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Introduction

exism, as used here, refers to all forms of derogatory

references, prejudice or discrimination against the
female members of the society as evident in the terms
and expressions used to refer to them. Many people
speaking or writing English today wish to avoid using
language that supports unfair or untrue attitudes to a
particular sex, usually women. Consider the following
utterafices, which are supposed to refer to women:

“Man, being a mammal, breastfeeds his young®
or: “Menstrual pain accounts for an enormous

Vol ume 6: June 20 06 loss of manpower hours.”(Kuhn 1993:1)

. If you are a woman, do you ever feel left out when
people talk about chairmen and freshmen and men in
general? If you are a man, do you ever wonder about
how women feel when they hear people talking like this?
‘What does it mean when a good percentage of the
population are being made invisible? Grammarians have
argued that women are being included in what is known
as the “generic” use of he or man. But common sense and
research (see Martyna 1983) show that this is not so.
Sexism in language means that language treats
women as lesser human beings, as a not quite standard
version of homo sapiens. This needs to change. Language
47
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reflects and reinforces societal attitudes. The status of
men and women in the society are reflected partly by
the different ways that they are talked about. Most
cultures traditionally use language in a manner that
discriminates against women and girls. When we use
male-marked vocabulary, we propagate the erroneous
notion that women are not welcome, that women are
not able, that women are not allowed. What we accept,
we teach. If we accept gender-marked language, we
teach gender-biased behaviour.

Language is a system of vocal and graphic symbols
that human beings use to communicate their ideas and
feelings with one another. We use this same set of
symbols to communicate within ourselves; that is to
think. If our symibols are prejudiced or sexist, then our
thinking and our consequent actions are alsc prejudiced
and sexist.

Certain language can help to reinforce the idea of
male superiority and female inferiority. What is now
termed “sexist” language often suggests an inherent
male dominance and superiority in many fields of life.
Male pronouns, he, his and him are used automatically
even though the sex of the person is not known as for
instance in: “A student may wish to ask his tutor about
his course”. Or, “Who mans this establishment?”

At work there is a tendency to associate certain jobs
with men or women. For example, “A director must be
committed to the well-being of his company.” but “A nurse
is expected to show her devotion by working long hours.”
In addition, job names often include reference to the
sex of the person: “We're employing some new workmen
on the project.” “I'm talking to a group of businessmen
next Friday.” “The chairman has a veto power.” “He is a
male nurse” “There is a woman doctor in that clinic.”
The use of such words tends to reinforce the idea that
it is not normal for women to be in professional, highly-

paid, technical and strenuous jobs. Also, that it is not
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n
atural for a man to work in such a

paturs role as that of a

S T
0 how can this bias in the language be reduced?

Ov
er the last few years, changes in the role of women

and men i i
In society have made much sexist language

ocut-of-date. Native s
t-of : peakers of Engli
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of English as i T
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every human bein
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created in the image and € sex as God’s creature;
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o e 0 provide information on sexiest lan a
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Sexism in English’
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i ctes tl;nade to them and in language use
e o be relegated to the background and
s S‘;lgl(;ﬁd mean roles such as sex objects
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he Somots zs as§1gned_to and played by women il:
ik W}; ertamn lexical items acquire certai
el e en used to refer to men and another wh »
e omen. I_,akoﬁ' (1975:19) expresses imilar
out American women thus: @ similar

often a word that m
ay be used of both men
women (and perhaps of things as well), w::::
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applied to women assumes a special mcal:m;l%
tllzat by implication rather than outrig
asse;'tion, is derogatory to women as a group.

96:102) also observes this tendency which

ey ways one of which

in English tends to manifest in two

involves words that are clearly res_ttzzc;ced allr;
reference to one sex or the other, wi 311:11 .
words tending to have less favoprable mea 31 é
A classic pair is master and mtsﬁ;ess;l:};:r% ke
ing is ' and the fem 2

ale meaning is ‘good’ an :
l:lpeciﬁcally, a mistress not a master 1s a partner

for extra-marital sex.

i Swann (1989:110) this
ding to Graddol and .
sexﬁg.(‘l:oafblllsg of the word that refers ti? the ;;rgxlaélest ﬁ:
Ibibio, for ex i
i f many languages. In A s S
?cfli(':‘ar‘;l(;nt te{'ms: eteufol.c/ ekauc_lfczkr:;_::fo :}1;{11 :le
i ith ekaufok being used to reie
conno(tfsff:l?y“: married one) while eteufok is oftentuas;g
i?}v‘:‘lean a master whether he is a lover or no

i arried. )
er married or unm _ o
Whlgcl’.lxism in language in general comes in three maj

i s women, it defines them as less
fsﬁ:}:&aﬁﬁ;i 1%3:::? and it outriggtljlf2 derac:iia:elsgg';e
: Henley 1987, Gomard 199 , Rom ; ,
%3(1)?;: 2(00 1, stsuf 2002). Th? English Lﬁggﬁ%::n ;g:zrg:
(or obscures) women by allowing mascu S L
sed specifically to refer to both m.alles an B
. ically to refer to human beings in gen o
genil‘ ignificant manifestation of sexism is in .the us -
Ezsgeili?ic masculine pronoun he and its variants as

the sentence:

i than
citizen should love his ‘countfy'more
ﬁ:}::,srye?fm;rde should be ready to die for it if the need

arises.
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Another version of the use of the generic or ‘neutral’
masculine is in the use of man (and related compound
words like the black man and the common man} to cover
the female as in

Man is a political animal.

Besides ignoring and obscuring women, as has been
shown above, the English Language defines women as
less significant than men. In fact, Nilsen (1977) notes
that most nouns in the language are considered to be
basically male, so that an extra word or affix is needed
when the referent has to be specified as female (see
also Yussuf 2002). This sexist attitude is reflected in
the words: prince: princess, major: majorette, lawyer. woman
lawyer, and host: hostess. Certainly, it is not difficult to
see how the attachment of the feminine suffixes “ess’
and ‘-ette’ to prince and major respectively to form
feminine words indicates the significance of the female
only as an appendage to the male.

The suggestion that women are an appendage to the
male is related to the male-bias in word combinations
in which separate words refer to the female and the
male. In he or she, man and woman, Adam and Eve, brothers
and sisters, and many other such combinations, the male
come first. They take precedence qver the female, since
they have been classified as the ‘worthier’ sex and
women only as the fair sex out of politeness (see Henley
1987 and Romaine 1999). The few exceptions to this
pattern (e.g. ladies and gentlemen and, especially, bride
and bridegroom) fall within the lexicon of what is
stereotypically regarded as the female domain - marriage
and sexual relations (Nilsen 1977).

Another term which reflects sexism in the English
Language is illegitimacy. Spender (1985: 181) notes that
“it is only the male who needs the apparatus of the
state to legitimate their role”, since the question of not
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having a ‘legitimate’ parent cannot arise for a woman
who has just borne a child.” Interestingly, the 1978
edition of the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English
defines illegitimate as “.... born to a mother who is not
married.” Nilsen {1977: 140) states, in relation to the
concept of illegitimacy, that “the feeling is very strong
that before a person is really part of our society, he or
she must demonstrate an affiliation with a father, by a
surname.” Surnaming and its counterpart, marital re-
naming, therefore form very significant aspects of the
cultures of English-speaking people that have drawn the
attention of feminists immensely. Coryell (1971: 59)
asserts: “in studying patriarchy, I learned that women
and children came to bear the husband’s and father’s
name because he owned them.”

Surnaming and marital re-naming have links with
the use of Miss and Mrs. According to Thorne and Henley
(1975: 29), “to call people Mrs or Miss is to help maintain
a definition of women which relegates them primarily
to family roles”. But even within the family which has
been classified as their domain, women arc symbolised
as insignificant. It has therefore not been possible to
pass down women’s names by giving their children
names like Jennifer, Jr. (Nilsen 1977b: 139). In the opinion
of Spender (1985: 24), “one...direct result of this practice
of only taking cognizance of the male name has been to
facilitate the development of history as the story of the
male line.” And even if the story of the woman is written
it is history not herstory. The desire to perpetuate the
male line has given rise to the widespread preference
for male children since female children erase the
father’'s identities on marrying.

Women have tried to find a number of solutions to
the problem of sexist naming. They have, among others,
retained their maiden names on marrying; they have
adopted the title Ms to de-emphasise the undue
perception of marital status as a definitive feature of a
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woman'’s i i
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j['i ri: a‘;«rerehnot for custom, each person, male or
¢, whatever their marital :
! status, o
to go th_rough life with one name of e =
i}:lr;educ:jng a bhetter sense of identit
v l:)nen ence, and an easier time with credi’
s, and all record-keeping generally ,

their own,
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(see Schulz 1975). In order to suggest that prostitution
is normally a female activity, when a man engages in it,
he is referred to as a male prostitute.

As a further manifestation of what Graham (1975:
61) refers to as being «“assigned to a semantic house of
ill fame”, feminine titles of honour such as queen,
governess, madam, mistress, lady and dame have been
degraded and have all in one form or the other been
associated with prostitution or fornication (see Schulz
1975 and Chimombo 1998). Feminine terms such as old
maid, spinster and heroine have also acquired negative
connotations, because while the first two seem to be
taken to suggest ill luck in the matter of marriage,
heroine is the name of a destructive drug (see Cheshire
1985 and Cameron 1985).

One other example of the deprecation of women
which Nilsen (1977: 32) among others, draw attention
to is their comparison to food through such slang or
terms of endearment as dish, honey and sweetie pie.
These slangs underscore the ‘edibility’ of women.
Incidentally, in Nigerian Pidgin English, one of the
synonyms of fuck is chop (to eat). To have sex with a
woman is therefore ‘to eat her’. Regarding the
implications of depreciating women linguistically,
Spender (1985: 23-24) states that

The semantic derogation of women fulfills a dual
function: it helps to construct female inferiority
and it helps to confirm it... In a society where
women are devalued the words which refer to
them - not surprisingly - assume negative
connotations. But because the options for
defining women are confined to negative terms,
because their meanings are primarily those of
minus male, women continue to be devalued.

As a solution, women have attempted to reclaim the
obsolete positive meanings of some terms and have tried
to create new positive meanings for others. For example,
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.wo;n‘en.have l:eferred to themselves as ‘hags’, ‘witches’
and ‘spinsters’ to show that they have control over wha£

they are called and how th
and Jenkins 1987: 140) ey are treated (Kramarae

Language and Thought

Ilr; ;p1te of some diss_enting opinions (Cf Hill: 1988, Lucy:
. 2) many linguists tend to agree that lan, ua e.
Llnélrences thought and the way we see the world (\%lho%f'
1940, Graddol and Swann: 1989, Cazden: 1994,
co(; c(;l;l;cla; ;9314, Hudson: 1996). This means that tht;
e attitudes that people lear
language could vary depending on I;heplangua;gle tllil;zﬁgﬁ
which they were learnt. If the influence of la.nguage
were healthy all the time, all would be well. The proble%n
arises where t_he concepts learnt through language are
unhealthy. This appears to be the case with dero ato
referen(?es to women which are reminiscences ofg'd 4
andI attEJtudes now considered outdated e
n _nglish, clear instances of thié judi
shown in Lakoff’s (1975:30-40) review of t}f)er ed]:z?;:;ti:r:c
an_d connotations of words like lady and gentlemans"
tsflto.:r:bst.‘.s-:r and bachelor; widaw and widower. According tc;
1s source, Iad:y suggests triviality while gentleman does
gi)t. _In job terminology for instance, ‘the 'more demeanin
e _]Ob,‘ tl:le more the person holding it (if female 0%
cou_rse) is hk.ely to be described as a lady’ (Lakoff 1975:23
as in cleaning lady rather than cleaning woman anc;
prostztu-te lady rather than woman. For men there is no
ls)uch dichotomy. Smﬂmly, a bachelor is not supposed to
e asha:pt?d of his bachelorhood. Often, he is described
as an eligible bfzchelor. A spinster on tl’lc other hand c;s
considered a fall_ure. An old bachelor sounds interestin
but an old spinster is looked down upon as ;
unsuccessful female. A woman whose husband is dezg
is referred to as his widow but no man is ever referred
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i i be due to the fact
is wife’s widower. This may :
:gaisah::oman is seen as her husband’s px:pzrg;ee(;ret:;
i igin of these may be
he is dead. The origin © d

?::rt:;le powerlessness and dependenf:e on mt:ni a 1:uos;l’3)or1;11
iened to them by a male dominated culture L
:rshsicgk?they are struggling to break free {Cf. Lakoff 3

28-30).
Towards Non-Sexiest English Language Usage

As a solution to the ﬁ)roblems that the generic maas.:u](;!ri:

can create, a numbes of proposals 111.avc ;)eizpﬁied e
i t the generic masculine be

?f ﬂgfsseh? t?l:i?n or hir, and the like, which ex?ircs;sg‘

inedicate tk’lat women are included in the antgce . tel? .

the pronouns. This strategy can be 111ustra1;e wi

following sentence:
Every good citizen should love his or her country

more than him or herself; he or she should be
ready to die for it if the need arises.

ire 1985 have

1 Nilsen 1979 and Cheshire
B ot o 1g(jnorier-ne:utral third person pronoun
be used with a singular meaning. The

proposed that the
they and its forms :
pro%osal makes it possible to say

iti i untry more
ood citizen should love their co _
?;:;y tghemselves; they should be ready to die

for it if the need arises.

3 'c
Some have even suggested the use of the ‘generi

she and its variants (see e.g. Cameron

feminine’ pronoun d be able

1985). On the basis of the suggestion, one woul

to say:

izen should love her country more

e ady to die for it if

than herself; she should be re
the need arises.
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New gender-neutral pronouns have in addition been
created as replacements for the generic masculine
pronoun (see e.g. Key 1996). In one of such creations, e
is used to mean him or her, and ir stands for him or her
and his or her (Eade 1979: 231). This proposal would
make the following sentence acceptable:

Every good citizen should love his country more
than himself; he should be ready to die for it if
the need arises,

When reference is to either or both sexes, but not
specifically to the male sex, the words ‘man’ and ‘men’
should be avoided. Alternatives, such as ‘person’, ‘people’,
human beings’, ‘men and women' should be used. It is
unacceptable to use ‘man’ to mean humanity in general
- women constitute over half the world’s population. This
proposal to replace the generic man with human being, .
person, or other neutral terms has also been made by
Graham 1975, Stanley 1977 and Maggio 1987.

Using person when reference is made to a human
being whose sex is not known or not relevant would
reduce women’s feeling of exclusion. For example, women
would have fewer problems with the statement ‘We need
a highly competent person for the job’ than they would
with ‘We need a highly competent man for the job’. The
same is true of such word pairs as chairperson: chairman,
the Black person: the Blackman, the-person-in-the-street: the-
man-in-the-street and so on. Since it may be necessary in
some situations to indicate that the people being referred
to are not children, the combinations woman or man and
woman and man have been seen as useful replacements
for the generic masculine noun. The same is true for
the term adult.

Though the above proposals of alternatives to the
generic masculine follow sound linguistic principles,
they have been vehemently criticised and/or resisted
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(see e.g. Ehrlich/King 1998). He or her and woman and
man, for example, have been regarded as clumsy and
the singular they has been called ‘ungrammatical’
(Yussuf 2002). A specific quite recent example is in the
following note in the usage guide to First Steps with
Ladybird ABC (Clark 2000) in the Ladybird children book
series: “To avoid the clumsy ‘he/she’, the child is
referred to throughout [this book] as he” (copyright page).
Proponents of linguistic equity have also been regarded
as “hysterical and hypersensitive” (see Gomard 1995)
and feminist efforts at non-sexist change in English have
been described. by, for example, Heintz (2000: 2-3), as a
tampering with “the world’s most elegant and expressive
language” by “ignorant and insecure women’.

There have also been defences made of non sexist
language. Thorne / Henley (1975), Stanley (1977) and
Meyers (1989}, among others, have impressively defended
non-sexist language against the above and other
criticisms. As such, equitable gender-related language
change has continued to occur.

5. Conclusion

In conclusion it is recommended that the whole business
of feminism should be able to address the necessity to
eradicate all inequitable, demeaning, or sexist language
customs. In other words, in addition to having only
personal names and avoiding the use of Miss and Mrs,
word formation procesSes that symbolise women as
appendages to men must be shunned; word orders that
consolidate the pre-eminence of men must be reversed
and words and expressions that are derogatory of women
should be rejected in favour of neutral and more
favourable ones.

Also, men and women should not be presented as
sexual, social or vocational stereotypes. Members of both
sexes should be represented as whole human beings,
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with
e Tl;l;:;:;ﬁ;tg;ngjrhs and weaknesses, not masculine’
o Aol o rft?;n women should not be characterized
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Rewrite the s ;
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Please turn your papers in on time.” person:

. Use One (brings British flavor to your prose

Use it Spa_ring]_ s}
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pronoun al s
S E B e Boor By, together: “All papers

The '
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per1:nan y evolution rather than revolution th
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