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This study examines the representations of men and women in the United Nations Parallel Corpus-English (UNPC-E) by using the corpus linguistics tool, Sketch Engine. Three types of grammatical collocations were explored, including verbs frequently collocating with MAN and WOMAN when they serve as subjects and objects, and adjectives used as predicates in relation to them. The results reveal that within the UN discourse, men are often portrayed as offenders while women tend to be depicted as victims. This pattern of representations may stem from the UN’s agenda focused on addressing gender-based inequality, as well as from the conventional reporting bias that might have influenced data availability. In general, this study broadens the scope of research in the field of gender and corpus linguistics to some extent, offering a more comprehensive and international perspective on the representations of men and women through the analysis of the UN corpus.
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1 Introduction

The United Nations (UN) plays a crucial and indispensable role in today’s world (Moore and Pubantz, 2022). Endeavoring to “reshape the world” (Mingst et al., 2022, p. 1), its mission encompasses maintaining international peace and security (Badache et al., 2022), promoting sustainable development (Montiel et al., 2021), protecting human rights (Baça and Anxhaku, 2023), and fostering global business collaboration (de Villiers et al., 2021). Through its specialized agencies and a multitude of programs and initiatives, the UN addresses a wide array of challenges and issues that transcend national borders, from climate change and health pandemics to armed conflicts and economic disparities. Its ability to convene nations and provide a platform for dialogue and negotiation is unparalleled, often serving as the last bastion of hope for peaceful resolution in times of international crisis. As such, the considerable contributions of the UN in promoting international stability, advancing sustainable development, ensuring the protection of human rights, and enhancing global cooperation merit recognition and appreciation.

In the realm of human rights, the issue of gender equality is paramount (Reilly, 2009). The UN is committed to addressing and ameliorating the disparities between men and women, with a particular focus on enhancing women’s rights (Brannon, 2022; Rothermel, 2020). To be more specific, in light of the acknowledgment that “universally recognized human rights are still not enjoyed equally by women and men” (Pietilä, 2007, p. 27), the UN has facilitated significant advancements. A series of landmark frameworks have been established to protect women’s rights, including the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, and Resolution 1,325 on “Women, Peace and Security,” among others (ibid.). Despite these initiatives, outcomes regarding women’s public status and their involvement in the UN affairs have been less than satisfactory (Haack, 2014; Skard, 2008; Pietilä and Vickers, 1990). Skard (2008) observes that “while women’s descriptive representation in UN agencies has increased, its unevenness across portfolios and different types of agencies (appointed vs. elected) remains a challenge” (p. 51). This highlights the ongoing need for concerted efforts to ensure equitable participation and representation of women within the UN’s structure and activities.

As previously mentioned, the analysis of women’s roles within the UN frequently emphasizes their actual participation and involvement in related institutions and activities (e.g., Brannon, 2022; Haack, 2014). However, it is essential to acknowledge that the representation of men and women can also be examined from a linguistic perspective. According to the United Nation (2020) guidelines, owing to the key role that language plays in shaping cultural and social attitudes, “using gender-inclusive language is a powerful way to promote gender equality and eradicate gender bias. Being inclusive from a gender language perspective means speaking and writing in a way that does not discriminate against a particular sex, social gender or gender identity, and does not perpetuate gender stereotypes.” Such a statement, to some extent, highlights the significance of investigating the interplay between gender and language within the context of the UN’s framework.

However, relatively few studies have explored men’s and women’s representations from a linguistic perspective within the UN context. On this account, the current research aims to explore the gender representations in the UN domain by utilizing a corpus linguistics tool, Sketch Engine. It is hoped that the present research can not only contribute to broadening the research scope of inquiry into the relationship between gender and linguistics but also reexamine the portrayal of men and women from a global prism through the lens of a large corpus consisting of the official records and documents in the UN.



2 Gender and corpus linguistics

Corpora, as Baker (2006) observes, enjoy great adaptability in discourse analysis (DA). Particularly, their introduction “can benefit gender research, addressing questions concerned with gendered usage of language” (Baker, 2012, p. 100, italic in the original). Using corpus tools, numerous scholars have extensively examined the language usage of various gender pairs, including male and female, men and women, boys and girls, among others. To be more specific, Pearce (2008) examined the representations of MAN and WOMAN in the British National Corpus (BNC), finding that MAN and WOMAN are presented “in stereotypical ways” (p. 19) with men being characterized by masculine traits, while women are portrayed as weak. Taylor (2013) employed multiple corpora to investigate the image of boys and girls in the UK national broadsheet newspapers and found that “the ways in which the lemma GIRL, over a very recent 17 year period, is consistently associated with sexual contexts” (p. 108). In the New Model Corpus (NMC), Norberg (2016) similarly investigated the representations of boys and girls, arguing that “boys in the NMC appear as energetic, playful, curious and mischievous, whereas girls to a large extent are represented as objects of desire with a focus on bodily appearance and agreeable behavior.” (p. 311).

In addition, the expansion of social identity theory (Augustinous and Walker, 1995) has broadened the exploration of different gender pairs, including bachelors and spinsters, fathers and mothers, husbands and wives, sons and daughters, etc. Baker (2006) delved into the image of bachelors and spinsters in the BNC and pointed out that the seemingly universal term actually enjoys certain undertones in different contexts. By using the corpus linguistics tool, Sketch Engine, Fang and Han (2015) explored the image of husbands and wives in the BNC. They found that gender inequalities are prevalent, with husbands often holding primary decision-making power within the family, while wives are more likely to prioritize family harmony. Likewise, this gender inequality can also be reflected through various social roles, e.g., fathers and mothers, sons and daughters, etc. According to the enTenTen corpus, Wang and Chen (2016) observed that in Britain, fathers are typically associated with higher social status and greater social acceptance, as evidenced by their frequent collocation with terms such as “lawyer” and “doctor”; in contrast, the role of mothers is often limited to domestic responsibilities and family life, as indicated by associations with phrases like “at home” and “home-schooling” (p. 62). Similarly, Lu and Wang (2021), also utilizing the enTenTen corpus, argued that daughters within a family tend to be marginalized, often linked with terms such as “burden” and “overweight”; on the contrary, sons are perceived as integral to the family, being described with nouns like “successor” or “heir” (p. 6).

Within the UN, research on the intersection of gender and language is notably limited. Nevertheless, Brun-Mercer’s (2021) investigation into the collocates of woman(s), women(s), man(s), and men(s) within 193 addresses from the UN General Assembly General Debate in the autumn of 2015 sheds light on gender representations by international policymakers. This study highlights the persistent disparities in the frequency and context of references to men and women within the UN discourse in which women are frequently portrayed as a group in need of protection and support, whereas men are often depicted as political figures and other distinguished individuals. Despite this, there remains a scarcity of scholarly work that probes the nexus of language and gender specifically within the UN setting. In this context, based on Brun-Mercer’s analysis, the current study stands as an endeavor to expand this kind of research, hoping to offer more valuable insights into the linguistic dimensions of gender issues at the international level.

Generally speaking, different as research methods and research perspectives would be, the major findings of these studies (e.g., Brun-Mercer, 2021; Taylor, 2013; Pearce, 2008) tend to converge to some degree. To be more specific, a gender bias in language expressions is consistently observed. Men are prone to remain the focal point across different corpora and the gender pair is exhibited in a stereotypical way (Golombok and Fivush, 1994), wherein men are often depicted as superior to women. Granted, some studies have shown that more neutral language expressions are gradually replacing the existing biased language (Macalister, 2011; Sigley and Holmes, 2002). Nevertheless, this shift in linguistic representation may be limited to specific domains, such as education and appearance. Furthermore, previous research tends to explore gender and language from a relatively narrow point of view. For example, in studies related to the BNC (e.g., Pearce, 2008), men’s and women’s images are characterized from the perspective of the UK. In other words, a broad and general perspective concerning gender and language may still be lacking.

In this context, the present study aims to explore the representations of men and women in the United Nations Parallel Corpus–English (UNPC-E) at an international level. Furthermore, from the perspective of critical discourse analysis (CDA), linguistic expressions reveal the interplay between “language and other social elements (power relations, ideologies, institutions, social identities, and so forth)” (Fairclough, 2013, p. 9). In this sense, discourses derived from large corpora may still be shaped by cultural, historical and social contexts (ibid.). In this light, as a kind of “corpus-based discourse analysis study” (Norberg, 2016, p. 445), the current research also seeks to discuss potential explanations for the observed linguistic representation of men and women in the corpus in question, which may not have been covered in previous studies. As such, the following three research questions are addressed:

1. Which verbs frequently collocate with MAN and WOMAN when they serve as subjects and objects, and which adjectives are commonly used as predicates in relation to MAN and WOMAN within the UNPC-E?

2. Based on the collocations identified in the UNPC-E, what are the overarching representations of men and women?

3. Which social factors may have shaped the observed representations of men and women in the UNPC-E?



3 Material and methodology

The corpus employed for this study is the United Nations Parallel Corpus–English (UNPC-E) which mainly includes official records, documents as well as parliamentary materials with 664,924,245 words in total. In fact, it is a sub-corpus that belongs to one of the parallel corpora of the United Nations Parallel Corpus (UNPC). The texts included are sourced from a diverse array of official UN documents, including speeches by diplomats, resolutions, reports, and documents produced by various UN agencies and bodies (Ziemski et al., 2016). Upon examination of the texts, it is evident that they encompass a multitude of globally significant topics, such as discussions on terrorist incidents in CODESA (Convention for a Democratic South Africa), European immigration issues, global healthcare, and international civic education, among others.

In essence, as Gatea and Lateef (2023) notes, “the UN has identified multilingualism as a strategic goal because it is crucial to peaceful inter-human dialogue” (p. 32). As such, there are six parallel corpora associated with the UNPC, including Arabic, Chinese (Simplified script), English, French, Russian, and Spanish. The rationale for focusing on the English parallel corpus is informed by the longstanding recognition of English as a global lingua franca (Crystal, 2003; Jenkins, 2017; Smokotin et al., 2014). According to Choi (2021), “in the context of neoliberal globalization, English has largely been considered a means of global communication” (p. 144).

In this study, Sketch Engine was used as the main research tool. This tool was developed by Kilgarriff et al. (2008) and serves as a network assistance system, which can combine grammatical and lexical knowledge in different kinds of corpora and provide over a hundred million collocations of lemma (Liang et al., 2010). Since its inception, Sketch Engine has undergone refinement and expansion, establishing itself as a crucial and robust research tool in the field of corpus linguistics (Kilgarriff et al., 2014). Notably, it features a function called Word Sketch Difference, which enables users to compare the collocational behavior of two words. This function aids in identifying differences and similarities in their usage patterns based on large text corpora. Specifically, it provides all possible grammatical roles of the target lemma, facilitating a comprehensive and systematic description of their collocational behavior.

In the present study, the analysis will focus on the collocations with the lemmas of MAN and WOMAN serving three distinct grammatical roles: MAN and WOMAN as subjects (e.g., The men beat the inhabitants), MAN and WOMAN as objects (e.g., The population-related policies…affect men and women in notably different ways.), and adjective predicates related to MAN and WOMAN (e.g., Most men were reluctant to accompany their wives). According to Pearce (2008), this kind of categorization “allows to say something about what men and women are represented as doing and experiencing as agents, and undergoing as patients and beneficiaries, and also how they are described and categorized” (p. 7). It is also noteworthy that, for the data analysis, some manual filters and revisions are indispensable to maintain the validity of the study.



4 Major findings


4.1 MAN and WOMAN as subjects

Through the function of Word Sketch Difference, verbs collocating with MAN and WOMAN in this corpus can be identified. Specifically, the verbs that occur exclusively with MAN are extracted and presented in Table 1.



TABLE 1 Verbs collocating with MAN as subjects exclusively.
[image: Table1]

As shown in Table 1, the verbs collocating with MAN are all action verbs (Macalister, 2011). Except terms of force and assault, the remaining verbs collocating with MAN demonstrate a relatively high logDice score (above 7.0), indicating a strong collocational relationship where “the theoretical maximum for a collocation is 14, suggesting that every occurrence of X is found with Y” (Norberg, 2016, p. 295). Notably, these verbs are predominantly associated with crimes and violent acts. Essentially, they denote actions that infringe upon another individual’s physical integrity, personal freedom, or dignity, mirroring violent and coercive behavior that severely violates both human rights and legal standards. The following examples further elucidate this observation:


Extract 1

(1a) the men beat the inhabitants, including a three-year-old child, with the butts of their revolvers.

(1b) …four armed men had forced three indigenous passengers to board a car…

(1c) Unidentified men stole items from a girls’ secondary school in the village of Tayyibah.

(UNPC-E, https://app.sketchengine.eu).
 

As demonstrated in Extract 1, in the UN records and documents, men are the direct sources of all sorts of offences. It is evident that these men engage in acts of violence against women and innocent individuals, extinguishing precious lives and leaving behind shattered families in their wake. Their criminal tendencies extend beyond the realm of physical harm, as they also indulge in acts of theft, causing immense suffering and economic loss to countless people and communities.

On the contrary, within the UNPC-E, only one word encounter is found to exclusively collocate with WOMAN, as shown in Table 2.



TABLE 2 Verbs collocating with WOMAN as subjects exclusively.
[image: Table2]

The verb encounter appears with a frequency of 274 and a notably high logDice score of 8.6, which is much higher than beat (111) for MAN. It decodes that an especially unexpected adversary or enemy is met. A detailed content analysis of the encounter within this corpus reveals that women face a multitude of challenges, including legal barriers, political obstacles, discrimination, and low familial status, as illustrated in the following extract:


Extract 2

(2a) Women had encountered many obstacles.

(2b) Women still encounter legal barriers.

(2c) In practice women often encountered discrimination in respect of both remuneration and opportunities for promotion.

(UNPC-E, https://app.sketchengine.eu).
 

In this context, it is posited that when MAN and WOMAN are positioned as subjects, men are often depicted as aggressive offenders who are responsible for violence; conversely, women are faced with several problems and difficulties, assuming the role of victims. In essence, these verbs encapsulate the gender power dynamics, portraying men as dominant or superior to women, with power predominantly concentrated in male-dominated institutions such as government, business, and religion (Agarwal, 2015; Diekman et al., 2004).

In addition, in the UNPC-E, it is discovered that with regard to this grammatical role, apart from a few specific verbs that more frequently collocate with MAN, the majority of verbs tend to exhibit a bias toward WOMAN. In this vein, it is necessary to discuss these certain verbs, as presented in Table 3.



TABLE 3 Verbs favoring MAN over WOMAN.
[image: Table3]

As shown in Table 3, when MAN and WOMAN are used as subjects, there is a significantly higher frequency of occurrence when these verbs collocate with MAN compared to WOMAN. Consistent with the earlier discussion, these verbs predominantly fall under the category of “activity verbs” (Norberg, 2016, p. 312) suggesting that within the UN records, men are more commonly depicted as being the offenders and perpetrators of such activities, whereas women tend to be portrayed as victims of these actions. To exemplify this trend, the verb attack, which exhibits the largest disparity (189 occurrences with MAN vs. 10 occurrences with WOMAN) is taken as a particular example:


Extract 3

(3a) …men attacked the UNTAC office in Thpong district in Kompong Speu Province…

(3b) …men attacked a train in Kampot Province…

(3c) …men attacked the Port-au-Prince police station…

(3d) …men randomly attacked residents of Boiphatong in the Johannesburg area.

(3e) …the woman who attacked her did not utter any threats relating to her victim…

(3f) The woman who attacked Ms. Uzunova did not utter any threats…

(UNPC-E, https://app.sketchengine.eu).
 

As demonstrated in (3a), (3b), and (3c), men can attack numerous places, including offices, trains, police stations, etc. In fact, according to the data in the UNPC-E, almost every place can be their attacking target. In addition, men’s attacks may not be confined to concrete places, but individuals can also become their goal, which further indicates and reinforces their role as offenders. Nevertheless, from (3e) and (3f), attacks by women may not result in any consequences for the target. Thus, it is suggested that in the UN documents, women are faced with physical and psychological limitations, while men are framed as agents of control, violence, and crime.



4.2 MAN and WOMAN as objects

As another important grammatical category, MAN and WOMAN as objects deserves particular attention. Verbs that exclusively collocate with MAN and WOMAN are mainly discussed in this section.

As shown in Table 4, three verbs, i.e., arm, uniform, and mask, exclusively collocate with MAN. All these three verbs portray men in a state of violence, as the term arm typically refers to the act of furnishing or equipping with weapons. Additionally, the verbs uniform and mask describe their attire during violent behavior. Generally, similar to the findings in MAN as subjects, when serving as objects, men are portrayed as violent offenders who carry guns and wear masks and uniforms to carry out attacks. The following extract could further illustrate this representation:



TABLE 4 Verbs collocating with MAN as objects exclusively.
[image: Table4]


Extract 4

(4a) …armed man with T-56 rifles, and destroyed all the green lights in the mosque…

(4b) …uniformed men and beat him with a rubber club on his heels and pushed him to the floor…

(4c) The terrorist masked men with military uniforms and abducted a male relative of the Georgian Deputy Chairman of Parliament…

(UNPC-E, https://app.sketchengine.eu).
 

As shown in these three examples, according to the UN records and documents, men have even become synonymous with violence and criminals. They were responsible for the destruction of infrastructure, carried out attacks against strangers, and even went as far as seizing relatives of government officials. These findings solidify men’s representation of offenders and wrongdoers. Nevertheless, when examining the verbs that exclusively collocate with WOMAN in this corpus, there is a stark contrast in the representation of men and women, as indicated in Table 5.



TABLE 5 Verbs collocating with WOMAN as objects exclusively.
[image: Table5]

In the first place, with regard to the frequency of these verbs, a huge gap is observed between the verbs collocating with WOMAN exclusively and those collocating with MAN in this corpus. It is found that the frequency of verbs associated with WOMAN is considerably higher than that with MAN in the UN domain. For instance, taking the verb restrict as an example, it is the word that enjoys the lowest occurrence among the verbs exclusively for WOMAN; however, its frequency (417) is still twice as high as the word arm (298) which shares the highest occurrence among verbs for MAN. In this vein, women are much more mentioned than their counterparts in this corpus.

In addition, according to Table 5, these four verbs can be categorized into two types according to their semantic information. On the one hand, the verbs enhance and advance belong to the first type which denotes the improvement and growth of value, quality, desirability, or attractiveness; on the other hand, terms underrepresent and restrict fall under the second type, indicating the adversity that is confined with bounds. In fact, these four verbs share a common semantic aspect in that they all involve an effect or change on a situation, state, or behavior. Given the context of the UN documents as well as the description of women, it is suggested that there might be a causal relationship between these two sets of verbs. It is precisely owing to the limitations and restrictions women are confronted with that the necessity for their enhancement as well as advance arises. However, in other words, women are still disadvantaged in the UN accounts, facing many difficulties and receiving unnecessary restrictions compared to men, which could be exemplified by the following extract:


Extract 5

(5a) …to restrict women’s employment, professional opportunities and mobility in the formal sector…

(5b) …tends to underrepresent women in councils and committees that approved research programmes…

(5c) …enhance women’s employment and conditions of work…

(5d) …to advance women’s rights, to ensure their greater involvement in public life…

(UNPC-E, https://app.sketchengine.eu).
 

As depicted in (5a) and (5b), a multitude of restrictions are imposed on women. To be specific, they are lacking in employment resources and encounter obstacles when attempting to participate in political affairs. In fact, it is important to note that the restrictions faced by women in this corpus are by no means confined to these two examples. They also have challenges regarding education, healthcare, and so on. On this account, the delegates of the UN are compelled to take action in order to improve the situation for women, as evident in (5c) and (5d); however, women’s image of victims can still be apparently observed.

Additionally, as a supplement to this grammatical role, there is a significant disparity in the frequency of verbs that collocate with both MAN and WOMAN. Particularly, when these verbs are used in association with WOMAN, they occur 50 times more frequently than when used in conjunction with MAN, as depicted in the following table.

These four words listed in Table 6, to a certain extent, share similar meanings to the words enhance and advance in that they refer to the improvement and positive changes for women, as shown in the following extract:



TABLE 6 Verbs favoring WOMAN than MAN (over 50 times).
[image: Table6]


Extract 6

(6a) It had improved women’s health services and now ran annual vaccination campaigns for both women and children.

(6b) …in protecting women’s human rights because…

(6c) …on promoting women’s full participation in economic planning…

(6d) The need to empower women and to improve their status is acknowledged by most Governments.

(UNPC-E, https://app.sketchengine.eu).
 

Similar to (5c) and (5d), on one hand, the use of these words attests to the UN’s concern for women’s issues and they want to change the current situation of women. On the other hand, these words also highlight the narrative of women as victims and their marginalized status within the world community.



4.3 Adjective predicates of MAN and WOMAN

In previous research, adjectives as modifiers of different gender pairs were explored extensively (Norberg, 2016; Pearce, 2008). In fact, adjective predicates are also of importance in English grammar system as “predicate adjectives predicate a property of the clausal subject” (Bybee and Thompson, 2022, p. 2). In the UNPC-E, the adjective predicates collocating exclusively with MAN are identified as follows:

As shown in Table 7, there are only three adjectives that exclusively function as predicates for MAN in this corpus, namely, superior, guilty, and violent. These three adjective predicates, to some extent, reflect the differences between men and women in the UN records, as demonstrated in the following extract:



TABLE 7 Adjective predicates of MAN exclusively.
[image: Table7]


Extract 7

(7a) …that men are superior to women…

(7b) …men who are violent to women are likely to have more sexual partners…

(7c) …men who were guilty of crimes such as rape and defilement…

(UNPC-E, https://app.sketchengine.eu).
 

According to these three examples, a direct comparison is drawn between men and women and it is suggested that men are superior to women with higher rank, quality, or importance; besides, they are deemed guilty solely because of the violence they made on women, e.g., rape, defilement and so on. The image of men as offenders while women as victims is again reinforced.

However, it is worth noting the occurrence is extremely low in this grammatical category. Furthermore, apart from these three adjectives, the remaining adjectives as predicates enjoy much more frequency when collocating with WOMAN compared to MAN. This observation indicates that men are not the central focus of this grammatical category and that their image as offenders is somewhat diluted. On the contrary, it further confirms that women consistently take the spotlight in the UN records. In this vein, some adjective predicates of WOMAN exclusively with extremely high frequency (over 100 times) are identified.

According to Table 8, the word, vulnerable, is used most frequently (708) among all adjectives. The term vulnerable refers to the susceptibility to physical or emotional attack or harm. It can be seen that women in the UN domain are easy to be hurt by something negative or harmful, which further strengthens women’s representation as victims. Furthermore, it is found that adjective predicates pregnant and migrant enjoy relatively high occurrence. After detailed text analysis, both of them reflect the international community’s concern for the protection of women, especially the protection of pregnant women and migrant women workers, as shown in the following extract:



TABLE 8 Adjective predicates of WOMAN exclusively (over 100 times).
[image: Table8]


Extract 8

(8a) … if the woman is pregnant, various rights come into effect that are comparable to those of a married couple…

(8b) Article 83 stipulates that imprisoned women who are pregnant and who have babies under two years of age may have the right to live outside the territory of the prison…

(8c) Women who are pregnant are entitled to 90 days’ leave…

(8d) To raise awareness of labor rights among women migrant and domestic workers…

(8e) …to design and implement projects to promote and protect the rights of women migrant domestic workers…

(UNPC-E, https://app.sketchengine.eu).
 

Apparently, these examples come from some Articles proposed by members of the UN. According to (8a), (8b) and (8c), pregnant women are granted equal rights with other people. They are entitled to extended maternity leave and are even allowed temporary release from prison to raise a child. For women who are migrant to make a living, several projects and programs are developed to safeguard and advance their rights, as demonstrated in (8d) as well as (8e). Thus, it is suggested that women’s issues have attracted a great deal of attention from the international community, and some relevant programs have been put in place to address these issues.

It is also noted that the adjective predicate, important, exhibits a relatively high frequency (103) among those adjectives exclusively for women, which indicates that the status and ability of women are gradually recognized by the world community, as depicted in the following extract:


Extract 9

(9a) Women are important economic agents…

(9b) women were particularly important for promoting sustainable development…

(9c) …women are important when deciding upon transport infrastructure investments…

(UNPC-E, https://app.sketchengine.eu).
 

From Extract 9, women can play their part in the progress of the whole world. They can contribute to economic advancement and sustainable development as well as the investment of city facilities. Actually, by no means is their importance confined to these areas. According to the recorded data in this corpus, they also play an essential role in other aspects, including education, employment, family building, etc. Admittedly, the frequency of this word is not comparable with those utilized to depict their vulnerable images, especially in terms of the logDice (3.4 vs. 8.0, 9.1, and 7.1). Nevertheless, it is at least a good signal that the international community has recognized the importance of women.




5 Discussion and conclusion

The UN prioritizes women’s issues and has established numerous agreements and programs to address them (Pietilä, 2007). A general representation of men and women can be obtained within the UNPC-E domain through the current study. It is revealed that in the UN documents, men tend to be represented as offenders while women as victims. Critical discourse analysis, as an effective “explanatory critique” (Fairclough, 2013, p. 9), situates linguistic patterns within a broader social context to elucidate the relationship between text and context (ibid.). In this regard, these linguistic representations are not merely reflections of objective reality; they also contribute to shaping our understanding of that reality. This approach thus enables us to comprehend “the underlying reasons and biases driving specific representations” (Breazu and Katsos, 2024, p. 693). Therefore, it is crucial to explore possible explanations for the observed patterns to deepen our understanding of this subject through the lens of CDA.

First, these representations often align with the broader international agenda focused on addressing gender-based violence and inequality. Historically, women have been disproportionately affected by various forms of violence and discrimination (Burnette, 2015), ranging from domestic violence and sexual assault to systemic discrimination in education, employment, and political participation. This “staggering consequence” of disparity in treatment even starts at an early age, affecting young girls as well (Rafferty, 2013, p. 8). In response, international frameworks such as the UN have underscored the urgent need for states to take proactive measures to protect women’s rights and ensure their full participation in society with the advance of a series of documents like Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, etc. By focusing on women’s victimization, global initiatives seek to challenge patriarchal structures that perpetuate violence and limit women’s opportunities. This approach is integral to fostering a more just and equitable world where all individuals, regardless of gender, can live free from violence and discrimination. In fact, efforts to elevate women’s voices and rights are seen not just as essential for achieving gender equality, but also as fundamental to advancing overall societal progress and stability. As such, the UN serves as a crucial tool for advocating systemic change and promoting a world where gender-based violence is eradicated, and everyone can thrive equally.

Second, this portrayal may also stem from reporting biases and data availability. Incidents of violence against women are often more visible and tend to be “universally reported” (Watts and Zimmerman, 2002, p. 1252). In contrast, men’s experiences of victimization might be less frequently disclosed and openly articulated so that the “negative consequences they [men] may suffer have received considerably less attention” (Depraetere et al., 2020, p. 992). The official records within the UN, which comprise the corpus, are likely to consist predominantly of mainstream documents addressing international issues. This could lead to a skewed representation, where women are predominantly portrayed as victims and men as offenders. In essence, this bias in reporting and the resulting availability of data, to a large degree, mirror the deeply entrenched gender stereotype that frames men as perpetrators while women as victims within the discourse on gender issues (Spiegel, 2013).

With regard to the data availability, a straightforward comparison of the frequency of the lemmas MAN and WOMAN in the UNPC-E and the BNC can further elucidate this point.

The BNC, arguably the most representative and widely utilized corpus for examining the representations of men and women, as well as other gender pairs, reveals a total frequency count for MAN (94996) that surpasses that for WOMAN (58205) (Pearce, 2008). In contrast, the UNPC-E exhibits a substantial disparity between the frequency of MAN (150912) and WOMAN (942975). When examining the calculated percentage difference rates in these two corpora, it becomes evident that the disparity between MAN and WOMAN in the UNPC-E is significantly larger than that observed in the BNC. Specifically, in the UNPC-E, the frequency of WOMAN exceeds that of MAN by 525.83%. Conversely, in the BNC, this rate is −38.44%, indicating that the frequency of WOMAN is 38.44% lower than that of MAN. This pattern, in fact, is not unique to the BNC. In the British Lancaster-Oslo-Bergen Corpus (LOB), there are also considerably more occurrences of MAN than WOMAN (Persson, 1990). Moreover, similar asymmetries are observable in other corpora across different languages, including the French Web 2020 and the German Web 2020, among others.

Admittedly, the sheer frequency of references to both MAN and WOMAN alone does not determine how they are represented. Merely increasing the mentions of WOMAN does not effectively eradicate the existing inequalities between men and women. However, when juxtaposed with other corpora, it becomes relatively apparent that within the UN context, women tend to be the focal point of attention in comparison to men. This, at the very least, signifies that the problems and situations faced by women are garnering greater consideration and attention within the international community.

Inclusive language serves as a priority when it comes to language usage in the UN (Kosnick, 2021). With the utilization of Sketch Engine, this study describes the representations of men and women in the UNPC-E. Generally speaking, within the context of the UN, men are often portrayed as offenders while women are depicted as victims. This kind of representations may derive from the UN’s agenda focused on addressing gender-based inequality as well as the conventional reporting bias leading to the data availability. In addition, compared with other mainstream corpora, women tend to receive more attention within the context of the UN although the gender inequality is not eliminated and can still be observed from the language expression in the UNPC-E, This study expands the research scope in the investigation of gender and corpus linguistics to some extent, providing more insights into the representations of men and women by examining the UN corpus.

Granted, this study is confined to examining only three grammatical categories: MAN and WOMAN as subjects, MAN and WOMAN as objects, and adjectives serving as predicates for MAN and WOMAN. As a result, the generalizability of the findings might be somewhat constrained when considering the extensive nature of the corpus. Moreover, by focusing on these two lemmas as the objects of research, the study may capture only the broad representations of men and women within the UN context, potentially overlooking the nuanced portrayals of specific individuals. For instance, if a document in the UN references political figures such as Angela Merkel, it would mention a woman without using the lemma WOMAN. Despite these limitations, this research may serve as a good attempt to explore the representations of men and women in the UN setting. As more content is indexed into the corpus under consideration, the shifts in their representations warrant further examination, thereby enriching our understanding of gender portrayal in this international context.
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