LANGUAGE & SEXISM

Usage typically challenged as sexist includes: man, as in The Ascent of Man and what does the man in the street think? Neutral forms such as humankind and person are recommended in its place. Girl used to refer to adult women - as in girl reporter - is sexist. Lady as in lady doctor is a genteelism dating from an age when women were rare in these professions. Naming can be sexist: eg Dr Bromley, Dr Ashley and Dr Olga Kalisher. 
PROGRESS ...?

Early 70s coining of M, parallel to Mr in that it signifies gender but not marital status. But often used to replace Miss rather than Mrs. 1979 hurricanes renamed alternately by female/male names: they no longer ‘flirt with the coast’. 1980S increasing pressure to ensure non-sexist usage - don’t assume that an author is he, drop derivatives like authoress, usherette, use chair for chairman etc. Some radical coinages of the feminist movement include: herstory, womyn/wimmin (replacements for original wifman = ‘female human being’ but easily interpreted as ‘wife of a man’). 

Generic male usage is increasingly deemed inappropriate - as in refugees and their wives. But a widely-accept alternative to the generic he has not yet developed. The most common is they - ask anyone and they’ll tell you - or s/he, she or he or (s)he. Commentators generally advocate avoidance strategies, such as a shift to plural constructions. 

Use of generic -person is more common (eg spokesperson) but is often mocked - eg fisherperson, personhole covers, to person an assembly line, huperson beings. 

PASSIVITY

Female is often associated with passivity - eg Mother nature, liberty and justice. Boats and cars are deemed female, and temperamental, or dominated by men. Lexical asymmetry shows this imbalance: governor v governess; master v mistress; wizard v witch; bachelor of arts has no equivalent spinster of arts. Binomial phrases, such as He or she, men and women give key emphasis to the males - exceptions being ladies and gentlemen which are chivalric.

Nouns ending in -ess often appear less significant than their male equivalents (waitress, authoress, Jewess). The suffix -ette gives feminine status to objects - as in cigarette, leatherette, usherette - implying inferiority. 

Whorf and all that

The possibility of eliminating sexism from languages involves the Whorfian hypothesis - that language is not only shaped by society, but society by its language. Children always hearing the doctor, he ... will therefore assume that all doctors should be male. 

Some people object that neutralisation of language (changing chairman to chair hides the underrepresentation of women. ‘When ancient man developed early agriculture’ becomes ‘When ancient people developed agriculture’ but this still hides the fact that the earliest cultivators of plants were women. So what do you think?
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