Sexism in the English Language
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According to Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary, sexism is “prejudice or discrimination based on sex: esp., discrimination against women”. And in the American Heritage Dictionary, the definition of sexism is “discriminatory or abusive behavior towards members of the opposite sex; especially discrimination against women”. Therefore, in language custom, sexism usually refers to language discrimination to the female.

The sexist phenomenon in the English Language

1. In word-formation 

In the English language people take the masculine words as the standard, and the feminine language only as an attached form. This phenomenon is revealed by such nouns as authoress (from author), actress (from actor), waitress (from waiter), etc.Even the word female is just derived from male. In the English language, when the word is used in the identical term of different forms, the masculine word usually is non-marked, namely, the noun itself; but the feminine word is formed by adding a morpheme behind the masculine word. Such words include heroine (from hero), stewardess (from steward), hostess (from host), etc. 

Generally, people commonly think that the prestigious person is the male. But a female who has the prestige is just seen as an exception. In English there are some nouns denoting professions, such as doctor, lawyer, reporter, and attendant. Such words are neutral words which can refer to both men and women regardless of sex. Because no women held such occupations in the past, when referring to professional woman, such words as woman, lady, girl, and female are put before the words denoting professions, as is shown in the woman doctor, lady lawyer, girl reporter, female attendant, etc. Besides, in English, many words are constructed with the suffix man, such as chairman, policeman, Englishman, businessman. These words have the masculine characteristic in the form, but in fact they refer to both men and women. The above way of word-formation reflects the people’s prejudice in their subconscience. 

2. Masculine words with a general reference

There is a tendency to use masculine words to refer to human beings as a whole. The words he, his and him refer to the male. But when referring to unspecified people, these words usually are used to represent all humanity, as is shown in these sentences: One should do the best he can; If a person breaks the law, he will be punished; Somebody has lost his car keys. Although in the world the proportion of female surpasses fifty percent, according to the statistics the proportion of he and she appears in the literatures is only four to one. Spender (1980) penetratingly describes this phenomenon,“Now she represents a woman but he is mankind. If she enters mankind she loses herself in he.” 

In English man and woman is an antithetical pair of words. Man not only refers to the grown-up man, but also may make a general reference to all human beings; however, woman can only refer to the woman herself but can not represent the humanity. For example, Fifteen men including three women are killed in this accident. Besides, people often use Dear Sir or Dear gentleman regardless of the sex of the receiver when addressing the addressee in a business letter.

In his Sexism and Language, the American linguist Nilsen(1977) deplores the prejudice women encounter due to the lack of neutral terms for certain professions. 

Let me show you the restrictions that would be placed on my daughter…Among the peculiar restrictions placed on her would be that could never really participate in the brotherhood of mankind. And regardless of what her forefathers were, she couldn’t have been born an Irishman, a Frenchman, or a Dutchman…At school she would have to learn early that she could serve on committees but never be the spokesman or chairman. Even if she rose to real power in the world and became a queen, she couldn’t rule because there are only kingdoms no queendoms. But if by some happenstance, she did succeed in gaining power in government, the real tragedy is that she could never a statesman---only a politician.

Take another example. All men are mortal. Socrates is a man. Therefore, Socrates is mortal. As we know, Socrates was a male. If we replace Socrates in the deductive sentences with a feminine name, the reasoning becomes illogical.  

 3. In semantics 

In the course of development, the meanings of many feminine words have changed from commendatory to derogatory. For example, tart originally was used as a pet name of girls without any negative meaning, but now it has the meaning of a profligate woman; mistress, which meant a woman in a position of authority, now means a woman who has an ongoing extramarital sexual relationship with a man; also, the meaning of queen has changed a lot to refer to a homosexual man who plays the feminine role.

In English there exist pairs of words and in each pair there is a masculine word and a feminine word. The meaning of the masculine word remains unchanged, but the feminine word has acquired a derogatory sense. Take bachelor and spinster for example. According to Longman Dictionary, bachelor means an unmarried man who is regarded as very suitable to be chosen as a husband, while spinster means an unmarried woman, usually one who is no longer young and or seems unlikely to marry. Governor means the head of a state government, but governess means a woman entrusted with the care of a child in a private home. Sir is the respectful title when put in front of a name, while madam now has a meaning of a procuress.

In English, there are many words that have a positive connotation when used before a masculine word but have a negative connotation when used before a feminine word. An imposing man is impressive and admirable whereas an imposing woman is often cold-blooded and formidable; also, an easy man is easy to get along with, while an easy woman is profligate.

Also the same noun modified by male results in something neutral while it means something derogatory when preceded by female. A male pirate means one who infringes on the rights of others or commits robbery on high seas; a female pirate means an adulteress who chases other women’s men. Tramp, when referring to a male, means a homeless man, but when referring to a female it means a prostitute. Professional, when used to describe a man, means a man engaged in one of the learned professions, but when referring to a woman it often has the meaning of a prostitute. A call boy is a waiter in a hotel, but a call girl is a prostitute who can be hired by telephone.

4. In proverbs and idioms 

Proverbs are sayings that reveal the wisdom of a nation. They are characterized by stability, that is, their structures often remain unchanged. However, certain proverbs are not true wisdom but reflect how women are misunderstood, or even prejudiced against. In these proverbs women are bestowed with certain weaknesses. The following proverbs are based on the myth that women are much more talkative than men: 

A woman’s tongue wags like a lamb’s tail.

Many women, many words; many geese, many turds. 

Words are women, deeds are men.

Three women and a goose make a market. 

Moreover, sexism can be found in idioms. “Good food! Delicious women!” was once quoted as an example by the linguist Nilsen (1982) to explain the feminine role in the American culture and their image in people’s mind. He points out that it is common to compare the female with delicious food in English. Obviously women’s role is not appreciated as much as men’s.Some other examples are: 

When an ass climbs a ladder, we may find wisdom in women. 

A man is successful, a woman is sexy.

A man of straw is worth of a woman of gold. 

Shakespeare once said, “Frailty, thy name is women”. English satirist Swift once pointed out that the saying a married woman has nothing of her own but her wedding-ring and her hair-lace reflected the low status of women. He said that if the female was the law-maker, such phenomenon would be changed.

5. In the traditional culture

In English society, Mr. is a title for a man and it does not indicate when the man is married or single. But there used to be no title for women that did not indicate married status. If she is single, Miss is used; otherwise, Mrs. should be used. After marriage, the woman commonly should be surnamed along with her husband. It is not strange that a woman is asked what her husband does, while a man is not often asked what his wife dose. Even if such question is asked, the man would answer with an air of strangeness, “she’s my wife, that’s what she does”. In his Language and Woman’s Place, Lakoff (1975) points out that when New York Times reported a female candidate for Supreme Court, it just described her appearance and her husband’s job, and called her Mrs. Feinstein. But when reporting her rival, a man named Alioto, it didn’t describe his appearance and his family. Instead it directly called him Alioto.

Sexism also exists in religion. Most of English people believe in Christianity. Although the female followers are not rejected, they do not enjoy equality with the male followers, which is recorded definitely in the Holy Bible. According to the Bible, Lord created the first man, Adam. Then he took a rib from Adam’s body and out of it created the first woman, Eve. After Eve was created, Adam said, “This at last is my bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; this one shall be called woman, for out of man this one was taken”. Afterwards, people often use “Adam’s rib” to refer to women. Thus, men were originally put in the dominant state, and women only could exist as an attachment to he. At a wedding in the church, the priest would declare the couple man and wife instead of husband and wife. Thus, after marriage, the woman turns to the state of wife who belongs to the man; however, the married man is still a man.

Methods of removing sexist language     

Along with the development of society and the rise of women’s social status, in particular along with the development of women’s rights movement, more and more people are advocating that non-sexist language be used to replace sexist language. Here are some of the ways to achieve this purpose. 

1. Turning sexist words to non-sexist words

1) By means of new coinages. A series of new words have been coined along with the women’s liberation movement, which greatly enriched English. These new words fall into two categories. The first category do not distinguish between male and female, that is, they are neutral. Pn. is the abbreviation of person. It is used instead of Mr., Miss. The second category do not indicate marital status. Ms. is used instead of Miss. and Mrs. as the counterpart to the men’s title Mr.  

2) By means of neutral words. To avoid such words as chairman, fireman, flag girl, we can use chairperson, firefighter, and flag bearer. Other examples are as follows: house worker (instead of housewife), birth attendant (instead of midwife), sailor (instead of seaman), flower seller (instead of flower girl), calendar model (instead of calendar girl).

3) When writing letters, if the sex of receiver is not known, it’s better not use the traditional way of addressing such as Dear Sir., Dear Gentleman and Dear Madam. Job titles can be used instead of such as Dear friends of the library, Dear Madams and Sir’s, Dear personnel officer, Dear Committee Member, Dear Agent, and Dear Director.

4) By means of rewording proverbs and idioms. Proverbs and idioms that contain sexism should be kept but rewording is necessary. Neutral words can be employed to replace those words indicating sex. Examples are as follows:

   All men are created equal. → All persons are created equal.

   Jack of all trades → Persons of all trades

   man in the street → person/average/ordinary person in the street

   good will to men → good will to all.
5) By means of the suffix person. The word person has almost become a suffix to be attached to job words. Here are some examples. fisherperson (instead of fisherman), mailperson(instead of mailman), salesperson (instead of salesman), spokesperson(instead of spokesman), councilperson (instead of councilman), businessperson(instead of businessman)  congressperson(instead of congressman),        draughtsperson(instead of draughtsman), spaceperson(instead of spaceman), repairperson(instead of repairman), etc.

6) By means of newly coined neutral third person singular pronouns. It is suggested that ve, vis, ver be used instead of he, she, him, her, his, himself, herself, as in the sentence, “A teacher must learn to listen, ve must respect vis students’ opinion. They must be important to ver”. It is a good idea, but yet to be widely accepted.

2. Avoiding using the third person pronoun as a general reference

  1) By means of plural nouns.

    Sexist: When bathing a baby, never leave him unattended.

    Revised: When bathing a baby, never leave them unattended.

    Sexist: Each student should study hard. If he doesn’t, he cannot make progress.

    Revised: Students should study hard. If they don’t, he cannot make progress.

  2) By means of we, us, and our.
    Sexist: From each according to his abilities, to each according to his needs.

    Revised: From each of us according to our abilities, to each of us according to our needs.

  3) By means of you
    Sexist: No man knows his true character until he has run out of gas, purchased something on the installment plan and raised an adolescent.

    Revised: You don’t know what your true character until you have run out of gas, purchased something on the installment plan and raised an adolescent. 

  4) By means of the passive voice.

Sexist: One who, when he has the choice of two evils, chooses both.

Revised: One who, when given the choice of two evils, chooses both

  5) Removing the pronouns

Sexist: What a person think of after he becomes a deportee?

Revised: What a person think of after becoming a deportee?

  6) By means of articles

    Sexist: Can a critic give his opinion of an omelette without being asked to make one?

    Revised: Can a critic give an opinion of an omelette without being asked to make one?

  7) Using some, one, the one, and no one instead of the third person pronouns

    Sexist: He who can take advice is sometimes superior to him who can give it.

    Revised: Someone who can take advice is sometimes superior to the one who can give it.

  8) Avoiding third person pronouns 

    Sexist: To find a friend one must close one eye, to keep him, two.

    Revised: To find a friend one must close one eye, to keep a friend.

Conclusion 
    Linguistic sexism is a social problem which is the reflection of people’s discrimination against the female sex. As we know, language is relatively stable. As a matter of fact, in order to get rid of sex discrimination existing in the English language, the first thing to do is to root out this idea held by society. As Rosalie Maggio says, “It is also necessary to acknowledge that there can be no solution to the problem of sexism in society on the level of language alone. Using the word secretary inclusively, for example, does not change the fact that only 1.6%of American secretaries are men. Using director instead of directress does not mean a woman will necessarily enjoy the same opportunities today a man might.”
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