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The Editor’s Column
Grammatical Sexism in Spanish
by Danidl Eisenberg

In recent years a women's movement has been born within
Higpanism. Increasing attentionispaid tothe role of womenin Higpanic
literature and culture; the fidd now hasajournd, Letras Femininas;
we find discussion of such previoudy unheard-of topics as chicana
literature. Since the end of the Franco regime a decade ago, women
have achieved sgnificant legd victoriesin Spain. (I am unaware that a
sgnificant women’s movement exists in any other Spanish-speaking
country.)

In the United States, the women's movement has been
accompanied by considerable attention to language as an expression
and tool of oppression.? There are now many aids to assist one in
removing sexism from one’s writing.? Considering this, | have been
expecting for years that attention would be given to the grammatica
sexism inherent in the Spanish language. To my knowledge, athough
there has been some incidental comment in discussions [p. 189
devoted primarily to lexica sexism,? it has never received any specific

1 As early as 1975, there was published a 100-page annotated bibliography on
women and language: Language and Sex: Differences and Dominance, ed.
Barrie Thorne and Nancy Henley (Rowley, Mass.: Newberry House, 1975), pp.
204-305.

2Such as Casey Miller and K ate Swift, The Handbook of Nonsexist Writing for
Writers, Editors and Speakers (New York: Lippincott,1980). A bibliography of
other such guides is provided by FrancineFrankand Frank Anshen. Language
and the Sexes (Albany: State University of New Y ork Press, 1983), pp. 115-19.
A computer program, Grammatik, will scan text files and point out sexist terms,
sometimes suggesting revisions.

% Delia Esther Suardiaz, Sexism in the Spanish Language, published M.A.
thesis, 1973, Univ. of Washington Studies in Linguistics and Language
Learning, 11 (Seattle: Univ. of Washington, 1973); A. Garcia Meseguer,



atention. Not asingle article or dissertation. The longest discussionof
avoidance of sexigt language in Spanish is an article on how Puerto
Rico complieswithUS federa laws onthe topic.* Spanishgranmatical
sexismis anon-topic.® And this is surprising, since Spanish is, of the
maor world languages, that in which the masculine most dominates,
linguidtically, the feminine® Even if Spanish cultureis not that in which
the masculine most dominates [ p. 191] the feminine—something | have
not the knowledge to determine—some link betweenthe language and

Lenguaje y discriminacion sexual (Madrid: Cuadernos para el Dialogo, 1977;
reprinted Barcelona: Montesinos, 1984 [reprint not seen]). | have taken several
examples from Suardiaz’ s firstchapter, but others,though surprising, could not
be accommodated; she points out, for example,that aman,in Spanish, can refer
to his wife as “la familia” (“la familia me espera en el coche”), but a woman
cannot so designate her husband. Suardiazconcludes with a critical discussion
of the bias in the Spanish language against homosexuality.

4RoseNash,“Verbs, Gender, and Civil Rights: Puerto Rican Spanish Responds
totheLaw,” Word, 33 (1982), 81-95. (I would like to thank Tom Lathrop forthis
reference.) Garcia Meseguer, pp. 244-45 and 251, has some brief recommenda-
tions.

5 There has also been no study, parallel to Robin Lakoff’s classic “Language
and Women’'s Place” (Language in Society, 2 [1973], 45-79; reprinted with a
further essay in Language and Women's Place [New York: Harper and Row,
1975]) of the link between women’s role in society and their use of language.
Thorne and Henley cite Susan Hardin, “Women and Words in a Spanish
Village,” in Towards an Anthropology of Women, ed. Rayna Reiter (New Y ork:
Monthly Review Press, 1975); Francine W.Frank, in the bibliography accompa-
nying her “El género gramatical y 1os cambios sociales,” Espafiol Actual, No.
43 (1985), 27-50, has nothing more recent.

8 Of course Spanish has close competition from other Romance languages,
reflecting the sexism of Latin. Genderis an important characteristic of the entire
Indo-European language family, although according to Muhammad Hasan
Ibrahim its origin is accidental (Grammatical Gender: 1tsOrigin and Develop-
ment [ The Hague: Mouton, 1973]). Basque and Hungarian,in contrast, have no
noun genders at all.

The reasons for calling Spanish the most sexist language are: 1) its
masculineplural rule, discussed furtherbel ow(“it is only few languages that can
use the plural masculine in the same way as...Spanish los padres”; Otto
Jesperson, The Philosophy of Grammar [New Y ork: Norton, 1965], pp. 232-33);
2) Spanish’s unique feminine (i.e., subordinate) first and second person plural
subject pronouns (Garcia Meseguer, p. 199); and 3) according to a lecture by
Anne Tukey, author of “Kinship Terminology in the Romance Languages,”
Diss. Michigan, 1962 (DA, 23 [1962], 1014-15), Spanish leads the Romance
languages in using derivatives of mae kinship terms for female relatives, i.e.,
Spanish “tio”/“tia,” French “oncle’/“tante”; Spanish “hermano”/“hermana,”
French “frére”/“soeur,” ltalian “fratello”/“sorella” For confirmation of the
“leadership,” in this sense, of Spanish, see Garcia Meseguer, p. 211.



the culture is undeniable. It says something that it is Spanish which has
contributed to English the term macho, and later machismo.”

Wefird need to identify the ways inwhichthe masculine is superior
to the feminine in Spanish. The most obvious is the rule, taught to every
beginning student of Spanish, that the masculine plurd isused for any
group with a mae dement, regardless of proportion: “mis hijos son
cuaro: un varon y treshembras.” The masculine plurd is also used for
amdefemade pair: “mis padres,” “los ReyesCatdlicos,” “los sefiores
Pérez.” Theseare part of alarger phenomenon: one usesthe masculine
unless there is reason to use the feminine the masculine form is the
default. The masculine is assumed to include reference to the feminine
in such words as the pronomina uno; it is aso used as the generic or
undifferentiated plurd: “los espafioles sonsmpéticos.” “Los hombres’
is used to mean ‘people (dthough, in a curious contrast, “los toros”
does not mean ‘ cattle,’ nor “losgdlos’ ‘poultry’). “El que” isassumed
to incdludefeminine referents, “laque” isnot; one cannot say, in Spanish
“d olaque” It is the masculine definite article, never the feminine,
which is usad to nomindize an infinitive (“d amar esdulce’).

Another type of masculine dominanceis the “unmarked” nature of
measculine forms. The masculine is the basic or slandard form, the
feminine aderivationfromit:“inglés’/“inglesd’; “ profesor” /* profesora.”
Even though the evolutionary processes were different, pronouns
followthe same pattern, withthe mae pronoun being shorter and easier
touse “d” isshorter than “dla” “aqud” than“aguéla” The masculine
third person subject pronoun “d” resemblesthe definiteartide“d,” but
“dld’ isasyllable longer than “la”

Reinforcing the dominance of the masculine gender is the neuter’s
resemblance to it. “Esto,” “eso,” “aqudlo,” “lo,” and “dla” have [p.
192] the -0 ending associated with the masculine. In the case of
adjectives, the neuter and masculine coincide: “no sabemos o que nos
espera, pero sera bueno,” “es necesario que...”

There are some lessimportant ways, not often noted, in which the
measculine triumphs over the femininein Spanish. A few may be more
socid thanlinguidic, suchasthe derogatory use of the feminine definite
article, but not the masculine, with a proper name: “la Maruyja” “la
Pepa.” While the -0 masculine ending is changed to -ato formfeminine

" Frank and Anshen, p. 35, point out that macho in Englishis dated from 1928,
and machismo from1947. A colorful recent example of popularlexicalinnovation
is the coining of the term machisma, used to designate “traitsinawomanthat...
are at the masculine end of every psychological masculine/feminine scale”
(Grace)\ Lichtenstein, Machisma: Women and Daring [Garden City: Doubleday,
1981], p. 18).



nouns referring to sexed living things (“perro’/“perra” “hermano’/
“hermand’), itis sexist that the same isnot permitted, or only reluctantly
permitted, withterms for the names of professions. “laprimer ministro,”
“laabogado,” “lameédico,” and “lacatédratico” (Suardiaz, p. 14).

Embedded in the Structure of the language, however, are the
contractions “d” and “del,” which exigt only in the masculine, and the
apocope of masculine forms, shortening “bueno” to “buen” and
“dguno’ to “dgun,” but not affecting“ buena’ or “dguna” In Spain, the
measculine direct object pronoun has four forms (“lo”/“le” “los’/#les’),
the feminine only two. Fndly, of nouns ending in -0, only a smdl
number are femining, while of words ending in -a, a much larger
proportion are masculine. Before feminine nouns beginning with
stressed a- (“agua,” “dmd’), the masculine article is used.

All of this, then, adds up to substantial dominanceby the masculine.
A logicad question is how the sexes could, at least intheory, be placed
on egqua grammatica foating.

Removing sexism from Spanish is perhaps not such a difficult
project, in theory, as might be thought. Its possessive “su” avoids, for
example, the “third personpossessive’ problem of English; in Spanish
one need not concern onesdf with saying “hisand her” every time an
impersond possessve is wanted (“if everyone would take his or her
sedt...”), nor be concerned about the order of the two dements. As
Spanishpermitsthe omissonof subject pronouns, it dlowstherelated
“he/she’ problem, in some instances, to be avoided atogether® In
Spanish, in contrast with the English “man” [p. 193] and “woman,”
“mdée’ and “femde” “hombre’ and “mujer” areequal inlength, as are
“vaon’ and “hembra” Because Spanish sdldom forms words by
agglutinetion, one is spared the problem of sexist compound words
(“mankind,” “doorman,” “ brotherhood”), whosemodifi cation produces
awkward or seemingly unacceptable subgtitutes (“chairperson,”
“gunperson,” “freshperson,” * personkind”). M ost important, asSpanish
fleions are auffixd (“primo’/“prima’  rather than French
“ooudn’/“cousne” with change of the “i” sgnded by the now-glent
“g’), it is rdatively easy to tinker with them, and effidently strike a
massive blow for sexud equdity with asmal number of conceptualy
modest changes. Precisaly because Spanish is so overtly sexig, it is
readily susceptible to reform.

The most important move towards linguidic sexua equdity in
Spanishwould be to expand its currently vestigid neuter to dl partsof

8See Casey Millerand K ate Swift, Words and Women (Garden City: Doubleday,
1976), p. 32; and K. K. Ruthven, Feminist Literary Studies: An Introduction
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), p. 66.



speech with gender markers, nouns, adjectives, and pronouns. The
neuter would be used when it was undesirable, unnecessary, or
impossble to designate a gender; it, rather than the masculine, would
be the default. “1s there a professor of mathematics at X University?’
would use the neuter, as the sex of the professor is unknown and
irrdlevant; the neuter plural would serve for groups of mixed gender,
akin to the English “children” or “shblings”

The firg step in this direction would be to exchange the neuter
atide and pronouns with masculine ones, making “d,” “d,” “éte”
“ése” and “aqué” neuter gender articles and pronouns, and the
corresponding neuter forms, masculine. (Of course, there would be
neuter demondretive adjectives aswell as pronouns, “éste’” pronoun
and “este’ adjective.) Thusthe sentence Bl que quiere acompaiiarme,
que venga’ would be gender-neutral, aswould “d querer” and other
nomindized infinitives. “Lo” and “la” “dlo” and “dla” “ét0” and
“ésta’ would be maefemde pairs, more logicd than such currents
ones as “d” and “dla” As it would be quicker to use nongender-
marked forms, there would be abiasin favor of their use, rather than
the present bias in favor of the shorter masculine forms. Similarly,
apocoped adjectives, now masculine, would become neuter (“buen,”
“un,” etc.). “El buen estudiante’ would designate a good student of
ather sex, “la estudiante buena’ a good femde sudent, and “lo
estudiante bueno” agood male student.

In what other instances would the neuter be used?While [p. 194]
philosophicaly it would seem sensble and beneficid to restrict noun
gender to sexed animas, | cannot see, given the Spanish flexiond
system, how the gender could be removed from nouns endingin-o or
-a. Thereare many pairs of words digtinguished only by gender ending,
“libro”/“libra,” “ caso” [ casa,” and so on. The Spanishsystem caneven
have acertain charm, asin “naranjo”’/“ naranja.” The system could be
rationalized, though, by 1) cresting masculine formsin-o inthose cases
inwhichthe -a ending is presently used for both genders. “pianisto” ‘a
mde pianig,” “astronauto” ‘a male astronaut’ etc., 2) using the -a
ending in place of -o for femde professonds, “minidra” “ingeniera,”
“abogada,” etc.,® and 3) making gender correspond absolutely withthe
ending, i.e. “lomano” ‘thehand, “lo curo” ‘the priest,” “lo papo” ‘the
pope,’ “ladid’ ‘the day.’

9 A conflict exists at present between the feminine names of some professions
and the names for females practicing such professions (“lapolitica’ ‘the lady
politician,” ‘politics’; “lamusica’ 'thefemalemusician,” ‘music’). Such could be
eliminated by using the neuter form in -e proposed below for the name of the
profession: “el masique,” ‘music,’ etc.



However, most nouns not ending in -0 or a could become neuter:
“un papel importante” would then be neuter in noun, adjective, and
article, as would “un ciudad grande.”'® Unmarked masculine forms
would become neuter, used for both genders. “d francés’ *the French
person, “dpresdente’ ‘ the president (of either gender),” and—agreat
advance—" sefior” ‘Mr., Mrs., or Ms.,” ‘Sr or madam.” Inthose cases
inwhichit was desirableto indicate gender such could be done through
the article, “la presdente’ ‘the femae president, “lo francés’ ‘the
Frenchman.’*

We are il without aneuter or non-sex-marked plura, aswell as
a genera adjectival and nomind neuter sngular. Spanish dready [p.
195] uses -e and -es as non-sex-marked endings, in noun pluras
(“relojes,” “ciudades’), the angularsof nouns of bothgenders(“vale”
“clasg’), adjectives (“importante(s)”), and in the indirect object
pronouns “le’ and “les” It is a logicd extenson, in fact dready
proposed by feminists in Spain (Garcia Meseguer, p. 247) to use this
ending to create neuter plurds “mis hijes’ is thus ‘my children, and
“mishijos,” removing its present ambiguity, ‘my sons’” “-€’ and “-es’
would be neuter adjective endings, i.e. “buene” (apocoped form
“buen”) and “buenes” The new neuters “este,” “ese” and “agqud”
would have as plurds “estes,” “eses,” and “agudles’; “nosotres,”
“vosotres,” and “elles’ would be neuter subject pronouns; the neuter
definite articles would be “d” and “les’; the indefinite articles “une’
(apocoped form“un’) and “unes.” Asdirect object pronouns, “l€’ and
“les’ would have a neuter function.

The only remaining problems are those few cases in which mde
and femde pairs are diginguished by more than the -0 and -a endings.
One category of these s titles of nobility: “d rey”/“la reing” in which
“losreyes’ means both ‘thekings and the mae-femae pair ‘the king
and the queen’; “d duque’/“la dugquesa,” etc. However, there is no
need to reform inherently archaic terms of nohility.

1° The exceptions would be pairs with varying meaning in masculine and
feminine: “el (—> lo) corte”/“la corte,” and words with reference to sexuality:
animals such as “buey” and “semental,” terms of nobility (“rey, “duque”),
discussed later, and “padre” and “madre.”

1 For nounsnot endingin-o or-a, | would recommend agai nst the conservation
of femininemarkers (“ presidenta”) and creation of marked masculineforms in -0,
i.e.“presidento,” “franceso,” “sefioro.” A goalistoremovesuperfluousgender
markers, and these are redundant in most cases. (The exception: when no article
isused, withthearticlelesspredicate noun [“es francesa” ] and with the singular
orthird person plural unstressed possessive adjective [“mi sefiora’].) However,
the augmentative suffix -ono would be required, parallel to -ona, for use with
nouns ending in -o.



The crucid and unique case, in fact, isthat of “padre’ /“madre.” If
oneisnot to use“mispadres,” how canone say “my parents’? Thisis
the only ingance in which no exiging term is adequate. | propose, on
the model of English and French, assgning this meaning to “mis
parientes.”

We now have a Spanish from which inherent sexism has been
removed. The language has dso been made smpler and morelogicd,
and these changes have been accomplished without creation of new
wordsor endings. No doubt “ e profesor buene,” “agqudlo poeto,” and
“la francés” would sound “strange’ at fird, but “la diputado” (Frank,
p. 45), “la mano,” and “aquellos artistas’ to my ears sound even
stranger.

Thereisenormous resistanceto linguigtic change, which resstance
is ssemingly neurologica in origin. There is Smilar resstance to the
societal changes which such far-reaching linguistic changes would
cause. The preceding is not presented with the [p. 196] expectation
that it will be taken serioudy, but it is at worst a harmless utopian
speculation, and at best might call attention to a problemand provoke
debate.



