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The Dutch media, we hypothesise, discuss men and women differently. This
hypothesis is based on two key findings. First, women have been shown to ap-
pear in the media less frequently (e.g. [2, 6]) and in different contexts than
men (e.g. as a vox pop rather than a voice of authority [5]). Second, language
is known to reflect stereotypical beliefs [1]. For instance, we tend to highlight
aspects that defy our expectations (a career-oriented woman [1]). Our ongoing
study assesses whether such biases are present in descriptions in a Dutch news-
paper of women in leading roles, and how these differences relate to stereotypical
gender frames.

In the first part of our study, a computer system guesses the gender of the
persons described in unseen texts, after being trained on a large set of gender-
labelled examples. If it succeeds, this suggests the descriptions are gender-
partial. In fact, the better the system is able to gender-label the portrayals used
at test time, the more likely it is that the corpus as a whole displays gendered
language. Unsupervised computational methods like this have proven capable
of detecting stereotypical frames [3]. The classification study, which is nearly
completed, is applied to at least 50k person descriptions from the newspaper
NRC.

The portrayals are not presented to the computer as full texts; rather, we
collect so-called microportraits [4] from a selection of syntactic features, includ-
ing the labels and properties ascribed to the person, the actions they undertake
and undergo, and the verbs used to quote them. The pronouns, given names
and other obvious gender giveaways are used to derive the gender label that
corresponds to a description, but are withheld from the feature set. The clas-
sifier learns the relationship between the features and the gender label on the
bulk of the descriptions. The resulting model is then evaluated on a smaller set
of descriptions.

In the second part of the study, which is in preparation, we collaborate with
a social scientist to carry out an in-depth analysis based on close reading. The
annotators are presented a set of women’s descriptions and are asked whether
they display each of the nine female stereotyping dimensions identified in [6].
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The resulting assessments are contrasted with the accuracy and confidence level
of the classifier on the same texts. If they match up, this suggests there are
linguistic features that co-occur with recognised aspects of stereotyping. An in-
spection of these features and their gender-predictive value, then, will shed light
on the “systematic asymmetries in word use” [1] brought about by stereotyping.
Hence, the close- and distant-reading approach in this study have a synergetic
purpose: close reading to corroborate distant approaches, and distant reading
to deliver new insights for the social sciences.
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