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1 Markedness

Why is it odd to say *a female nurse, while it is
reasonable to say a male nurse? and why can you
say zyo-i (Z[E) in Japanese but not *dan-i (B[E),
just the opposite ?

If you point to your thumb and ask “Is this a
finger 7’ you will almost certainly get a “No”
answer. You can then ask ‘“How many fingers do
you have ?”” and will probably get an answer of
“10". Is language so illogical ?

4o o RS
Let us begin with a parody of a familiar puzzle :

One day, John went shopping with his mother. On the way
their car was hit by a truck and his mother was killed on the spot.
John was seriously injured and taken to the hospital in an ambu-
lance. One of the nurses in the emergency room was startled and
cried, “Oh my God, this is my son!” What is the relation between
John and that nurse ?

This puzzle takes advantage of the normal assumption in
our culture that nurses are usually women. This assumption,
however, contradicts the story that John’s mother had just

died. When you finally remember that some nurses are men,

you will realize that the (male) nurse is John’s father.
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Marked & Unmarked Adjectives

In the case of nurses, custom has it rather strongly that they
are women, so much so that the expression *a female nurse is
definitely strange because it is so REDUNDANT ; it is saying
[female] twice, for saying nurse already says that. In more
linguistic terms we say that being female is UNMARKED (usual,
typical, normal) for nurses in our culture, and conversely,
being male is a MARKED (unusual, uncommon) state for nurses,
so that it is almost necessary to add the modifier male to
describe a man as a nurse. Female is the unmarked sex for
witches, secretaries, prostitutes, stripteasers and housekeepers
as well.

The opposite situation, maleness as the unmarked sex, is
found in most professions and occupations, including doctors,
lawyers, pilots, sailors, and most jobs whose names end in
-man, such as policeman, mailman, fireman, etc. “Women’s
libbers” in the United States think that these expressions
reflect male chauvinism, and want to substitute -woman or
-person for -man, as in policewoman, chairperson, and even
Sfreshwoman. Otherwise, if you want to speak of a woman who
is engaged in these professions and occupations, you will have
to add a modifier like female, woman or lady?, making a female
doctor, a lady lawyer, and a woman pilot.

This notion of markedness is useful for coming to grips with

1) lady DHFAEE, FASRBVELTFREDLVSREBOA X —UMES
EDZ,
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