The Politics of Linguistic Masculism

ANGUAGE, when used
hor communication.
may turn oul to be a
significant political weapon. lor
it, in one way or another, seeks
to achieve domination and
. The king, of course,
has his own — own
idioms and rhetoric, as the
ministers and MPs, today brg
their own language to justi
their ways to the public. In
Shakespeare's Hamlet, for
example, the speeches ol
Claudius register unmistakabic
regal, magisterial accents even
in times of crises and
disturbances. -He uses energetic
imperatives and reproaching
rhetoric, because he s the king.
But, this {s not certainly the
case with the graveyard- digger,
whose syntax and ts are
down-to-earth and stmple, but

suggestive. In fact, it ts possible

to show such lnguistic
differences, within a single
language on the basis
of social classes reflecting
respective interests.
Yes, and interesi

are the two important functions
of a communitys language
which can certainly surface that
age-old divide between man and
woman — between their lan:
guages, between their speeches
and writings. Feminists today.
particularly the Anglo-American
and French ones, have been in-
creasingly stressing language as
a key-issue In women's

for identity and freedom.

act accounts for this telling
accentuation is the very real-

ization that ftsell may
turm out to be a tical force,
generating the power of defining

and categorizing, dominating
and subverting areas of differ-
ence and similarity, and that
women remain oppressed and
marginalized in a male-con-
structed language-sysiem.
Indeed, there have been, mean-
while, considerable reactions
against what has come to be
known as linguistic masculism
based on the dictatorship of pa

triarchal speech, and some of
these [eminists have ardently
advocated in favour of a revolu-

tionary
hem
invent a language that is not
oppressive, a langu that
does not leave speech but
that loosens the tongue”.

Is Bengall a male-dominated

at establishing
the linguistic mas-
culism to the extent of
marginalizing space for women?
The question is no deubt a rele-
\r-nt one but certainly difficult;
for, there is no lar answer.
It is true that resists
freezing and fxity. it is con-
stantly changing evolving. But,
how far have these changes
Mgt ik Nove st
which

more or less hostile to women?

by Azfar Hussain

Thr:lt changes have evinced
Lheir own tics; ¢ h-.:ﬁ:j
themschves hn’:rumnumdn

some non-changes within them,
which deserve observations at
a time when women seek lo
change the oppressive lan-

-systefm itself.

In the Bengall language. to
start arbitrarily, one finds more
vituperative rhetoric and rafling
adjectives to describe the moral
and other Torms of aberrations
which could possibly be com-
mitted by women than those
ones attributable or applicable
to men. A recent survey reveals
that our language itselfl factli-
tates abuses more for women
than for men, giving the im-
pression that women are to be
abused and that they are per-
petually vulnerable to moral
aberrations [mostly in the reli-
gious sense of the term). Let us
take the Bengali word 'patita’
for the English ‘'whore . It is cer-
tainly meant for women, and it
has several synonyms in the
Bengali language. But, there is
no masculine counterpart for

ts described as weak. he is
characterized by such adjec-
tives and nouns which are
tically and semantically
applicable to women only,
clinching the point that weak-
ness itself 1s feminine. The se-
mantic onslaught on women is
further borne out by the fact
that a great number of positive
adjectives do not have their
feminine counterparts in
Bengali, and that such adjec-
tives are exclustvely for
men. Here, it is not possible to
go into the detafls of the explic-
itly male-dominated parts-of-
speech and their semantic as-
sociations, which can ecertainly
constitute a rewarding area of
research in the field of feminist
linguistics, but the essential
point can be taken up readily.
The poinl is this : !I;hi. Bengalt
language, as it has developed
its lexical resources, its gram-
mar and semantics over hun-
dreds of years, has not yet
shaken off its spell of linguistic
masculism manifested in the
politics of weakening and

The writer, who teaches English language and literature
at Jahangirnagar University, here underscores the need
for looking into the inherently masculist dynamics of the
Bengali language on the one hand, and into women's
politically marginalized access to the full lexical — rather
linguistic — resources, on the other. Having taken

‘'silences’ and 'unsayables’ as the margins of a language,
the writer maintains that.women's struggle for freedom
involves a movement away from such margins so as to
deconstruct the 'centre’, constituted by the dictatorship
of patriarchal speech, and that the whole task is a

political one.

this word, capturing the similar
semantic intensity of denigra-
tion. Yes, semantic dis
is undoubtedly one form of lin-
guistic violence perpetrated
upon women in general. The
nominal word ‘ramani’ (meaning
‘'woman’) has been reckoned a
tentially euphonious sound
the poets at least starting
from Madhusudan, but recently

feminists have their
dl-niw the use of
‘this '1! they ‘have put

their finger on a semantic re-
ductivism the word encourages
:1t, ‘as they maintain, reduces a
woman to a mere plaything,
connecting her with only
‘raman’ or copulation.

The zone of oppressive se-
mantics could be extended
considerably, and it t:trtilnly

as langu
The e <
easily su strong

and nouns (o descri t.h:
strengths of man, but when he

downplaying women's power
and strengths. Yes, our percep-
tions of women as ‘weak', ‘little’,
‘insignificant’, ‘powerless’, 'dull’,
‘childish’, and so on, have been
sufficiently coloured by our
language-systcm ilsell, by the
male hostility of mar and
scmantics. Truc, the dwarfing ol
women is primarily a linguistic
exercise with a telling political
implication. by
But, the ipherently mascu-
line nafure of a language does
nol always constitute the real
political problem for women as
such. It has been sulliciently
argued that the act of develop-
ing gendolect or "two sq:nrltt
sex-specific languages”®
funl'rl::'t:nhm an unhtnlthy
discrimination between man
and woman and that “there is

" absolutely no evidence that

would suggest that the sexcs
are rogrammed to develop
structurally different linguistic
systems™. Others have argued
that language itself is not op-
, but il is made oppres-
sive, What is thercfore more
important than anything else is
women's access 1o hnm

on the avatlable lexical range
from which words can be se-
lected. on the ideological and
cultural deteominants of ex-
pression”, as FElaine Showalter
justly puts il.

True, in a male-dominated
soctety ltke ours, a kind of cul-
tural and political censorship
has cut ofl emale access 0 the
full resources of language
Women have been
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forced to |

Hmit their inguistic range and |

have been relegated to the
margins of language, namely,
silence, and at best, Lo eu-

phemism and circumlocution.
Indeed. tn poetics, silence is
powerful as it is suggestive, but
in politics it is certainly a ges-
ture ol the powerless. Women,
for example, are not allowed to
use such language as men
would do; women would lose
their charactier, as it were, if
they use a language loud in
tone and intonation, a language
full of bold imperatives, action
orfented asscrtives and sharp
interrogatives. In the rural ar-
cas, there s still a male dictate
that a woman, when she is a
wilc, should never use question-
scnlences, for they are essen-

tially non-feminine linguistic |

exercises. At least, one proper
noun — a nominal word In a
woman's vocabulary, as it were
— is for ever climinated from
her linguistic range : her hus-
band's name. Indeed, such a
husband s a rameless mon-
ster for his wifc. and also a
monstrous  nanw o belong to
the zone of the unutterable! In
women's linguistic zone, these
utterances are sflenced under
the re of so-called morals
which hold that feminine
speeches can | the inno-
cence of ma ne nouns —
here innocence A trope, a
mntlruct of the dominant's
One can here cer-
tnlnly of Gayatri Sptvak's
famous politics en-
and constituted by an
essentially masculist, andro-

centric discourse.
Indeed, the of the
oppressed and that of the op-

pressor are not similar, but are
opposed to each other, as
Gramsci justly put it. For
women to their iden-

clety, thetr for freedom
must stress the of their
language secking ac-
cess to the resources of
that In fact, "lan-

Landless Farmers and Sex Bias in Bangladesh

by Chhanda Islam

T is unfortunate for Bang-

ladesh that every year the

number of landless armers
are increasing at a very
alarming rate. One of the main
reasons for this rapid increase
of the number of landless
farmers is the abnormal growth
ol population among them. A
farmer, for example, who had
five acres of land ten or fifteen
years before with five children,
had good days during his life
time. Butl after his death when
Lthe five acres are divided among
the children, they become the
owner of one acre each The
next generation of this family
thus becomes completely land
less. This Is a process through

which the farmers are gradually
becoming landless whose num

| ber in Bangladesh is now over

55 per cent of the total popula
tion of the farmer community
More the number of children,

. more the posstbility of becoming

a landless farmer and this has
become the f[ate of these
uneducated class of people

When a [armer becomes
landlcss, he finds himselfl In a

: veTy df'F“ﬂ“' condition, as he

does not have any resource to
support himself and his family
members through his income

The only source remains with
him is his physical existence
and he finds no other alterna

tive than to depend only on the
physical labour which he can
put every day on the land of
others.

Under this frustrated condi
tion, the women in the landless
farmer community cannot sil
idle. They, under the pressure
of the necessity of merely the
procurement af food for them:
sclves and their children, also
go out of the house and put
thetr labour as the maid ser
vant to some f[armer's house,

| whose economic condition is
| comparatively better. But even
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then, gradually the condition
becomes so worse that both
landless farmers and thelr
wives [ind themselves com-
pletcly helpless when they do
not get any work on the land or
at home of the other people of

| the village. Having placed under

such helpless circumstances,
they usually rush towards
nearby towns or cifties to save
themselves and their family
members from starvation. This
being so, the towns and cities
become crowded by exodus of
the landless farmer from the

m‘mnt}mpenpkrmhﬂt
towns and cities having almost
nothing to support themselves,
they take shelter in the small
huis constructed by leaves In
certain arcas of towns and cities
where thousands of landless
farmers assemble to find their
abode of living. Dhaka, the capi-
tal, is largely exposed to such a
problem. In the towns and

citien, while the hunburu:l gocs
out for day-to-day work either
as a rickshaw-puller or for some
other work as a day labourer,
his wife goes out for work in
some house as a matd or lo
some [actories in order to share
the economic responsibility of
the family. The fate of their
children In such families be-
come precarious as they hardly
gct any food, not o speak of
any recreation, and are left al-
most uncared

Besides. there are other as-
pects which deserve considera-
tion. Due to the development of
garments industries in and
around Dhaka and Chittagong,
two major cities of the country,
about seven hundred thousand
workers have been employed in
this purely private sector, out of
whom about 85 per cent are the
destitute women. Almost all of
these women belong to the
landless t's class rushed
from the villages. These women
have a very hard life to lead. Let
me cite an example:

Moal of the women of an

area on the outskirt of Dhaka

subsistence economics of the
third world The majority of
these subsistence producers
find themaeives trapped In the
same downward spiral as the
landless ones of . S0
far as the landless are
concerned, because they have
cash incomes insufflicient to
meet their most basic needs,
thetr wives must rely heavily on
their own physical labour to se-
cure thetr food, fuel for cooking
and water for drinking which
they can find from the sur-
rounding environment.

What is most striking is not
to » of the women of the
outskirt of Dhaka as mentioned
earier, the women of the coun-
try as a whole who perform
Hon's share of work in subsis-
tence eronomics, loiling longer
period and contributing more 1o
family income than their hus
bands or maile relatives. but are
viewed as unproductive in the
cyes of government statist
cians, economists, development
experts and even their hus
bands A huge proportion of the
mu -c-:hxtm ol

L i"“ s

i T

4 w

Is it the shedier jor Imdhﬂh fumuﬁ

work almost three shifls per
day Waking at 4 am they lght
fires, milk cows, If any, sweep

therefore, remains undervalued
and the essential contributions
the women make to the welfare
of familtes and to the nations
remain u S0 while
the growing scarcity of re
sources in Bangladesh within
subsistence economy increasecs
the burden of women and
crodes their productivity, little
is being done o reverse the cy-
cle.

lronically, by [ailing 1o ad
dress the pervasive sex bias
that discounts the contributions

1o redress the environmental
degradation that usually

mmumm
hhﬁh-wﬂwﬂtpt-

mh\lw
pernicious in where
most of women's activity takes
in the non-wage economy

the purpose of household

On the outskirt of
Dhaka, for example, women

rd of thetr working
hﬂ'url tll"l'lll" wages, but re-

cetve less than hall the amount
paid o men jor the same work

Because their cash income is
not enough to buy adeguate
supplies of food and other ne-
cessities [which they are re-
or anot isir nﬂq mﬂﬂ-ﬂ
additional hours to procure
these goods from the surmound-
ings of the cities and country-

side.

Such labours and the goads
that result, are a direct substi-
tute for cash income and are
essential to survival yet In a
world where economic value is
computed In monetary terms
alone, women's work is not
counted as economically pro-
ductive when no money
changes hands

CGender bias is thus a pri-

cause of poverty specially
in Bangladesh because in its
various forms i prevents hun-
dreds of millons of women from
obtaining the education, train-
ing, health servicea, child care,
and level status needed to es
cape from poverty. This tradi-
tion prevents women from
transforming their increasingly
unsiable subsistence economy
into one that is helpful to accel-
erate the » of economic
growth and progress. Sex bias
is thus an enormous stumbiing
biock on the road o a sustain-

able economy

Sex bias Is also the single
most important cause of rapid
population growth, where
women have little access (o
productive resources, and Hithke
control over lamily income, Lhey
depend on children for social
status and ~wromic security. A
necessary step In reducing
births voluntarily, then, s lo
Iincrease women s productivity
and iheir control over re
sources

It is a long tradition in

to the work of the male com-
munity wnrhln! in different
fields. enying the

The writer. a Bangladeshi- Amert-
can is Educational Aduiser of the
Head Sirart. State Departmend of
Health and | luman Services, USA

E possibility exists that
the 1990s will go down in
history as the decade in
which women made record
strides forward in the political
arena in the United States.
anmmmgﬂuir
political muscle in s
numbers by running for

office, raising money for women
candidates, voting and encour-

rds and commissions,
lobbying for women's concerns
and causes.

"Women are more in-
volved in politics at all levels,”
meMmﬂw
director of the women's Ca-
mpaign Fund, a political action
committee. "Our number of new

ment positions, to encourage
political systems and support
candidates

%

ordinator for the Fund for the
Feminist Majority (FFM).
According to figures com-
piled by the Center for the
American Woman and Politics

[CAWP), the number of women

in government is four times
larger than it was 20 years ago,
but at no level of office do
women hold more than approx-
imately one-fifth of the available
positions nationwide.

The most dramatic gains
have been at the local and state
level. In 1960, there were only
301 women serving as state

legislators. According to CAWP,
that number has more than

quadrupled to 1,375, or 184
per cent of the total: The

Center's figures also reveal that
in six states — Arizona, Maine,

Worrierr iri Amerzca

by Michele St George

Utah, New Hampshire, Vermont
and Colorado -- more than 30
per cent of the state legislature
is composed of women.
Women s activism in
goes back to 19th-century
America, when leaders such as
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan
B Anthony, and Lucretia Mott
fought for women's suffrage —
the rlght to vote -- and for such
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social reforms as child labour
laws, public education, health
care, and the end of slavery.
Women gained voting rights
through the ratification of the
19th Amendment to the US
Constitution in 1920, but gains
in representation in public of-
fice were slow. Women serving
in elected office remained the
exception rather than the rule
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Wermen's rlyhi to vote in the USA

until the 1970s, when the
women's movement fuelled po-
litical activity. As educational
levels increased and women be-
came in integral part of the
work force, groups such as the
National Organization for
Women (NOW) promoted equal
rights and decision-making op-
portunities for women in all ar-
cas of their life.

Political gains since the
1970s have been substantial. In
1971 there were only seven
women mayors of US cities. In
1992, the number has risen to
374, or approximately 14 per
cent of the rs in cities with
populations over 10,000. CAWP
figures note that among the 100
largest cities in the United
States, 19 have women mayors,
including San Diego, California;
Washington: and Fort Worth,
Texas.

According to CAWP statis-
tics, 60 women have been
elected to state executive posi-
tions (18 per cent of the total)
including three governors and
seven lieutenant governors. Five
of the 50 states have women at-
torneys general to deal with
crime. More women than ever
before are involved in fiscal and
budgetary issues in govern-

ment. Eighteen states have 21
elected women officials serving
as state treasuresr, auditors or
comptrollers.

The US Congress has wit-
nessed only slight progress
since the mid-1970s. In 1975,
19 women comprised four per
cent. of the Congress. Today
there are 30 women in office
there, a scant 5.6 per cenl total.

Indications are that the tra-
ditional barriers tp election may
be crumbling. Voter diserimi-
nation against women has de-
clined substantially since the
1960s, when many Americans
believed a women's place was in
the home. Today, according to
polls, fewer than one out of 10
Americans would vote against a
candidate just because she was
a women, In fact, women are
even by some voters.

"Recent public opinion polis
show that voters will give
women candidates the advan-
tage this year,® s Spillar.
"Several factors are vol-
ers’ preference for women can-
didates. Voters seec women as
outside the corrupt circles and
and not part of business-as-
usual politics.”

According to pollster Celinda
Lake of the Analysis Group, "the

1980s are a uniquely

ultimate outsiders, turning
what was once a disadvantage
at the polls to a strong advan-
tage.” She conducted a poll for
the women's political organiza-
tions and found that women
candidates were preferred over
men on such issues as educa-
tion, health care, and meeting
middle-class needs.
other factors are equal, both
partics are more competitive
when they nominate women for
office,” she says.

Andrew Kohut, director of
surveys for the Times Mirror
Foundation, found that six out
of 10 persons polled said that
the United States would be
better off if more women were
elected to Co :

In addition to being per-
ceived as having higher ethical
standards, women are viewed
by voters as a different
Eﬂ'lpcctht to politics -- the

uman angle. Women are re-
garded in surveys as being more
interested in matters of educa-
tion, health care, community
t, the environment,

the young. the aging and the

"When all”

71 Polztzcs

sick.

As evidence of their ability to
alter the course of government,
women in have spon-
sored and fought for bills that
helped middle-income families
finance homes, set up the net
work of velerans Ko:pltals
funded education for the dis-
abled, and provided tax deduc-
tions for child care, law
reform, the school lunch pro-
gramme and prohibitions agai-
nst sex discrimination.

Given these advantages, why
aren’'t there more women in

nt already? The poljt-
ical system itself can discour-
age women seeking office, It can
take several decades and many

sacrifices to achieve true politi-

cal power. Many starting politi-
cal jobs at the local level are

part-time, poorly paid, or even

voluntary. A women often must -

ggle this with the demands of
a regular full-time job and fam-
ily needs. Women must spend
time developing organizational
skills, as 'well as travelling to
spcaking en ments and
fund-raising functions, making
it very hard to combine family
itfe with political life.

In addition to balancing
work and family, there is the
problem of raising funds to

rule of law in

Lack of access to

violence appear
record

h, it is generally in response to a

major breakdown. Unlike the sensational Rima-Munir
case, the pursuil of justice by individuals, particularly when
they are not backed by power and influence, remains elustve.
justice amounts to an infringement of an
individual's right and encourage violations. Reports of gender
as fillers in daily newspapers but they fail to
recognition of the crime and fts retribution. Cases of
violence inflicted upon women and children at the work place or
at home tend to be ignored by the community, on the plea of
that interference amounts to a violation of privacy, and
deliberately neglected by the law enforcing agencies. A woman,
oppressed by her community and her family, is disenfranchised
by legal procedures themselves,

Access 1o Jusrice

Ithough the medta quite frequently raises the issue of As a result far most cases of

violence never reach the

press. Even fewer still enter the judicial system. Rather than

remain silent women have

which they are subjected -battering as wives or domestic maids,
desertion or dowry deaths - amongst themselves as well as to
community groups offering legal and social support
experience of dispute resolution throu
mediation Ain O Salish Khendra, a le
pporied the stru
against violence and violations
weeks we will draw upon our dosier of cases to {llustrate the
nature of violence which marks gender relations and ull::r:kuv:
procedures for dispute resolution through which women to
emerge from their state of disenfranchisement

centre, has su

talking about the violence to

. In its
negotiation and
ald and mediation

of women and children

their rights. In subsequent
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cover the cost ol campaigning.
"Women have become better at
raising funds in the nearly 20
years we've been looking at all
this,” says Kathy Kleeman at
CAWP. "There are a number of
women PACs (political action
committees) that are out there
raising money specifically for
women candidates. For a while
there has been Emily's List
(Early Money is Like Yeast),
which has been dedicated to
raising carly big money for
Democratic women to run for
Congress, and now Republican
women are countering with a
group called WISH list (Women
in Senate and House) specifi-
cally for pro-choice Republican
women.”

In addition to elected offices,
many women become more po-
litically involved through nI:-
pointed roles on public ;
commissions, mmmttt:cl and
councils at the local, county,
state and federal levels of gov-
ernment.

Aiming for a balance in pub-
lic decision making, the Fund
for the Feminist Majority is urg-
ing the adoption of laws that
guarantee women an equal

number of appointed positions.
More women th-.an ever are

paring themsclves for just
:::h a future by entering the
Hnt rungs of the political lad-

“‘uh women so active in
politics in the 1990s, does Ame-
rica have a women president in
its future? Certainly this is not
an unfamiliar idea in many
countries, such as Britain, lce-
land, the Philippines, Pakistan,
Nicaragua, India, Israe]l and
Norway -- all of whom have had
female heads of state.

Geraldine Ferraro, a candi-
date for US vice sident in
1984, recently : "We have a
real shot at having a women
president in this next decade.
The country is ready. The only
thing that's miuing s a women

wheg ready 10 90 1992 is that

there isn't a women running.”
says Danowillz.

“The author s a Campo, California:
based free-lance writer.



