people with whom I interact.

Weekly Observation Reports

· C-SPAN II: Nancy Evans, the Co-Founder and Editor of iVillage.com was speaking to a group of people about the web site and the articles that had been posted on it.  She was telling the audience about how much they would enjoy this certain article because the authors “ask questions the way women ask questions.”  This was so outrageous to me because she was basically reinforcing the idea that women and men are vastly different in their speech patterns and that in order for women to understand something, it has to be written in the way women speak.  

· MTV: On the Road Rules IV, one of the men was explaining why he felt a sense of duty to do well during their missions.  As he explained, “I just feel that on the more physical missions, the guys should do better than the girls.”  Well, this is offensive for many reasons.  First, the obvious use of “girls” which is much more passive and submissive than its counterpart, “guys.”  Secondly, he feels, as many probably do, that men should outperform women when it comes to physical endeavors because they are men.  Being beaten by a girl would be a fate worse than death.

· Inside Edition: The correspondent for a segment on the children of presidential candidates described Tipper and Al Gore’s daughters respectively as “the pretty Harvard grad…” and “smart, charming, with Hollywood good looks” (never mind that she also graduate of Columbia Law School and has been instrumental in helping her father gain popularity).  When describing George W. Bush’s daughters, the correspondent started of with a description of their looks: “Jenna, a blonde, and Barbara, a brunette.”  While the correspondent did reference George W. Bush’s nephew, George P. Bush, as handsome, she began by explaining how he had been campaigning for his uncle.  While Inside Edition is not a high quality news show, I expect more than such base descriptions of the candidates’ children’s looks.   

