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“ONE IS A WOMAN, SO THAT’S ENCOURAGING TOO”
The representation of social gender in “powered by Oxford” online lexicography
Silvia Pettini
Università degli Studi Roma Tre
Abstract – As Iamartino (2020, p. 37-38) explains, since “any language cannot but mirror its speech community’s ideology”, lexicographers cannot but record that ideology as reflected in language usage. Particularly relevant in this sense are all those entries which belong to sensitive issues in a given society: political and social ideas, religion, ethnicity, sex and gender (Iamartino 2020, p. 36). As regards the latter, as Pinnavaia remarks (2014, p. 219), “while male gender does not seem to be an issue, female gender does”. Indeed, “since the beginnings of dictionary-making in early modern Europe and until quite recently, dictionaries have always been full of entries, words, definitions, examples, and comments that display” the contemporary patronising and often derogatory attitude of the cultural and social male elite towards women (Iamartino 2010, p. 95). 
In this light, this paper investigates the representation of “social gender” (Hellinger and Bußmann 2001a, p. 11) in the definitions and usage examples of a group of occupational terms in the Oxford Dictionary of English, whose free online version is currently hosted on the “powered by Oxford” dictionary portal Lexico.com and licensed for use to technology giants like Google, Apple and Microsoft (Ferrett and Dollinger 2020). 

The rationale behind the present study lies in two recent online controversies which, blaming Oxford University Press for linguistic sexism, eventually prompted the publisher to revise thousands of entries (see Flood 2016, 2020; Giovanardi 2019a, Oman-Reagan 2016; Saner 2019). Accordingly, this research aims to promote a debate about the current relationship between Internet lexicography, gender and society, while highlighting the role online platforms may play in potential ‘wars on words’, as a new form of dictionary criticism.
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Resumen – Como explica Iamartino (2020, p. 37-38), dado que “any language cannot but mirror its speech community’s ideology”, los lexicógrafos no pueden sino registrar esa ideología reflejada en el uso del lenguaje. Particularmente relevantes en este sentido son todas las entradas que pertenecen a temas sensibles en una sociedad: ideas políticas y sociales, religión, etnia, sexo y género (Iamartino 2020, p. 36). En cuanto al género, como señala Pinnavaia (2014, p. 219), “while male gender does not seem to be an issue, female gender does”. De hecho, “since the beginnings of dictionary-making in early modern Europe and until quite recently, dictionaries have always been full of entries, words, definitions, examples, and comments that display” la actitud contemporánea condescendiente y a menudo despectiva de la élite cultural y social masculina hacia las mujeres (Iamartino 2010, p. 95).

En este sentido, este artículo investiga la representación de género en las definiciones y los ejemplos de uso de un grupo de términos profesionales en el Oxford Dictionary of English, cuya versión gratuita en línea es accesible en el portal de diccionarios “powered by Oxford” Lexico.com, y difundido por gigantes de la tecnología como Google, Apple y Microsoft (Ferrett y Dollinger 2020).

La base del presente estudio se encuentra en dos controversias recientes, que, acusando a Oxford University Press de sexismo lingüístico, finalmente llevaron al editor a revisar miles de entradas (ver Flood 2016, 2020; Giovanardi 2019a; Oman-Reagan 2016; Saner 2019). Por tanto, el principal objectivo de este trabajo es promover un debate sobre la relación entre la lexicografía en línea, el género y la sociedad, y también poner de relieve el papel que pueden desempeñar las plataformas en línea en potenciales ‘guerras de palabras’, como una nueva forma de crítica lexicográfica. 
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