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Dale Spender Man Made Language: Exploring the Gendered Construction of
Communication

dale spender man made language is a phrase that immediately invites curiosity
about the relationship between language and gender. It refers to the
influential work of Dale Spender, a feminist writer and scholar who
critically examined how language is constructed and shaped predominantly by
male perspectives throughout history. Her insights reveal how language is not
simply a neutral tool for communication but a powerful social construct that
reflects and reinforces gender inequalities. In this article, we will delve
into Dale Spender’s ideas, the concept of man-made language, and why
understanding this phenomenon remains crucial in contemporary discussions
about language, power, and gender.

Who is Dale Spender and What Does Man Made
Language Mean?

Dale Spender is a pioneering feminist theorist and author whose
groundbreaking research in the 1980s highlighted the ways language has been
shaped and controlled by men. Her work brought to light the systemic bias
embedded in the English language and other languages, where expressions,
idioms, and even grammar subtly promote male dominance and marginalize women.

The term “man made language” is central to Spender’s critique. It suggests
that language itself is not a natural, gender-neutral entity but a construct
developed through male experience, priorities, and social positions. This
construction influences how people think about the world and shapes societal
norms, often perpetuating stereotypes and limiting women's voices.

The Historical Context of Man Made Language

Language evolves over time, but Dale Spender emphasized that its evolution
has largely been under male control. Historically, men have been the primary
authors, legislators, and educators—roles that afford significant influence
over language development. Because of this, language often reflects male
experiences as the default or norm.

The Impact of Patriarchy on Language

Patriarchy, as a social system where men hold the majority of power, has
deeply influenced linguistic structures. For example, generic masculine terms



such as “man” to refer to all humans or “he” as the default pronoun
demonstrate how male perspectives dominate language. These linguistic choices
subtly reinforce the idea that men are the standard, while women are the
“other.”

Examples of Gender Bias in Language

- Job titles like “fireman,” “policeman,” or “chairman” imply male occupancy,
even when women perform these roles.

- Descriptions of women often focus on appearance or emotions, whereas men
are described in terms of achievements and actions.

- The use of “man” as a suffix or prefix (e.g., “mankind,” “manpower”) can
exclude or diminish the presence of women.
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Dale Spender’s analysis demonstrates how these everyday uses of language
contribute to maintaining social hierarchies.

Dale Spender’s Contributions to Feminist
Linguistics

Dale Spender’s work is a cornerstone in feminist linguistics, a field that
investigates how language intersects with gender and power dynamics. Her
book, "Man Made Language," published in 1980, is considered a seminal text
that challenged readers to reconsider the neutrality of language.

Challenging the Status Quo

Spender argued that language is a “man-made system” that reflects male
interests and experiences. This system marginalizes women by limiting the
ways they can express themselves and by shaping societal expectations about
gender roles. By exposing the biases inherent in language, Spender encouraged
efforts to reform language to be more inclusive and equitable.

Language as a Tool for Social Change

One of Spender’s key insights is that changing language can contribute to
changing social attitudes. If language shapes thought, then adopting more
gender-neutral and inclusive language can help dismantle sexist ideas and
promote equality. This philosophy has inspired movements advocating for
gender-neutral pronouns and more inclusive terminology.



The Relevance of Dale Spender Man Made Language
Today

Though "Man Made Language" was published over four decades ago, its themes
remain incredibly relevant. In the 21st century, discussions about gender,
identity, and inclusivity have intensified, making Spender’s work a valuable
reference point.

Gender-Neutral Language Movements

Modern efforts to create gender-neutral language echo many of Spender’s
concerns. Terms like “firefighter” instead of “fireman,” or the use of
singular “they” as a pronoun, aim to create space for all genders. These
changes not only reflect social progress but also challenge the deeply
embedded linguistic biases Spender described.

Language and Intersectionality

Today, the exploration of language also considers intersectionality—the ways
in which gender intersects with race, class, sexuality, and other identities.
While Spender’s analysis focused primarily on gender, her framework helps us
understand how language can marginalize various groups simultaneously.

How Can We Apply Dale Spender’s Ideas to
Everyday Communication?

Understanding that language is man-made and gendered allows us to be more
mindful in our communication. Here are some practical ways to apply Spender’s
insights:

e Use Gender-Inclusive Terms: Opt for job titles and descriptors that do
not default to masculine forms.

e Be Conscious of Pronouns: Respect and use individuals’ preferred
pronouns, and consider using gender-neutral pronouns in ambiguous
contexts.

e Challenge Stereotypes: Avoid language that reinforces outdated gender
roles or assumptions.

e Expand Vocabulary: Learn and promote words and expressions that reflect
diverse experiences and identities.



These practices help foster a more inclusive linguistic environment, aligning
with the transformative vision Dale Spender advocated for.

Critiques and Continuing Debates

While Dale Spender’s work has been influential, it has also sparked debates.
Some critics argue that language evolves naturally and should not be forced
into politically correct frameworks. Others raise concerns about the
complexity of language change and the risk of oversimplifying the
relationship between language and gender.

However, the ongoing discussions highlight the importance of critically
examining language and its impact. Spender’s ideas encourage us to question
assumptions and consider how words shape social realities.

Language is a living, breathing entity that reflects culture and power.
Recognizing the gendered nature of language, as Dale Spender’s scholarship
urges, opens the door to more equitable communication methods that respect
and represent all voices.

In exploring dale spender man made language, we gain tools not only to
understand the past but also to actively participate in shaping a more just
and inclusive linguistic future.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Dale Spender and what is her contribution to
the study of man-made language?

Dale Spender is a feminist scholar and author known for her work on language
and gender. She has contributed to the study of man-made language by
analyzing how language reflects and perpetuates male dominance in society.

What does Dale Spender mean by 'man-made language'?

By 'man-made language,' Dale Spender refers to the idea that language has
been historically constructed and shaped predominantly by men, thereby
embedding male perspectives and biases within its structure and usage.

How does Dale Spender argue that language reinforces
gender inequality?

Dale Spender argues that language reinforces gender inequality by privileging
male experiences and viewpoints, marginalizing women through exclusionary



terms, and perpetuating stereotypes that uphold patriarchal power dynamics.

What are some examples Dale Spender uses to
illustrate 'man-made language'?

Dale Spender points to examples like generic use of 'he' to refer to any
person, male-centric job titles (e.g., 'fireman'), and idiomatic expressions
that reflect male dominance, as evidence of man-made language.

What impact has Dale Spender's work on man-made
language had on feminist linguistics?

Dale Spender's work has been influential in feminist linguistics by
highlighting how language shapes social realities and advocating for
inclusive language reforms to promote gender equality.

How can understanding Dale Spender's concept of man-
made language help in promoting gender-neutral
language?

Understanding Dale Spender's concept helps recognize inherent gender biases

in language, encouraging the adoption of gender-neutral terms and inclusive
communication that challenge traditional patriarchal norms.

What criticisms exist regarding Dale Spender's
theory of man-made language?

Some critics argue that Dale Spender's theory overgeneralizes the influence
of patriarchy on language and overlooks the dynamic, evolving nature of
language shaped by diverse social factors beyond gender.

Where can one find Dale Spender's key works on man-
made language?

Dale Spender's key works on man-made language can be found in her book 'Man
Made Language' (1980), as well as various academic articles and feminist
linguistics anthologies.

Additional Resources

Dale Spender Man Made Language: An Analytical Review of Gender and
Linguistics

dale spender man made language is a phrase that encapsulates a critical
perspective on the origins and structure of language in relation to gender
dynamics. The concept, rooted in feminist linguistic theory, was popularized



by Dale Spender, an Australian feminist scholar and author, who argued that
language itself is not a neutral medium but rather a construct shaped
predominantly by male perspectives. This article delves into the nuances of
Spender’s theory, exploring its implications on language, communication, and
gender bias, while also assessing its relevance in contemporary linguistic
and social discourse.

Understanding Dale Spender’s Thesis on Man-Made
Language

Dale Spender’s analysis is grounded in the belief that language is a social
institution created and maintained by men, which consequently influences how
knowledge, power, and reality are constructed. In her seminal book, "Man Made
Language" (1980), Spender posits that the English language—and by extension
many other languages—is inherently patriarchal. She suggests that this
patriarchy is embedded in the vocabulary, grammar, and usage of language,
reinforcing male dominance and marginalizing women'’s experiences.

Spender’s work is part of a broader feminist linguistic tradition that
critiques the way language reflects and perpetuates gender inequalities. Her
argument challenges the assumption of language as a transparent and objective
tool for communication, instead framing it as a cultural artifact that
privileges masculine viewpoints. This perspective has influenced feminist
scholars to reconsider the role of language in shaping gendered realities.

The Core Arguments of "Man Made Language"

At the heart of Spender’s thesis are several key arguments:

e Language as a Patriarchal Construct: Spender argues that since men have
historically controlled the production of language—through education,
literature, and media—they have embedded male-centered meanings and
norms into it.

e Exclusion of Women’s Voices: The language often excludes or diminishes
female experiences, either by omitting female-specific terms or by using
male terms as generic, which invisibilizes women.

e Power and Knowledge: Language shapes knowledge, and since men dominate
language creation, they also dominate what is considered authoritative
knowledge.

* Resistance and Reclamation: Spender’s work calls for the recognition of
these biases and encourages the development of language that is more
inclusive and representative of all genders.



These arguments have sparked extensive debate in linguistics, gender studies,
and education, prompting critical analysis of how language functions in
everyday life and institutional settings.

Exploring the Linguistic Features Highlighted
by Spender

One of the significant contributions of Dale Spender’s analysis is the
identification of linguistic features that reinforce gender biases. Her work
examines the ways in which language categories, pronouns, and metaphors
perpetuate male dominance.

Generic Masculine and Its Implications

A central focus of Spender’s critique is the use of the so-called generic
masculine, where masculine forms of words are used to refer to people in
general. For example, terms like “mankind,” “chairman,” or the pronoun “he”
have traditionally been used to represent both men and women. Spender
highlights that this usage privileges male identity as the default, rendering
women invisible or secondary.

Linguistic research supports this observation, showing that generic masculine
forms often lead to mental imagery skewed toward men, which can perpetuate
gender stereotypes. Consequently, feminist linguists advocate for gender-
neutral or gender-inclusive language alternatives, such as “humankind,”
“chairperson,” or the singular “they.”

Semantic Derogation and Gendered Language

Spender also draws attention to semantic derogation, where words related to
women often acquire negative connotations over time. For instance, terms like
“mistress” or “spinster” have historically borne pejorative meanings compared
to their male counterparts. This phenomenon reveals how language can encode
societal biases and reinforce gender discrimination.

Metaphors and Gendered Communication Styles

Another intriguing aspect of Spender’s analysis is the role of metaphors and
communication styles shaped by gender norms. She argues that male-dominated
language tends to emphasize hierarchy, control, and competition, reflecting
broader patriarchal values. Conversely, women’s communication styles, often



characterized by cooperation and empathy, are marginalized or undervalued
within mainstream discourse.

These insights resonate with later research in sociolinguistics, which
examines how conversational norms and language use differ across genders,
further highlighting the impact of cultural constructs on communication.

Relevance of Dale Spender’s Theory in
Contemporary Contexts

While "Man Made Language" was published over four decades ago, its themes
continue to be pertinent in contemporary discussions about language and
gender equality. The increasing awareness of gender inclusivity, non-binary
identities, and social justice has intensified scrutiny of language as both a
tool and a battleground for equality.

Language Reform Movements and Inclusive Language

One practical outcome of Spender’s work is the rise of language reform
efforts aimed at reducing gender bias. These include the promotion of:
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e Gender-neutral pronouns (e.g., singular “they, ze, xe")
e Non-sexist occupational titles (e.g., “firefighter” instead of

“fireman”)

e Avoidance of stereotypical metaphors and expressions

Such reforms reflect an ongoing effort to democratize language and make
communication more inclusive, acknowledging the diversity of gender
identities beyond the male-female binary.

Critiques and Limitations of Spender’s Approach

Despite its influential status, Dale Spender’s thesis has faced criticism for
several reasons. Some linguists argue that language is more dynamic and less
controlled than Spender suggests, evolving naturally through usage rather
than top-down imposition. Others point out that attributing linguistic
patriarchy solely to male dominance oversimplifies the complex social and
cultural factors influencing language.

Moreover, Spender’s focus on English and Western languages has been critiqued



for lacking cross-cultural perspectives. Languages with different gender
systems or no gender marking at all offer alternative insights that challenge
a universal application of her thesis.

Man Made Language and the Intersection with
Technology

In the digital age, the debate around man-made language takes on new
dimensions. Artificial intelligence, machine learning, and natural language
processing algorithms are increasingly embedded in communication tools,
search engines, and voice assistants. These technologies often inherit and
amplify existing language biases, including those identified by Spender.

For example, studies have shown that AI language models trained on large
datasets can replicate gender stereotypes, such as associating certain
professions with men or women. This underscores the importance of critically
examining the "man made" aspects of language when designing and deploying
technology.

Implications for Education and Media

Dale Spender’s work also has significant implications for education and
media, sectors where language shapes perceptions and socialization. Educators
are encouraged to incorporate inclusive language practices to foster
equitable learning environments. Similarly, media producers are urged to
avoid gender-biased language that perpetuates stereotypes, promoting diverse
and balanced representations.

Final Reflections on Dale Spender Man Made
Language

Dale Spender’s exploration of "man made language" remains a foundational
contribution to feminist linguistics and gender studies. By exposing the
gendered nature of language, her work challenges us to rethink the seemingly
neutral structures of communication and recognize their role in maintaining
social hierarchies. As society continues to evolve toward greater
inclusivity, Spender’s insights provide a critical lens for understanding the
power dynamics embedded in the words we use every day.

The ongoing conversations around gender-neutral language, semantic shifts,
and technology’s role in language development testify to the enduring
relevance of Spender’s analysis. While not without its critiques, the concept
of man made language invites continued inquiry into how language influences



identity, power, and social change in the 21st century.
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and diaries in academic discourse. The tension between the term journal, which has a variety of
positive public and scholarly connotations, and the term diary, which is currently understood as a
feminized, trivial, and confessional kind of writing inappropriate for school, is a critical part of the
problem. This book uses the developing and shifting notions of diary and journal to explore several
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discourse.
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in this overview guide to the subject, brilliant for novices looking to find out more and experts
wishing to refresh their knowledge alike! The Feminism Book brings a fresh and vibrant take on the
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Packed with facts, charts, timelines and graphs to help explain core concepts - A visual approach to
big subjects with striking illustrations and graphics throughout - Easy to follow text makes topics
accessible for people at any level of understanding The Feminism Book is a captivating introduction
to historically important and emerging ideas in a field of science that often confuses newcomers,
aimed at adults with an interest in the subject and students wanting to gain more of an overview.
Here you'll discover more than 100 of the greatest ideas. Trace the subject from its origins, through
the suffrage campaigns of the late 19th century, to recent developments such as the Everyday
Sexism Project and the #MeToo movement. The Big Ideas Series With millions of copies sold
worldwide, The Feminism Book is part of the award-winning Big Ideas series from DK. The series
uses striking graphics along with engaging writing, making big topics easy to understand.
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Ferguson, 1984 Like it or not, all of us who live in modern society are organization men and women.
We tend to be caught in the traditional patterns of dominance and subordination. This book is both
pessimistic and hopeful. With devastating thoroughness, the author shows how pervasive these
patterns of relationship are in our work lives and personal lives, and how deep they run -- into the
very language of the organization and of ordinary life. This is not a book about how women can
succeed in business, but a criticism of books like those success manuals and notions like that idea of
success. The author sees bureaucrats and clients as the 'second sex'. To fit in properly, they just
learn the skills necessary to cope with subordinate status, skills that women have always learned as
part of their 'femininity'. Liberal reforms -- placing more women in management positions, for
example -- are not enough. What is required is the emergence of an alternative voice, one grounded
in the experience and perceptions of women, that will challenge the patterns of control found in
every aspect of modern life. Public discourse today is not the language of women even when women
speak it. In this brilliant synthesis of the feminist literature and the literature on organizational
theory and practice, the author suggests how a feminist discourse could interject into public debate
a reformulation of the basic political questions of power, reason, and organization and thereby
legitimate a concern of both autonomy and community. In the face of the massive incursions of
bureaucracy into daily life, this is an important contribution to the project of human
liberation.--Publisher description.
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Facilitate Communication John Backman, Malgorzata Wojczik, 2019-05-15 In a world of continual
conflict, rethinking the way we communicate with other cultures, religions, or nations is of
paramount importance. Standing in the way is the unconscious assumption that our own views
reflect ‘the way things are’ - an assumption both inefficient and harmful. The Way Things Aren’t:
Deconstructing ‘Reality’ to Facilitate Communication explores communication as a meeting point
between different perceptions of reality, presenting how our assumptions and convictions hinder
effective communication with those who are different from us. Featuring case examples from
Somalia, Romania, and other regions, the chapters describe how authorities and the media often
create ‘reality’ to relegate some people, cultures, languages, or religions to ‘the wrong side of the
tracks’. Featuring scholars and practitioners from many disciplines, this discussion challenges
readers with the idea that in order to remain open for new perspectives we must be aware that
things are not always ‘the way things are’.

dale spender man made language: Feminism and Linguistic Theory Deborah Cameron,
1992-09-30 An introduction to theories about language in attempts to understand and transform
women's lives. This evolving body of work encompasses linguistics, anthropology, literary and
cultural theory, psychoanalysis and postmodern philosophy.
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Arbeit beschaftigt sich mit der Frage, ob rein weibliche Gruppen ein bestimmtes, wiederkehrendes



kommunikatives Muster aufweisen und ob dieses vom Geschlecht oder von anderen Faktoren
beeinflusst wird. Die Studie vergleicht verschiedene Frauengruppen miteinander, die einem
unterschiedlichen Grad an Offentlichkeit ausgesetzt sind. Die Gesprache wurden nach der
konversationsanalytischen Methode transkribiert und analysiert. Die Untersuchung zeigt, dass die
Relevantsetzung von Geschlecht in der Interaktion weniger einflussreich ist, wohingegen
kontextuelle Variablen einen starken Einfluss haben.

dale spender man made language: God's Englishwomen Hilary Hinds, 1996 This book
offers a detailed study of the spiritual autobiographies and prophecies produced by Quaker, Baptist
and Fifth Monarchist women, and asks how such a proliferation of texts was produced in a culture
dismissive of women's writing.

dale spender man made language: Art and Interpretation Eric Dayton, 1999-02-02 Art and
Interpretation is a comprehensive anthology of readings on aesthetics. Its aim is to present
fundamental philosophical issues in such a way as to create a common vocabulary for those from
diverse backgrounds to communicate meaningfully about aesthetic issues. To that end, the editor
has provided selections from a wide variety of challenging works in aesthetic theory, both classical
and modern. The approach is often cross-disciplinary. Within the discipline of philosophy it seeks to
balance readings from the analytic tradition with continental European, hermeneutical postmodern
(including deconstructionist), and feminist readings. The anthology is thus broadly conceived, but by
grouping the readings into sections such as ‘Expression and Aesthetic object,” ‘Psychology and
Interpretation,” ‘Marxist Theory,” and ‘Culture, Gender, and Difference,’ it aims as well to provide
depth of coverage for each topic or issue. The book opens with a historical section containing
substantial selections from Plato, Aristotle, Hume, Kant, Shelley and Nietzsche; these readings
introduce themes that recur and are developed in the remainder of the anthology.

dale spender man made language: Narrative in the Feminine Susan Knutson, 2006-01-01
What does it mean to tell a story from a woman’s point of view? How have Canadian anglophone and
francophone writers translated feminist literary theory into practice? Avant-garde writers Daphne
Marlatt and Nicole Brossard answer these, and many more questions, in their two groundbreaking
works, now made more accessible through the careful, narratological readings and theoretical
background in Narrative in the Feminine. Susan Knutson begins her study with an analysis of the
contributions made by Marlatt and Brossard to international feminist theory. Part Two presents a
narratological reading of How Hug a Stone, arguing that at the deepest level of narrative, Marlatt
constructs a gender-inclusive human subject which defaults not to the generic masculine but to the
feminine. Part Three proposes a parallel reading of Picture Theory, Brossard’s playful novel that
draws us into (re-) readings of many other texts written by Brossard, Barnes, Wittig, Joyce, de
Beauvoir, Homer...to name a few. Chapter 12 closes with a reflection on the expression criture au
fminin — a Qubcois contribution to an international theoretical debate. Readers who care about
feminist writing and language theory, and students and teachers of Canadian literature and critical
and queer studies, will find this book invaluable for its careful readings, its scholarly overview, and
its extension of the feminist concept of the generic. Not least, the study is a guide to two important
works of the leading experimental writers of Canada and Quebec, Daphne Marlatt and Nicole
Brossard.

dale spender man made language: Sprache und Sein Kiubra Giimisay, 2020-01-27 Kiibra
Gumisay beschreibt wie Sprache unser Denken pragt und unsere Politik bestimmt. ,Ein
beeindruckendes Buch, poetisch und politisch zugleich.” Margarete Stokowski Dieses Buch folgt
einer Sehnsucht: nach einer Sprache, die Menschen nicht auf Kategorien reduziert. Nach einem
Sprechen, das sie in ihrem Facettenreichtum existieren lasst. Nach wirklich gemeinschaftlichem
Denken in einer sich polarisierenden Welt. Kibra Gumusay setzt sich seit langem fiir
Gleichberechtigung und Diskurse auf Augenhohe ein. In ihrem ersten Buch geht sie der Frage nach,
wie Sprache unser Denken pragt und unsere Politik bestimmt. Sie zeigt, wie Menschen als
Individuen unsichtbar werden, wenn sie immer als Teil einer Gruppe gesehen werden - und sich nur
als solche auliern diirfen. Doch wie konnen Menschen wirklich als Menschen sprechen? Und wie



konnen wir alle - in einer Zeit der immer harteren, hasserfiillten Diskurse - anders miteinander
kommunizieren?

dale spender man made language: Mothers, Warriors, Guardians of the Soul Geraldine
Theresa Horan, 2012-08-09 This study shows that women involved in National Socialism in the years
1924 - 1934 developed and shaped a recognizable discourse which communicated and reflected their
position and status within the NS movement. The analysis is based on a variety of text-types
produced by members of NS women's organisations, and includes official correspondence, circulars,
reports, pamphlets, monographs and articles from NS women's journals. It draws upon several areas
of linguistic theory, including feminist linguistics, semantics, pragmatics and discourse analysis, and
the salient features identified in the female discourse are placed within a sociolinguistic framework.
While previous research into the language of the NS-system has largely ignored the possibility of a
cohesive female discourse, the study supports the idea that this discourse was dynamic, and at times
heterogeneous, whilst also displaying many self-defining and self-referential features. It is
characterised by its ambiguities and apparent contradictions, which expresses separateness and
difference, yet also solidarity with the NSDAP.

dale spender man made language: The Prostitute and the Prophet Yvonne Sherwood,
2004-12-30 The only consensus that has been reached on Hosea 1-3 is that it is a notoriously
'‘problematic' text. Sherwood unpicks this rather vague statement by examining the particular
complexities of the text and frictions between the text and reader that conspire to produce such a
disorientating effect. Four dimensions of the '‘problem' are considered: the conflict between text and
reader over the 'improper' relationship between Hosea and Gomer; the bizarre prophetic
sign-language that conscripts people into a cosmic charade; the text's propensity to subvert its
central theses; and the emergent tensions between the feminist reader and the text. Aiming to bring
together literary criticism and biblical scholarship, this book provides lucid introductions to
ideological criticism, semiotics, deconstruction and feminist criticism, and looks at the implications
of these approaches not only for the book of Hosea but for biblical studies in general.

dale spender man made language: The Woman Question in Jewish Studies Susannah Heschel,
Sarah Imhoff, 2025-02-04 A critical look at the difficulties women face in the field of Jewish studies,
drawing on quantitative data, personal stories, and the gendered history of the field The field of
Jewish studies has expanded significantly in recent years, with increasing numbers of women
entering the field. These scholars have brought new perspectives from studies of women, gender,
and sexuality. Yet they have also faced institutional and individual obstacles. In this book, Susannah
Heschel and Sarah Imhoff examine the place of women and nonbinary people in Jewish studies,
arguing that, for both intellectual and ethical reasons, the culture of the field must change. Heschel
and Imhoff explore quantitative data regarding women as editors of and contributors to academic
journals and anthologies, examine data regarding citations of women'’s scholarship, and scrutinize
women'’s presence on panels at academic conferences. They analyze the wider context of the
contemporary academy, discussing what is distinctive about Jewish studies. They trace the history of
the field, its connections to traditional religious studies, and its growth in US institutions,
interspersing this with stories of scholars in the field who have experienced harassment and gender
discrimination. Finally, they offer suggestions for a reparative path forward.

dale spender man made language: Critical Terms for the Study of Gender Catharine R.
Stimpson, Gilbert Herdt, 2014-07-11 “Gender systems pervade and regulate human lives—in law
courts and operating rooms, ballparks and poker clubs, hair-dressing salons and kitchens,
classrooms and playgroups. . . . Exactly how gender works varies from culture to culture, and from
historical period to historical period, but gender is very rarely not at work. Nor does gender operate
in isolation. It is linked to other social structures and sources of identity.” So write women’s studies
pioneer Catharine R. Stimpson and anthropologist Gilbert Herdt in their introduction to Critical
Terms for the Study of Gender, laying out the wide-ranging nature of this interdisciplinary and
rapidly changing field. The sixth in the series of “Critical Terms” books, this volume provides an
indispensable introduction to the study of gender through an exploration of key terms that are a part




of everyday discourse in this vital subject. Following Stimpson and Herdt’s careful account of the
evolution of gender studies and its relation to women’s and sexuality studies, the twenty-one essays
here cast an appropriately broad net, spanning the study of gender and sexuality across the
humanities and social sciences. Written by a distinguished group of scholars, each essay presents
students with a history of a given term—from bodies to utopia—and explains the conceptual baggage
it carries and the kinds of critical work it can be made to do. The contributors offer incisive
discussions of topics ranging from desire, identity, justice, and kinship to love, race, and religion
that suggest new directions for the understanding of gender studies. The result is an essential
reference addressed to students studying gender in very different disciplinary contexts.
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