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ON AND OFF THE PAGE:

THE “MALE AS NORM” IDEOLOGY OF ENGLISH AND GERMAN

Barbara 1.. Hilden

This paper examines the linguistic representation of male and female. Comparing German and English, this
paper argues that, despite the grammatically gendered nature of German, both langnages equally privilege the male ele-
ment at the expense of the female. Referencing a variety of studies, this paper explores the use—in both langnages—of
the “generic he,” investigating how this custom is perceived by listeners; it examines marked terms, particularly the ap-
parent need to mark _female appearance in male-dominated professional spheres; it considers female visibility in langnage
and the differing approaches taken by both English and German, and it explores feminine derivation and the semantic
sexualization/degradation of the female form to male counterparts. Derivation from masculine norms as well as lexical
and connotative gender are briefly discussed. Finally, the paper looks at each language’s strategies for correction.

€ ¢ A woman’s place is in the home,” but Wo die
Frau regiert den Mann, da ist der Tenfel Haus-
kaplan “Where the woman reigns over the man,
there the devil is house chaplain’. Neither of
these maxims remain in significant use today, but
their vestigial presences in English and in Get-
man belie the underlying belief in what Hadu-
mod Bulmann and Marlis Hellinger (2003, 158)
have termed “the ideology of MAN”: the privi-
lege of the male and simultaneous trivialization
of the female. Both languages uphold the male
standard, while the female and feminine elements
of language are derived from, and marginalized
to, this norm.

This inequality manifests itself both co-
vertly and overtly. A grammatically gendered lan-
guage, German marks female, male, and neutral
genders of nouns. This paper will examine some
of the ways in which this lexical gender affects
perceptions and representations of actual gender.
English, though grammatically genderless, also
frequently marks linguistically female and male
nouns; this paper will examine some of these
gendered words and the effects of this practice
on the representation of women. Both languages
demonstrate a male-centric philosophy through

a variety of linguistic preferences and terminol-
ogy which subtly but systematically reinforce the
idea of “male as norm”: some of these practices
and consequences will be also be explored. Final-
ly, the strategies—and the relative effectiveness
of each—employed for correcting this ideology
will be considered. As a woman who has lived,
worked, and studied within each of these linguis-
tic communities, is proficient in one language and
conversant in the other, and focuses her study on
the confluence of culture and language, female
visibility in these two languages is of great inter-
est.

UsE oF “GEeNErIC HE”

Both English and German generally pro-
nominalize a sentence containing a singular,
gender-unknown referent in the masculine. He
(in German, -¢7) is intended in these instances to
be gender-neutral; hearing a statement such as,
“Someone forgot his book,” an individual is sup-
posed to understand that the sentence refers not
only to males but rather encompasses both sexes.
While the speaker’s intention may be gender-neu-
tral reference, however, the reality is that hear-
ers seldom interpret it so. In Language, Culture,
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and Communication, Nancy Bonvillain (2008) cites
several experiments by Donald MacKay which
indicate that be, despite generic intentions, is of-
ten perceived to refer to males exclusively. In one
study, 95% of respondents (10 men, 10 women)
judged such sentences as “When a botanist is in
the field, he is usually working” as exclusively
male referential (Bonvillain 2008, 215). When the
sentence was re-phrased to omit the male pro-
noun, as in, “A botanist who is in the field is usu-
ally working,” only 43% of respondents deemed
the sentences exclusively male referential (Bon-
villain 2008, 215). Since 4e often does refer to
a singular male, there is an inherent uncertainty
to the sentence: the botanist in question could
be a man. Problems arise when a female subject
is intended to be included in the generic /e, as
MacKay’s research reveals that, in practice, few
hearers interpret a female referent.

German uses the generic male referentin a
similar fashion, usually preferring to pronominal-
ize unknown gender in the masculine. As a gen-
dered language, however, German marks gender
not only with pronouns and articles, but also with
nouns, adjectives, and suffixes, thereby increas-
ing the “visibility” of the referenced gender in
any given sentence. While an English sentence
such as “Every voter should exercise his right to
vote,” contains only one overtly masculine refer-
ence, the same sentence in German, Jeder Wibler
sollte von seinem Stimmrecht Gebrauch machen marks
the masculine referent three times: on Jeder ‘ev-
ery (m)’, as the suffix -¢r agrees with masculine
gendered Wibler ‘voter (m)’; and finally on seinem
‘his (m)” (BuBmann and Hellinger 2003, 158).
While Wibler ‘voter’ may be intended to include
both males and females, the prescribed use of
the masculine generic supports the male standard
and “considers the male/masculine as the higher,
more prestigious category and the female/femi-
nine as secondary and subordinate” (BuBmann
and Hellinger 2003, 158). In concordance with
MacKay’s results, BuBmann and Hellinger (2003,
160) found that, in German, “masculine terms
automatically trigger expectations as to a most
suitable (perhaps prototypically)—male—repre-
sentative of the noun.”

Researchers Braun, Sczesny, and Stahlberg
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(2005) further support the idea that masculine
generics are, in reality, anything but generic. In
their paper “Cognitive effects of masculine ge-
nerics in German,” they investigated the effects
of the male generic on the “cognitive inclusion
of women” (Braun, Sczesny, and Stahlberg 2005,
1). Asked to name their favourite fictional hero,
participants were presented with three differ-
ently formed options—one masculine gendered:
Romanbeld ‘hero in a novel (m)’; one feminine:
Romanbeldin ‘hero in a novel (f)’; and one neu-
ter: heldenhafte Romanfignr ‘heroic character in a
novel’. Masculine gendered prompts, repeatedly
and overwhelmingly, elicited male-only responses
(Braun, Sczesny, and Stahlberg 2005, 10). Femi-
nine and neuter formations elicited significantly
more female responses, prompting researchers
to conclude, “the masculine thus seems to be
the least suitable type of generic to make read-
ers think of or imagine women” (Braun, Sczesny,
and Stahlberg 2005, 10).

Gender-neutral and/or gender-unknown
references are seldom made with female pro-
nouns. The exclusive use of the masculine refer-
ence reinforces the idea of “male as norm,” an
idea that Hellinger and BuBmann (2001) believe
has extensive negative effects. In “Gender across
languages,” they write that the selection of male
expressions as the normal, unmarked case results
in female invisibility, “which in turn creates ex-
pectations about appropriate female and male
behaviour” (Hellinger and Bu3mann 2001, 10).
At best, favouring male-biased pronouns cre-
ates what Hellinger and BuBimann (2001, 10) call
“referential ambiguities and misunderstandings”;
at worst, as Bonvillain (2008, 217) asserts, use of
the male pronoun helps to “reinforce cultural
evaluations that enhance males’ status and dis-
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value females

MARKED TERMS

The appearance of women in traditionally
male-dominated spheres is noted in both lan-
guages. Deviation from “stereotypical assump-
tions about what are appropriate social roles
for women and men” are formally and overtly
matked (Hellinger and Buimann 2001, 11). Men-
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tion of women in a professional capacity requires
special attention, as in the terms working mother,
career woman, and female executive. A male equiva-
lent, such as working father, is unheard of, sug-
gesting that “men by definition have careers, but
women who do so must be marked as deviant”
(Romaine 2001, 170). The term family man further
supports this idea, marking as noteworthy a man
who spends time with his family. The absence of
a parallel female term such as family woman sug-
gests that a woman’s place is with her family, that
“women are by definition family women” (Ro-
maine 2001, 170).

German marks female gender by modifying
masculine nouns with weiblich ‘female’. This strat-
egy may be utilized independently or in tandem
with the feminizing suffix -7z in both instances,
as in English, it occurs “where female participa-
tion is the exception” (BuBmann and Hellinger
2003, 160). Catherine David, for example, was
named “erster weiblicher documenta-Chef...” ‘first fe-
male director (m) of the [art exhibition]...” (BuB3-
mann and Hellinger 2003, 160). Inserting weiblich
‘female’ can serve to clarify a grammatically mas-
culine noun and mark the referent as female: der
weibliche Korrespondent ‘the (m) female correspon-
dent (m)’. This practice, however, is less favour-
able than feminizing the masculine gendered
noun with the -i» suffix, possibly in addition to
amending it with weiblich ‘temale’ (Leue 2000,
166). Marking an already feminine gendered
noun in this fashion further emphasizes the fe-
male gender of the referent: die erste weibliche Kor-
respondentin ‘the (f) first (f) female correspondent
(). In all instances, however, whether amending,
clarifying, or emphasizing, weiblich ‘temale’ serves
to mark the female presence as unusual, as devia-
tion from the expected male as norm.

FEMALE VisBILITY

English and German share a preponder-
ance of masculine references in professional
spheres. Attempts, in English, to increase female
visibility by changing -man endings to a gender-
neutral form have been largely unsuccessful.
As concerns over the “symbolic preference for
males expressed covertly and overtly by words
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such as man” have increased, proponents have
advocated changing to “genuinely neutral forms
such as person” (Bonvillain 2008, 216). Thus, chair-
man has been replaced with chairperson, spokesman
with spokesperson. However, in practice, the usage
of these two forms remains distinct. There is,
Bonvillain (2008, 216) writes, “a tendency to te-
strict -person nouns to females, retaining -man for
males.” In effect, chairperson has become a new
marked term, used to refer to women, while chazr-
man still retains its generic and masculine refer-
ences.

German has been more successful at in-
creasing female presence in language. Many of
the -zann ‘-man’ ending words, such as Kaufimann
‘merchant’, Fachmann ‘expert’, and Geschaftsmann
‘businessman’, have been successfully feminized
by replacing the masculine -mann ‘man’ with
-fran ‘woman’. Moreover, and in contrast with
English, these new feminized terms °
firmly established in the language of the 21st
century” (Leue 2000, 165), with words such as
Kauffran ‘merchant (£)’, Fachfran ‘expert (f)’, and
Geschafftsfran ‘businesswoman (f)’ occurring regu-
larly (Leue 2000, 165). Here we see a successful

‘are now

example of feminine integration in language, of
equality in pairings, and a movement away from
masculine privilege.

FEMININE DERIVATION

Both English and German follow the prac-
tice of deriving a female form from a male coun-
terpart; both languages reveal an imbalance in the
resultant pair. Although the words are semanti-
cally equal, the connotative differences between
them are great. Bonvillain (2008, 212) cites the
“negative attributes” that have become attached
to the female component of the following Eng-
lish pairs: governor/governess, king/queen,
master/mistress, sit/dame, bachelot/spinstet.
Always, the balance tilts to favour the male. The
feminine form is trivialized in compatison, some-
times acquiring a secondary demeaning and/or
sexualized significance, while the masculine form
retains its original prestige (Bonvillain 2008, 212).
Thus governess is a trivialized, lesser version of gov-
ernor; mistress relates in a highly sexualized con-
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text not applicable to master; spinster designates an
undesirable, unmarriageable woman, in contrast
to the available, eligible bachelor (Bonvillain 2008,
212).

The practice of forming female versions
with suffixes results in similarly asymmetric pair-
ings. In “A corpus-based view of gender in New
Zealand English,” linguist Janet Holmes (2001,
117) writes that female suffixes in English are
“widely perceived as trivializing women’s occupa-
tions and undermining their professional status.”
Sculptress, poetess, and wusherette are therefore seen
as ineffably lesser than their male counterparts.
Although usage of these forms is on the decline
(actor, for example, is increasingly applied to both
sexes), Suzanne Romaine (2001, 158) believes
that the -ess suffix still surfaces for the “purpose
of belittling a woman’s achievement,” as in the
negative book review she received from a male
reviewer wherein she was referred to as an author-
ess. Where female derivatives are still employed,
they invariably denote smallness or imitation, as
in booklet ‘a small book’, kitchenette ‘a small kitch-
er’, and /eatherette ‘imitation leather’ (Hellinger
2001, 109).

German, in contrast, has a well-established
and well-accepted system for feminizing words.
Many nouns which refer to a specific individual
have both masculine and feminine forms, such as
Lehrer ‘male teacher’ and Lebrerin ‘female teach-
er’. The -in suffix can also be applied in instances
where the lexical gender of the word, and not
necessarily the gender of the referent, is mas-
culine. For example, der Wibler ‘the votet’ has a
grammatically masculine gender. However, when
referring to women, the -z suffix may be added,
creating die Wiblerin ‘the female voter’. While this
strategy increases female visibility and is certainly
more inclusive, it also marks the word as uniquely
feminine. Die Wablerin is then singularly feminine,
and der Wabler is still used in both generic and
male contexts. The female element is marked as
“other,” thereby perpetuating the male as norm
ideology.

While German has an effective technique
for feminizing language, it is strictly a one-way
process. Again supporting the idea of the male as
standard, masculine forms are rarely derived from
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feminine. The case of Krankenschwester ‘nurse (f)’
is an example of this phenomenon. Historically
an exclusively female occupation, there was no
need for a male counterpart. However, with in-
creasing numbers of men entering the profes-
sion, a new term was required to designate male
nurses. Rather than creating a male version of the
existing female form, possibly by replacing the
schwester ‘sister’ of the original term with the mas-
culine equivalent bruder ‘brother’, a new word was
created: Krankenpfleger ‘nurse (m)’. A male nurse
is now designated der Krankenpfleger ‘nurse (m)’,
and, again reverting to the male as norm ideal, a
female derivation can be used to refer to women:
die Krankenpflegerin ‘nurse (f)’.

DEevIATION FROM MASCULINE NORMS

Derogative German terms for homosexual
men extend the principle of male as norm; so-
cial standards of masculinity exert influence over
linguistic form. The pejorative terms for those
who deviate from traditional masculine ideals
are feminine gendered. Tunte ‘homosexual marn’,
Schwuchtel ‘homosexual man’, and Transe ‘trans-
sexual man’, reference men, but are grammati-
cally feminine. This is not a reflection of actual
or perceived gender, nor of personal qualities or
characteristics, as the proper term for a homo-
sexual man is masculine gendered (Schwuler ‘ho-
mosexual man’). English marks deviation from
the masculine ideal in a similar manner: gueen, as
applied to homosexual men, connotes “female”
and “undesirable.” The derogatively used femi-
nine gender of these epithets demonstrates the
preference for masculinity within linguistics and
culture. The terminology marks as deviant the
man who does not adhere to socially ascribed
standards of masculinity. Simultaneously, in gen-
dering these insults in the feminine, the terms
mark female gender as less desirable.

LEx1icAL AND CONNOTATIVE GENDER NORMS

The issue of whether grammatical gender
influences perception of its referential gender is
a contentious one. Scholars have long asserted
that the system of gender is completely abstract.
In “Gender: a less than arbitrary grammatical
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category,” Zubin and K&pcke (1981, 439) quote
Bloomfield who writes, “gender categories...do
not agree with anything in the practical world
..there seems to be no practical criterion by
which the gender of a noun in German, French,
or Latin could be determined.” However, several
studies exist which refute this theory; the Ger-
man —mut is one such example. In German, the
gender of a word is generally determined by its
“last element”—a grammatical designation akin
to, and hereafter referred to as, a suffix (Corbett
1991, 50). For example, nouns ending in -4e/,
-beit, and -schaft, such as Hiflichkeit “politeness’,
Gereiztheit ‘irtitation’, and Wissenschaft ‘science’,
are all feminine gendered; nouns ending in -cher,
and -lein, such as Mddchen ‘gitl’, and Biichlein ‘lit-
tle book’, are generally neuter. The suffix -mut,
which expresses abstract qualities and moods,
is masculine gendered; accordingly, prior to the
nineteenth century, new words ending with -mut
were masculine gendered (Corbett 1991, 94). By
analyzing dictionary entries and through partici-
pant study, Zubin and K&pcke (1984, 47) track
a shift in language that occurred as words more
“introverted” and “passive” transformed from
masculine to feminine gender. Webmut ‘sadness’,
Grossmut ‘generosity’, Anmut ‘graciousness’ be-
came feminine gendered, while “extroverted”
and “aggressive” words such as Lebensmut ‘exhila-
ration” and Ubermut ‘bravado’ remained mascu-
line (Zubin and Képcke 1984, 47). These find-
ings suggest that grammatical gender is neither
unimportant nor irrelevant but rather that so-
cial constructions and lexical gender are closely
linked. Zubin and K&pcke’s work makes explicit
the relationship between gender and ascribed
gender-related characteristics.

STRATEGIES FOR CORRECTION

There is a growing awareness of gender
bias in both languages. So far, English language
attempts to correct this imbalance have focused
largely on neutralization. Emphasis has been
placed on avoiding false generics (instances of
generic be and -man), removing gender-marked
terms for female referents (such as actress and
stewardess), and eliminating marked words for
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which no parallel male form is employed (such
as female doctor) (Hellinger 2001, 109). German
attempts at correction, however, have focused
largely on feminization, on increasing female vis-
ibility in the language. This has led to the use of
Paarformen ‘pair forms’, such as die Niirnberger Stad-
vdter und -miitter ‘the Nuremberg city fathers and
mothers’ and jeder Wibler oder jede Wblerin ‘each
[male or female] voter” (BuBmann and Hellinger
2003, 155). Also common is the use of Sparfor-
men ‘economy forms’, which combine male and
female referents, as in Leserlnnen ‘teaders (m/f)’
(a combination of Leser ‘reader [m]” and Leserin-
nen ‘readers [f]’) (BuBmann and Hellinger 2003,
155). The fact that these amendments have been
adopted by a vatiety of public and private insti-
tutions suggests that perhaps they will (or even
haver) become the new norm (Leue 2000, 176).
“Ultimately,” Leue writes, “only those forms will
last which are accepted by the general public and
are used in their everyday language” (Leue 2000,
176).

CONCLUSION

I began this paper expecting to find that
a genderless language like English would con-
tain fewer masculine biases. 1 expected to find
more masculine references in German, a lan-
guage where gender is marked, indicated, and
referenced. Instead, I found that both languages
contain a number of covert and overt masculine
allusions, that both have a fundamentally patri-
archal structure, and that both privilege—at the
expense of the female—a male perspective. By
“avoiding the dominant visibility of masculine
terms,” genderless languages may be thought of
as more egalitarian and gender-neutral (Hellinger
and BuBmann 2001, 20). However, as Hellinger
and BuBmann (2001, 20) write, “in gendetless
languages it may be even more difficult to chal-
lenge the covert male bias and the exclusion of
female imagery” If anything, the grammatical
gender of German has forced an acknowledge-
ment of the male as norm ideology and has fur-
thered subsequent efforts at correction which
have yet to really develop in English. German
speakers have been and are confronting the dis-
parity in their language in a way many English
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speakers do not. And, for all the advances made
towards equality of the sexes, so long as these
male as norm ideologies linger in our language,
they will linger in our society.
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