Week 3 – Feminine Critique of Language I: Sexist/Nonsexist Language and Language Reform


These writings focused and sexist, biased language in general and in scholarly writing in particular – especially in the Frank and Treichler Introduction and the McConnell-Ginet article.  It’s a given that language is not neutral and reflects society’s values and attitudes.  To the extent that all things masculine are valued in our society to the detriment of things feminine, our language reflects this.  The unit from Language and Gender puts forth five areas of our language/culture that need reforming in reference to sexism (p.74-75).  

1. The use of ‘man’ as a false generic

2. The pronoun problem

3. Discriminatory job titles – office girl

4. Generalizations – “the small boy in all of us”

5. Non-parallel treatment – describing women by appearance; men by achievement

The Introduction to the Frank and Treichler book covers many areas of sexist writing/language, jumping from one to another as they introduce the different articles and sections of their book.  One of the first points made is that calling for changes in scholarly writing from sexist to non-sexist may be seen as a form of censorship or coercion; they disagree but it is a point that must be addressed.


One explanation relating to sexist language is contained in the Sapir-Whorf Theory – “…that linguistic usage shapes and reinforces selected cognitive tendencies, usually those in conformity with widely accepted cultural practices and beliefs.” (p. 9).


They point out that some changes to gender-neutral or non-sexist language can have unexpected results.  Using non-sexist language to counteract cultural inequalities may result in presenting a world with no inequalities or injustices, when in fact they still do exist.  They also present an example of using gender-neutral language when speaking of incest and masking the fact that most incest is enacted by males on children


Women may be thought of as ‘muted’, i.e.  a group “…in an asymmetrical power relationship with members of another group.” (p. 19)  Women perceive the world differently because of their experiences – these experiences reflect man’s dominance and power in society – this affects the way women express themselves: they have to use the dominant male language.  These ideas lead to several areas Frank and Treichler feel need to be explored (p.19):

“1.  Women are more likely than men to have difficulty expressing themselves fluently in dominant (public) modes.

2. Men are more likely than women to have difficulty understanding what members of the other gender mean.

3. Women are more likely to find ways to express themselves outside dominant public modes of expression.

4. Women are more likely to state dissatisfaction with dominant public modes of expression

5. Women who consciously and verbally resist the ideas of the dominant group will change dominant public modes of expression.

6. Women are less likely to coin words that become familiar and widely used.

7. Women’s sense of humor differs from men’s. 


They then cover how women have tried to change language in print and public expression: by changing pronouns in various ways; use of punctuation – slashes, parenthesis, italics, etc; play on words; provocative titles; new words, spellings, compounds, etc.


These changes represent the fact that feminist writers are trying to maintain the standards and professionalism of their field and at the same time remain committed to their feminist ideology.  They often meet resistance because by changing language they are threatening a particular world view that shaped the sexist language originally.

The McConnell-Ginet article discusses how certain meanings become attached to certain words and how this relates to gender and sexism.  She defines the production of meaning as “..the processes through which speakers mean something by what they say…and through which hearers interpret what is said.” (p.37).  We must look at the conditions of discourse among men and women in our society to see how sex and gender affect this process.  There is a back and forth process between speaker and hearer – a social context – in which when we speak we expect the hearer to share a common pool of concepts, thoughts, and perception with us, and make the same connections we do.


 She covers the way children learn to place meaning on the sounds they make – these ultimately reflect the particular world view of the community in which they live and whose language they learn.


She then writes about the inequalities that exist in discourse between men and women and this affects meaning.  Men dominate women in conversation in the following ways (p41):

“1.  They actually do more of the talking

2. They interrupt women in the sense of seizing the floor, more often than women interrupt them.

3. They more often succeed in focusing the conversation on topics they introduce.”


This is the same pattern that exists between any tow groups with different amounts of power –ex. between employer and employee.  Men also view conversation more competitively and individualistic; while women see it more as a cooperative, social collaboration


 Her next points are interesting and very familiar to most women (p43): men’s views are more likely to be familiar to women than vice versa; men are more unaware that their view is not universal.  So men and women may differ on what they see as accepted or standard interpretations.


Another (unfortunate) point she makes is that women often must ‘give in’ and use the ‘oppressor’s’ language because their own meanings are not commonly held and therefore understood by the hearer.  This reinforces men’s belief that their world view is the only world view.  But, more optimistically, a group within a culture that shares common beliefs can produce new meanings – i.e. non-sexist language.  Since women use language in a more cooperative way, they may more easily shape meanings that reflect their relationships and ways of thinking in their community.


The two articles by Hardman are comparative looks at features of the English and Jaqi languages, and reflections on changes in language and culture following Western contact with Jaqi speakers.


She writes of ‘linguistic postulates’ which are “…themes/concepts that are manifested structurally across all the levels of a grammar within a given language and culture.” (p 42-Gender through the Levels).  They are also reflected in vocabulary and serve as major structuring devices for perception of reality within a culture.


A major postulate of English is ‘number’.  The singular is unmarked in English and is reflected our nouns, verbs, pronouns which must agree as singular or plural.  It’s also reflected in our attraction for ‘singular’ theories, causes, solutions, ownership, etc.  Comparatively, some other languages don’t shape reality in this dichotomous way – these cultures don’t emphasize oneness, individuality the way we do.


Two important postulates in Jaqi are data source and humanness.  Data source means that every sentence reflects the source of the knowledge in the sentence: personal, through language, or non-personal.  The other is human/non-human – instead of dividing reality into male – female, they divide into human- non-human, and correspondingly they have two pronouns to designate human or all others.


Hardman covers how these basic postulates (male-female in English, human-non-human in Jaqi) are learned.  In Indo-European languages sex biased gender language is derivative; i.e. male is the prototype and female is derivative.  Anything female can be described in relation or reference to the male.  This postulate is evident in all levels of language – grammar, vocabulary, syntax, discourse (both general and scientific), and is projected onto native people that are encountered and colonized by Western cultures.


Other postulates that differ between English and Jaqi, and that have caused cultural misunderstandings and cultural breakdowns in Jaqi culture are hierarchy, number, gender and naming.  In her article “And If We Lose Our Name…” Hardman specifically addresses how some of these Indo-European linguistic postulates have affected and some cases destroyed the gender equality, cooperative nature, social status, independence, farming practices, and inheritance patterns in the Jaqi speaking culture.  Interestingly, new patterns of language have developed to counteract new social patterns of behavior.  Rape was never a problem; there is not even an easy way of expressing this type of violence.  Now, with the upheaval of many aspects of society, women warn their daughters of this type of behavior through a “new genre of oral literature” (p. 157).

