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I thought it would be interesting to compare and contrast the relationship between language and gender in two languages I am very familiar with, Latin and English. Latin is a fascinating language if for no other reason than so many other languages spawned from it. Since Latin is the root of English I assumed there should be many ties between each languages’ grammar rules concerning gender, and the resultant cultural impact those ideas have on their societies. I found that my assumption was correct in some instances, but not in all.


First I want to focus on the idea of a default gender pronoun. In Latin each verb contains its own pronoun within its suffix. For example, the suffix “-t” when used with Latin verbs denotes third person active singular. But, it does not specify whether this is masculine, feminine, or neuter. Many times when reading a Latin passage the exact gender of the object is not made clear, and must be assumed. In the sentence fragment “Me non amat” (Catullus, p.15) the direct translation is “He, she or it does not love me.” The three possible genders are indicated by the “-t” at the end of the verb amo. (Wheelock, p. 2) But, if this is all you have to go on for a translation, which pronoun do you choose? It is not made clear in the sentence if “he, she or it” does not love this person. So which gender do you pick? In this instance we do not have to guess because the gender from the poem’s historical context. The author, Catullus, is writing a farewell letter to his lover, Lesbia. So, he is obviously referring the the female gender when he writes “Me non amat”, “She does not love me.” Because Latin verbs can share genders, (Wheelock, p.2) the need for a default gender pronoun does not really arise. It would make no difference if someone was just talking about people in general and used the verb “laudo”, to praise. (Wheelock, p.4) All they need to say is “laudat” to refer to a man, woman, or neuter object praising something. One word contains all three possibilities, and it is up to the reader to surmise which gender is being used if it is not made apparent in the context.


In English, however, we do not have the luxury of using universal gender pronouns. When we speak about “someone praising someone else” we are forced to pick a gender. “He” praised someone. In most conversational English the pronoun “he” is substituted when gender is either unknown or unspecified. And, in some cases people try to remove any gender from the sentence by using the third person plural form (they, or them), instead of the singular form when talking about a single person. But, this usage is grammatically incorrect. For example: “They were really nice.”  is incorrect if you are talking about one person who treated you favorably. This is the pronoun game. I think that the reason English seems plagued by the problem of specific gender pronouns more so than in Latin is because we are more familiar with the vernacular. Since Latin is a dead language we only know the written words, not the spoken. When people write things down they tend to make their thoughts clearer than in everyday speech. Their words are planned, and so genders are normally not ambiguous unless they are meant to be by the author. For all we know Latin had the same difficulties indicating gender with their universal pronouns as we do with our specific ones in everyday speech. But, since there is no one around who has been speaking Latin since it died out to pose these questions too, I will just have to hypothesize that this was not a problem that faced Latin speakers. I believe that English needs a universal pronoun to describe both genders, and that we seem to be evolving closer and closer to creating one by broadening the use of our default pronoun “he.”


One of the major differences between Latin and English grammar are their case systems. Latin has specifically masculine, feminine, and neuter words that English entirely lacks. Some Latin words can hold either gender. One such example is the word for lion, “leo” for male lions, and “leaena” for lionesses. (Oxford, p.78) This makes it a pinch to describe an animal and include its gender in one simple word. But, what happens when an animal is given only one word and gender to describe it, such as fox or “vulpes.” (Oxford, p.152) In this case the word for fox has only one gender, feminine. How do you describe male foxes? Or in the case of the beaver, “castor” which has only a masculine case, how do you describe females of that species? (Oxford, p.22) In the story of Reinardus and Chantecler (Aesop - Odo #25) the exact gender of Reinardus, the fox, is somewhat ambiguous. All of the describing adjectives must agree in gender with the noun, and not the animal’s particular gender. If Reinardus’ actual name was not masculine in form, the gender of this anecdotal character might have remained a mystery. Beavers, however, have an obvious association with males. It was believed that their testicles held a healing power, and were therefore prized by hunters. (Physiologus) While there may be cultural significance concerning why foxes are considered female, I am not aware of it.


A particular grammar rule stuck out like a sore thumb when I first starting learning the Latin language. The rule states that if a single man is in a crowd of women, the speaker must address the crowd in the masculine plural form, not feminine. I always found this peculiar, and attributed it to the patriarchal society that Latin speakers lived in. But now I find myself reevaluating that hypothesis. We too have a masculine plural formula to address groups by. The word “guy” or “guys” is commonly used to indicate any variety of a group from all male to all female. However, in English it is not a rule to use masculine plural words when addressing a mixed crowd, it is simply the vernacular.


English is unlike other romance languages such as Latin and French because it has no specific gender cases for adjectives, or gender specific nouns. Yes, some words are inheritantly one or the other because of their definitions, but there is no grammar rule governing them. The word woman carries with it a kind of feminine add-on case, and the word man carry a masculine add-on case. Neither of these words is governed by English grammar rules to be specifically masculine or feminine, but they simply are. The interesting thing is to look at words that have no immediate connection to the gender they have come to represent. Take, for instance, the word “doctor.” This word is associated with men, probably because men have taken that particular role in society for centuries. Over time this word has become associated with the male gender.


On the opposite end of the spectrum is the word “secretary.” It is overwhelmingly associated with women. In fact, the idea of a male secretary is a bit outrageous. A great example of this is the TV comedy “Just Shoot Me.” It is my belief that in order to set up the comedic meter of the show they gave the lead actor, David Spade “Finch”, the part of a male secretary for a woman’s magazine. This takes it that step or two out of reality. It is set it far enough away from what people feel is normal so that they can appreciate the fantasy aspect of the show. Just Finch’s situation is a cause for comedic relief, without a punch line needing to be uttered.


Gender specific words can branch into what should and should not be said by each sex. Men, for instance, should not say the word “fabulous” or know more than a few color words. It is peculiar that men who break these two rules are labeled as “unmanly” and “girlish.” It is a bit shocking to think that in such “enlightened” times as these such gender-role stereotyping can occur, but it does. I do not think it reflects poorly on our society in the least bit, especially since most of the stereotypes run centuries deep. It is going to take us more than a few radical decades to derail gender stereotyping.


In the nineties a movement was brought to life to try and remove gender specific words from the more formal parts of speech. In other words, people wanted to removed gender from their job titles. Now, the word “doctor” in no way implies a male worker, but the word “policeman” certainly does. Various job title were changed, including: letter carriers, police officers, TV anchor persons, flight attendants, and executive assistants. The first four encompassed job titles that specifically denoted a gender (mailman, policeman, TV anchorman, stewardess, and secretary), and so they were changed to a more general description. But, the last title was not changed for that reason. A “secretary” does not have any direct correlation to the female gender. However, this title had a history of gender stereotyping, and so it was changed to a less gender specific title along with the others.


Another interesting point I’d like to make is about the use of gender biased vocabulary in the English language concerning cuss words. A majority of cuss words involve women in some derogatory fashion. A short list might include: mother fucker, bitch, son of a bitch, bastard, and whore. I have personally heard all of these words applied to both sexes, even though most seem only to apply to one. Why has our culture evolved in such a way as to use words we do not want our younger children to hear to describe sexually active women? It probably relates to the prohibition men put on a woman’s sexual enjoyment during most of American and English history. I think it reflects a society that still is not as evolved as it likes to look on the outside with all of our movements towards removing gender biased in other areas. But, trying to overcome cuss words will prove much more challenging than renaming a handful of careers. People who use this vocabulary are not regulated by any laws to change what they are doing because it violates the equal rights of women to have popular cuss words against men. It is a change that will have to come from the inside out this time. Those who use the language with abandon will have to choose to change, or simply decide that some new slang is much more fitting than the old stuff.


It is so easy to study Latin because it is a static language. There is no change over time, no evolution. Everything is grammatically as it was 2000 years ago. It is a snap shot of a culture that is also extinct. English, however, is alive and thriving. Our words have made it into countless other vocabularies in different languages around the world. It is a given for a business associate in Hong Kong or Tokyo to speak their native language as well as English. But, as English is evolving is it becoming closer to, or farther away from its parent language, Latin, when dealing with gender and grammar rules? I believe English is evolving and finding its own way to deal with a lack of gender rules. So, in that way it is becoming more like Latin. In the long run I think English and Latin will stay very separate entities when it comes to most grammar rules and vocabulary. But, English’s core grammar rules may be making a shift East as we invent and reinvent new ways to cope with our distinct lack of universal pronouns, and our need to remove gender words we deem derogatory from everyday speech.
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