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When European explorers first arrived in the Lesser Antilles of the 

 West Indies, they reported an astonishing phenomenon--that the men and women 

of this cultural group spoke different languages.1 Although the reports 

of these explorers were exaggerated greatly, the fact remains that different 

varieties of the same language are used by men and women in several distinct 

cultures. Trudgill reports, for example, that lexical and phonological 

differences distinguish the language of men and women in many Asian and Ameri-

can Indian cultures as well as in .British and American      English.2 He suggests 

that social roles are responsible in large part for differences in language

use: "The larger and more inflexible the different between social roles 

of men and Women in a particular community, the larger and more rigid the 

linguistic differences tend to be."3 

 Race is another factor, in addition to sex, which is responsible 

for linguistic variations. Black leaders of the sixties, observing the close 

4
connection between language and social roles, sought to rid the culture of 

its deeply-ingrained, negative stereotypes about black people. They popu-

 larized phrases defined by blacks for blacks in an effort to contradict pre- 

vailing views of white superiority. The term "black" replaced "Negro" in 

popular upage, while slogans like "Black Power,"5 and "Black is Beautiful"

were designed to promote pride and self-respect among black people.

The contemporary women's movement in the United States followed the 

main thrust of the black civil rights movement, and women naturally borrowed 

some of the: ideological positions and tactics which the blacks had used. 

While blacks, it times, sought.to establish their identity thróugh the rejec-

Lion of white society, feminists sought to create sisterhood and a new identity 

for women by negating or rejecting the identity of males.6 Slogans euch as 

"Sisterhood is Powerful" and "Bitch is Beautiful" paralleled "Black Power" 
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end "Black is Beautiful." Furthermore, women often described their feelings 

of oppression by means of analogies and metaphorical allusions to the subju-

gation imposed upon blacks: "In the life of each woman, the most immediate 

oppressor, however unwilling he may be in theory to play that role is 'the 

man.' Even if we prefer to view him as merely a pawn in a game, he's still 

the foreman on the big plantation of maleville."7

The women's movement, however, has gone further than the black move-

ment did in making the linguistic issue animportant part of its ideology

and an even more important part of its  rhetoric. Generally, the position

taken by women in the movement is that English is biased in favor of the male 

in terms of both syntax and semantics.8 Although Foss found no references

to the issue of sexism in language in the speeches or written documents of 

three feminist groups during the first five years of the movement (1966-1970),9 

this subject clearly has permeated much of the work that feminists have pub-

lished in scholarly journals and magaiines in recent years.

With some notable exceptions,10 much of the work which women have 

published on this issue reflects a close adherence to the Sapir-Whorf 

hypothesis--that language determines thought. Murray illustratesthis point 

whin she claims "Language is a powerful conceptual force, and, as a trans-

mitter of society's deep biases, it can be a means of conditioning our thoughts. 

I think it has been amply demonstrated that words are not merely empty ves-

sels of syntax and semantics. They can fairly overflow with implicit opinion, 

and they can and do perpetuate prejudice."12 From this position directly 

flows a basic tenet in the ideology of many feminists--that by changing the

language, cultural biases can he changed. Rosenfelt and Howe summarise this

position when they states ."By calling our attention to sexist usage, the 



feminists hope to change not only the language--the surface behavior--but 

,the underlying attitudes that determine and, in constant interaction, are 

„11
determined by behavior. Thus, a major rhetorical strategy'of feminists 

has been to attempt to change those elements of the language which are indi-

catty. of sexual biases. 

This implication is one that might well have been drawn not only by 

Edward Sapir or Benjamin Lee Whorf, but perhaps by their German predecessors, 

Georg Hamann, Johann Gottfried Herder, and Wilhelm von Humboldt as well.14 

  Whorf did march to popularize the hypothesis; at times he so closely connected 

thought with  language that they were seen as one and the same. phenomenon: 

"His [man's] thinking itself is language--in English, in Sanskrit, in 

Chinese."15 Whorf also saw clear practical implications for his position. 

A fire prevention engineer by trade, he argued that the problem of people 

accidentally starting fires by smoking near empty gasoline drums was a direct 

result of the fact that the word "empty" in English suggests the lack of a

hasard.16 

While the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis was accepted widely throughout the 

social sciences and humanities for many years,17 recent evidence has been 

mounting against the view that language determines thought. Indeed, psycho-

linguists Fodor, Bever, and Garrett conclude their review of the literature 

on this question by saying: "The best 'current evidence suggests that Whorf's 

hypothesis is probably not true."18 In a survey of current research on this 

question, Schneider found that evidence from at least five different areas 

of scholarly inquiry qualify the Sapir-Vhorf hypothesis.19 Thus, Gumpers 

appears to be correct when he argues that while language is important for 

communication and information processing, it does not determine cognition.20 
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Instead, language appears to be rooted in abstract cognitive processes. 

The.precise nature of the relationship between thought and language 

remains to be delineated. Nevertheless¡ the licitations which must be placed . 

on the Sapir-Uhorf hypothesis have important ieplicati'ons fer the rhetoric

of the contemporary women'. movement. First, the rhetorical strategyof 

'feminists on the language question simply will not work in the way many of them 

expect. Changing biases in linguistic patterns will not automatically change 

social biases because the linguistic patterns themselves are manifestations,

rather than causes, of underlying attitudes: "Linguistic imbalances . . . 

are€clues that some external situation needs changing rather thanitems that

one should seek to change directly. A competent doctor tries to eliminate

thegerms that cause measles, rather than trying to bleach the red out with 

peroxide."21 . 

Furthermore, because linguistic biases arm symptoms rather than causes 

of social biases, feminists might have difficulty producing significant changes 

in language behavior as rapidly as they would like. As long as the underlying 

attitudes remain unchanged, some resistance to linguistic change must be 

.expected. In addition, Lakoff suggests that any impact linguistic modifications 

have on society will be slow and indirect,.octurring only if society"is ready 

for such changes. She argues that this is the case whenever a'symptom is 

22
'treated rather than a'cause. 

'Finally, by adhering to the ,Sapir•Whotf hypothesis, feminists finad. 

vertentfy have helpeeto perpetuate and diffuse an outdated, oversimplified, 

find basically inaccurate view of the relationship between thought and language. 

While this is an important implication in and of itself, it suggests a further 

problem: feminists may lose credihilitX as well as substantial segments of 



their audience. Those familiar with the current evidence on the Sapir-Whorf

hypothesis will fault feminists for their failure to qualify it; those less

knowledgeable will become disillusioned when linguistic changes do not result 

in the direct attitude changes which they had expected.23 

For several reasons, then, the linguistic philosophy adopted by many 

feminists must be modified. This does not mean, however, that the feminist

position on the language issue is unimportant or completely dysfunctional.

While' linguistic changes introduced by the women's movement cannot be expected

to produce attitude change directly, the strategy can function in ways valu- 

able to the movement. 

First, careful analysis of the linguistic patterns can help to uncover 

underlying social biases. Such biases often are interwoven so closely into 

the fabric.of everydäy life that they are difficult to identify. They form

part of a taken-for-granted reality which is-socially-constructed and culturally-

shared.24 A study of linguistic patterns can provide clues to the nature 

and extentof such biases as well as a mean of demonstrating the existence

of hidden or unconscious biases which society otherwise might deny. While 

most people acknowledge the•existence of prejudices against women in employ-

 ment and the like, many do not accept the notion that more fundamental pre-

25 
judices are ingrained in cultural attitudes, many of which manifest themselves 

  in language. Farwell, for instance, points out that the feminine is considered

seductive and dangerous, and suggests some of the ways in which language

embodies this'connutation: "Words, like temptress, wiles and beguiling are 

words usually associated with women, and in. each case .she is seen as some-

one who dangerously diverts a man from what should be important. The 

weather bureau assures us of this.connotation when it periodically. informs 



us of the wanton destruction of a hurricane Agnes. It is interesting to 

note that this connotation of danger is the only active connotation or 

structure accorded women in our language, yet'it is necessarily a derogatory 

one."26* Conceivably, then, the feminist  focus on  language can serve to point 

out some of these less-obs'ervablë stereotypes. 

In addition, a focus on linguistic• biases will keep feminist issues 

before the American public. And since salience is necessary before any.so-

cial reform can gain acceptance, the language issue contributes to the process 

of recognition which must precede attitude change. 'The concern for linguistic 

changes, then, may serve to introduce outside publics to feminist notions 

in general. Increased exposure to nonsexist language such as "chairperson" 

and "he/she," for example, should cause many individuals to consider the 

effects of society's male orientation on all aspects of their lives. Thus,

 a focus on linguistic change can result in increased recognition and support

for the woman's movement. 

Another benefit of the feminist'focus on language pertains principally 

to the participants active in the women's movement. Whereas'many goals of 

the women's movement--such as changing the way women are portrayed by the 

media--are somewhat abstract and demand sustained amounts of time, energy,

and funds, thé attempt to achieve linguistic change provides a concrete, obser-

vable signs of progress that require no special resources beyond a desire to

change one's own linguistic habits. As a pervasive and everyday phenomenon, 

language provides a natural arena in which feminists can work for changes on a 

day-to-day basis. In this sense, working for linguistic change seems to serve 

as a morale booster for women: the fruits of their efforts are visible, even 

if not immediately accepted, by all of society. And even those who do not see' 



the need to change the language are submitting to peer pressure to do so. 

In recent editions of textbooks, for example, "he" as the generic pronoun 

has been replaced by "he or she," "himself" has been replaced by "himself 

or herself," and so on. As with the change from "Negro" to "black," society 

can make these adaptations rather quickly, even if the underlying attitudes 

change more slowly. 

The function of boosting morale may be far removed from the initial 

intentions of feminists--to bring about attitude change. Yet it may be 

the most profound outcome of the drive to rid language of its sexual biases 

because it will promote changes in women's self-concepts. Campbell has 

observed that the traditionally-inferior and unimportant roles of women 

in society have provided women with negative self-concepts, "so negative, 

in fact, that dills difficult to view them as an audience, i.e:, persons 

who see themselves as potential agents of change."27 In Women and Madness, 

Chesler argues that in drder for women to enter the "mainstream of human 

action," they must experience "a frank passion for achieving the power neces-

sary to define oneself--a power which is always predicated, on the direct 

control of worldly realities."28 For women, then, the value of changing 

linguistic patterns might lie primarily in thy+ improvement of

their own self-concepts; they will be closer toward gaining the power they 

need to define themselves on their own terms. Blanche Shoemaker '.Jagstaff, 

an early twentieth-century poet, foresaw the potential power inherent to 

self-definition when she wrote: 

I will be no docile thing--

But a restless eagle in space 

 Threshing is better than sowing 

I have spread the seeds too long! 



Now there is a rich harvest of the'unknown--

Riot and strange thoroughfares. 

There is a din of thunder

And storm in the air 

Like the rumble of guns from afar • . 

I cannot be this ordered self forever!29 
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