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Perm —In recent years, the term “uni-sex”
has become increasingly prominent in American
fashions. Literally, it means “one sex” — to the
fashions people, it means that men and women
are beginning to sport fashions which have nei-
ther specifically masculine nor feminine char-
acteristics. Indeed, in some areas, these labels
have become obsolete — there are many clothes
which are designed to be worn by both male and
female.

This merging of fashion designs has its founda-
tion in the recent attempt of young or liberal
Americans to break down the stereotyped images
of the male and the female. It was socially un-
thinkable just a few years ago for men to appear
feminine or women to appear masculine — one
was forced to stay within the behavioral pattern
expected of his or her sex. The Women’s
Liberation movement, however, has stressed that
there is really no such thing as being “feminine”
— this is just a stigma created for women by men,
meaning delicate, non-assertive, and subordinate
— this is the Wway women are supposed to act.
Through the years, the feminists contend, this
stigma has become a dogma, one so engrained
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that it has become considered improper for a
woman to act out of accordance with the femi-
nine image.

Similarly, men have come to be “masculine,”
an image characterized by strength, leadership,
and saavy. Just as women were relegated to their
role, men were pre-ordained to act masculine,
and dress in a manner which suited their expect-
ed life style. With Women’s Lib, however, these
masculine and feminine labels came under ques-
tion: are men and women really this way, or are
they only playing the roles that society placed
them in? One way of attempting to answer this
question was for the barriers to be broken down.
One of the first to go was in clothing, where
styles were distinctively masculine and feminine.
Traditionally, men wore pants, and women wore
dresses; it was long accepted that “the one who
wore the pants” in a family, presumably the
father, was in charge of the household. This
began to change, at least in the literal sense: a
fashion of several years ago which has held on to
become a fixture in the fashion scene is the pants
revolution for women. This includes pants suits,
pants outfits, and an infinite variety of jeans,
slacks, etc. for women. This opened the doors for
the uni-sex movement. Men’s fashions took on a
decidedly feminine look: sleek bell bottoms in
pastel colors, bare midriff tops, and high heeled
shoes, once the exclusive domain of the female,
soon became popular items among fashionable
men.

Another related change was in hair styles.
Women began wearing their hair shorter, in what
had previously been considered to be “mascu-
line” styles. Men, too, began to wear their hair
differently. Where they had once been content to
have their hair cut at a barber shop, new estab-
lishments opened, run by men who called them-
selves “hair stylists,” which featured shampooing
and razor cuts, services once offered only in
women’s beauty parlors. One new style, which
has recently become popular among fashionable
men, is the “perm,” short for permanent. This is
what is advertised as a permanent wave, or curls,
for men with normally straight hair, something
which five years ago would have been ridiculed as
being an indication of an effeminate nature, and,
to the machismo ordered mind of the man of the
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early seventies, a probable homosexual. Not so
today. The perm (actually, it is not permanent —
the setting lasts for a few months, then must be
reprocessed) is now worn by men of almost all
backgrounds and occupations. According to a
hairdresser in a salon which services both men
and women, “For the first time in hundreds of
years, men are realizing that women don’t have
exclusive rights to vanity. The restrictions have
fallen regarding clothing fashions, and it’s the
same with hair fashion. When you think about it,
men have every right to look as good as they can.
Does it make any sense for men to wear a hair
style that doesn’t do anything for them, when
with a little help from a hair stylist they could
look great. The old comb and scissors technique
is dead.” Of course, he is speaking from a preju-
diced viewpoint — there are many old fashion-
ed barber shops still in business for older and
more conservative men. The proliferation of the
perm, however, is an indication that the barriers
are being broken down, and both men and
women are now expressing themselves according
to their individual natures, rather than by the
dictates of a sexual stereotype.

Rag — The increased use of words such as
“rag” in polite company is another indication
that people are feeling less inhibited by their
social situation. Often, in the United States,
phrases or expressions take hold among the
young or the lower classes which are considered
to be vulgar or crude by the majority of the elite.
However, with repeated exposure, the shock of
the expression wears off, and the word becomes
acceptable in most social circles. Indeed, it even
becomes fashionable and chic to use such lan-
guage. A word of this type is “rag,” which means
to be grouchy. If one “rags” at someone else, he
is berating him. If someone is “ragged,” he is in a
mood where he is indiscriminately irate, and not
to be bothered. The terms come from the expres-
sion “on the rag.” When a woman experiences
her menstruation period, she uses a tampon to
absorb the hemorrhaging. In common language, a
tampon became known as a “rag,” and, when a
woman was on her monthly period, she was
known to be “on the rag.” During this time, it is
quite common for a woman to be grouchy and
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irritable, due to the discomfort she feels. Thus,
the term was extrapolated: whenever anyone was
in a grouchy or irritable mood, it was observed
that he or she must be on the rag.

All over, the use of such vulgar language in
normal conversation has become common, much
to the chagrin of the more conservative element
of the population. Known as gutter talk, off-
color language, dirty words, or blue phrases, this
type of speech is now both socially and legally
acceptable. Only two years ago, it was against the
law in some parts of the country to use obscene
language in speaking to a police officer — this law
has since been struck down by the U.S. Supreme
Court. According to the Constitution, obscene
language is perfectly legal, as long as it does not
appear in the context of a physical threat. About
the only area in which it is strictly prohibited is
over the public airwaves — the Federal Communi-
cations Commission prohibits radio and televi-
sion programs and announcers from using
obscene language. Even there, however, restric-
tions are becoming more and more lax. As the
words become increasingly used in other forms
of communication, they lose their shock value,
and thus become more acceptable.

There are two theories as to why this type of
language has become more widespread, represent-
ing opposite views: that society is becoming
more decadent, and that society is becoming
more healthy. Those who feel that society is
growing more decadent believe that the spread of
gutter talk is illustrative of a deterioration of
culture, and a decline in morality. Those who
feel that society is becoming more healthy claim
that when people use foul language, it is a way of
releasing tension, a catharsis of aggression, and
thereby reduces the number of actual outbreaks
of violence. They also feel that the accepted use
of vulgarity is an indication of the increased
feeling of casualness and informality in most
social interactions: when people can express
themselves freely, they will feel more natural and
at ease. It also reveals the new freedom and
strength felt by women in recent years. Whereas
before they felt confined by their compulsion to
act “ladylike,” they now see that what was tradi-
tionally a man’s language is quite accessible to
them, too; when women began to use blue lan-
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guage, its use in mixed company spread, and

became socially acceptable.

Even President Carter, in a recent interview in

Playboy magazine, used the word “screw,” an

anachronism for fornication. Though this turned

out to be quite a controversial statement, the
fact is that a man running for the highest office
in the nation used a word in an internationally
read publication which, ten years ago, was com-
pletely unacceptable in elite social circles. One
can go too far, however, Secretary of Agriculture
Earl Butz was recently forced to resign his post
for using obscene language in reference to his
conception of blacks. [Butz said that blacks want
only three things in life — loose shoes, a warm
place to shit, and tight pussy (slang for a
woman’s vagina).] The uproar, however, was not
$0 much over the language he used, but that his
comments were quite racist in nature.
The aftermath of the Watergate scandal re-
vealed, in the now famous White House tapes,
that the use of obscene language in the hierarchy
of the Nixon administration was rampant. In-
deed, in the printing of the transcripts, the words
“expletive deleted,” meaning that a vulgarism
was used but omitted from the text, appeared in
almost every exchange. There was much public
sentiment raised against Nixon through this rey-
elation — after all, we for some reason expect
more from our leaders than we do from our-
selves. What we discovered, however, should not
have been so shocking. It merely confirmed the
old adage that nothing is sacred — especially the
use of our language.

Is this increased use of obscene language a
trend, or is it a pPérmanent addition to our
vocabularies? Since it is quite widely used by the
young members of the society, it would appear
as though the common use of gutter talk will be
Perpetuated, for if one grows up speaking in such
a way, he will take it for granted that there is
nothing wrong or vulgar about it. It seems that
American society is becoming increasingly liberal
and uninhibited — therefore, there will be fewer
taboos on such “insignificant” things as the type
of words that people use to express themselves.

Is this trend desirable, or undesirable? That ques-
tion can only be answered by each individual,
when he chooses which course he will take.
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