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Chapter 1: Introduction

Since the 1960s, the issue of sexist language has been keenly debated within feminist circles. The concern to change language which discriminated against women and which seemed to belittle and trivialise those activities associated with women was a key concern for feminist theorists and activists, trying to change the way that women were represented in advertisements,  newspapers and magazines, and also the way that they were named and addressed in texts and in interaction. The debate has widened within recent years, so that  sexism and the more problematic term `political correctness’ are no longer terms which only have currency within feminist theory but which are  used by people outside the university context. However, both these terms `sexism’ and `political correctness’ are now used in ways which are often very different from their original feminist usage.

Whilst there are many definitions of sexism, one which is often cited  is `the practices whereby someone foregrounds gender when it is not the most salient feature' (Vetterling-Braggin, 1991).   In this book, I interrogate this definition, since it seems to be  based on a liberal-feminist notion that sexism is based on an error made by the speaker or writer  which can be rectified when brought to their notice. It assumes a position of objectivity from which statements can be judged as sexist and from which gender can be seen to be not in fact ` the most salient feature’. Throughout this book, I question this view that sexism is simply an individual mistake or slip caused by thoughtlessness or lack of awareness, (although it is, of course, sometimes the result of these factors) which can be rectified by simply pointing out the error and suggesting alternative usages.   Rather than assuming a  individual basis for sexism, I will be foregrounding the view that sexism, just like racism and other discriminatory forms of language, stems from  larger societal forces, wider institutionalised  inequalities of power and, ultimately, therefore, conflict over who has rights to certain positions and resources.  Whilst not assuming that all men have power over all women, as many earlier feminist texts on this subject have, I will nevertheless document the ways in which sexism is an index of ongoing conflict between men and women, particularly within the public sphere (Cameron, 1998b; 2006).   Instead of seeing language as a neutral vehicle which represents reality, I will rather describe language as a tool which is drawn on strategically by both sexists and feminist campaigners, and as a site of struggle over word-meaning, which is also often  a struggle over who has the right to be in certain environments, speak in certain ways  and hold certain jobs.

Sexism is not just about statements which seem to excessively focus on gender when it is not relevant, and whilst I will analyse such statements, I will also focus on other contexts where listeners or readers might consider other factors contributing to a text being judged as sexist.  For example, statements may be considered to be sexist  if they rely on stereotypical and outdated beliefs, when referring to a particular woman ( i.e. `Look at you crying over this film - women are so emotional’).  Here, it is assumed that the woman referred to is exhibiting behaviour which is typical of feminine women and therefore she is being classified less as a person in her own right, with her own feelings but rather as simply an anonymous member of a social group, experiencing an emotion  due to membership of that group.  A further factor in statements being considered sexist is when they imply that  men’s experience is human experience (to give an example from a  textbook:  `Circumcision was common amongst Americans in the 1950s’ – where it is only male circumcision which is, in fact,  being referred to).  Another factor in the judgement of statements as sexist is when they are based on the presupposition that any activity associated with women is necessarily trivial or secondary in relation to male activities ( for example, `Women tennis players get lower prize money at Wimbledon because the game is less exciting’).  These beliefs are ones which are affirmed in some measure by conservative and stereotypical beliefs, some of which have been institutionalised and which form part of a background common-sense which it is assumed that speakers and writers can draw on.

As an example of some of these stereotypical beliefs which underpin sexist statements I would like to consider the lyrics of a pop song.  Although I am not arguing that all pop songs are sexist, because there are many songs, such as those by American singer Pink, which challenge sexist beliefs about women; there are nevertheless a large number of songs which objectify and portray women as sexual objects.  I shall take as emblematic for these types of beliefs a song by Calvin Harris entitled `The Girls’ (2007).  In the chorus, Harris sings: `I got all the girls, I got all the girls (repeated throughout the chorus).
  In the verse, Harris chants `I love them white girls, I love them Black girls, I love them Asian girls, I love them skinny girls, I love them fat girls, I love them carrying a little bit of weight girls’ and other varieties of girls who are categorised largely in terms of their appearance, weight or nationality/ethnicity. This song is presumably seen as a testament to the degree to which Harris adores women since he says he `loves’ all of them.  However, we might ask ourselves whether it is possible to `love’ women in general without being sexist, since the women’s individuality is erased. Harris suggests here that he does not care what women look like, and by implication, since he only lists their physical attributes, we can assume that he is not interested in their personalities or their intellect. In the chorus, Harris sings that he has `got’ all the girls, almost as if he is scoring the number of women he has `had’, which seems to be based on a very stereotypical masculinist view of male sexual drive.  In the chorus, he has `got’ women and in the verse he `loves’ women;  the juxtaposition of these two elements suggests that for Harris `getting’ women and `loving’ them are the same, so that love is indistinguishable from lust.  Further objectification can be observed when he states that he loves all `them girls’, rather than, for example, `you…girls’ ; here the listener is forced to ask herself who Harris is addressing.   Thus, these lyrics  seem to exemplify a sexist and objectifying attitude towards women, but we need not see this as a point of view developed solely by Harris himself, but rather he is drawing on stereotypical discourses about women, men and the relations between the sexes.

I shall be arguing for a more social and institutional view of sexism, but I shall not be arguing that sexism resides in certain words or phrases which can be objectively exposed by feminist linguistics.   As we can see from the examples given above, the words in the sentence `Women tennis players get lower prize money at Wimbledon because the game is less exciting’  are not in themselves sexist; and neither is the juxtaposition of `getting’ and `loving’ women in the song by Calvin Harris  intrinsically sexist.  It is, in fact, the belief systems which are articulated which are sexist, ones which see women are inevitably different and inferior to men.  As Cameron puts it 

`If we take it that no expression has a meaning independent of its linguistic and non-linguistic context, we can plausibly explain the sexism of language by saying that all speech events in patriarchal cultures have as part of their context the power relations that hold between women and men…This varied and heterogeneous context is what makes expressions and utterances liable to sexist interpretation’ (Cameron, 2006:16).  

Therefore, I will be discussing both the language elements of sexism, but also the beliefs or discourses about women and men which are represented in and mediated through language. 
 Although there are certain words and grammatical choices which have a history of usage which seems to indicate particular sexist attitudes and which have been associated in past usage with certain types of meanings, that it is not to say that these words will always in every context be interpreted as sexist by readers or hearers.  In a sense, what I am arguing for is, at one and the same time, a much more social model of sexism (to describe discriminatory attitudes which develop within institutionalised contexts where there are conflicts about access and power) and also a more localised model of sexism (how this particular word or phrase is or is not interpreted as sexist within this particular context by particular readers or hearers). This does not mean that these two levels of analysis are entirely distinct, as it is clear that institutional sexism develops at least in part from individual usages within particular contexts, and interaction between individuals is informed and takes issue with institutional norms. Thus, I will not be assuming an inherent sexism to words, but I will be arguing for a much more fluid and pragmatic, context dependent view of sexism.  As I will demonstrate in this book, this focus on the importance of context runs the risk of challenging any generalisation about sexist language which I make, but I feel it is in the nature of feminist linguistic analysis at the present time to attempt both to challenge and hold onto the possibility of generalisation about language and gender (see Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2006; Holmes and Meyerhoff, 2003).   

The move against generalisation within language and gender research has stemmed from a dissatisfaction with simplistic notions of men’s and women’s language.  As I will discuss more fully later, within feminist thinking, there has been a tendency to dismiss what is deemed essentialist thinking, that is, any theoretical or analytical work which is based on the notion of a stable binary opposition of male and female, masculine and feminine (Fuss, 1989; Butler, 1990) .  However, this has led to a difficulty in arguing that there are any gender differences in language, or that certain language is discriminatory because it refers exclusively to women in stereotypical terms. Holmes and Meyerhoff (2003) in particular think that we should make generalisations about data and draw on this findings to argue for the need for change in society; they state: 

`We should never cease to engage actively with and challenge assumptions about gender norms, and loudly draw attention to the way power, privilege and social authority interact with and are naturalised as properties of independent social categories…such stances of committed engagement may distance us from younger women, or from those widespread contemporary attitude which valorise diversity and individual expression… it may be useful if those working in language and gender research resolved to avoid using terms such as “essentialist” to dismiss research which focuses on the big picture, research which attempts to identify regularities and make generalisations about global patterns observable in the relationship between language and gender’ (Holmes and Meyerhoff, 2003: 14-15).

Thus, for Holmes and Meyerhoff , it is important that we recognise that not all thinking about gender which discusses men and women or generalises about the language associated with women or men should be assumed to be essentialist.
  It is possible to generalise about gender without making simplistic assumptions about gender difference. However, I would argue, in contrast to this point of view,  that paradoxically perhaps, the assumption which has held sway from the 1960s until now, that feminists can only make political statements when we can generalise about women’s conditions, needs to be interrogated.  Page states: 

`Various writers have argued  that when theoretical arguments and paradigms are divorced from their actual contexts, then a discussion of feminist principles has the potential to become apolitical.  Once the discussion shifts from the particular into the abstract, it becomes difficult to ask vital feminist questions, such as to whom the differences of gender matter and what might be done about them’ (Page, 2005: 44) 

Thus, the focus on the particular instance allows a more focused interrogation of the way gender is being deployed. Page is arguing that focus on the particular context can in fact enable us to make political statements about the way that women are treated within particular contexts and propose action to change that particular problem, whilst at the same time being aware that the particular instance occurs in relation to other wider instances of discrimination.

1. Problems with Research on Sexism

When I have discussed writing a book on sexism with other colleagues and at conferences, many people have looked slightly askance at the thought of working on a such a topic.  In recent years, campaigns about sexism have been the focus of a great deal of humour and ridicule in the media and have been the subject of  verbal play and irony.  The term which has been generally adopted by the popular press in discussions about sexism has been `political correctness' which suggests an over-punctilious concern with the trivial issue of language, rather than serious questions of equal opportunities and discrimination against women, as I will show in more detail in Chapter 4.  Thus, feminist, disability and race-awareness campaigns within universities and local councils have been reported as being concerned with whether to use the term  `manhole cover' or `personhole cover', and whether it is acceptable to talk about `black coffee' and `blackboards'.   Jokes on the lines of `vertically challenged'  and `follically challenged' have proliferated. Despite the fact that the examples which are given are almost always invented by the media, these parodies of campaigns against discriminatory language have had a major impact on the way that people, both within institutions and outside of them, think about the issue of sexism, racism and other forms of linguistic discrimination.

Even  within feminist circles,  the use of the term sexism is  problematic.  When it is used, it often has a slightly jaded and anachronistic feel about it.  Sexist usage and the English language as a whole is clearly changing so much that, for example, each year when I teach an undergraduate course on Language and Gender, which has a session on sexism, I have to change my examples, as it is generally the case that one or more of them have fallen out of usage.  For example,  several years ago, I would discuss the distinction between such terms as `courtier’ and `courtesan’, (with `courtier’ referring simply to a male who works in the court, whereas a `courtesan’ is someone who has a sexual relationship with a member of the royal family or the aristocracy).  Such examples now have a very dated feel to them and do not seem to be part  of the  vocabulary that is of interest to or in use by women and men of university age.  This may be partly because the recognition of language items which are considered to be discriminatory  was researched and the subject of popular discussion  during the 1970s and 1980s, due to the work of feminists such as Dale Spender and Robyn Lakoff (Lakoff, 1975; Spender, 1980).   However, now that the sexist attitudes of these terms has become apparent to many people, there is an assumption that overt forms of sexism will simply fall out of usage. Other sexist usages are assumed to be easily recognised and thus easily challenged and reformed.  However, as Cameron has shown, linguistic reform is not so readily achieved, and language reform measures may be used in problematic ways by both individuals and institutions to mask fundamental discriminatory practices (Cameron, 1998c).  The very notion of reforming language has come under increased scrutiny, being categorised by Cameron as `verbal hygiene’  that is, the attempt to change language because of  fears about incorrect, irritating or offensive usages (Cameron, 1995). Cameron argues, in addition, that `many people care deeply about linguistic matters; they do not merely speak their language, they also speak copiously and passionately about it’ (Cameron, 1995: ix).   Cameron includes in her analysis of verbal hygiene the historical debates about grammar and style and discussions about political correctness. I would take issue with this analysis, since I see feminist campaigns against discrimination against women as being of a different order to debates about grammatical correctness. The sexist statements made about women which have been objected to by feminists since the 1980s contributed to and were emblematic of wider discriminatory practices in the workplace and within relationships with men. 
  

Many feminists  are no longer interested in sexism and sexist language.   It is assumed that identifying examples of sexism is, in a sense, too easy. Toolan (1996) states that it is now no longer enough to accuse texts of being coercive and describing ways in which they manipulate the reader; it is necessary to `include a clear sense of how a particular control-revealing, hegemony eliciting, manipulative text might have been constructed, so as to more nearly attain the status of being a non-manipulative and non-hegemonic text' (Toolan, 1996:4) . He argues that we need to move to analysing `the subtle and hence more insidious discriminatory and exclusionary discourses that abound' .  This  is one of the main aims of the book, moving from simply an analysis of overt sexism, which I feel we  need to do, since examples of overt sexism still abound, to a more subtle analysis of indirect sexism, that more subtle form of contextualised sexism. Conventional  linguistics alone will not equip us with the tools to analyse discrimination, since if sexism is more socially determined and only locally made meaningful, we will need a model of analysis which can do more than analyse phrases in isolation.  Sunderland argues that we need therefore to approach this type of sexist belief system at the level of discourse; she states: `intervention in discourse … needs to be distinguished from the feminist `non-sexist language’ linguistic activism … of the 1970s and 80s.’ (Sunderland, 2004: 203). Whilst I would agree that we cannot describe and combat discoursal sexism by focusing on individual words alone, I feel it is important to focus on the linguistic and the wider discourse level. She argues that discourses are those collections of statements which seem to group together to form particular views of men and women, such as the `neat girls’ discourse, the `girls as good language learners’ discourse, the `father as bumbling parent’ discourse.  In her book Gendered Discourses, she aims to categorise discourse structures around gender and provide ways of intervening at this discursive level.  She suggests that we can use six different strategies:

1) meta-discoursal critique [that is commenting openly on someone’s use of a particular gendered discourse]

2) principled non-use of discourses seen as damaging [therefore we simply refuse to use such discourses in our own speech and writing]

3)  principled non-confrontational use of discourses seen as non-damaging [ so we choose to use progressive discourses about women and men without drawing attention to the fact that we are doing so]

4) principled confrontational use of discourse seen as non-damaging [here we draw attention to our use of progressive discourses about women and men]

5) facilitated group intervention by people other than feminists and linguists [we encourage others to comment on gendered discourse use]

6) rediscursivation [ we construct new more progressive discourses]  (Sunderland, 2004:203)

Thus, we can avoid or  affirm certain views of women and men by drawing on certain discursive resources.  However,  this is often not easy; since,  if friends or colleagues begin to use a discourse of `fathers as bumblers’, stressing the fact that they have had difficulty looking after their children, it is much easier to simply contribute to the discourse by offering examples from one’s own experience, than providing counter-examples from more progressive discourses about male parenting.  However, what Sunderland has isolated is that, whilst it may be a more difficult option, there is no compulsion to contribute to gendered discourses.  We can comment on their use explicitly and simply reframe the comments so that they are positioned within another discursive structure.  For example, we could link the discussion of paternal incompetence to an anecdote about fathers who enjoyed looking after their children or we could comment pointedly on the fact that not all fathers are incompetent. In this way, we can begin even in a small way the process of rediscursivation, that is the process whereby we redraw the boundaries of discourses and begin to develop discourses which are more productive for women and men.

Toolan suggests that we can integrate a concern with the discourse level with the more local linguistic level; he argues that:

`while language is never a code, it is apparent that most individuals become habituated to a code-like predictability of usage, forms and meanings …Part of the human response to finiteness and normativity is the tireless schematising that we evidently undertake, the sorting of past experiences into remembered scripts, activities and stereotyped situations.  It is through this shifting multidimensional mental network of scripts, situations and styles that we undertake the making of contextualized sense of particular episodes of linguistic interaction’ (Toolan,1996:9) 

Thus, for Toolan, we become habituated to certain ways of talking, writing and interpreting which spring from institutionalised settings, from our interactions with others, which we then adopt and use more or less unthinkingly.  Schultz (1990) argues that `analysis of language tells us a great deal about the interests, achievements, obsessions, hopes, fears and prejudices of the people who created the language’ (Schultz, 1990:130).  Whilst this is broadly accurate, it is important to take issue with this notion that there were people who `created’ the language – a view which seemed to be prevalent amongst second wave feminists such as Schultz and Spender (1980).  We need to see language evolving in a very gradual way with certain meanings and usages being kept in play for long periods of time whilst other usages and meanings fall out of usage fairly rapidly (Deutscher, 2005). No-one in the past ` created’ the language wholesale; rather it developed out of a series of struggles and crises over whose views should be represented and which groups were  in a dominant position. 

Language does indeed reveal to us the values of groups and institutions within our culture in the past who were instrumental in encoding their own perspectives within the language.  However, the language as it is used at present and the resources available within it, reveal to us the struggles, both political and moral, over whose voices should be represented and mediated. Thus, sexist usages are still available but they are more stigmatised than they were in the past.  Feminist alternatives to sexism are available for usage, but some of them also pose difficulties for usage, since, for some people, they appear to be marked forms, seeming odd or difficult to use. Sexism, in this view, is an ever changing  resource  which is available to people to use in their own writing,  thinking and speaking, which is more or less institutionalised,  affirmed or contested by particular influential bodies, and challenged and contested by feminists.

Part of the reason that the study of sexism sometimes feels outdated and archaic is that the model of language which it presupposes is itself outdated, assuming that meanings reside in words and that words are stable in their meaning and unaffected by their localised and contextualized usage.  A more adequate view of sexism would see sexism as a judgement made about particular language usages, with certain facts and linguistic and social histories being used to justify that judgement.  It is important to analyse these judgements about language, as they are also judgements about us as individuals. If we adopt constructionist positions on the relation between identity and language, that is, that the self is constructed through language, then analysis of sexism is still important as it affects how we think about our identity as women. As Benwell and Stokoe argue:

`There is no such thing as an absolute self, lurking behind discourse.  A constructionist approach examines people’s own understandings of identity…Although discourse is not all there is in the world, we understand who we are to each other in this public and accountable realm’ (Benwell and Stokoe, 2006 :4).

That is why I still feel that despite this anachronistic feel to a concern with sexism, since discourse plays such an important role in the construction and negotiation of identities, discursive structures which are available as a resource to degrade and trivialise those activities associated with women, must be analysed.

1.1. Overt Sexism and Indirect Sexism

Sexist language is a term used to denote a wide range of very different elements, from the use of such items as generic pronouns such as `he',  ( when used to refer to both males and females); word endings such as `-ette' used to refer to women (for example `usherette’),  nouns referring to men and women (such as `landlord’ and `landlady’, `manager’ and `manageress’, which seem to have a different range of meanings),  insult terms which seem to differ for men and women, the names we are given and those which are used for parts of our bodies, and so on. The term sexism is, however, also used to categorise a set of stereotypically beliefs about women which cannot be directly related to a certain set of linguistic usages  or features.  Take this example from a humorous magazine entitled The Joy of Sexism which is presented in the format of a newspaper report on world records: 

`Car Parking:  The smallest kerbside space successfully reversed into by a woman was one of 19.36m, 63ft 2ins, equivalent to three standard parking spaces by Mrs Elizabeth Simpkins (GB) driving an unmodified Vauxhall Nova `Swing’ on the 12th October 1993.  She started the manoeuvre in Ropergate, Pontefract and successfully parked within three feet of the pavement 8 hours and 14 mins later.  There was slight damage to the bumpers and wings of her own and the two adjoining cars, as well as a shop frontage and two lamp posts’ ( (Donald, n.d. : 6)  

This is followed by another world record report entitled `Incorrect Driving’ which states: 

`The longest journey completed with the handbrake on was one of 504 km 313 miles from Stranraer to Holyhead by Dr Julie Thorn (GB) at the wheel of a Saab 900…The journey also holds the records for the longest completed with the choke out and the right indicator flashing’ (Donald, n.d.6)  

These humorous reports are based on the assumption that women are bad drivers,  an assertion which can be classified as sexist for most people, since it seems to be asserting that gender is an important element in driving ability.   Because this is a stereotypical view of women’s driving, it is available for use by individual speakers and writers. However, it is important to note, as I will be making clear later in this book, that stereotypical statements do not go unchallenged, and part of the discursive framework within which statements such as this are made, are feminist interventions about sexism.  This often makes the sexist statement itself one which might be mediated, for example by humour, nervous laughter and hesitation. As Cameron notes in her work on sexual politics, we need to analyse the  `contending forces that are active around gender relations’ (Cameron, 2006: 3) both the sexism, the feminist responses and the anti-feminist discourses.

However, it is practically impossible to categorise these jokes  about women’s driving as   sexist linguistically   (as would be the case with certain pronouns or word-endings) and it seems that we need to be able to distinguish between those statements which can be categorised as sexist ( on the basis of the stereotypical knowledge or gendered discourses that they seem to be based on) and those linguistic features which seem to be indicative of sexist beliefs in most contexts. Within each context, we will always have to analyse the cues that could lead us to consider a statement to be sexist.   As Cameron puts it :

`"sexist language" cannot be regarded as simply the "naming" of the world from one, masculinist perspective; it is better conceptualised as a multifaceted phenomenon occurring in a number of quite complex systems of representation, all with their places in historical traditions' (Cameron, 1990: 14).

Cameron suggests that this multifaceted nature of sexism makes it difficult to analyse, as the feminist linguist is often dealing with many different linguistic and non-linguistic elements in any one analysis.  But this should not make it impossible to isolate sexism; what we can analyse is the process whereby certain items become associated with sexist or discriminatory opinions, the history of their usage, their affirmation or contestation by institutions, the use that is made of them by individuals, the challenges that feminism makes to them and the judgements which are made about those usages.  

What I shall be distinguishing between in this book is overt sexism and indirect sexism.  Overt or direct sexism is the type of usage, which can be straightforwardly identified through the use of linguistic markers, or through the analysis of presupposition,  which has historically been associated with the expression of discriminatory opinions about women, which signals  to hearers that women are seen as an inferior group in relation to males.  This is the type of language usage which has been most contested by feminists and which has, as a result, become stigmatised by most language users.  Hearers have the option of ignoring this type of language use but they may draw attention to the fact that this type of language use is sexist and hence will draw attention to the fact that they consider the person who has used these terms conservative or chauvinist. 
  This type of overt sexism still exists but it is seen by many as anachronistic and signalling very conservative views of women, which are at odds with current views of gender relations.  However, I will argue later in Chapter 5, that because overt sexism is difficult to articulate these days, because of this sense of a general change in views on women, a more indirect or discourse level of sexism has developed which manages to express sexism whilst at the same time denying responsibility for it.  For example, sexist terms are now often used in newspapers, and on certain radio and  television programmes, whilst at the same time being undercut by humour or irony, signalled by, for example, exaggerated or marked intonation or stress.  This indirect sexism is largely associated with young men as Benwell (2006) has shown, and with publications and programmes associated with them. For example, Chris Moyles, a UK BBC Radio 1 DJ regularly insults female colleagues and female listeners with terms such as `stupid cow’ and ` daft slapper’. He also makes assertions about females which can only be classified as sexist and stereotypical (women are no good at football; any sport associated with women, for example, netball and hockey, are stupid games and men who play them are emasculated and gay, and so on). When listeners complain about these views and the terms of abuse that Moyles uses on his show, it is asserted that Moyles does not believe these views himself; they are used for humorous effect and they constitute  part of a public persona which Moyles has constructed.  When recently Chris Moyles used the term `gay’ to mean `rubbish’ (as in `That’s so gay’),  the BBC responded to complaints about this, by stating that `gay was widely used by young people to mean “rubbish”’ (Cashmore, 2006: 34)  Thus, for the BBC, Moyles is not individually responsible for the meaning of this term, but is simply using a term which is current amongst his audience, a strategic response which is often used to deny homophobia (Leap, 1997).  Thus, Moyles can use sexist and homophobic  terms but, because they are widely used, he can deny responsibility for the offence that they caused.  However, this type of indirect sexism is not restricted to the speech of young men and as I will show in Chapter 5, there is evidence of indirect sexism in many other contexts. 

1.2. Responses to  Sexism

Accusations of sexism can be problematic:  when the term sexism is used to accuse someone of having made a stereotypical comment about women in  conversation, it can often be seen as a  way of attacking someone’s beliefs and standing within a group. Accusations of sexism can be seen as confrontational and may be interpreted as the taking of a moral stand.  On a personal level, such judgements may be difficult to accept. 

Furthermore, we should not imagine that sexism is easy to categorise.  Some women play with stereotypical beliefs. I recently saw a woman driving a car which had a sticker in the rear window which said in pink `Dippy Tart’ and which featured a cartoon illustration of a doll-like girl. Both `dippy’ and `tart’ are terms which have been associated with overt sexist beliefs in that both of them have been largely restricted to reference to women, stereotypically asserting that women lack intelligence and competence, and that  if they are sexually active or are seen to dress in a way which is interpreted as sexually provocative, they should be viewed negatively. In a similar way, I saw a woman carrying an umbrella recently which had a picture of a cow on it with the phrase `Stroppy Cow’ on it. Obviously, these women are unashamedly embracing these terms to describe themselves ironically or jokingly.  This strategy of appropriating negative and stereotypical terms about yourself as a woman has a long history within feminist activism and theorising, for example, lesbians often refer to themselves as `dykes’,  which was originally an insult term; `Virago’  was originally used to refer to troublesome women, but was then used as the name of a women’s publishing press.  Mary Daly suggests that this should be a strategy which can help to subvert some of the negative words which have been used about women (Daly, 1981).   Judith Butler equally sees the ironic usage of insult terms as a way of combating  racist and sexist language (Butler, 1997) .  Jane Mills argues that:

`There are many problems about the attempt to reform language.  I might for example wish to impart a positive sense when using the word “cunt” but if this meaning is not understood by my reader then we’re back to square one: in the minds of sexists, language can always be sexist.  But this is not to believe that there can be no change in either language or society.  For me, one of the reasons for studying the history of word meaning, as well as to analyse the way in which patriarchal society defines and thus controls women, was to draw attention to the past and present masculinist bias of conventional usage.  Definitions are not static and closed, they are subjects for rational discourse.  With almost every word we utter, we have a choice’ (Mills, J 1989:xvi).  

Women have a range of options when responding to statements or texts which they consider to be sexist. And this multiplicity of response to sexism also poses problems for any simply notion of reform. Sunderland (2004) discusses an incident in a workplace, where  a poster was made of a woman colleague  and e-mailed to others.  It was the woman’s birthday and the picture showed the woman’s head superimposed on a naked body.  One of the woman’s female colleagues protested about this image as degrading to women but the women figured e-mailed everyone  saying `I would like to take this opportunity to say thank you to all my friends and colleagues who made me feel very special on my 40th birthday’ (Sunderland, 2004:195)   In this case, the colleague who complained  felt that, if there was potential  damage to one woman in this image, it was in some ways damaging to all women, as Sunderland argues: `the damaging potential of a given discourse must be relevant to more than just an individual’ (Sunderland 2004: 196).  However, Sunderland argues that this multiplicity of response to sexism, whilst making reform difficult,  may have  positive effects; she states :`whereas some individuals may be damaged by sexist discourse, others will recognise it for what it is, resist it, laugh at it and/or become empowered in the process’ (Sunderland, 2004:194)

Thus, there are a number of ways of responding to sexism, which do not involve anger and condemnation but rather draw on irony and humour;  in this book we will analyse the effectiveness of these responses.

1.3. Problems of reform

As I mentioned above,  the model which up until now has been used to describe sexism has assumed that sexism resides in individual  words and phrases and that  the solution to the problem of sexism is to reform the word, that is, to propose an alternative non-sexist usage.  In certain cases, that is the most effective strategy,  for example, when the generic pronoun `he’ is replaced by `s/he’ or `they’ (as in `the patient or his carer must complete this form’ can be rephrased as `Patients or their carers must complete this form’ or the more long-winded `The patient and her/his carer must complete this form’).  Here, simply replacing the pronoun with another one which signals its inclusive reference and signals an awareness of the  problematic nature of sexism for both women and men, has a major impact on a workplace or institution and has an impact on the way that some women see their relation to  institutions (for a fuller discussion, see Chapter 2)  However, for some nouns which appear to be problematic, a simple replacing of the noun with another seeming non-sexist one is not always possible.  If, for example, the term `spaceman’ seems to be a male-specific noun which is used generically to refer to all astronauts, then one strategy would be to replace that word with a truly generic noun such as `astronaut’. However, as Cameron (1990) has argued, what if, because of the highly specialised and military nature of much space training which has resulted in most astronauts being male, the term `astronaut’ itself is used as a term which refers to males only and females in the profession are then termed `female astronauts’.  Similarly, how can we believe that reform is a viable option when the non-sexist word that has been developed to replace a sexist term, for example `chairperson’ is then only used to refer to women.  Although `chair’ and `chairperson’ have been adopted fairly widely throughout institutions, it seems that the  lower-status term `chairperson’ is used to refer to women and low-status men (Sunderland, 2006). Furthermore,  how can feminist linguists deal with those who adopt these reformist measures at a superficial level and mark their superficial acceptance of these terms by intonation or stress.  For example, from my own experience, at a primary school governors’ meeting where the chair was female, several governors asked the elderly treasurer (a renowned sexist and conservative) if he would mind referring to the chair as `chair’ or `chairwoman’ rather than calling her `chairman’ or worse `madam chairman’.  Since there was general acceptance in the meeting that this was something which many of the women and men present approved of, he grudgingly agreed to change his usage.  However, each time he thereafter referred to the chair he took a very audible intake of breath and pronounced `chair’ with a great deal of aspiration, which seemed like a sigh of despair at the inanity of this type of `political correctness’.  On the surface, at least, he could not be criticised, as he had acceded to our demands by using the term `chair’.  However, he made it abundantly clear by his facial expressions and by his pronunciation of the term that he was only doing so at a very superficial level and his beliefs about women and about language reform were entirely unchanged.

A further problem with reform can be illustrated by examining the case of Italian where feminists have argued that professional women should not have to refer to themselves using names referring to men.  Thus, a female lawyer in the past would have to refer to herself as `avvocato’ ,  a female Minister as `Ministro’ and a female mayor as `sindaco’, the `o’ ending here signifying a male referent. Because of feminist campaigns, it has become possible for women to refer to themselves as `avvocatessa’, `Ministra’  or `sindachessa’, using newly developed feminine endings.  However, most Italian people have not adopted these terms, because, it is argued, they sound very `forced’. 
   In addition, they seem to emphasise  the fact that the referent is a woman, rather than stressing her professional status.  Thus, the proposed language reforms seem ridiculous to most people speaking the language and they have not been widely adopted (pers.comm.Schirru, 2007).

Whilst, in the 1980s, feminists hoped that it would be possible to reform language and, as I  show in Chapter 3, the reforming strategies of feminists in a range of different countries have proved very effective in changing certain types of linguistic sexism, reform of sexist statements is now seen to be more difficult to achieve and more fraught with problems (see Pauwels, 1998, 2001).  Cameron (1998b) argues that for reform to be effective, it is necessary to have it accepted by the gatekeepers of language, that is the dictionary compilers, the newspapers, and editors who provide guidance on writing style for publishers and so on.  Reform can only be effective if it is accepted and promoted by those in positions of influence. In fact, the alternative terms suggested by feminists have been largely adopted by these gatekeepers, since publishers, trade unions and universities have generally adopted policies in relation to sexist and racist language.  However, Sunderland reports on an anti-sexist language policy which was issued at the Lancashire Polytechnic, UK in 1987; critics of the policy argued that it  displayed `cultural dictatorship’ and these critics claimed that it had been written by `frustrated spinsters’ (Sunderland, 2006: 11) Other institutions, such as right wing newspapers, have ridiculed the proposed alternatives as `politically correct’ and they have therefore not been adopted. Others have revelled in their sexism, terming it `politically incorrect’.

 In considering the effectiveness of reform, we need to ask whether sexism is a reflection of social oppression or a mediation and factor in oppression ?  If it is a simple reflection  of discriminatory social practices, then changing the social system will lead to sexism disappearing, and simply changing the language items themselves will have no impact whatsoever – those who are sexists will simply find other ways to be sexist.  If sexism is a mediation of or a factor in oppression, that is, if the way that language is used systematically represents women as secondary to men, then  perhaps if the language is changed, it will change the common-sense assumptions that people have about women and, in turn, social discrimination will diminish.  I would argue that in some ways these two positions on language, which have often been polarised in the past by feminist linguists, should be seen as both true, since language does change when social systems and structures change,
 and  equally changes in language, especially when they are affirmed by institutions, can have an impact on the way that women are considered and treated.  Thus, language is neither simply a reflection of  or vehicle for social values, nor solely a catalyst for social change, but because of its role in the construction of identity and roles for both individuals and groups within society, it should be seen as a resource which informs the way that people think about their positions in society.  Linguistic reform, therefore, has an impact on the way people feel that they can express themselves about others, as I discuss in more detail in Chapter 3,  but it also has an impact on  wider social values by leading the way in enabling challenges to stereotypical thinking

1.4. Changing nature of feminist impact 

In recent years it has become clear that there has been a major change in the role of  feminism (Gormley, 2008 forthcoming).  There has been much discussion of the fact that for many women, feminism is not a term that they would use to refer to themselves, even though they would probably agree largely with a feminist agenda.  In the university system, there are now few Women's Studies courses available either at undergraduate or postgraduate level. 
 In the 1980s and 1990s I regularly sat on interview panels within the institutions in which I then worked as the obligatory female representative, as it was deemed important to foreground gender issues  within the interviewing process - this is no longer standard practice.  Furthermore, on many of the committees which I attended in the 1980s and 1990s, ` Equal Opportunities’ was frequently a standard item on the agenda, and under this topic we would discuss the implications of what had been decided at the meeting for equal opportunities.  Whilst there are still equal opportunities officers within institutions, this focus on equal opportunities as an integral part of everyday business has changed. However, despite this decrease in the status of feminism within the academy, there are still strong professional bodies associated with the study of feminism (for example, the International Gender and Language Association) and there are numerous feminist journals, (for example, Gender and Language, Journal of Gender Studies, Feminist Review, Gender and History, and so on). For Cameron, however,  `though feminism remains strong in the academy, its cultural influence outside academic circles has declined along with the organised women’s movement and that has also changed the academic conversation’ (Cameron 2006:8).  This changing relation of academic feminism to a wider public and to institutions has had a great impact on the way in which sexism is thought about.  Whereas in the past, there was  a popular Women’s Movement outside the academy, which campaigned against pornography, protested against nuclear weapons at Greenham Common and `reclaimed the night’, it is difficult to discern a clear women’s movement now.  Some of these protests have become institutionalised, for example,  most European governments have established Equal Opportunities Commissions and Ministers for Women;  and there are a great number of highly efficient and professional feminist campaigning groups, such as the Women’s Environmental Network and the Fawcett Society.  However, for many people, there is no longer a popular feminist movement, since  feminism has achieved its goals of equal opportunities and discouraging discrimination. We are, in short, for these people, in a post-feminist era. Popular feminism  seems for some to have lost its edge and vigour, as Gauntlett argues: it appears like a `radio friendly remix of a multi-layered song with the most exciting bits sampled and some of the dense stuff left out’ (Gauntlett, 2002, cited in Gill 2007: 2). 

1.5. Changing status of women

Since the 1970s and 1980s, women’s position in British society has changed immeasurably, most notably the proportion of women in the workplace and in full-time work.  This has made a major impact on the way that women are viewed, but  it has also posed a threat to those men who have stereotypical views of women and who contest the access which women now have to careers and promotion. It has also made a major impact on the way that women behave and the way that they view themselves. Because of increased financial independence and status within the workplace, women are less likely to tolerate sexist comments and discrimination.  But this does not mean that women are treated as equals to men. Gill notes that there is a curious schizophrenia about women: 

`Confident expressions of “girl power” sit alongside reports of “epidemic” levels of anorexia and body dysmorphism; graphic tabloid reports of rape are placed cheek by jowl with adverts for lap-dancing clubs and telephone sex lines; lad magazines declare the “sex war” over, while reinstating beauty contests and championing new , ironic modes of sexism; and there are regular moral panics about the impact on men of the new idealised male body imagery, while the re-sexualisation of women’s bodies in public space goes virtually unremarked upon.  Everywhere, it seems feminist ideas have become a kind of common sense, yet feminism has never been more bitterly repudiated’ (Gill, 2007: 1).

Levy also comments on the rise of what she terms `raunch culture’, in contemporary society, where those forms of sexual behaviour which second wave feminists condemned as exploiting women are now embraced as part of women’s empowerment: `this new Raunch culture didn’t mark the death of feminism [friends] told me; it was evidence that the feminist project had already been achieved’ (Levy, 2005: 3).  Thus, so empowered are women that they can enjoy going to strip clubs and lap-dancing. For Levy, `raunch culture is a litmus test of female uptightness’ (Levy, 2005:40).  She also adds that : `embracing raunch culture is a way for young women to thumb our noses at the intense fervour of 2nd wave feminists’ (Levy, 2005: 74). 

Men and women have changed, because of the impact of feminism and the changes which have come in the wake of women’s integration into the work force.  As Talbot argues, changes in institutions result in changes in the way individual see their roles: 

`masculine and feminine identities are effects of discursive practices.  Masculinity is not an individual property or attribute; it is formed within institutions and is historically constituted.  Like femininity it is discursively produced and its articulation spans institutions’ (Talbot, 1998: 191).

Men have had to change their roles and attitudes and for some this has been difficult.  Some have welcomed the changes, but often these new, more progressive  roles have been mocked.  For example, the New Man has been much derided. Goodwin has decsribed the New Man as  `the toxic waste of feminism' ; she goes on to argue that: `The worst of it is that these men are so unappealing, so unaesthetic, so unsexy.  Once you see through the dubious charms of someone “who really understands women” what you’re left with is a man… who is so busy trying to be supportive that he has probably forgotten what an erection is for’ (Goodwin, 1993, cited in Gill 2007: 210)

The integration of women into the public sphere has not been achieved without conflict and resistance from men.  It is clear that women are not treated equally even now within the public sphere, but the sheer visibility of women in all sectors of the public sphere has changed the type of language which it is possible to use. It is no longer possible to address a departmental meeting at a university by saying `Gentlemen, shall we start, now?', (something which happened to me in the 1980s when I was the only female in a department). There have also  been institutional  and legal changes which make many types of sexist statements appear aberrant, and which have conferred on women, in theory though not in practice, the same legal status as men, (the Equal Pay Act, the Sex Discrimination Act and the reforms of the divorce legislation in Britain). Finally, there have also been feminist campaigns in Britain and America which  tried to draw attention to the problems associated with sexist language; many of these campaigns received support from institutions, such as trades unions, and institutions, such as  publishing houses and universities.  Thus quasi-legalistic measures were taken by institutions to reform language use and whilst these reforms are not without their difficulties, they have meant that individuals have a certain amount of institutional support when challenging the use of overt sexism.  All of these factors together have resulted in a fundamental change in the nature of overt sexism and the way that sexism operates in Britain, Australasia and North America today.  It could be argued that these changes have meant that overt sexism has been `driven underground' and that other more subtle forms of expression which are equally pernicious and discriminatory have been used instead.

It has also become clear that, given the more sophisticated models of gender and language use that are currently being deployed in language and gender research, (see for example Holmes and Meyerhoff, 2003; Eckert and McConnel-Ginet, 2003),  it is no longer possible to speak about sexism in the simplistic way that feminists did in the  1980s and 1990s (Miller and Swift, 1982/1989).  The term sexism implied a model of the relation between the sexes which is necessarily antagonistic: all women  pitted against all men in the `battle of the sexes’. Women were presented as the victims of male aggression, fear and hatred. Sexism was seen to be determined by patriarchy  -  a social system which privileged men at the expense of women.  Whilst being keenly aware of the persistence of  structural inequalities between men and women, and emphasising the notion of institutional sexism, the notion of a global homogeneous patriarchy is simplistic. Lazar (2005) suggests that we see patriarchy as ` an ideological system that interacts in complex ways with…corporatist and consumerist ideologies’ (Lazar, 2005:1).  Thus, we need a much more complex notion of male power and the way it is buttressed by other forces.  Sexism is better understood as a set of discursive practices and stereotypical knowledge which changes over time and which can be challenged, rather than as the reflection of a fixed and unchanging  patriarchy.  Furthermore, rather than assuming that all men are contemptuous of women, we need to be able to see sexism as a resource available to men but which not all men draw on. Working with more complex models of the differences within gender categories and trying to integrate models of gender with factors of race, age, education and sexual orientation, has led many feminists working on language and gender to move away from a concern with sexist language, precisely because of  these problems of essentialism.  So, whilst in this book I will be drawing on analyses of sexist language which show that overt sexism is still prevalent, I will not be assuming that all women will interpret an utterance which seems to be sexist in the same way, nor will I assume that are all women affected in the same way.  I will instead analyse the range of meanings that statements may have and the way that meaning is not always clearly defined - misunderstanding and conflict over meaning is more common than clarity in this area (Pauwels, 1998; Wodak,1998).  In fact, the conflict over resources, the conflict over women working in the public sphere, and antagonism to feminism has often led to a strategy of using language items which cannot be seen to be openly sexist but which can be interpreted as functioning as sexist at the level of implicature (Cameron, 1998a).  Interpretation is one of the key elements here, as is the assessment of what we assume someone's intentions are. 

2. Theoretical Position

2.1. Third Wave Feminism

I will be distinguishing in this book between two types of feminist analysis, Second Wave and Third Wave feminist analysis.  Broadly speaking, Second Wave feminism focuses on the language of women as a subordinated group and Third Wave feminism challenges the homogeneity of women as a group,  focusing instead on localised studies.
  I would like to challenge the notion that these forms of analysis are simply chronological so that Third Wave feminism supersedes and supplants Second Wave feminism; rather I argue that Third Wave feminism is best seen as a development from Second Wave feminism which nevertheless depends on the basic framework of Second Wave feminism for its theoretical integrity.  The term Third Wave feminism is one over which there is a great deal of debate.  In the UK it is generally used to refer to those feminists who are trying to work with more constructionist models of gender, that is who see gender difference and gender identity as socially constructed rather than  as originating in biological difference.  These feminists are  trying to move beyond the notion of a simple binary sex difference.  However,  in the US, the difference between second and third wave feminism is characterised as less a theoretical issue but rather a generational conflict between younger and older more established feminists (see Gillis, Howie, and Munford, 2004; Gormley, 2008 forthcoming). In order to contrast the way in which these two approaches work and to demonstrate that each tendency can be put to work in particular contexts, I examine the difficulties which each approach finds with the analysis of sexism. 

The term Third Wave feminism has developed relatively recently to describe a form of analysis which is critical of  Second Wave feminism. Whilst the term Second Wave feminism is fairly uncontentious, referring to the largely liberal and radical feminism of the 1960s onwards which argued for the equality of women, the term Third Wave feminism is more contentious.  A conference at Exeter University (2002) on the subject of Third Wave feminism together with the work  of Mary Bucholtz (1999, 2000) and Janine Liladhar (2000) have convinced me that Third Wave feminism is a preferable term to postfeminism (which assumes implicitly that the aims of feminism have been achieved and that therefore feminism is largely irrelevant) and post-modern feminism  (which, whilst theoretically more complex, has difficulty formulating any notion of a political programme). 

Third Wave feminism  seems to be part of a wider postmodernist-influenced theoretical position where `big stories are bad, little stories are good', but, unlike some other forms of analysis, such as post-feminism, it locates itself within a feminist trajectory (Holmes and Meyerhoff, 2003; Potter, 1996).  Second Wave feminism has achieved a great deal: feminist campaigning and consciousness raising in the 1960s and onwards have changed attitudes to the role of women and have resulted, in  Western Europe and the US, in equal opportunities legislation, greater access to work within the public sphere, access to childcare,  and reproductive rights.  However, this campaigning was largely focused on the needs of heterosexual white middle class women.
  Third Wave feminist linguistics has largely been concerned with analysing women’s speech without  assuming that women are a homogeneous grouping.   For example, Penny Eckert (2000) analyses the differences between the language use of different groups of girls in a high school in America, drawing on the categories and groupings that they themselves use, such as `jocks' and `burnouts'.  Mary Bucholtz (1996)  and Nancy Henley (1995) analyse the way that Black American women's speech does not necessarily accord with the type of speech patterns described by earlier feminist linguists, Lakoff and Spender, since there are different linguistic resources available,  signalling potentially different affiliations. The essays in the collections edited by Bergvall et al (1996) and Coates and Cameron (1988) all stress the way in which women's language differs according to context and factors such as class, ethnic  and regional affiliation. Even the notion of the status of the variable `gender’  itself has been questioned; for example, Mary Bucholtz has argued that in Second Wave feminism  `locally defined groupings based on ongoing activities and concerns were rarely given scholarly attention; if they were, members were assigned to large scale categories of gender, race and ethnicity and class' (Bucholtz, 1999:8). In contrast, in Third Wave feminism, these large scale categories are now questioned, so that rather than gender being seen as a stable unified variable, to be considered in addition to  race or class, gender is now considered as a variable constrained and constituted by them and in turn defining them in the context of local conditions. Indeed, feminist linguistics now seems to have turned away from these more established identity categories to an analysis which focuses on, as Swann puts it, ` a whole set of identity features (being a manager, someone's mother, a sensible person)' which might be potentially relevant (Swann, 2002:49) Furthermore, identities are now seen as plural and potentially conflicting, even within a specific individual in a particular interaction.  Third Wave feminist linguistics does not make global statements about women's language or the language used about women but rather focuses on a more punctual analysis, that is one which can analyse the way that one's interpretation of statements about women can vary from context to context.   However, Swann has argued that this contextual focus in relation to variables has almost invalidated the notion of the variable; she argues 

`if gender identity is something that is done in context, this begs the question of how an analyst is able to interpret any utterance in terms of masculinity (or working class, white, heterosexual masculinity).  How does an analyst assess whether a speaker is doing gender, or another aspect of identity?' (Swann, 2002:48)  

What Swann goes on to argue is that rather than seeing Third Wave (or as she terms it Post-modern) feminism as a simple reaction to  Second Wave feminist linguistics, we need instead to see the way in which Third Wave feminism depends on early feminism; the contextualized studies are interesting `partly because they qualify, or complexify, or introduce counter-examples' (Swann, 2002:60).  Thus, the localised studies should be seen against the background of the earlier global (and problematised) claims of Second Wave feminism, which they can perhaps help to modify and temper.

Much Third Wave feminist linguistics draws on the work of Judith Butler, particularly the notion of performativity (Butler, 1990;1993; 1997).
  Gender within this type of analysis is viewed as a verb, something which you do in interaction, rather than something which you possess (Crawford, 1995). Gender is constructed through the repetition of gendered acts and varies according to the context.  In many readings of Butler's work, gender is seen almost like a set of clothes that one puts on - the individual chooses the type of identity they would like to have and simply performs that role.  However, it is clear that institutional and contextual constraints determine the type and form of identity and linguistic routines which an individual considers possible within an interaction and which others feel are available.  Second Wave feminist linguistics assumed that gender pre-existed the  interaction and affected the way that the interaction developed, and gender was seen as something which pre-existed texts and was drawn on by producer and reader in their interpretation of the text. In contrast, Third Wave feminists focus on the way that participants in conversation bring about their gendered identity, thus seeing gendering as a process;  in the process of construction and interpretation of texts, gender is one of the elements which is forged from ideological knowledge which it is assumed is accepted or challenged . This focus on the orienting of participants to gender is clearly influenced by heated debates between  Conversation Analysis and Critical Discourse Analysis about whether extra-textual factors such as gender and race can be considered if they are not specifically addressed by participants (Schegloff, 1997; Wodak and Meyer, 2001; Mills, 2003a)  However, it could be argued this more process-oriented feminism still has a very clear notion of what gender is, bringing that pre-constructed notion to their analyses of the way that participants orient to gender within interactions (Mills, 2003; Swann, 2002) .  This is of crucial import for the analysis of sexism, since, as Holmes and Meyerhoff argue:` No matter what we say about the inadequacy or invidiousness of essentialised, dichotomous conceptions of gender, no matter how justifiable such comments may be, in everyday life, it really is often the case, that gender is `essential’ (Holmes and Meyerhoff, 2003: 9).  They  go on to argue that `gender as a social category matters’ (ibid.).   Sexism is a particular case where in interaction or in texts gender is drawn attention to  and where it makes a difference for participants. 

It is difficult for Third wave feminism, focusing as it does on the local, to make its feminist agenda explicit.  Cameron comments on this :

`I would not define research as `feminist” primarily on the grounds that it adopts a constructionist view of gender in which the categories “men” and “women” are treated as unstable, variable and thus non-natural.  I do not disagree with this view of gender but proclaiming it … is neither a defining feature of a feminist approach nor the most important task for feminist scholarship.  For me what defines feminism is not its theory of gender but its critique of gender relations’ (Cameron, 2006:2) 

Thus, at the same time as working out a model of sexism, it is necessary to formulate a model of feminism which can function at the local and the more global level.

2.1.1. Meaning

Second Wave feminist linguistics was concerned with analysing the inherent meanings of words and often made statements about the abstract meanings of words, constructing dictionaries of sexist language and advising on the avoidance of certain words (Kramarae & Treichler, 1985; Miller and Swift,1982/89). After Cameron et.al's (1988) work on the multifunctionality of tag-questions and Michael Toolan's (1996) work on the difficulty of assigning clear functions to specific formal features, the notion that there was a clear link to be made between power, gender and language items was made more problematic (see for a discussion Thornborrow, 2002).  Third Wave feminist linguistics focuses on the way that words are made to mean in specific ways and function to achieve certain purposes in particular contexts (Christie, 2001).  Thus, rather than discussing oppressive global social structures  such as patriarchy, Third Wave feminists analyse the way that gender and conflict are managed by women at a local level  (Cameron, 1998c) . It is still possible to refer to structural inequality and to highlight instances of discrimination, but Third Wave feminist linguistics is more concerned with variability and resistance than on making global statements about the condition of women in relation to language use. Thus, whilst a Second Wave analysis might focus on the use of the generic pronoun `he' to refer to both men and women, or derogatory terms used to describe women such as `bitch' or `slag', a Third Wave feminist analysis might focus on the variable ways in which terms such as `bitch’ might be used and the way that hearers may draw on certain inferences in order to disambiguate meaning: for example, knowledge of someone’s beliefs about women, or someone’s verbal dexterity .  Rather than assuming that `bitch’ is by its very nature always sexist, a Third Wave feminist analysis might focus on the  factors which lead to a hearer or reader considering the term to be offensive to women, or personally offensive to you as a woman, and those contextual factors which lead to it being considered ironic or funny. For example, as I show in Chapter 2, `bitch’ used in gangsta rap songs has a very different function to the way it is used if I jokingly call a friend a `bitch’ who has said something playfully sarcastic about me.  Similarly `bitch’ functions differently when it is used in contexts where the speaker is angry.   However, whilst this local focus helps women to describe practices which discriminate against them, Third Wave feminists find it difficult to refer to global, structural and systematic forms of discrimination (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2006). 

Rather than meanings being imposed on women, Third Wave feminists consider meanings to be  co-constructed, that is,  within particular contexts, women and men jointly  engage in the contestation and affirmation of particular types of practices and interpretations.  What something means in a particular context is the result of  the actions of all of the individuals concerned,  negotiating with the institutional constraints of status and institutionalised linguistic  routines. For example, Thornborrow (2002),  analyses an interview between a woman and two police officers, where the woman claims that she has been raped and the police try to throw doubt on the veracity of her claim, by suggesting that she is mentally ill.  Thornborrow  draws attention to the way that the woman plays an active role in contesting their assertions (Thornborrow, 2002).  A Second Wave  feminist analysis would analyse this interaction as the police oppressing and silencing the woman; however, this woman seems to have accrued to herself a certain amount of what I have termed `interactional power’, that is, she has drawn on  linguistic resources which were available  within that particular context, using questions and rebuttals to challenge her characterisation by the police as an untrustworthy person (Mills, 2003). Ultimately, however, the police officers' version of events seems to be the one which holds sway, even though the woman's interventions are important in defining the way that the interview takes shape -  the institutional status of the police officers plays a crucial role in their version being seen as the `truth' (see also, Potter, 1996).  We cannot see this woman as simply powerless as a Second Wave feminist analysis might have done. However, what perhaps Third Wave feminism needs to draw from Second Wave feminist analysis is a campaigning edge whereby we would argue for a change in the way police interviews are carried out, or call for training for police officers in the type of language which it is appropriate to use with rape victims.   What is necessary is to integrate the campaigning zeal of Second Wave feminism which would bring about material changes in women’s lives, with Third Wave feminism’s  theoretical sophistication and contextualized focus.   

2.1.2. Power

Most Third Wave feminists have been influenced by Michael Foucault's theorisation of power (Foucault, 1978; 1981). Power is seen as a net or web of relations not as a possession; thus power is enacted and contested in every interaction (Thornborrow, 2002). Power becomes a much more mundane, material and everyday element rather than something abstract and intangible which is imposed from above.  Thus, there is now a concern with the local management of  power relations, the way that individuals negotiate with the status which they and others  have been allotted or which they have managed to achieve.  They can contest or affirm this local status within particular contexts, through their use of language and through their behaviour. Many feminist theorists draw a distinction between institutional status (that is the status that you are allocated through your position within an institution) and local or interactional status (that is, the position that you manage to negotiate because of your verbal skill, confidence,  concern for others, `niceness' and so on ) and whilst these two positions  are clearly interconnected, it is now often the local status which is focused on by Third wave feminist theorists (Manke, 1997; Diamond, 1996, Thornborrow, 2002) . This is important in the analysis of sexism, since very often it was assumed, by Second Wave feminists, that those in power were able to make derogatory comments about women, simply because of their institutional status.  However, in a Third Wave feminist analysis, we can see that sexism may  be deployed to address a perception of local status – to try in a particular environment to foreground someone’s status as a woman where femininity is not valued, rather than to foreground her status as, say, a manager.  Because of this local focus, it is also clear that such attempts to foreground gender can equally be contested locally.

This move away from the analysis of institutional rank to that of local status, whilst important in challenging the characterisation of women as  the simple recipients of discriminatory language, means that feminists no longer concern themselves so much with the way that institutional rank and gender relate, and the way that the basis on which local rank is negotiated may be heavily determined by stereotypes of gender and gendered practices. Thus, the analysis of sexism is generally  conducted only at the  local level and analysts do not consider the way that particular styles are authorised with reference to factors outside the local context.  In that the institutional rank is that with which it is most difficult to negotiate, and since institutional status also has a major impact on the parameters of negotiation within your local rank, it seems important to analyse both the more stable institutional factors together with the negotiation of what is deemed appropriate at the local level. Thus, in this book, I examine sexism at the institutional and the local level.

2.1.3. The Relation between the Individual and the Social

For many Third Wave feminist linguists, the notion of the community of practice has been important in terms of trying to describe the way that group values affect the individual and their notion of what is linguistically appropriate (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2006; 1999; 1998;).  A community of practice is a group of people who are brought together in a joint engagement on a task and who therefore jointly construct a range of values and appropriate behaviours.  For example, a community of practice might be a group of people who meet to plan an event, or a group of people who go out drinking together. In the process of focusing on a group task, they develop a set of speech styles, ways of interacting, shared meanings.  These more or less shared linguistic repertoires serve to consolidate them as a group.  Thus, rather than focusing on the role of an oppressive social system, ideology or patriarchy in relation to individual linguistic production and reception, Third Wave feminists often focus on the interaction at the level of the community of practice.  Individuals hypothesise what is appropriate within the community of practice and, in speaking, affirm or contest the community's sense of appropriate behaviour.  In this sense, one's choice of words and one's speech style,  can be seen as defining one's position within a group or community of practice, and can contribute to the ongoing development of notions of appropriateness for the community of practice as a whole.  

Bourdieu's (1991) notion of `habitus' has also been extensively drawn on by Third Wave feminist linguists:   'habitus'  is the set of dispositions which one draws upon and engages with in order to perform one's identity through discourse (Bourdieu, 1999). This set of attitudes or practices which are seen as constituting a norm by individuals are then discursively negotiated by individuals in terms of their own perception of what is acceptable for their own behaviour within a particular community of practice. Eelen (2000), drawing on Bourdieu's work, argues that we assume that there is a common world, that is, a set of beliefs which exist somewhere in the social world and which are accepted by everyone, which we as individuals need to agree with or contest.  He states:

'On the one hand, collective history creates a "common" world in which each individual is embedded. On the other hand, each individual also has a unique individual history and experiences the "common" world from this unique position. The common world is thus never identical for everyone. It is essentially fragmented, distributed over a constellation of unique positions and unique perspectives' (Eelen, 2000: 223).

Thus, this view of the relation between individuals and others moves us significantly away from notions of society as a whole influencing the linguistic behaviour of individuals to an analysis of the way that at a local level, individuals decide on what type of language and speech style is appropriate.  This local focus of Third Wave feminism is one of its benefits, but it does make it extremely difficult, as I mentioned earlier, to discuss the impact of the values and pressures of the  wider society.  Talking about society above the level of the community of practice is almost impossible, and it is clear that the wider society as a whole needs to be discussed in terms of the impact it has on practices within communities of practice. Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (2006) attempt to address this issue by arguing that we need to analyse the relations between different communities of practice, but this still does not address the notion of wider social and institutional norms. 

Third wave feminist linguistics tries to maintain a balance between a focus on the local and an awareness of the negotiations at the local level with structures which are largely imposed. Bucholtz (1999) characterises Third Wave feminism as concerned with the following themes: 

`that language users' identities are not essential to their natures but are produced through contingent social interactions; that those identities are inflected by ideologies of gender and other social constructs; that speakers, writers and signers respond to these ideologies through practices that sometimes challenge and sometimes reproduce dominant beliefs; and that as new social resources become available, language users enact and produce new identities, themselves temporary and historical, that assign new meanings to gender' (Bucholtz, 1999: 20).  

However, perhaps this quotation draws our attention to the difficulties encountered by Third Wave feminist linguistics, since it does not seem possible to maintain both a focus on contingent social interactions and wider societal notions such as ideologies of gender, without some fundamental rethinking of our models of language and gender. Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (2006)  have argued that in fact it is very important not to focus on communities of practice in isolation, since the norms which are negotiated within these communities derive from perceptions of wider social norms, as well as the rules perceived to be in force in other communities of practice.  Thus, we need to hold on to the local level in order to be able to analyse the pragmatic force of utterances and texts, but we also need to be aware of the institutional and wider social norms which influence that local context.

Because of this move away from the top-down model of Second Wave feminism, Third Wave feminism finds it difficult to discuss sexism, since sexism as a concept is based on the idea that discrimination against women is systematic and  sexism is imposed on women by those in positions of power, it is ingrained in social structures and works to the benefit of all men.  However, as I have argued in this introduction, it is not necessary to focus on the global nature of women’s oppression and on the homogenous nature of sexism; instead we can analyse the local context where sexism is interpreted and still retain a sense of the wider social and institutional norms which inform local usage.  It is possible to see language as a site where challenges to the status quo through challenges to sexism can take place and these changes at the local level may lead to changes in the overall meanings of words and also wider changes at a societal level.

We might consider the case of languages where gender is much more sedimented grammatically than it is in English and examine how Third wave feminism might deal with this social and cultural problems.  For those languages with a gender system, where gender is a morphological feature of the language, such as in  French, German and Arabic, sexism is much more embedded than it is in English; thus in French it is much more difficult to refer to a female minister, since the word for Minister is masculine `le Ministre’.  Furthermore, the rule in these languages that you use a masculine pronoun and noun ending for plural nouns if there is a masculine and a feminine referent together  is one which causes great difficulty for feminist speakers. There are similar problems with highly gender-inflected languages such as Arabic and Berber, as Sadiqi has shown (Sadiqi, 2003). The masculine is used for general commands to males and females; for example road traffic signs signalling `STOP’  in Arabic use the singular masculine form `qaf’(**add Arabic here *** qaf)  but are taken by convention to apply to women as well (Laamrani, pers.com. 2005). 

Hellinger and Bussmann (2001) also draw attention to the way that gender languages  such as Arabic deal with gender on a grammatical level. A gender language is one where there is not only natural gender (i.e. women are referred to with a different form of the pronoun to men) but also objects are categorised as  masculine and feminine, (and sometimes neuter) and the pronouns used to refer to them differ accordingly.

Hellinger and Bussman point to the way that agreement between nouns and adjectives can demonstrate the embedding of sexism.  They give the example from Arabic of:

          Lab    u                     bnat- u                              ?yyan-in

          Father MASC –SG    daughter.FEM.PL-his       tired-MASC-PL

          The father and his daughters are tired.

In Arabic the general rule is that there is agreement at a lexical level between adjective and nouns, so if you use a masculine noun you will need to use a masculine ending for the adjective, and a feminine ending for the adjective if you have used a feminine noun.  If there are males and females referred to,  the adjective will need to be masculine, as in the above example, where there is a father and his daughters, but the adjective `tired’ needs to take the masculine form, (-in) despite the fact that there are more females than males.  Similarly, Hachimi (2001) demonstrates that in Arabic, whilst there are often separate terms for male and female occupations, for example,  male and female lawyers : ` muhamiy-in’ (MASC.PL) and muhamiy-at (FEM-PL), when there are male and female lawyers referred to together,  `muhamiy-in’ the masculine form will always be used and not the feminine form.  One could argue that this is simply a grammatical convention and does not have any impact in relation to the representation of males and females, but Hellinger and Bussmann argue that :

`Underlying such syntactic conventions may be a gender hierarchy which defines the masculine as the `most worthy gender’. As a result, masculine nouns are highly visible in gender languages and carry considerably more weight and emphasis than feminine nouns’ (Hellinger and Bussmann, 2001:15)

However, as Pauwels argues (1998) changes are taking place in all Western European languages at a morphological level, (that is, in the way that the form of the words changes), rather than just at the level of semantics (that is, at the level of meaning or reference).  This type of sedimented sexism in gender languages can only be contested using a Second Wave feminist analysis, and contrary to some Third Wave feminist assertions that reform of sexism is impossible, although change is difficult and slow, it is possible. In languages such as English where gender is not marked in the same way, a combination of Second and Third Wave analysis is necessary.

Thus, feminists analysis and activity have changed in relation to sexism, from a concern with trying to ban or reform terms which seemed to be intrinsically sexist, as much work in the 1970s and 1980s seemed to do, towards a type of research which examines the way that a variety of terms may function within particular circumstances to operate as sexist.  This more pragmatic concern with sexism operating within particular contexts, rather than being intrinsic to particular words, has changed the role of the feminist linguist working on sexism. 

2.2.  Critical Discourse Analysis

It seems to me that a combination of a modified Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) and feminist linguistics can help to develop a position from which a Third Wave feminist linguistics might be able to analyse sexism (see Lazar, 2005; Page, 2005; Baxter, 2003, 2006).  Feminism and CDA both have a clearly articulated political position and a motivation for analysis, in that they wish to bring about change (although not all feminists believe that sexism is still an issue, nor do they agree on what strategies to take in relation to sexism). Rajagopalan (2004) argues that CDA, unlike some other forms of linguistic analysis , wears its ethical and political commitment on its sleeve, and he suggests that Critical Discourse analysts have `unflinching faith in the truth of one existential proposition, namely that things do not have to be the way they currently are’ (Rajagopalan, 2004: 262) Sometimes, however, whilst clear on the need for changes in linguistic usage and in representation, some CDA theorists do not seem able to articulate the range of possible positions of interpretation that there may be of particular statements and phrases, assuming that there are certain meanings inherent in words.  

In recent work in CDA, however, there does seem to have been a move towards an awareness of multiple interpretations of words within certain parameters and there have been attempts to chart the range of those interpretations (Ainsworth and Hardy, 2004).  It is because CDA has drawn on research on discourse that it is of use to a feminist linguistics analysing sexism.  Rather than seeing sexist language as simply words which convey sexist attitudes, Ainsworth and Hardy argue that: 

`Discourse does not transparently reflect the thoughts, attitudes and identities of separate selves but is a shared social resource that constructs identity as individuals lay claim to various recognisable social and shared identities’ (Ainsworth and Hardy, 2004: 237)

However, this does not capture the way that individuals and their relations to others are constructed in discourse.   Sexism is a set of resources which individuals assume to be available to them, which are socially approved of by certain institutions and groups, but which, within particular communities of practice and institutions, may be contested. Thus,  the use of sexism by individuals may be a way of associating oneself with particular people within a group or distancing oneself from other people in a group and associating oneself with groups and values outside the group.  As Ainsworth and Hardy go on to argue:

`Individual identity is constructed from social resources and … far from being unitary and pre-existent, the individual is a fragmented and ambiguous construction, dependent on context and relationships with others for its self-definition and meaning’(Ainsworth and Hardy, 2004: 237)

Thus a form of CDA which is able to capture this fluidity and the localised working out of identity will be of use to a Third Wave feminist linguistic analysis of sexism.

To sum up, this book aims to develop a Third Wave feminist analysis of sexism which still retains some of the features and benefits of Second Wave feminist analysis.  Whilst global generalisations about the meanings of words and phrases judged to be sexist are more complex now, it is still essential to hold onto the notion of the possibility of generalising about language and gender  and to analyse the influence of wider social structures.  Local contextualized analyses eschew all preconceptions  about gender and instead analyse very critically the way that gender is drawn upon within a particular context, but they need to be aware of the way that wider ideological forces inform the resources which are available to participants in particular contexts.  Rather than seeing sexism as something upon which everyone can agree, I will be trying in this book to demonstrate that sexism is an issue of contestation, which it is essential that feminists engage with, in order to shape the way that women and men are represented and treated.

� It is debatable whether the term `political correctness’ was in fact developed by feminists.  Some have argued that it was from the start  a term of irony or abuse, used by political campaigners to mock over-zealous colleagues (see Dunant, 1994).


� This is a version of the words of the song which I have reproduced from memory.  Unfortunately because of the nature of this book,  it would be extremely unlikely that I would be granted permission to quote from this song.  In past publications, publishers have refused to grant me permission to use advertisements or poems in my work (1996; 1995).


� I discuss this discourse view in more detail later in this chapter.


� Perhaps also we need to be more aware of the negative evaluation assumed by the use of the term `essentialist’.


� Another problematic aspect to the concept of sexism is that feminist concern with linguistic sexism often had a heterosexual bias, which it was assumed could be simply rectified by having homophobic terms `added on' to the list of terms which are problematic for straight women. This is clearly not the case and homophobic terms need to be part and parcel of our consideration of sexism as a whole. Thus, what is defined as sexist is in need of a thorough re-examination and reformulation, taking on board the research which has been undertaken within Queer theory and gay and lesbian studies ( Kulick, 2000; Cameron and Kulick, 2006).


� Just as sexist statements made in conversation have an impact on the community of practice within which they are uttered, so does feminist critique which draws attention to sexism.  Sexist statements and anti-sexist statements alike may well be made in order to affect the dynamics of the community of practice in particular ways.


� All words which are introduced in this way feel `forced’ and cause resentment, these especially since they are seen to have been introduced because of political pressure.


� Added to this is the problem that there are no feminine terms in Italian as yet for certain professions, for example, for engineer and architect (`engeneer’ and `architetto’).


� However, I do not see language as simply reflecting social structures.  There is a much more complex relation between language and culture.


� When I first started  working at Sheffield Hallam University in 1995, there were BA and MA courses in Women's Studies.  Now those courses no longer run; there are still, however, many courses which are explicitly drawing on feminist theory.  Most of these courses concern themselves with gender issues at some level whilst not using `gender’ or `women’ in their titles. In the last ten years, the term `gender’ has been much more commonly used as a term to refer to both men and women and this reflects the integration of feminist theory and women's issues into the curriculum. In other countries, the situation is much worse, for example, in Japanese institutions, feminist theory and women’s studies are negatively viewed and colleagues who work on these subjects find promotion difficult (Kumagai, 2006, pers.com).


�  This section is a substantially revised version of  papers given at the International Gender and Language Association Conference, Lancaster University, 2002, and at the Third Wave Feminism Conference, Exeter University, 2002.  An earlier,  longer version of this section has been published as  `Third Wave Feminist Linguistics and the Analysis of Sexism’ (2004) Discourse Analysis On-Line, www.shu.ac.uk/daol.


� We need to question the homogeneity of our current characterisation of Second Wave feminism. Susan Stryker (2002) argues that Second Wave feminism was more diverse than most feminists acknowledge ; there was a great deal of dissent and alternative accounts of gender - for example, see work by Angela Davis and Chela Sandoval (extracts of these writers’ works can be found in  Lewis and Mills eds., 2004).


� This is rather curious because many of the linguists who draw on Butler's work would be critical of the use of Speech Act Theory from which the notion of the performative is drawn. 
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