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Abstract 
The study sets to find out how sexism in language grammar affects the society. 

The study made use of the Contrastive Analysis theory and the interactionist 

theory within the domain of syntax and sociolinguistics. The study investigated 

the morphemes and syntax of the Ubang language of Cross River State in Nigeria 

and Yanyuwa language of the Gulf of Carpentaria in Australian using 26 linguistic 

items within 17 categories to investigate the relationship between the linguistic 

items in the language of the males and the language of the females alongside the 

English language. The findings show that when a grammatical distinction is 

denied or misplaced at the advantage of another, it usually creates a sociolinguistic 

situation called sexism. It further shows that sexism in languages is noticeable in 

other languages in parts of the world and similar results are usually got whenever 

they are tested. The current study identifies household multilingualism, 

environment multilingualism, compulsory multilingualism, economy 

multilingualism and male linguistic dominance as a societal consequence. The 

study has also linked morphology, syntax, sociolinguistics and anthropology in 

modern scholarship. 
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Introduction 

The descriptive study of sexism in languages and societal consequences investigates the 

gender disparities in language use of some selected languages in parts of the world and 

their grammatical and social effects. Basically, every society is made up of male and female 

inhabitants who make use of customs and traditions established to guide, direct and 
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control the beliefs, attitudes and habits of her members. However, the culture and tradition 

of the people are usually expressed via the medium of language in communication and 

arts. 

 

In parts of the world, language shapes the belief and culture of the people. As it were, 

culture is embedded in every language and languages play vital roles in human 

community (society) in the communication of the culture.  Culture as a basic set of rules 

and shared values that govern a group of people, also has influence in determining 

language use and its values in every society which affects how people think, act and a 

criteria for judgment. By implication, cultural meanings render some behaviour towards 

language use as normal and right, while others strange and wrong or even abnormal. As 

a result, languages are used in line with their acceptable rules (grammar). 

 

Grammar studies are entrenched on the investigation of the characteristic of linguistic 

items in a given context in line with the rules of language. Language as a rule guided 

phenomena; work in harmony with the culture of the owners of the language. The 

variations that exist in the process of word derivations, structural organization and usage 

among languages are due to the cultural differences existing in the different language 

communities. The rules that guide the study of linguistic items in a language also study’s 

the aspects of linguistics that has to do with the building up of meanings in communication 

through the proper use of the grammatical units. Consequently, the study of the 

correlation of the components, the interconnections, the differences and even how to study, 

learn and teach linguistically the structures of the language are processes to identifying the 

behaviour of linguistic items in a language morphologically and syntactically (Taiwo, 2007; 

Nwala, 2015; Gilbert, 2019). 

 

Some identified sexist linguistic items in English language morphology include: 

A. The use of man as a generic form, examples: 

 1. Soldiers are men of strength 

 2. Man cannot live by bread alone, etc. 

 

B. Use of masculine pronoun for neutral and unknown gender 

 3. Sending an engineer to the field requires his consent 

 4. When a buyer argues, always agree with him 

5. In an open market, anyone can buy anything he needs, etc. 

 

C. 6. The use of singular “they” 
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In October 2019, the American Psychological Association introduced the 7th edition of the 

APA publication manual which replaces the 6th edition published in 2009. One of the 

improvements in the 7th edition is the introduction of a singular “they” instead of “he/she” 

viewed as sexist linguistic element in the English language domain. However, since the 

15th century, “they” were used with verbs conjugated in the plural, not the singular, such 

as: “themself”, “themselves”, and “theirselves” in an increasingly more acknowledged 

fashion. The singular “they” from that period in history is widely used and accepted in 

Britain, Australia and North America in conversation and in writing (APA, 2019). 

 

In every society, the behaviour towards language use is usually more pronounced in 

gender disparity in many instances around the world. This global menace has been tested 

by scholars in sociology and linguistics. Available results show that there are actually 

gender disparities (henceforth, sexism) in language use and that the disparities have 

sociolinguistic effects on the society. In this line of thought, the current study assays to 

investigate the Ubang language spoken by eleven thousand natives (2013 analysis) as 

Bendi language in a farming community in Cross River State southern-Nigeria and 

Yanyuwa language of Sir EwdardPellewGroup of islands in the Gulf of Carpentaria 

outside Borroloola belonging to the Australian aborigine. The study is with a view to 

finding out their grammar sameness and differences and how the differences affect society. 

 

Methodology 

The study made use of the qualitative research method as a less strained technique of data 

collection and certainly more suitable for taking care of social phenomena. Vital 

information was got from various publications and documents of many organizations and 

scholars arranged according to the researchers’ knowledge as language scholars and the 

various interactions with scripts together with other competent native speakers of the 

languages under investigation. 

 

Review of related literature 

The study of sexism in languages of the society investigates the gender disparity elements 

in the grammar of language usage in any society. The gender disparity elements of 

grammar are usually found in the domain of morphology and language structures. In their 

claim, Holmes and Wilson (2017) are of the view that English is a sexist language because 

its characteristics involve behaviour which upholds and strengthens social inequality 

amides women and men. 

 

Apart from the English language which has been identified as a sexist language, 

Sunderland (2000: 203-233). This is an effort targeted at making languages gender neutral 
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or gender inclusive. Almost all languages although in varying degrees are guilty of gender 

bias, before now English language came tops among the languages which were described 

as the guiltiest perpetrators of men and women languages, since the language seems to 

show case every trace of sexism. This bias, to a very large extent has succeeded in creating 

“stereotypes of both male and female genders (Holmes, 2008: 317) contrary to what readily 

comes to the mind each time the issue of men and women languages’ are mentioned. 

 

According to Umera-Okeke (2012), anything that conveys that one sex is superior to the 

other is sexism and the use of linguistic items fashioned to show superiority of one gender 

over the other is sexism. This view suggests that there is language superiority fashioned in 

some cultures in favour of one gender over another. In such cultures, women are required 

to use appropriate language and certain decorum having imbibed the belief that men are 

the ‘superior’ gender. 

 

Similarly, what happens in Igbo culture of Nigeria, when a woman gets married in some 

places explicitly express a good example. The bridegroom most often changes his wife’s 

name to suit his emotions and that of his people. Such names include: ‘ikodiya’- husbands 

sex mate, ‘Obidiya’- husbands heart, ‘enyidiya’- husbands girlfriend, Nwannediya – 

husbands’ sister and such likes. 

 

In view of these sociolinguistic relationships, Arlene and Conchita (2018) aver that words 

have the ability to create, make or break a relationship in specific and the society in general. 

They argue that demarcations exist when the words and phrases degrade, disregard or 

stereotype members of either gender. The linguists concluded with dismay; noting that 

despite efforts made by many professional bodies in carefully change some linguistic items 

with a view to encourage the use of non-sexist language, sexist language use persists across 

many languages. 

 

The persistence of sexism across many languages led to the examination of Ubang 

language of Cross River State (southern-Nigeria) and Yanyuwa language of the Gulf of 

Carpentaria of Australian to find out their existing demarcations and how the identified 

demarcations affect the society. 

 

Theoretical framework  

Theories are used philosophically and logically to guide systematic studies. On that note, 

the Contrastive Analysis theory and the interactionist theory are utilized as the theoretical 

frameworks for this study. The Contrastive Analysis theory (henceforth, CA) will assist to 

guide the placement of side-by-side analysis and describe the differences existing in 



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                      Vol.5 No.1 March, 2022 
 

A Descriptive Study of Sexism in Languages and Societal Consequences    71 

different languages following general established principles useful in the domain of 

language study. 

 

The CA is suitable to assist in guiding the placing of morphemes and structure on side-by-

side basis with an intention to analyse and describe the differences existing among 

different languages following generally established principles in the domain of language 

study. CA was introduced by Lado in 1966 as a framework to describe samples of areas 

that will be complex in learning other languages apart from the native language of 

individuals. Lado held that the comparison between a foreign language and mother-

tongue is paramount to determining areas of difficulties in embarking on a foreign 

language lesson. 

 

The theory investigates the behavioural approach of linguistic items to identify the areas 

that a second language acquisition is marred by the habits of the first language. As an 

approach developed from the lectures of Charles Fries and published by Robert Lado in 

the 1950s, it viewed linguistic competence as a series of habits, result of associative link 

and accumulative process. 

 

Fries, (1945) and Lado, (1957) maintained that language learning is a type of habit and that 

the old ideas from the native language which is the first language of the learner, always 

rubs off on the new language. The behaviourists argue that the most efficient materials are 

based upon a scientific description of the language to be learnt and a careful comparison 

with a parallel description of the native language. In the same way, the CA could be used 

to investigate two theoretical models by a careful comparison with a parallel description 

to find out their similarities and differences. 

 

Again, Tarigan (1992) affirmed that disparities between languages that were got and 

produced by CA usually serve a fundamental purpose in language study as a basic to 

predict difficulties that are faced by bilinguals. Similarly, disparities between theories that 

were got and produced by CA could also serve a fundamental purpose in language study. 

On the other hand, the interactionist theory states that people have always had the innate 

desire to interact with others in the society and the only instrument that can be used to 

satisfy this desire is the language spoken in the immediate environment. This scholarly 

declaration suggests that the interactionist theory concedes to the role of the language of 

the immediate environment in achieving the aims of every human society. Herman and 

Reynolds (1994) noted that this perspective sees people as being active in shaping the social 

world rather than simply being acted upon. 
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On this premise, Sarem (2014) and Nwala (2015) state that the key words in interactionist 

theory are ‘interaction’ and ‘environment’. In his opinion, interaction and environment 

play significant roles in the acquisition or learning of language. Following the scholarly 

views, the interactionist approach is a theoretical tool that could guide the investigation on 

how languages are used in different environments, linguistic marginalisation, colonisation 

and such likes. On that note, the researchers adopt the CA theory as it will assist in the 

placing of side by side of linguistic items to be investigates with a view to finding out their 

differences and the interactionist theory to find out their interactional effects and 

sociolinguistic significance. The theories are linguistically whole and relevant for a 

descriptive study of sexism in languages and societal consequences. 

 

Data analysis 

Examples of women and men languages in Ubang society. 

No                 Male language          Female language        English language 

7.  Nki   Ariga   Cloth 

8.  Mui   Itong   Yam 

 

The two items mentioned in 7 and 8 are for household usage and where double names are 

given to each household item, it promotes ‘household multilingualism.’ 

9.  Abu   Okwakwe  Dog 

10.  Kitche   Okweng  Tree 

 

The two items mentioned in 9 and 10 are for utility within a family compound and where 

double names are given to each item within a family compound, it promotes ‘environment 

multilingualism.’ 

11.  Bamuie  Amu   Water 

12.  Nko   Ogbala   Cup 

 

The two items mentioned in 11 and 12 are for compulsory usage and where double names 

are given to each item on compulsory usage, it promotes ‘compulsory multilingualism.’ 

13.  Bibiang  Deyine   Bush 

14.  Ibue   Obe   Goat 

 

The two items mentioned in 13 and 14 are for economy purposes and where double names 

are given to each item on economy usage, it promotes ‘economy multilingualism.’ 

 

The Yanyuwa language: 

15. ‘‘the little boy went down to his river and saw his brother ‘’  
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Would sound like 16 if a man was saying it: 

16. ‘’Nya-buyinya-ardukiwa-wingawaykaliyawulangindukanyihi-kala nyikunyababa.’’ 

 

Here is what it would sound like if a woman was saying it: 

17. ‘’Buyi arduka-wingkawaykaliyawulangindwkila-kala nyiku-baba. 

 

The contrast between structures of male and female languages in Yanyuwa language 

shows inconsistency in language grammar and a lengthier string of construction for the 

male sentence against the female’s which is a sign of male linguistic dominance. 

 

Findings 

This study has shown that when a grammatical distinction is denied or misplaced at the 

advantage of another, it usually creates a sociolinguistic situation called sexism. The study 

further shows that sexism in languages is not limited to the English language, but to other 

languages in parts of the world and similar results are usually got whenever they are 

tested.  

 

Conclusion 

The current study on a descriptive study of sexism in languages and societal consequences 

tested the Ubang language spoken as Bendi language in Cross River State southern-

Nigeria and Yanyuwa language of Sir EwdardPellewGroup of islands in the Gulf of 

Carpentaria of Australian origin. The study descriptively identifies multilingualism as an 

end product of language sexism in what is labeled as household multilingualism, 

environment multilingualism, compulsory multilingualism, economy multilingualism 

and male linguistic dominance as a societal consequence. 

 

Contribution to Knowledge 

The descriptive study of sexism in languages and societal consequences using the Ubang 

language of Cross River State in Nigeria and Yanyuwa language of the Gulf of Carpentaria 

in Australian has introduced household multilingualism, environment multilingualism, 

compulsory multilingualism, economy multilingualism to modern scholarship. The study 

has also linked morphology, syntax, sociolinguistics and anthropology. 
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