CS 203 243

Berger, Gertrunde; Kackuck, Beatrice
Sexism, lLanguage and Social Change.
76 -

16p.

HF-30.83 BC-31.67 Plus Postage.

Change Strategies; ¥*Language; lLanguage Eole;
*Linguistic Theory; *Sex Discrimination; #*Sex
Stereotypes;: %Social Change; *Standard Spoken Usage;
Thought Processes

IDENTIFIERS sSexist Language

ABSTRACT

The United States Department of labor has revised the
spictionary of Occupational Titles®” in order to eliminmate references
o gesmder. Car langunage respond to official edicts, as wvell as to
desands from femiznis’3, and effect significant changes? This paper
sapports the position that language can and will change. The basis
for such change depemds o8 three aspects of linguistic theory: the
strecture of langmage, change processes, and the relatiomship betyeen
thoasght aad langmage. (Author)

-

SOV LS SSSPSPES SIS0 830SS50SPSESESSSIVE SIS S FPB S SS SISO SSSSSSSPSS IS 6
* Docasents acquired by EZRIC include many inforsal uspublished

# paterials zot availadle from other sources. ERIC makes every effort
® to obtain the best copy available. Nevertbeless, iteas of margipal
* reproducibility are often encountered and this affects the quality
s of the aicrofiche and hardcopy peprodnctions ERIC sakes available
»
»
*
»

L B N N N 3

via the ERIC Docusent Reproduaction Service (ZDiS). EDAS is not
respoasible for the quality of the original docusent. Beproductions *

supplied by EDES are the best that can be sade fros the original.
505908088995 9053808 005883655050 INSES IS 0SSP ESHSSSBESSESESSSSSISENSS




o DUCED EXALTLY AS RECEsVED FROm
N ATC AT POMTE D WeETE DRt PRI
N 22%53332' nrmums:‘l:new
o - EDUCATON POSITION OR POLICY
MY
o )
21
~
' Sexism and Soecial
T s D B Gertrude Berger and Beatrice Kachuck
Sehool of Edneation
Gertrude Berger on
Beatrice Kachuck Brooklyn College of the
10 EC_ ANG. RCAMZATIONS OPERATING City University of New York

The United States Department of Iabor has revised the
Diotionary of Occupational Titles in order to 'eiiminate
references to gender. Can language respond to officlal
edicts, as well as to demands from feminists, and effect
significant changes? Thils paper supports the position ’
that language can and will change, The basis for such
change rests on three aspects of linguistic theory: the
structure of language, change processes, and the relation-
ship between thougit and language,
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In 1975, the United States Dapartment of Iakor issued a
revision to the Dictionary of Ocanpatiopal Ttles.. The
revisions econformed to recent govermment poiicy statements
on equal employment oppartunities. Sinca previous Jjob
titles were considered discriminatory aaainst women, sex
stereotyped terns, such as man, ﬂonsn. lady, or the snrrlx

==ess were renoved. and titles chﬁnged to neutral forms,
Pollcmn ms changed to police ofTicer, salesman to gales

agent and airplane stewardess to sirplans flight attendant.
Nearly 3,500 job tltles were revised to eliminate references

»

to sex or age,

in addition to these changes the NManpover Administration
changed its own nawe to Employment and Training Administration,
The official publicstion of the sgency wus changed from
Manpower to Worklife, recognizivg that Msnpower excluded

the sizable workforce of women.

Conflict Ay nts

This event can be viewed fyom two points of view.
From the current feminist perspactive, it is argued that the
English language ig sexist in 84 fay sy it relegates women
to a secondary and inferior -am 3n gociaty, The claim
that words such as gankind, man And he are generic and
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incinde female as well as male 13 rejected on the g:r:or;nds
that the female identity is subm in the male form.
Since language conveys ideas and a world nelr. the clear
néésage of the words is that women are less significant
then men and need not be mentioned as an jdentifisble
group. The female role as subordinate 1is confirmed in
the language. From the feminist perspective, not oi:ly
1s the generic term man not mclnsive of women on an equal
plane with men but the frequency with which jobs are
ligted {a.male forms, such as forénn and master
intentionally excluded women in fact as well as form.
Therefore, 2 linguistic form is required that corresponds to
the rising consclousness of wcmen as having equal potential
with men. Such a form would also reflect the_vir deter-
mination to ®roaden thelr‘economlc and social roles,
Feminists argue that new forms of language such as
chairperson and humankind, are prerequisites to the further
development of new sccial attitudes to accompany changing
roles. Since children learn about society fronm hhguage.
it 1s an easy lesson for girls to learn that many situ'ations,
described by male-identified words, do mot include them.
implicit in the omission is the understanding that a
large portiog of the world is inappropriate for them,

Boys, of course, learn the same lesson., Language serves
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in this way to stereotype areas of interest and activity,
Feminists, male and female alike, insist that free entry |
into intellectual, political, econqmic and sports activities
necessitates changes in social atfltudes. The changes
can »e encouraged or impéded By language, ‘ o

-~ From the perspective of those perg’o"iié'"ihb”'iriéﬁ Jto
retain the conventional forms, ]anguast; car;not ®e changed
By edicts which reflect current and changing ideologies.
It 18 one matter for women to desire économ:l.c and ,sqf:ial
equality with men and another to do violence to the
language in order to achieve that goal, Words such as
pankind and man, 1t is argued, are understood by all
persons to e generic and are accepta)le for their ease
of communication, ohly endless repetltion and confusicn
can result from mtroducing new words such as chaimi'son.
Only monoﬁor’;y results from the need to write men and women
or he and she when the conventional man and pg‘wl‘n do. )
It is further asserted language has its own rules that
need to be obe)téd. In addition, no edict issued by any
'government agency will ‘change the habits of language and
that people"';i11 continue to use the ternm, delivefmn,
even when a woman drives the truck and delivers the

parcels.
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Why Languag eCanandﬂill'gh__a._nge
This paper supports the position that language can
and will change to reflect energing social conditions.

1 The rationale for the arsunent derives from throe aspects‘
‘of-langugge,theory. the structure of language. the Pro-
cess of change, and the relationship hetueen thought and
languasc. | B

. Ianguage Structure o o
Recent developnents in linsuistics offer a framework for

understanding how lansuage is uacd. Transformational

generative theorists have rormulated concepts with ‘which

to-analyze basic structures and relationahips in languase.‘

Their studies of language as a nniversal human hehevior

" clarify the ways in which individuals and groups use

' language. Generative linguists propose concepts of deep

and surface structure and help to explein the proco;s of

choice of the various language elenents in use, The deep

structure contains basic elenente, theoretically universal,

from which features for the production of surface forms

are selected., In an inportant sensge, the elenents in

the deep atructures represent concepts perceived »y the mind,

The way statements are made about such concepts are the

6
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results of application of rules, someirequired.andfothers
optional, The stateuents in speech or;uritihgfreprésent}the'
surface structure. In;other‘uords. lahgusge has at least
three strata. One representsrthe“perception'of'resiity. a
second contains the linguistic rules-that trahslate that
reality and-a third is the outward display which results
from the rules in speech or writing, | | _
It is fairly simple to 111ustrate the process with o "ifﬁ
grammar rules. In the deep structure there»are_elenents' -
.8uch as nouns, Each noun carries an optlonifor erpressing |
it in plurai terms.« This option may be exercised 1n varlous h’.f o
ways. For exanple.words such as. desk. teacher. and __ggp v
'represent concepts uhich may be expressed ss plurals. :In»-“'

English an /s/ sound 1s added 1n speech. the surface struc-’i;f”%
ture. to refer to ‘more than one desk. a /2/ sound for o
more than one teacher. and no sound at ell for nore than
one sheep. thchever optlon 15 chosen. the underlylng
concept 18 the same. Every group or language users ‘
decldes on rules for expressing the conoept. ‘_' ‘ ‘
Semantlc rules for choices of words are elso derlved
from deep structure but the process 1s more complex.' The
heslc neaninss of words mst be 1dent1t1ed to eccount for ;
‘the 1nterdependence of lexlcel 1tems with rules of granner.,@
One approach to derlnins wordszls to mark eech 1n .

7<
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_’binary systen with a plus or minus for certain features.

' Teacher would be ma.rked as + noun, + animate, and + human.
'Jhese teature mrkings determine _the selection of verbs a.nd
other categories of words which have similar mrkers and
thus the rules of gra.mmr for permissible sentences are
generated. Desk would be marked as + noun, - animte. and

| of* course. - human, With these narkers the grammr rules
would prevent selection of verbs such as _2_ and dance
as actions or experiences of a desk. i |

Are there sex—identification markers in deep structure?

Yes, but only for those words which have inherent sex

meanings, Thus words such as woman and man would e marked

not only as human But also female and male. Once & word

is marked for a feature in its underlying meaning, certain

restrictions automatically apply for the use of the |

" words. ‘A sem:ence,‘ The man_menstryated,. would not be

permissible because menstruate would be marked for the

female }in;,the deep structure.

| The Department of Labor's decision to change terminology
evidently reflects the idea that if there 1s no'under-

lying séx marker in a semantic term, then sex features

should not 'be added in the surface structure. In other
words, the linguistic option is 1limited. Imposing gsex

fea.tt-lres on words which have no inhercnt sex meanings

iiiiii
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can produce anomlons sentences. : For example. & sister |
1s a cemeraman in a television show is gramtically o
fquestionable. Sister a.nd msn hsve dirferent underlying
mneanings.

It can be argued the.t xhile man is merked for mele
in deep structure. common practice (which represents
surface structure) is to use it either ror male or Woth
male and remale.‘ Since theé functlon of. linguistics is to
describe language and not prescri’ee its: nse. all ‘that is
needed is a description ofr an cptionsl rule tor the use
of certain words, such as csmersmen a’ndv sister. ﬂile .
atai]sbility of options fits linguistic theo:‘:'yi | ﬁoﬁeVer. ii‘
that practice is adopted. 1t should be recosnized thet an
ofion 1is being exercised and that a new grsmmtical rule
is in effect. | | i | ' _‘

Contemporary social chenges do seen to requir'e
languege changes in either rulee of gramr or the lexicon,
The sementic change seems simpler. It nould contrihute
vo clerity of communieetion. Since sitn stions in which
nen does refer only to nsles ere chenging. the use of the
term 'becomes less eccnrste.‘ CIear comunication is "

racilitated when esch word hss a single mee.ning




= government._and iusiness tron whlch they were only recently

'.; Can a government agency's edict change uord usage?

- Historically. people hsve changed.word meanings.‘ In'
_one kind ot change the meanings havewbeen elevated or
degraded. 52 uas once used for people uho were not
_ very 1mportant-»non 1t descrihes a hero. V111a1n ';

.once referred to a country house or villa, with none of -

the pejoratlve connotations of contemporarv use. Iocal

options may also vary in a given_historical perlos.’ |

Homely means E;Q;inn North America Wut remains synononousj

‘with homey in England. S -

_ The reasons for change are not certain. Someishirts‘

seem to result from contact among people who speak dlfferent
languages (as sandwich k:French);~others from cultural N
‘developments requiring nen vocahulary (as astronauts and hipgie). .
The processes of change are not clear: elther. The » | |
only predicabla .feature of the processes 1s that they do oc-

cur. :

' Whether or not a government agency can change common
usage of words 1is problemmatical. The dramatic‘cuitural ‘
events attendant on astronaut and hippie hrought those words
into common usage qulckly. or course. there were none of |

the polltical resistances which now accompany the changlng

v‘status of women, On the other hend. the government's :
veaainlary chanse 1s acconpanied by relatlvely rapld .eultural
changes.h Honen are bing admltted to posltions 1n schools.»

ror Women are 1

excluded.' xllthough the chanses




e new roles are opening for men also.

 Language andfThoui t- |

The third issue for discussion of the argument is - »
aaﬂressed to the relationship between language and thinking.‘
" The - central question here is whether language reflects a per-

son's perception of reality or causes perception. The
psychologist James Deese 3argues that the inrormation coded
into lexical entries represents the impression of experience
on a cognitive category. Experience itself is, in t;;n.
the result of the impressions of perceptions on irbrmation
received. Certainly. pe“ople's selection of the changed
‘and new words in the preceding . paragraphg* represents
experience and psychological perception. The word‘driver,
for instance, would not we used to refer to the astronaute-
in a speace ship. A new cognitive category relating to
space has been created »y experience-.nf

The Iabor Department's change in terminology supports

| et

theF“Hhorfian hypothesis.‘ Whort, a linguistic scholar.

viewed language as a determiner of experi.nee 4 e'

thought, for example. that since Eskimos have more. words for
‘snow than Americans do. they perceive more distinctions

in the texture of snow, 81ohin5 contemporary linguist.

agrees that language may covertly hring us. to pay attention WWW;.

st sty 4 b, W w1 T
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to attribntes of a situation. However. he prefers the
weaker form of theorizing which most people accept.w That
1s, the availability of specific words irk particular
: ~language makes perceptions and erpressions:easier.< Slohin
points out that word combinations emerge when people in ”f[;V; f?
a language group do not have singk words to express R
new. concepts. The words humankind and chair"person appear ;.
to represent such lexical combinations.i i

A Change in language, then. can make it easier to
perceive of women in a larger array of roles than have
historically been. available to them. A policy that "all men
are created equal® appears on its surface to exclude v
women from equal rights under law., - fact. historically.. ;~
women have not Peen afforded equal protection as citizens. ,'
Discrimination in employment and in property ownership :
still exists although the practices are changing. The
gsemantic selections availahle can hroaden perceived op-
portunities. An advertisement for 2 mailman appears to
Pe directed to men; an ad for & mail carrier'conveys'no
such regriction, An invitation-for‘noninationsjfor a

chalirman requires second thoughts ahout whether or not

a woman's name may e offered. if a chairperson is to he

12
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muroam optional rules are applied, It was suggested

that grammaticsl and semantic consistencies ocan be
minhxmd batwoen underlying mlup and surface forms
unonxtummmodtoumlmuhmnm
inherent sex characteristics. The history of language
denonstrates that languags does change and that the
changes raflect new concepts and social svents. Since
cultural cﬁnuu are cccurring, as indicated in the in-
creasing numbers of women in nontraditiomal roles such as
tslephone repairers, and tool .ud;du makers, .1t can b
sxpected that new language forms will emerge. The
prediction is reinforced by the changing roles of men in
both occupational activities and involvesent in parenting
and household work. Fisslly, thers is a relationship
betwesen language and thinking. ‘While & cause-effect
relation has not been estadlished, there is enough® evidence
that language usage shapes thoughts, S0 that at least
one government agency, major publishing companies, and

to slimimats q&ﬂu.
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