Language change: gender
Tracking the history of words in the OED
Find out what you can about your ‘gender’ words in the OED online. If a word appears, then
look at the etymology (word history), quotations and date chart.
1.
2.
3.
4.

What is the earliest record of the word being used in a written text?
Where does the word come from?
Has the word always carried the meanings it has today?
Has the primary meaning of the term changed at all over time, or has there been an
‘extension’ in meaning of some kind? When did these changes occur?
5. Has the spelling of the word changed at all? Does the word exist in more than one word
class (e.g. both adjective and noun).

Using the OED online

1. Click Enter
OED Online

On the OED welcome page, simply type into the ‘find a word’ search facility the word you want
to track. Let’s use ‘spinster’ as an example.
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There is quite a lot of useful information here. Its earliest recorded use is from the late 13th
century when its original meaning related to the occupation of ‘spinning’ – a spinster was
someone (generally a woman) who would spin yarn. There is evidence too of spelling
differences – ‘spynnester’; ‘spynster’ – which may indicate a possible change in pronunciation.
But what else can we discover?
If we scroll down to the next meaning we discover that it was added to women’s names as a
‘job title’ – 1545 Elizabeth Lethom, spynstarre – so narrowing its use.
Then, from the 17th century, it came to denote a legal term for women who were still unmarried
beyond the age that was considered usual – an old maid.
After this we are given various examples of its use in different publications using other suffixes
to extend its use – ‘spinsterish’.
Explanation:
The term ‘spinster’ has narrowed from simply being a term to describe an occupation to a
pejorative/negative association describing an unmarried woman.
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Activity 1
What about the male equivalent of an unmarried man, bachelor? Look this up and do a similar
trace.

Activity 2
The example given is a brief run through of some of the etymological (word history), semantic
(meanings) and orthographic (spelling) characteristics of just one word according to the OED.
Your task is to take a couple of words from the list and track their histories. Focus on the
‘female’ words initially. You may then wish to compare the ‘male’ word. Can you draw any
conclusions about male/female terms? Is language sexist?
Female

Male

Madam

Sir

Bird
Chick
Mistress

Master

Wife

Husband

Whore
Harlot
Fiancé

Fiancée

Woman

Man

Bitch
Queen

King

Nag
Gossip
Slag/slut

Stud

Witch
Nightmare
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A short history of ‘gendered’ words
You need to write up a brief report on the etymological, semantic and orthographic history of
some of the words you’ve researched. Use the following checklist to help you with the content
– you should aim to cover most of these:
When does the OED citation first record the appearance of the word in printed text?
What type of text (or context) did it first appear in?
Where does the word come from? (Latin, French, German, etc.)
Has the word always been ‘gender’ specific (a word used specifically for a woman or a
man)?
Has the primary meaning of the word changed at all over time? Or has there been any
‘extension’ or ‘narrowing’ in meaning of some kind? Has the meaning become more
positive (amelioration) or negative (pejoration)? When did these changes occur?
Has the spelling of the word changed at all?
Does the word exist in more than one word class (e.g. both noun and verb)?
Does the dictionary definition match your understanding of the word?
Ideally you should present your report as a Word document. You may wish to include screen
captures pasted from your OED research to back up your points, show the ‘process’ of your
research, save you having to copy lots of data and, possibly, give your report a little visual
impact. If you don’t already know how, this is easily done:
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