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LANGUAGE AND PREJUDICE: Ms or Mrs? Girls or guys? Nice or Naas?
Do you think girls talk much more than boys? Do you think its okay for men to talk like women?  Do you shudder when you hear someone saying “aswell”? Do you think people like your accent? Find out about your linguistic prejudices, test your hidden language biases - and you can keep the results secret!
The topic I've taken on is a vast one, far more than anybody can hope to tackle in a brief hour. But I thought I'd build a little challenge into my talk, involve you a little, by linking what I say to a little test of your personal linguistic prejudices. 

Language is tightly bound up with our feelings, our emotions in many different ways., and behind these feelings lurk hidden prejudices - which are unfair beliefs, made on the basis of one-off experiences, strong emotions and very flimsy evidence, which influence the way we see and judge people. Beliefs like: after meeting one rude German tourist who snored loudly all night, you think all German men are rude and snore.... hey man, that’s not fair!

I'll be taking some language-linked topics, and asking you to test yourselves. Usually when one hears the word "test" in connection with language, one starts frantically checking on spelling or whether you have ended a sentence with a preposition. But you are allowed to keep your results secret, so you can relax - But you must promise to be honest to yourself at least!

Topic number 1: Language and Sex

Picture your “typical” woman talking ... let her talk ... how is she behaving, what is she talking about? Now picture your “typical” man doing the same ....

True or false?
1.
women talk much more than men

2.
women never finish their sentences  

Multiple choice if you said yes to 2:

3.
Women have more unfinished sentences because

i.
they forget what they were going to say

ii.
they are interrupted more by men

Neither 1 nor 2 is correct. 3 isnt counted in the total, but if you said (ii) you can half a mark back. However, if you said (i) was correct, you must take off a full mark, just to teach you a lesson.

Proof? Research has shown that in cross-sex interaction, men interrupt more and change the topic more: in one study, 96% of the interruptions and 100% of conversational "overlaps" came from males (Zimmerman and West 1975). Careful studies of university faculty meetings for a year (Eakins et al. 1978) with men and women present show that men do all the talking, that women find it hard to get a word in edgeways. The average longest female turn was 10 seconds, the average shortest male turn was 10.66 secs. The most interrupted person was a woman. Women have been shown to housekeep the conversations  more, agree more,. encourage more, yes, mhm etc. So, how many of you were wrong?

True or false?
3.
Women are better at language and speak with better accents

4.
Men are more assertive than women and talk more authoritatively - because they have to be like that.

5.
Females should be discouraged from using slang or swearwords 

6.
Men should not say things like "darling, you are looking simply divine in that cute, teenie weenie black outfit".

The answers: Only 3 is True (total out of 6 so far)
The evidence? Linguistic studies have shown that as babies, girls learn to speak earlier than boys, articulate more clearly, use longer sentences and speak more fluently sooner. Women have also been shown to use the more prestigious forms of any language (nice/naas). 

When asked what they did use, males were found to over-report their own use of the non-standard forms, saying proudly that they did use the words, when their unmonitored speech showed that they did not. It seems that the different sex groups have a different model, and that it is desirable for boys to speak in this way despite the fact that it is socially frowned upon; girls see the whole thing differently

In fact, girls learn to read sooner, need less remedial teaching, do better at language tests, suffer far less from dyslexia, and far fewer girls than boys stutter (x4). So question 3 is true. This could naturally be a direct reflection of socialisation practices, encouragement by parents and teachers of linguistic skills in females, a self-fulfilling expectation of sorts. Or, of course, it could be a natural reflection of intellectual superiority?

Question 4, 5 and 6 go hand in hand: just because we are socialised into doing things a particular way doesnt mean it is the right way. The point is that each of us is either male or female (though there are dubious cases nowadays, I admit!) and we learn to use language in subtly different ways because of this.  So girls speak like girls, boys like boys, and heaven help you if you use the mannerisms of the opposite sex - people leap to unfortunate conclusions.

But we do not HAVE to do this. As far as being assertive goes: females are socialised into being more "feminine", into housekeeping conversations etc. Despite a fond belief that pure females do not even know swearwords, let alone use them, my own research (at school and university level) shows that more females are using slang and swearwords than you may like to believe. The interesting thing is that males felt that this behaviour was not acceptable for females, but the females thought it was fine for them, thank you very much.  As one linguist put it: There is a difference between not wanting to swear and not being allowed to swear. 

And the same goes for using so-called "effeminate" language. I really enjoy it when I talk to babies and I can say "isnt it the sweetest little diddum-pie then"  - it's one of the rare privileges of being a woman; but many men deprive themselves of this pleasure because of the horror of being regarded as sissy. Just think of the pleasure you are missing out on!

So What? Trivial, you may say? Not so! Attitudes and stereotypes result from these different speech patterns: 

1.
Goldberg (1968), presenting the same written texts to his subjects under the guise of differently‑sexed authors, showed that  female and male students were more impressed when they thought the  author were males, regarding them as more competent and their writing as more valuable. 

2. 
Miller et al. (1973) taped exactly the same text read by male and female readers, and found that listeners rated male speakers as more competent, attention‑grabbing, dominating, authoritarian, aggressive and frank, while female speech was seen as friendly, gentle, enthusiastic, polite grammatically correct, but rather trivial. 

3. 
Edelsky (1979:29) and O'Barr et al. (1980:110) both show that typically feminine words such as "oh dear, sweet, perhaps"are evaluated negatively. Speakers (both male and female) using these words tend to be judged as less convincing, less intelligent and less trustworthy, more submissive, dependent and passive. The same has been shown to be true of female witnesses and female accused on trial.

By virtue of their gender, the words of women are not taken seriously.

4.
Schools are a vital agent of socialisation, and may often, unconsciously, reinforce stereotypes and discrimination. One researcher looked at 64 classes, 60 teachers, and found that at all levels males received more attention and teacher interaction, increasing with the educational level. Boys receive more instruction, warnings, vocatives and directives. According to Coates (1986) boys do participate more actively in schools, guess aloud, are allowed to talk more and question more, which suggests that girls might suffer some disadvantage in the class room. In all cases, teachers denied that this was the case, and grossly underestimated their own level of interaction with the boys - they only admitted it once they saw the analyses. The reason for more attention to boys may relate to management and discipline problems. Of course, it would be ridiculous to suggest that teachers are enforcing sex-linked stereotypes on pupils to whom it was previously unknown - they come to school with pretty clear ideas at the start about what is appropriate for boys and girls: social distinctions are reflected in linguistic differences which in turn reinforce the social distinctions   

Obviously these stereotypes are inaccurate and contradictory - and very unfair!

Should women adopt the male way? Or should males adopt the female way? Or should we be more tolerant of differences?

What is your mark so far out of 6? 

Next question: Award yourself a mark if you can solve the puzzle immediately:

7.
A father and son are involved in a serious car accident. The father is killed instantly and the son is rushed to hospital and taken straight to theatre for an emergency operation. The surgeon comes in, takes on look at the patient and says "I'm afraid I cannot operate on this patient. He is my son" How is this possible?

Answer: the surgeon is his mother, of course!

Okay, still on language and sex, of a different type: English as a sexist language
There is some evidence that there is a masculine bias in English. Language is a vehicle to carry our ideas, a window through which we see and interpret the world. So if a language makes distinctions (of gender, for example), then its users will more readily perceive the differences which the language points to. Let's see if you are sensitive to this: if you can correct each of the following sentences (8-12), award yourself a point:

8.
The photographer, whatever his speciality, notices his surroundings
This excludes women; the Generic: “he” is used, because English has no sex-neutral pronoun, apart from "one", causes hearers to think male. Did you visualise a female photographer? Using the masculine pronoun to stand for males and females, reflects the assumption that "all people are male until proven female".

9.
Man's vital interests are life, food and access to females
Who pictured a neanderthal woman? Compare: Man, being a mammal, breastfeeds his young; The effect of this so-called generic has spread beyond the use of he and man to terms like people, adults, doctors, South Africans, experts etc. - 10 proves that. 

10.
It will be a family show. People will bring their wives and children
What about the women being people?

11.
I have found a wonderful lady doctor in town

12.
The  waitress will attend to you shortly
Why make needless gender distinctions (such as actor/actress)? Why do you need to know? The language pushes you into a corner, and forces you to seek gender there ... 

And so we say, oh she's a lady doctor, a woman professor, determined to maintain a gender distinction when it is no longer relevant. One can understand the historical reasons for this: Men held all positions of importance, and so the terms used for these were coined first: doctor, lawyer, judge, professor, teacher, minister....when women slowly, admitted to educational institutions, started to emerge in these professions which had been the exclusive domain of men, the same term would not do for these second class citizens, so you get lady-doctor; lady teacher; authoress; waitress; hostess, heroine. The male term was the unmarked, the female the marked, odd, unusual form. The trend today is to avoid marking sexual role. Author will do for all, as will doctor... 

True or False:

13.
Women who call themselves Ms are feminists or lesbians
False! Women who use that term are simply women who prefer not to reveal their marital status. Why discriminate against women by announcing their marital status to all and sundry via the terms Mrs/Miss? Mr does not make the marital status of males similarly transparent. We have a perfectly good alternative: Ms, which is used to refer to ALL women in the rest of the world (married or not), and it's time SA woke up and followed suit. Think about it in terms of ethnicity: showing marital status only for women is like having to indicate the race of only one group, but not others: if we wrote “Mr (c) Steyn (coloured)” we would be outraged!

What’s wrong here:
14:
Context: 4 boys in a group, teasing one of them: “Ag Bruce man, don’t be such a bloody woman man”

Can you think of girls saying to one of their group ‘don’t be such a man’? Semantic pejoration. Is also a very real social reflection of women’s lower status in society: Initially words were coined in pairs, designed for the masculine and female roles: master - mistress; lord - lady; witch - wizard; sir - madam;  The males terms have remained constant, the female ones have deteriorated significantly! “Man” and “woman”are no longer equivalents; “girls” and “boys” aren’t either. The irony is that girls are using masculine terms as a positive signal:  “guys” has even been appropriated by girls because “girls” carries unfortunate negative connotations. Calling women “ladies” is even questionable - there is a hint of condescension in the term ...

Observe the following interaction in a British secondary school in a German FL class:
Teacher has already asked for volunteers to perform in a dialogue.

2 girls have volunteered, then 2 boys, then 2 girls;  it's the boys turn
Teacher:
Two more boys I think boys sshhh what about Simon and Neil. . . no? Why not?
Girl 1
 
we're boys

Girl 2 
we're boys

Girl 3 
we're boys miss

Teacher:
All right we'll have two more girls and then we'll see if the boys have any courage .
a.
the teacher had not noticed this as remarkable

b.
when the researcher replayed the tape to the girls, and asked them to explain, they both said they wanted to do the activity; when pushed, G1 said “we always act like boys”, but G2 denied this. But they were happy to use these particular words to bid for selection
c.
When the recording was played to 2 boys in the class, they too said the girls did it simply because they wanted to get chosen, but both strenuously denied that they could ever have said “we’re girls” in the same context, for fear of being seen as soft, and laughed at.

Male is OK, it’s been normalised; Femininity has been pathologised. Girls can move from female to masculine, boys can’t. Sadly, these terms are no longer semantic equals:

15.
Think of at least 6 derogatory words referring to females, and then think of  6 derogatory words referring to males in 30 seconds

Do NOT award yourself a point if you could not think of an equal number of male ad female terms. The fact is that there are far more words for females, with highly sexual connotations of course (220 words for promiscuous women alone) but only a few for males (less than 100). What is the male equivalent of a mysogynist? think of terms for old women: hag/harridan/crone/witch/bag/bat/bitch What do you call a dirty, smelly old man? a wizard? a dog?... English has little to offer.

So I’ve tried to show you some evidence that there is a masculine bias in our language. Many have strenuously opposed making any changes, citing purism, aesthetics and tradition in their defence. But is it right or fair to ignore these realities?

Now for something new: Language in South Africa ... and prejudice

Most of us are aware that we have 11 official languages in SA, with sign language as a potential 12th. But here are some harder ones:

16.
What is the most widely spoken mother-tongue language in SA?

Answer: 
16. Zulu (8.5m); 


The English figures? Out of 42 million, there are 3.5m (7th) English speakers and  Afrikaans ranks 4th (6m). Yet, despite these facts, English has power out of all proportion to its size. English has become a world language, and it is spoken by 1 in 4 people world wide. Even more amazing - its 2nd language learners outnumber its mother-tongue speakers. And its flexibility and willingness to accept new vocabulary, to stretch and shrink with the needs of its speakers has been part of the reason for its success. Everywhere you go in the world, you are bound to encounter English ... it is the most desired language world-wide. Why do people want it? World languages open doors to tertiary education, business, technology; In SA, English is hardly anyone's mother-tongue, so it's neutral and disadvantages most people equally; And it offers huge literary and educational resources.

Now, let's tap into opinions and feelings: Secretly, 

17.
Do you react negatively to: My mother he is waiting for me; those ladies is going to be cross for you Do you envisage the speaker as stupid and uneducated?

18.
Do you smirk when people pronounce these words as follows:

create (crehate); problem; category; colonel (kolonel); that’s really naas
If you do, you get no marks, I'm afraid. It really comes down to who English "belongs" to. Does it only belong to mother-tongue speakers? No - the undeniable truth is that this language is the  "intellectual property" of anyone who cares to learn it. Now I'm going to get down to a little bit of English-bashing - I think I have a licence, since I'm one of them.

I hate to say it, but English speaking people are among the laziest linguistic phenomena around - they are the most prevalently monolingual people, and they dont make the effort to learn a second language because they think they dont need to. But they do: Multilingualism offers many benefits, especially cognitive advantages - lateral thinking, abstract concepts. In addition, it brings with it cross-cultural understanding - sensitivity to different world views and different perspectives - and greater employability

But English people the world over have settled into a smug and self-satisfied, very comfortable state of superiority; They have become accustomed to looking down their noses at those who sometimes get their language a little bit wrong; they had the good fortune to be born to English-speaking parents, and perhaps they need to become aware of the problems facing the non-English speakers.

If you had learned English in a township school, in a class of 60 others, with few textbooks from a Xhosa-speaking teacher who herself had learned it from a Xhosa speaker, could you expect to be proficient? If you hardly ever heard competent mother-tongue English in your day-to-day life, how can you expect to master the nuances and pronunciation patterns? If you had to rely on 2nd language learners to guide you, and otherwise written language was your only clue, how could you be blamed for pronouncing category as category; or colonel as kolonel?

But if your language only had 5 vowels, could you be forgiven for not being able to hear the difference between bird, bad, bed? Or ship and sheep? I would hope so. Can all nonAfrican speakers pronounce the 9 clicks of Xhosa accurately? Why on earth not?

In most cases there are perfectly good explanations for failure of 2nd language learners to comply with MT habits. A different set of phonemes, a poor model, different cultural practices, inadequate educational provisions (indeed, appalling, for the past 50 years). Even more interesting is this: when one learns a new language, one often (deep down) wants to retain one's original persona. So when I speak Afrikaans, I speak it like an English person - because I dont want to sound too good at Afrikaans; and vice versa: non-Eng people want to sound like NON-Eng people! English is spoken the world over - Americans use it their way, Indians use it their way, Parisians have their own way - and our South Africans are developing their special way too. Second-language speakers of English outnumber L1 speakers here, and they like to hear THEIR varieties of English on the media.

So English speakers need to adjust their ears and tune in to the new accents that are part of the linguistic scenery in our country. Everyone has the right to speak English if they choose to and their accents are not a badge of incompetence or stupidity - they are badges of personal background, and of the very considerable intellectual effort of mastering a new - and very difficult, language.

19.
English should be the only official language in South Africa
Answer: NO

Sadly, a consequence of the power of English is that many South Africans believe that, since English is the most powerful language in the world, and since it is used more and more in SA, in parliament, on the media, and in the lawcourts, we might as well make it the official language - everyone will understand. Yet it is not a Majority language! 

This is bad news for our country, sad for her languages and her hopes of a multilingual and multicultural society. The official language policy is unlikely to change, but English does seem to be becoming the unofficial only language - and there is nothing anyone can do about that - because it is the democratic right of people to choose which language to use. Many non-English speakers see the writing on the wall, and are abandoning their mother tongues, going for English, despite the losses. Many non-English parents see English as vital for their child's future, and we are witnessing a drift to English-medium schools among the elite. Research in local Gtn schools among Afrik and Xhosa speakers reveals that better educated and wealthier parents are moving their children to English schools as early as possible, and some even forbid the use of the MT at home ... the see no future in their own languages, one called it a "home appliance". Their children are shifting to English, and they sadly accept that their grandchildren will be English ... not too keen, but too bad. They are ambitious for their children. And this will reinforce all the unfair privileges of English. The consequence may be the slow demise of our indigenous languages, and I include Afrikaans here. It's up to the mother-tongue speakers to stand up and fight for these languages; to ensure that their children learn literacy skills in these languages, and develop a strong sense of loyalty to them.

English speakers don't have to feel too guilty. But they could actually do something to help: Privately, how many of you here, as speakers of English/Afrikaans, have decided not to learn an African language, because it's too hard, and it's not worth the effort? And how many of you believe that you cannot actually be expected to pronounce African names properly? 

I challenge you to make that effort to meet someone halfway. Take a quick conversational course in your local African language. Your ability to empathise will grow by leaps and bounds once you have to struggle personally with getting into your mind the difference between ithanga and ithanga (pumpkin and thigh), and getting your tongue around names like Mcebisi Qamarwane or Nomaqhawe Muhlwa. When you see how difficult Xhosa noun classes are, and how many wretched exceptions there are, you will begin to sympathise a lot more with 2nd language speakers of English or Afrikaans.

You will forgive them - and realise how trivial such errors are in the bigger picture; you might begin to appreciate what is involved in speaking someone else's language, when you could say it more easily in your own. And you will also imbue them with a sense of self-worth and pride. You will build enormous goodwill and mutual respect by meeting people halfway, linguistically.

One last question in our language test, to make it out of 20. A really hard one, just in case you were all doing too well:

20.
How many d's in the national anthem?  

Answer: At least150. dee dee dee dee dee....

So, how did you fare on your language test? What was your score out of 20? Are your prejudices alive and well? You dont have to answer. In fact, I think I've stirred the linguistic pot enough today. I've spoken far more than any self‑respecting woman should, So in the true feminine tradition I must politely thank you for your patience in putting up with such a talkative woman in the first place. 
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