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Assistant 

 

Assistant can be used as an adjective, “present to help; aiding, helpful (to), or a 

noun, “one who takes part in an assembly or an auxiliary” . It is often used in 
1

combination with other job titles such as assistant professor or assistant sales manager.  

We can find the origin of assistant in Medieval Latin, assistere, to mean "stand by, 

attend"  . From this came the French word assistant, present participle of assister, 
2

synonymous with aid or auxiliary  . An especially revealing definition is “I stand before 
3

one on trial or in judgement” which incites a subordinate, subservient positionality in a 

given context . This holds up with the stereotype of the assistant being in service to their 
4

employer and made to complete mundane, logistical tasks their superior does not want 

to complete. Like Robin of Batman and Robin, but who wants to be Robin when Batman 

gets all the credit?  

Seemingly, over time, the definition has not changed significantly until recently 

with technological developments of software assistants. Even in 1485, it was used as a a 

synonym of accompanied, for example, when “she rested not..to preche and enfourme them that 

were assistent with holy and blessid exhortacions” .  Now, in some dictionaries, it is not only 5

described as an ‘aid’ or a ‘helper’ but also as a device or product that provides assistance 

due to the increased use of personal digital assistants and software assistants. This 

morphing of the definition reflects the increased popularity and widespread 

commercialization of these devices, as well as the public’s increased enjoyment of the 

devices. This change in meaning is notable because It marks the high and widespread 
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impact of this new technology, so much so that it is changing the meaning of a word, or 

the meaning for this contemporary generation, and generations to come. First, it was 

Siri, now Google Home and Alexa. In fact, if you were to google the word assistant, 

results for google home and other artificial assistants appear first in the search results, 

long before anything else.  

This phenomena prompts thoughts of actual independent, mobile robots 

eventually performing tasks a typical human assistant would, like getting coffee or 

handling clients. This vision may be a reality in the not so distant future. An official 

definition google provided for the Google Assistant goes as follows: 

an artificial intelligence-powered virtual assistant developed by Google that is 

primarily available on mobile and smart home devices. Unlike the company's 

previous virtual assistant, Google Now, Google Assistant can engage in two-way 

conversations   
6

Virtual Assistants can do almost anything for you now, besides pickup the kids. If you 

ask, it can change the temperature, dim the lights, find a certain recipe and even make 

appointments via phone calls for you. Making appointments is one of the tasks most 

associated with being a personal assistant and this technology is already affecting the 

job security of people who are assistants. So much so that in the field of personal 

assisting, “it has resulted in the rise of the freelancing and virtual private assistants” . 
7

Since women are seen and treated subserviently in our patriarchal society, they have a 

corner on the job market for assistants because it is, perpetually, a position in service to 

another. Soon, this could shift to artificial intelligence cornering the market if we 

continue the path of their use that we are on now.  

Personal assistants are often referred to as just the assistant, so the word also has 

a strong reference to this specific job which entails the management and coordination of 

their employer’s schedule. In the 1950’s, when my grandmother was a young woman, 

she had very limited job opportunities. As a woman, you could basically either go to 
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school to become a typist or a nurse . A few also worked for telephone companies. 
8

Opportunities were not present elsewhere, unless you were a straight, white man. Both 

occupations are types of assistants: a typist is a secretary for a professional (in this case 

a man who gets paid more and has his own office) and a nurse is an assistant to a doctor. 

These are positions that do not have much upward mobility and instead preserve a 

hierarchy of subordination. Still, today, close to 100% of “Secretaries and Administrative 

Assistants” are women, so consequently an image associated with an “assistant” is often 

a young, cheery and naive young woman sitting behind a typewriter at a small desk 

guarding the superior, fancy, large office behind it . When Arlie Hochschild was 
9

choosing which occupation to investigate, she decided against studying secretaries 

because “to study secretaries is to study almost only women” . 
10

Similar to airline stewardesses, interpersonal skills and thus emotional labor can 

be a huge part of the job of a personal assistant . This obviously depends on the nature 
11

of the employee-employer relationship, but half a century ago, people expected 

assistants to be very polite, cheerful and physically appealing at all times. In both jobs, 

their disposition and appearance is considered a reflection of the companies values. It is 

highly valued that the “secretary who creates a cheerful office that announces her 

company as ‘friendly and dependable’ and her boss as ‘up and coming’” . In an image 
12

and brand obsessed society, even the assistants must be a perfect reflection of their 

employer’s. This manifests as having to perform a corporate femininity and looking very 

put together. Additionally, both personal assistants and stewardesses have had to face a 

lot of sexual harassment in the workplace from men, mostly, in higher positions than 

them. Often they had to “just put his hand down and not say anything” . In order to not 
13

compromise their job and thus their livelihood, they had to suppress emotions of 

extreme discomfort and display a smile or a different “acceptable” reaction. Even when 
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their jobs demanded talking with a rude customer, or employer in the case of the 

personal assistant, keeping their job required transmutation of normal emotional 

reactions into outwardly pleasant ones. This requires the internalized action of mental 

detachment . Depending on the job, this may or may not hold true today.  
14

Now, there are still corporate assistants but our image of the personal assistant is 

less of a typist stuck behind a desk all day and more so that of Anne Hathaway’s 

character in The Devil Wears Prada - running around all day feverishly with an endless 

list of to-do’s. My mother is also a personal assistant to a woman with three or four 

other assistants. Her job is anything and everything her boss asks of her, but it  is almost 

never sitting behind a desk in an office. She does not have any business attire she must 

wear because the work is mostly in a private home. Even in offices now, millenials are 

changing the standard to a seemingly casual and creative atmosphere. It is overall 

difficult to categorize an assistant because their job means something different to each 

employer that informs the assistant on what to do.  
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