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UNIT ONE

1
1

Who’s in Charge of the English Language?

Casey Miller & Kate Swift!

(1) In order to encourage the use of language that is free of
gender bias, it’s obviously necessary to get authors to recognize
gender bias in their writing. The reason that’s so difficult is that
our culture is steeped in unconscious attitudes and beliefs about
gender characteristics, a condition reflected in our use of words.

(2) Every human society has recognized the relationship be-
tween power and naming: that the act of naming confers power
over the thing named. In the Book of Genesis?, Adam® named all
the animals and was given dominion over them, and then, later,
the story says “Adam called his wife’s name Eve.” Those who
have the power to name and define other things—animals,
wives, whatever—inevitably take themselves as the norm or
standard, the measure of all things.

(3) English is androcentric because for centuries it has been
evolving in a society where men have been dominant. They were
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the ones in charge of the major social institutions: government,
law, commerce, education, religion. They shaped the course of
history and were the subjects of history. It’s natural that the lan-
guages of patriarchal societies should come to express a male-
centered viewy, That’s basic anthropology. Anthropologists know
that the single best way to understand the culture of any society
is to study the lexicon of its language: a people’s words reflect
their reality. But the question is: whose reality? The English
language still reflects a world in which the power to define gen-
der characteristics is a male prerogative.

(4) We all know that English contains a variety of words
that identify and emphasize difference between the sexes. A
number of English words actually express polarization of the sex-
es. Never mind that beyond having one or the other set of bio-
logical features necessary for reproduction, every individual is
distinct in personality, combining in a unique way those polar-
ized qualities called “masculine” and “feminine.” Never mind
that virtually no one fits the mold at either pole. It remains a

cherished precept of our culture, semantically underlined in our

lexicon and embraced by the purveyors of every commodity imagi -

nable, that the sexes must be thought of as opposite.

Female-Negative-Trivial

(5) This linguistic syndrome can be described as “female-
negative-trivial” on the one hand, and “male-positive-important”
on the other. If that strikes you as overly exaggerated, consider
for a moment a group of people who are not in charge of the Eng-
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lish language—that is, lexicographers—and the definitions they
have come up with for a pair of words which relate to gender—
the words manly and womanly. These definitions are from the
most recently updated edition of Webster’s Third New Interna-
tional Dictionary (copyright 1986).

Manly 1. a; having qualities appropriate to man: not effem-
inate or timorous: bold, resolute, and open in conduct or
bearing. .. b. (1): belonging to or appropriate in character
to man [and they give as examples] “manly sports,” “beer is
a manly drink,” and “a big booming manly voice.” (2): of
undaunted courage: gallant, brave [and among the quota-
tions they give as examples] “it seemed a big manly thing to

say” and “a manly disregard of his enemies”. ..

Now compare the same dictionary’s definition of womanly, re-
membering that lexicographers base their definitions on hundreds

of examples of usage that have appeared in print.

Womanly 1: marked by qualities characteristic of a woman,
esp. marked by qualities becoming a well-balanced adult
woman [and their examples are] “womanly manners” and
“womanly advice. ” 2: possessed of the character or behav-
ior befitting a grown woman: no longer childish or girlish:
becoming to a grown woman [and their example is from
Charles Dickens'] “a little girl wearing a womanly sort of
bonnet much too large for her. ” 3. characteristic of, be-
longing to, or suitable to women: conforming to or motivat-
ed by a woman’s nature and attitudes rather than a man’s.
(The first example here is] “convinced that drawing was a
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waste of time, if not downright womanly, like painting on
china. ” [ And another example] “her usual womanly volubil-
ity.
(6) What are these two supposedly parallel entries telling

”

us? They’re saying that in addition to defining characteristics ap-
propriate to a man, like vocal pitch, manly is synonymous with
admirable qualities that all of us might wish we had. “Bold, res-
olute, open in conduct or bearing; of undaunted courage, gal-
lant, brave. ” And where is the list of comparable synonyms for
womanly? There aren’t any. Instead, womanly is defined only in
a circular way—through characteristics seen to be appropriate or
inappropriate to women, not to human beings in general. And
the examples of usage cited give a pretty good picture of what is
considered appropriate to, or characteristic of, a well-balanced
adult woman: she’s concerned with manners, advice, and hat
styles (as distinguished from sports and beer, which are felt to
be manly); she wastes time in trivial pursuits like painting on

china; and she talks too much.

The Slippery Slope

(7) Most writers and editors today recognize that the fe-
male-negative-trivial syndrome is clearly evident in the use of so-
called feminine suffixes with nouns of common gender. In 1990
no publishable author would identify someone as “a poetess,”
except in ridicule. (Adrienne Rich® says the word brings out the
“terroristress ” in her. ) But respectable writers are still using

heroine, suffragette, and executrix when referring to a hero, a
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suffragist, or an executor who is a woman.

(8) These words illustrate what Douglas Hofstadter® calls
“the slippery slope” of meaning. In a book, Hofstadter shows di-
agrammatically how the slippery slope works. A triangle repre-
sents the idea of , let’s say, a heroic person. At one base angle of
this triangle is the word heroine, representing the female heroic
person. At the other base angle is the word hero, representing
the male heroic person . And at the apex is the generic word,
again hero, encompassing both. But because the Aero at the apex
and the Aero at one base angle are identical in name, their sepa-
rate meanings slip back and forth along one side of the triangle,
the slippery slope. The meanings blend and absorb each other.
They bond together on the slope. And heroine, at the other base
angle, remains outside that bond.

(9) Another word that comes to mind in this connection is
actress. It’s our impression that women performers in the theater
and films today are tending more and more to refer to themselves
and one another as “actors. ” It may be deliberate, conscious us-
age on the part of some. Considering that their union is called
Actors Equity, and that they may have trained at Actors Studio,
and performed at Actors Playhouse, they simply accept that the
generic word for their profession is actor. But when this word
appears in juxtaposition with actress, the generic meaning of ac-
tor is absorbed into the gender-specific meaning, and women are
identified as nonactors, as being outside or marginal, in Simone
de Beauvoir’s” phrase, as “the other”.

(10) Many people will undoubtedly go on feeling that actress
is a term without bias, but we would like to suggest that it is on
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its way to becoming archaic, or at least quaint, simply because
people it has identified are abandoning it by a process that may
be more visceral than cerebral. In a sense it’s their word, it has
defined them, and, whether intentionally or not, they are taking
charge of it, perhaps dumping it. We’ll see.

(11) Because linguistic changes reflect changes in our ways
of thinking, a living language is constantly being created and re-
created by the people who speak it. Linguistic changes spring
from nothing less than new perceptions of the world and of our-
selves.

(12) Obviously we all know that over time the “rules” of
grammar have changed, and we know that words themselves
change their meanings: they lose some and acquire others; new
words come into existence and old ones disappear into that word
heaven, the Oxford English Dictionary. Nevertheless, most peo-
ple resist change, especially, it seems, changes in grammar and
the meanings of words. What we tend to forget—or choose to
forget—is that the only languages which don’t change are the
ones no one speaks any more, like classical Greek and Latin.

(13) Take the narrowing process that turned the Old Eng-
lish word man into a synonym for “adult male human being. ” As
long ago as 1752 the philosopher David Hume® recognized how
ambiguous that word had already become:“All men,” he wrote,
and then added, “both male and female. ”And you are probably
familiar with the numerous experimental studies done in the last
few years, primarily by psychologists and sociologists rather
than linguists, which show that most native speakers of English
simply do not conceptualize women and girls when they en-

D)



counter man and mankind used generically. In fact the narrowing
process is felt so strongly, at least at an existential level, that a
growing number of women today strongly object to being sub-
sumed under those male-gender terms. “We aren’t men,” they’re
saying; “we’re women, and we’re tired of being made invisible. ”

(14) Yet despite women’s objections, and despite the slip-
pery, ambiguous nature of generic man, lots of people, especial-
ly formally educated people, have a hard time giving it up. They
forget, it seems, that words have a power of their own—the
power of taking over meaning. A writer starts out talking about
the species as a whole and, more often than we’ll ever know,
ends up talking about males. Listen to this well-known author,
for example, who was discussing aggressive behavior in human
beings—all of us, Homo sapiens. “[M]an,” he wrote, “can do
several things which the animal cannot do. . . . Eventually, his vi-
tal interests are not only life, food, access to females, etc. , but

also values, symbols, institutions. ”

Resistance to Change and the Problem of Precision

(15) It’s probably helpful, once in a while, to look back at
the way some of the most familiar and accepted words in use to-
day were greeted when they were newcomers.

(16) Back in 1619, for example, the London schoolmaster
Alexander Gil described what he called “the new mange in speak-
ing and writing. ” What he was deploring was the introduction of
newly coined, Latin-derived words t; replace older English ones.
According to him, the “new mange” included such terms as
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virtue, justice, pity, compassion, and grace. And he asked,
“Whither have you banished those words our forefathers used for
these new-fanged ones?” Alexander Gil was headmaster of St.
Paul’s school at the time, and it might be noted that one of his
students was an eleven-year-old named John Milton® who—fortu-
nately—was not persuaded to reject Gil’s “new-fangled” words.

(17) And how about old terms that have lost favor, like the
once-accepted use of the pronoun they with a singular referent,
as in “If a person is born of a gloomy temper, they cannot help
it. ” That was written in 1759 by none other than the very cor-
rect, well-educated British statesman, Lord Chesterfield"’.
However, since most academics are not yet ready to revive that
convenient usage, it still isn’t surprising to come across a recent-
ly published book about, let’s say, the psychology of children, in
which the distinguished author uses ke and its inflected forms as
all-purpose pronouns, leaving readers to guess whether a partic-
ular problem or development applies to boys only or to children
of both sexes. We submit that such writing is not just unfortu-
nate. It’s inexcusable.

(18) These days more and more writers acknowledge that Ae
used generically is, like man used generically, both ambiguous
and insidious, and they take the time and trouble to write more
precisely. But sometimes, even after several polite but probably
exhausting battles between author and editor, all the author will
agree to do is add a disclaimer. Disclaimers can be helpful, of
course (for example, those providing guidance as to what a writ-
er of some previous century may have meant by a now-ambigu-

ous term). More often, however, they are nothing but excuses
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for sloppiness.

(19) There is also an element here which we don’t think
should be ignored: the deep if often unacknowledged psychologi-
cal impact of the grammatical “rule” mandating masculine-gen-
der pronouns for indefinite referents. As long ago as the 1950s,
Lynn White, Jr. , then the president of Mills College, described
with great perception the harm that rule can do to children when

he wrote;

The penetration of this habit of language into the minds of
little girls as they grow up to be women is more profound
than most people, including most women, have recognized;
for it implies that personality is really a male attribute, and
that women are a human subspecies. . .. It would be a mira-
cle if a girl-baby , learning to use the symbols of our tongue,
could escape some unversalized wound to her self-respect;
whereas a boy-baby’s ego is bolstered by the pattern of our

language.

(20) Obviously many literate men (and some literate
women) must find the truth of White’s perception difficult to ac-
cept, or we wouldn’t still be battling the generic use of mascu-
line-gender pronouns. But since accuracy and precision are what
we’re talking about today, let us ask this question: what is one
to make of a scholar—a professor of communications with a spe-
cial interest in semantics, as a matter of fact—who dismissed the
problem of sexist language as follows:“I tend to avoid ‘gender-
exclusive’ words,” he wrote, “except when in so doing, I would
injure the rhythm of a sentence. ”
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