




A Changing Language 
 

erhaps the last thing one would ever think of accusing the Victorians of is “political correctness.”  Our view 
of Victorians, as a society or culture, is of folks who are far from being politically correct or gender-sensitive.  
And indeed, many of the articles I’ve come across demonstrate that “sensitivity” to women or minorities, or 

concern about using terms and notions that might be offensive to same, was far from many writers’ minds. 
 And yet... not so far as I might have thought.  Today, I’m one of those old-fashioned folks who struggles to 
remember that the “correct” term is no longer “stewardess,” but “flight attendant.”  I wonder if the person serving 
my meal at a restaurant prefers to be called a “waiter” or “wait-person”—but heaven forbid that I call her a 
“waitress.”  I refuse to use the “s/he” or “he or she” construction, and as an avowed defender of grammar, I refuse 
to use the pronoun “they” when only a single individual (of any gender) is involved.  Admittedly, I’ve always 
thought of myself as an “author” rather than an “authoress,” but I suspect that is simply because the latter term 
didn’t really survive in the 20th century. 
 However, I never took a close look at the reasoning behind today’s PC changes to our vocabulary.  Gender-
neutral terminology, we’re told by Wikipedia, is “language that avoids bias toward a particular sex or social 
gender. In English, this includes use of nouns that are not gender-specific to refer to roles or professions, as well 
as avoidance of the pronoun he (including the forms him and his) to refer to people of unknown or indeterminate 
gender. For example, the words policeman and stewardess are gender-specific; the corresponding gender-neutral 
terms are police officer and flight attendant. Other gender-specific terms, such as actor and actress, may be 
replaced by the originally male term; for example, actor used regardless of gender.”  
 To sum up more of the arguments a bit more succinctly, we are advised that the old, non-neutral terms are 
biased, potentially offensive, and arose from a male-dominated society with a distinctly anti-feminine bias.  Those 
nasty words like “waitress” and “stewardess” and “authoress” were just another way for men to keep women in 
their place, put them  down, keep them downtrodden, or what-have-you. 
 Except... um... as it happens, they weren’t.  In a way, the re-establishment of the feminine “-ess” ending 
(which apparently dates back to the days of Chaucer) was the Victorian era’s own version of political correctness.  
It was the direct result of the Victorian society’s recognition of the changing roles of women, and the inclusion of 
women in roles and trades formerly associated with men.  Terms like “actress” acknowledged that there were, 
indeed, female “actors.”  (Ironically, “actor,” a term originally implying a male, is now supposed to be used for 
both genders.)  The word “authoress” acknowledges the rising number of female “authors.”  The manager of a 
Post Office might, indeed, be a “postmistress”—and the Victorian was also forced to admit, reluctantly, that one 
might come across a “murderess.” (This actually was not an insignificant development in itself, for many 
Victorians were reluctant to accept that women could go so radically against their kind, gentle, motherly “nature” 
to commit a crime like murder!) Happily, “doctress” never did catch on... 
 Victorians recognized the same truth as  modern proponents of gender-neutral language: that “...a vital 
connection exists between the language of a nation and its modes of thought; that change in the latter results from 
and reacts upon change in the former...”  In short, the non-neutral language of the Victorians, so reviled today, 
was a direct attempt to recognize that women were no longer confined to the kitchen and the parlour, but held 
jobs, wrote books, and operated on patients just like men. 
 Now, I am not suggesting that we return to the days of calling a flight attendant a stewardess, or an “airline 
hostess.”  Every generation surely has the right to decide what it wants to be called, and if that person bringing me 
my check prefers “waitperson,” that’s his—er—her—their—prerogative. 
 My quibble lies in assuming that the origins of the words we’re replacing are founded in a commonly 
accepted, dastardly male conspiracy that has deliberately chosen language to keep women oppressed. For many, 
all that one needs to say is “well, those terms arose in the  Victorian era, you know!” and you’ll get knowing 
nods... for we all know what those Victorians were like, don’t we? 
 I keep thinking I do.  And I keep finding out that I’m wrong.  But don’t take my word for it; read this issue’s 
article “The Importance of Words,” from Godey’s Lady’s Book, 1867.   
 Meanwhile, perhaps I’ll start thinking of myself as an authoress after all!  
 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gender-specific_job_title
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