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Sociologists believe that the behaviors of males and females are shaped by gender roles, or shared expectations for behavior which are transmitted through social interaction.  Once created, these social expectations are often difficult for society—let alone the individual-- to change.  By examining the language of a given society, one can begin to understand the basic gender expectations. 
Over 3,000 years ago people in China began using an ancient language to communicate with others.  They carved pictograms to represent things in their environment.  Not long ago farmers found some of these early writings on ox shoulder blades and turtle shells and sold them as the scales or bones of dragons.  Archaeologists happened upon these rare finds and they opened a new window into what life was like in China’s early societies.  Although the ancient Chinese language found on oracle bones was modified over the centuries, some characters have remained similar to their originals. 
In the Chinese language, the words and characters associated with male and female contain strong symbolic messages about how males and females should behave.  For example, the following display illustrates the components that were combined to represent the word male.  Above the Chinese character the phonetic pronunciation is given in pinyin and below is the meaning in English.

Li   



+

Tian


=


Nan
力




+

田



=


男

Strength

+

Field


=


Male

It is said by teachers of Chinese that the character for Li represents a horizontal shoulder line with an arm extending down parallel to the body and a slight hook for the hand.  During class I flex my right bicep in an offensive lineman-type pose.  I encourage the male students to strike the same pose.  Men are symbolized partly by the image of physical strength, I say.  Looking around the classroom I can always find an athlete, usually a football player, with well developed biceps.  The other symbol that contributes to the word for male is that of a field.  The character for Tian looks like four rice paddies.  In the flat countryside of Taiwan one often sees square shaped rice paddies.  Thus, by linking the field and strength characters together one creates the image of strength in the fields, or man’s expected role of providing labor power outside the home.  It is said in China that men must plow the fields and rice paddies to grow food in order to survive.
Before I write the meaning of the Chinese characters in English, I like to ask the students to think creatively about what these characters might visually represent.  I remind them about the use of symbols according to symbolic interaction theory.  I usually have to give them some hints.  They always guess that the character for field represents a window so I remind them that it was created several thousand years ago before there were windows like the ones we are used to seeing today.  The students enjoy taking guesses at the meaning of the characters.  It often leads to an opportunity to reward those students who can think outside of the box (go beyond memorizing definitions).
Now that I have gotten some creative energy flowing and lighthearted social interaction spewing forth, I write the character for female on the board and ask them to tell me what they see.  After a while it is usually a female student who comes up with the answers that it either looks like a dancer or someone with crossed legs.  I cross my legs and bend over to imitate the image of the character and then snipe that it might be better demonstrated by a younger and perhaps female student.
Nu



+

Zi



=


Hao
女



+

子


=


好
Female

+

Infant

=


Good
Then I modify the Zi character by replacing the horizontal checkmark part of the top of the character with a circle.  Students quickly guess that it looks like a baby and I add that the character has changed a bit since it was first created.  They are ready for more interesting brain teasers so I roll right into my finale.  I ask them if they remember how to say “Hello” in Chinese.  A few remember and say Ni Hao.  I tell them that the Ni part of the greeting means “You” and the Hao part means “Good”.  At that time I combine the Ni and Zi characters to form the word Hao and stress that life must be good if a woman is able to have a baby.  Indeed, she is more than expected to bear a baby in Chinese society—she should provide a SON.  Then I ask them about the images that are engrained in the minds of people in Chinese society when they learn and use these characters daily.
Ni Hao
你好

Hello or literally, “You Good”
Students are fascinated with the fact that I know some Chinese language and even more with the connections that I make between the language and Chinese gender roles.  I list a couple of more characters and words in Chinese to reinforce the message.  One such word is peace.  By placing a simple cap like line across the character for female one ends up with the word for peace or peaceful.  I ask the students who is more likely to be aggressive vs. peaceful and they quickly respond--males.  Another interesting word is that for the idea of brave.  It is based mostly on the character for male with a small line or two added to the top.  “Who is more likely to be brave and courageous?” I ask.
An Jing






Yong Qi
安静







勇气
Peaceful





Brave

This lesson takes about 20 minutes of class time.  It is a great springboard into a discussion of how gender roles are socially constructed here in the United States (or other countries if international students are present).  For women the emphasis is usually on the body in terms of beauty and taking care of others while for men it is being the breadwinner.  The lesson is also a great way to talk about how a language symbol system reflects culture and in order to understand the culture of people in society one should ideally learn their language.  This point can be pressed upon any anthropology students who happen to be enrolled in the class.  If Chinese students are present, they can be used as a real-time confirmation that I have pronounced and interpreted everything correctly, thus adding legitimacy to my lesson.  

I have run across male students with the Li character tattooed to their body.  When I asked, the say that they really didn’t know what it meant until then.  One of my students was so inspired by what he had learned that he had the character Li tattooed to his arm.

The only thing missing from the pinyin pronunciations is the correct tone to use when pronouncing the word.  Chinese is unlike English in a few major ways and the tonal nature of the language is an added obstacle to learning it.  It should also be noted that pinyin is not always pronounced the same as it looks in English.  If you seek to correctly speak the Chinese words listed here, then I would recommend consulting with a native speaker of the language.
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