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IN recent times the focus of questions in language and gender research has been shifted from language spoken by women to language spoken about women. This shift raises questions about the politics of representation constructed largely with the help of language.

Dale Spender’s book Man Made Language (1985) offers an intriguing thesis that, like other forms of culture, men have controlled language and as a result one can see more positive words for males with a lot more opportunities to use them.

Since language is a powerful tool to construct social reality with, women, by the use of sexist language, are being dubbed as inferior and deviant. The perpetuation of this negative representation of women takes place in diverse situations through multiple modes. The process of validation in social institutions ‘confirms’ the inferior female status to the extent that a large number of women start viewing themselves in negative colours.

If language is a vital force in constructing, validating and perpetuating the differences, can language reform play a role in reducing the gender gap? One group of linguists, researchers and practitioners endorses this idea. They believe that it is important to get rid of gendered expressions and create new words, terms, and expressions which are not biased against any gender.

There are two simple reasons for avoiding the use of gendered language. First, as we use gendered language we, in fact, own it and validate its gendered messages. Second, the more we use these gendered expressions, the more we engage ourselves in strengthening these messages. According to Austin, we do things by using language. This suggests that language itself is involved in performing things, in this case gender. This concept is further clarified by Judith Butler (Gender Trouble) when she suggests that repetitive expressions construct gendered bodies.

The more we use gendered language, the more we realise that sexist impressions turn into ‘natural’ and ‘common sense’ and become part of the psyche of a society. There have been some efforts to reform language. For instance, the title ‘Mr’ is used for men whether they are married or unmarried, the suggested title for women is ‘Ms’, irrespective of their marital status. This, to some extent, addresses the problem of the mandatory revelation of marital status through the use of ‘Miss’ or ‘Mrs’.

In case of the use of the generic masculine pronoun for both men and women, it is suggested one writes s/he. This problem can also be tackled by using the plural expression.

Discriminatory job titles were revised by the US Department of Labour. These alternatives, given in parenthesis, were an attempt to combat ageism and sexism: airline steward, stewardess (flight attendant); foreman (supervisor), salesman (salesperson), signalman (signaller), watchman (guard), fireman (firefighter), chairman (chairperson, chair).

But this language reform agenda should not confine itself to surface level changes, it should also tap the intentions of expression. For instance, we need to revisit the sayings and proverbs which are so commonly used in daily life situations as ‘logical evidence’ from the repertoire of folk wisdom. A number of these sayings and proverbs are biased against women. Similarly, jokes about women are also based on gendered stereotypes. Likewise in a number of Hindi/Urdu songs women are defined only in terms of their physical beauty and are presented as an object of display. There is a need to challenge these gendered stereotypes through our social institutions, e.g. families, educational institutions, judiciary and the media. Such sayings, jokes and songs need to be discouraged at all levels.

The conservative school of thought, however, takes a contemptuous view of language reform and dismisses any such initiative. Some self-concocted examples of language reform are presented for the purpose of ridicule. For instance Manchester where ‘Man’ needs to be replaced as it is ‘sexist’.

The radical approach of feminists also shows reservations about language reform for different reasons. The feminists believe that language reform at the vocabulary level is of not much use as the problem is much deeper. According to the radical school of thought, the whole language system is andocentric and bringing about change in just some expressions is of little use.

One school of thought believes that gender differences in real society should be reduced. Once gender equality is achieved, linguistic gender biases would be automatically taken care of. This viewpoint seems convincing but the underlying assumption is that language is a passive phenomenon which is not involved in action but subjected to action.

Language, on the contrary, is a highly political phenomenon and, far from being a passive and neutral tool of communication, is actively involved in the construction of social reality. Dale Spender rightly suggests that, “As more meanings change and the sexist semantic rule is weakened; as the society and the sexist semantic rule change so will more meanings change without deliberate intervention. To concentrate on either word meanings or social organisations, to the exclusion of the other, is to invite failure.”

A more holistic approach is to avoid the either/or distinction and work at both fronts, i.e. social equality in real society and linguistic equality through language reform at the same time.
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