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Chapter 2: Overt Sexism 

Although, as I stated in the Introduction, it is difficult to analyse sexism in the way that Second Wave feminists did in the past, because of changes in gender relations and in sexism itself, it is nevertheless important to be able to describe the forms that overt sexism takes, since it is clear that sexism does make an impact on the lives of women and men. There have been changes in the way that people use language in the public sphere so that sexist language and other discriminatory forms of language are no longer tolerated, or at least are less tolerated than they were. 
  However, it seems as if it  is no longer possible to agree on what constitutes overt sexism, even when it is clear to the hearer/reader that  sexism was intended. As Pauwels states:

`The alleged existence of a male bias in language use and its discriminatory and detrimental effect on women as language users are not (at all) unanimously acknowledged or accepted by the speech community at large’ (Pauwels, 1996: 67).

Whilst people still use language to be  sexist, they perhaps do not always do so using the terms which have been used in the past and they may use these terms ironically or humorously to deflect the responsibility for sexism (see Chapter 5).  Most models of sexism in the past have assumed that sexism is intentional, as Zwicky argues:  `By their choice of words, people are actively negotiating conceptualisations as personal and political acts' (Zwicky, 1997:25).   It is essential to maintain a balance between recognising the institutional nature of sexism and recognising that individuals can intervene in the way that sexism develops .  If we characterise language as ` a sort of triffid: an organic growth that develops a life and will of its own,'  then it will not be possible to describe the human agents at work in perpetuating sexist ideas, and sexist elements within the language will be seen as unchallengable by human intervention. (Cameron, 1990:18)  If however sexist language is viewed as the result of human intervention in negotiation with discursive norms, it may be possible to bring about change. 

Sexism is still a form of language use which affects conversations, one’s views of other people and one’s own place within society.  However, we need to ask ourselves what is it we are claiming about the force of sexist language and what actions feminists are proposing to counter sexism? As Butler asks:

`When we claim to have been injured by language, what kind of claim do we make ?  We ascribe an agency to language, a power to injure,  and position ourselves as the objects of its injurious trajectory.  We claim that language acts and acts against us and the claim we make is a further instance of language, one which seeks to arrest the force of the prior instance.  Thus we exercise the force of language even as we seek to counter its force, caught up in a bind that no act of censorship can undo’ (Butler, 1997: 1).

However, surely it needs to be understood that when we make accusations of sexism we are not simply claiming to be `injured by language’.  What we are injured by is a system which seems to condone such discrimination, and viewing this particular instance of sexism as indicative of wider social discrimination.  Butler seems here to be arguing that any attempt to challenge sexism is simply ` a further instance of language’ which will not change the way that language is used or the way people behave.  And yet, feminist campaigns about language have done more than `arrest the force of the prior instance’; they have, in fact, challenged the conventionalised thinking which informs such utterances and those discursive structures within society which condone sexist statements.  Feminist interventions call not only for a change of usage but also they call for critical thinking about gender relations, and as such they should be seen as more than an attempt to ban certain usages.  Thus, I would disagree with Butler that we are simply caught up in language, if we attempt to call for reform or change of usage; our interventions are calling for more than language change.

In the introduction, I mentioned Sunderland’s (2004) notion of `damaging discourses’.  Rather than assuming that individual language items injure an individual, she focuses on the effect of discourses which are potentially damaging both to the individual and the group who are being maligned. However she stresses that  `even if a word is agreed to be sexist in a particular context – for example a derogatory term intended to be abusive by a speaker and taken as abusive by a hearer – “damage” may not be a result’ (Sunderland, 2004:192).  Instead, she insists that we consider the way that the individual abusive term must be seen in the context of the discourses within the society as a whole which either affirm or contest sexism : `any potential “damage” from  a given gendered discourse within the nexus must be seen in the light of these discoursal relations’ (Sunderland, 2004:194). So damage cannot accrue from one usage but will only happen in the light of the combined effect of links between discourses and the position of institutions in relation to those discourses.

Sexist statements categorise you as belonging to a group which you do not associate yourself with or associate you with a set of values which you do not  value and which you recognise as negatively evaluated, for example, when an insult term such as `slag’ is used about you which categorises you in a role which  you do not recognise.  Butler argues:

`To be injured by speech is to suffer a loss of context, that is, not to know where you are.  Indeed, it may be that what is unanticipated about the injurious speech act is what constitutes its injury, the sense of putting its addressee out of control’ (Butler, 1997: 4)

This sense of sexism or racism `putting [you] out of control’ is important as you are not defining yourself but being defined. However, it is clear that, although the unexpectedness of sexist comments is crucial, (for example, one does not expect sexual comments in the workplace), I would take issue with Butler that this means that the addressee `does not know where you are’.  In a sense, this is precisely the problem, because you know exactly the position to which you are being relegated, but you do not recognise it. 

Butler argues that  we are constituted in language and we rely upon interpellation, (that is the process whereby we are incessantly called upon by language to recognise ourselves as a particular type of  person) in order to be an individual.  Sexism and racism have an impact on us since we are `dependent on the address of the Other in order to be’ (Butler, 1997: 26).  
 However, this view of interpellation, whereby we are called into existence by the address of the Other, in strict Althusserian terms, does not capture the complexity of our constitution as subjects and individuals. The role of discourse in the process of the constitution of the subject is not a simple one and what Althusser (1984) and Butler have not considered is the way that we are constituted by different discourses.  Feminism, anti-racism, gay and lesbian campaigns and disability rights discourses have all played a role in the constitution of our identity and what we think is permissible to say.  The discourses of sexism, racism and homophobia are all in conflict with these more progressive discourses.  We negotiate with those discourses, challenging some and affirming others, but rarely simply taking discourses on board wholesale (Benwell and Stokoe, 2006).  Intervention by activists to change language is productive social action, as Sunderland argues: `If gendered discourses can and do damage, the feminist project entails attempting to redress this.  Feminism recognises the possibility of change and strives for it, including through explicit contestation of the existing social order through language (Sunderland, 2004: 199)  Thus, feminist anti-sexist interventions should not be seen as trivial tinkering with language, but as political action.

In the 1970s and 1980s, it seemed very clear to many feminists what sexism was.  Sexism was defined as language which discriminated against women by representing them negatively or which seemed to implicitly assume that activities primarily associated with women were necessarily trivial (Vetterling-Bragging,  1981).  The aim of feminists therefore was to call attention to the way in which the use of certain language items seemed to systematically discriminate against and cause offence to women , by compiling lists of such language items in dictionaries and calling for people and institutions to avoid such language use (Kramarae and Treichler, 1985; Doyle, 1994; Miller and Swift, 1982; Mills, J. 1989; Mills, S. 1995; Schultz, 1990; Graham, 2006). That lexicographical work has been important in calling attention to overt sexist language, but perhaps that work needs to be made more complex, so that overt sexism is seen as only one type of sexism, and we need to analyse the other types of sexism which have arisen more recently in response to these feminist campaigns.

1. Hate speech and Sexism

Within North America the term `hate speech’ is used more frequently than it is in the UK .  This term refers to speech which is considered in itself as an incitement to violence and which is offensive enough to constitute violence in its own right. Thus, if a racist demonstrator had a placard on which was written `Death to all Blacks’ or a sign was written outside a Muslim American’s house which incited violence against that particular family or against all Muslims, then there is the possibility that it would be prosecuted.    A similar move has taken place within Britain to prosecute speech which could be considered an incitement to racial hatred, and in 2006 the British Labour Government under Tony Blair tried to bring in legislation to tighten up the laws around such language.  This was largely due to public and media unease about  political demonstrations where extreme anti-Muslim statements and anti-American statements were clearly seen on placards. However, the passage of this legislation has been extremely slow, simply because of the difficulty of defining `incitement to racial hatred’ tightly enough, so that it does not result in, for example, comedians who are critical of extremism being  prosecuted for racial hatred. There was a surprising public and political opposition to such laws as they were often portrayed as a limitation to freedom of speech (which, of course, is not protected constitutionally in the UK , as it is in the US).  Even in the US, where the  notion of `hate speech’ has some legal status, Butler (1997) has described the difficulty in bringing prosecutions under the current legislation because it needs to be proved beyond reasonable doubt that the speech in question constituted an incitement to violence.

It is debatable whether sexism can be seen as a type of hate speech. In some senses it shares certain characteristics with hate speech in that, in certain cases, (for example the use of lyrics such as  `smack my bitch up’ in some gangsta rap, which I discuss later in this chapter) it may be construed as an incitement to violence against women in general, or it may be seen as affirming violence against women as normal.  However, that is not to say that it can be easily proven to have been intended as inciting violence.  Sexism seems, even in its most violent misogynistic manifestations, to be fundamentally different to hate speech (such as homophobia, anti-Semitism and racism).  It could be argued that this is because of the very different relationship between women and men within society and the other groups which are subject to discrimination.  Racists, anti-Semites and homophobes generally hate all members of a particular group and they aim to separate them from the wider society and avoid contact with them, sometimes to the point of wishing to injure or kill members of the group.  By contrast,  society as a whole is based on the notion of the female-male heterosexual couple who live together in an intimate relationship.  That is not to say that relations between women and men are equal within heterosexual relationships, because it is clear that in many contexts, women are abused and oppressed within these seemingly intimate relations with men.  For example, recently in the British press there has been great debate about the murder of an Iraqi Kurdish woman by her family who disapproved of her choice of boyfriend;  sexual violence and murder within heterosexual relationships are far more common than violence and murder of women outside those relations.  However, it is impossible to imagine that hatred of women as a group would result in genocide, as it did in the Holocaust, or an apartheid system, as in South Africa, where women would be exiled to a separate `homeland’.  Because of the intimate relations which hold between heterosexual women and men,  misogynistic statements against women are usually made about sub-groups of women, that is, those who are not behaving in a sufficiently feminine way ( those who are behaving in a strong, self-determining, non-deferent way) or those who are considered to be behaving in an excessively feminine way (those who are seen to be overly passive, or overly concerned with their appearance).   Thus, throughout this book, I will be discussing hate speech and sexism as separate phenomena, as although they both discriminate against groups of people, their histories and the effects of such speech are different.

2. Contexts of sexism 

It is clear that it is often confident women in the public sphere who tend to be attacked through sexist language, where their sexuality or attractiveness is drawn attention to, as if this disqualifies them from claiming a place in the public sphere.  For example,  Anne Widdicombe, a member of the Tory shadow Cabinet in Britain, is often discussed, less in terms of her forthright opinions and more in relation to her appearance and the fact that she is unmarried.  In a similar way, as Walsh (2000) has shown,  newspaper reports suggested that  senior Labour Party member Margaret Beckett 's supposed lack of photogenic qualities ruled her out of the Labour party leadership elections. Page (2005) has analysed the way that Cherie Booth/Blair and Hillary Rodham Clinton have been described in ways that focus on crises in their personal lives rather than on their professional careers and achievements.  It seems as if in order to attack particular women who have gained prominence within the public sphere, newspapers can refer to a set of negative characteristics stereotypically associated with women as a group, such as concern with attractiveness or emotional crises, in order to undermine them politically or professionally (see also Chapter 5).

Reference to these stereotypical characteristics has the effect of categorising the particular woman as only a member of a minority group which does not belong in the public sphere.   To give an example of the way that sexist discourses are used in this way,  two female friends of mine worked as bus drivers for several years, and both of them left their jobs because of the incessant reference to supposed incompetence in driving, a stereotypical quality associated with women as a group, as I mentioned in Chapter 1.  Both of these women are extremely competent drivers, but they stated that the constant jokes about and reference to such problems in driving ended by undermining their confidence.  For example, on one occasion when a conductor was getting onto the bus that one of my friends was going to drive, a workmate called out to the conductor, `Oh, you're on with her, watch yourself,'  implying that she might crash the bus.  This is not an overtly sexist statement as such but it does draw on stereotypical beliefs about women. For both of these women bus drivers, it was the repetitive and tedious nature of these comments, by both workmates and the general public,  which contributed to their decision to leave. What both of them remarked upon was the fact that, because the assertions were made with reference to women as a group, it was not possible to respond to the assertions about their own driving skills or to deny that women in general are bad drivers. 
  These jobs  are primarily male jobs and they  are seen to be devalued when women take them.  This may explain the hostility to women which is expressed in stereotypically sexist comments about women drivers.

We can see sexism as, in some measure, a  response to feminism. For many males (and females as well), feminism is seen as disrupting the status quo and overturning the conventional views of  how women and men should behave.  Thus, sexist comments may well be a way of asserting an older set of values which do not seem to have common currency. McCrum, Cran and MacNeil argue that `people tend to fasten their anxieties about the changing world on to words' (McCrum et. al., 1986: 6).  People use  lexical choice, where there are alternatives available, as a way of signalling their views about the position of women in society. We need therefore to ask ourselves what motivates sexism and what discursive purposes  it serves, as it clearly has effects on those who use sexist language, as well as on  those to whom it is directed. When Wetherill and Potter (1992) examined the racist language of Pakeha (white) New Zealanders, they were interested in emphasising `the ways in which a society gives voices to racism and how forms of discourse institute and solidify, change, create and reproduce social formations' (Wetherill and Potter, 1992: 3).  Thus, we might see that in giving voice to sexist language, people may be aligning themselves with particular conservative models of social formation. What needs to be examined is the way that sexism is made to seem acceptable to many people and for this we need to examine the institutional supports which are given to such views. Only then can we examine the reasons that people are sexist and what `pay-offs' there are for them.  It is not adequate to suggest that sexism is only motivated by fear and hatred, since it is clear that there are a range of motivations and interests at work, such as conflict and competition over resources and status, and a view of women's `natural’ role which is at odds with women’s actual roles in contemporary society.

3. Types of overt sexism

It is necessary to give some detail of the forms of overt sexism, because it is clear that there are some forms which can be generalised about linguistically,  and which feel fairly fixed and there are others which are more difficult to classify (which I will discuss in Chapter 5). 
  It will not be possible to cover here all of the instances which have been documented of overt sexism, since there is a vast critical literature on this subject.  What I will do in this chapter is to cover those areas which still seem pertinent and active at the moment.  I will deal with them under the following categories: 3.1. words and meaning,  (including  naming, dictionaries, pronouns, semantic derogation and surnames and titles; 3.2. processes (including an examination of transitivity, reported speech and jokes). In section 4, I  focus on the effects of sexism and possible strategies for responding to sexism. 

3.1. Words and meaning

Throughout this section, I will be distinguishing between institutionalised sexism and the more `creative' forms of sexism which individuals use. Sexist language has often been institutionalised in dictionaries and grammar books, in policy documents and government reports, through the use of generic pronouns (see 3.1.3.) and particular terms to refer to women.  This type of authorised sexism is one where as Butler (1997) puts it, the institution speaks through the individual, and she comments: 

`the ritual dimension of convention implies that the moment of utterance is informed by the prior and indeed the future moments that are occluded by the moment itself.  Who speaks when convention speaks ?  In what time does convention speak ?  In some sense it is an inherited set of voices, an echo of others who speak as the “I” ‘(Butler, 1997: 25).

In this rather complex statement,  Butler neatly sums up the difficulty of trying to analyse institutional sexism.  It is necessary to ask who is speaking when you utter statements which you have not invented (conventional speech which originates and is affirmed by institutions).  This conventional speech  seems familiar and known because it is  based on stereotypical and common-sense beliefs about women. Because of their conventional and authorised nature, because the individual who utters them has not invented these ideas, in a sense s/he also does not have to take responsibility for them as they emanate from elsewhere, from the society or at least a part of the society.  What is missing from Butler’s account of the way sexism and racism work is that these utterances are challenged by other discourses within society.  Whilst stereotypical views of women exist and have been affirmed by large sections of society in the past, this is no longer the case.  Feminist discourses and discourses of equal opportunity  have been taken up by many women, men and institutions and have become enshrined in legislation.  These oppositional discourses  pose a significant challenge to the commonsensical nature of sexist statements, even when there seems to be widespread antagonism to feminism per se.  It is because these stereotypical views clash with many people’s sense of their reality and their values and because they feel anachronistic and conservative that they are not simply authorised by society as a whole.

However, institutional sexism  is not all that sexism is; in some ways, people interact with these institutionalised forms and create new forms of sexist usage in a similar pattern or  model of the institutionalised form.    Sexism may be seen as a form of language which is institutionalised and which is available to people to use.  However, if people do use it,  because it has begun to develop negative connotations amongst large sections of the society, and because it seems to be anachronistic, they might be considered to be conservative as well as being discriminatory.  Thus, rather than seeing sexism as something which is imposed on women by men, I prefer to see sexism as a site of struggle over access to resources and positions of power.  Kress argues that 

`as material and social processes alter, … ideologically-constructed common sense is always out of phase with … practices; there is always a constant tension between social reality and social practices and the way in which they are and can be written about in language' (Kress, cited in Morrish, 1997:344).  

Discursive change is fairly slow and often out of step with the practices of individuals and groups within society (Mills, 1995). Thus, for many within society, sexism is anachronistic but it still continues to be used and sexist discourses are still available as a resource.

3.1.1.Naming 

Many of the feminist theorists who analysed sexism in language in the 1970s and 1980s focused on naming practices.  It was argued that language was `man-made'  and that women were excluded from the process of naming and defining.  As Spender states:

`Names are essential for the construction of reality for without a name it is difficult to accept the existence of an object, an event, a feeling. Naming is the means whereby we attempt to order and structure the chaos and flux of existence which would otherwise be an undifferentiated mass’ (Spender, 1980:84).

Whilst it is clear that naming is important, there are a number of elements with which we need to take issue with Spender.  Firstly, the focus on naming and nouns is not inevitable, but one which is partly determined by the Anglo-American linguistic and philosophical tradition within semantics of focusing on nouns almost exclusively.  It also does not seem to distinguish between  giving a name to someone, the existence of words to denote something and the development of names for new elements.  We might usefully deal with these separately, since the system whereby we give family names to women and men, the development of terms for new elements and the existence of names for particular experiences  are very different processes, and I shall be attempting to separate these off in the discussion below.

Whilst early feminist linguists such as Spender (1980)  proposed that sexist language was a result of  and reflection of a patriarchal social system,  in recent years, it has become clear that individual men do not necessarily `control' the language, although  certain elements of the way that language functions may seem to benefit or give value to the experiences and beliefs of  men more than those of women.  The view that the language system is fixed and encoded solely in men’s interests has been challenged by feminists such as Black and Coward (1981).  However,  it is now not clear how we can describe the fact that the language is a system, albeit one which is constantly changing,  which has embedded within it a set of stereotypical beliefs about women.  It also has embedded within it a set of beliefs about women which are progressive and these can be seen to be differently valued to sexist stereotypes.  The position of these beliefs about women are not `contained’ in any sense by the language, but they do seem to be a driving force which underlies the language as a system, and as such they lead to certain usages changing and certain usages being seen as authorised.  Within Spender’s determinist view of the relationship between language and reality,  if you alter the terms within a language which seem to represent women negatively, then you will change also the way that women are thought about, as I discussed in the Introduction.  However, other theorists considered that if you changed the social position of women, then words would in some ways reflect that change and alter accordingly.  Neither of these views is very accurate, as it is clear there is a complex two-way process, whereby language items affirm and reflect and possibly contest the current state of play of beliefs about women and men. Cameron suggests that rather than seeing language as a reflection of society or as a determining factor in social change  `it could be seen as a carrier of ideas and assumptions which become, through their constant re-enactment in discourse, so familiar and conventional  we miss their significance' (Cameron, 1990:14).  Thus, some sexist terms may be seen as so much a part of the language that we do not even notice them as sexist (and Spender’s (1980)  work was  extremely important in terms of foregrounding those naturalised usages, so that we could see them as sexist).  However, there are still lexical  items which seem to be clearly sexist and which we might want to change or whose usage we might wish to resist.  For example, there are certain words which refer largely to women and which have negative connotations.  The adjectives `shrill’  and `feisty’ are used almost exclusively to describe women, and seem to have connotations of excess, even when they are used positively.  `Shrill’ generally  presupposes that certain women’s voices are unpleasantly high or loud, in relation to an assumed female norm of quietness and a  male norm of low pitch. `Feisty’ is used to refer to women who are strong and independent, but there is a presupposition that it is used to refer to women in a negative way and `feisty’, although it can be used in positive ways, is generally used to refer to someone who is seen as exceptionally assertive, thus suggesting that women should not act in this way.   Underlying these terms is a contrast with a male norm: males are `independent’ and `strong’ by right but not `feisty’; male voices are at the `normal’ pitch, and even when they are high, they would generally not be described as `shrill’.  Thus, although Spender’s views on sexism have perhaps been superseded by more recent feminist work and by changes in usage, there still exist many examples of overt sexism in naming and representing women. As Talbot puts it: `classifying people is part of the naming and ordering of experience; it both reflects and sustains existing social relations and identities.  The categorisation of people is a powerful normative force’ (Talbot, 1998: 217).

3.1.2.Dictionaries

Hellinger and Pauwels (2007) argue that `dictionaries like grammars, are site of codification and normative language’ (Hellinger and Pauwels, 2007: 667).  Because of this they play an important role in the way that the language changes and they can act as `gate-keepers’ of authoritative usage.  In the 1980s and 1990s, many feminists criticised dictionaries for featuring sexist terms without labelling them as offensive.  Hellinger and Pauwels (2007)  argue that dictionaries `have institutionalised sexist language in their choice of definitions and examples (use of androcentric generics, asymmetrical gender-marking, the communication of stereotypical gender roles’ (Hellinger and Pauwels, 2007: 667). Kramarae and Treichler comment on the process whereby dictionaries define terms and cite literary examples of their usage; they argue that :

`A dictionary is a word-book which collects somebody's words into somebody's book.  Whose words are collected, how they are collected, and who collects them all influence what kind of book a given dictionary turns out to be and in turn whose purpose it can best serve’ (Kramarae and Treichler, 1985:119).  

Drawing attention in this way to the specificity of the perspective of the sources which are drawn upon and the purposes the definitions serve challenges the portrayal of dictionaries as simply descriptive tools, objective collections of current usage.  In response to this institutionalisation of sexist terms, several feminists constructed dictionaries themselves which did not function in the same way as other dictionaries, that is to standardise usage;  instead they acted as a form of critique of conventional dictionaries and as a source-book of feminist knowledge and neologisms (J. Mills, 1989; Kramarae and Treichler, 1985) For example, in Kramarae and Treichler’s Feminist Dictionary , the sources used are feminist writings rather than mainstream literature.  Thus `cosmetics’  is defined as ` a mask used primarily by women which can be an aid for performances of various kinds, even for appearing a conventional woman’  and `man-made chemicals that clog your pores and make your eyelashes fall out’   The definition continues ` the persistent need I have to make myself “attractive”, to fix my hair and put on lipstick – is it the false need of a chauvinized woman, encouraged since infancy to identify her values as a person with her attractiveness in the eyes of men ?’ (Kramarae and Treichler, 1985: 108). `Illegitimate child’ is defined in the following way `it has traditionally meant that the person was born incorrectly because the father is not known or the parents are not married.  This word is maliciously used even though the mother is known and knows that the child is hers’  (Kramarae and Treichler, 1985:206).  This dictionary aims to foreground feminist theory and work on meaning  and challenge the notion that conventional dictionaries are objective accounts of word-meaning.  Kramarae and Treichler argue that dictionaries often make women’s contribution to language invisible and/or downgrade them, for example when they label feminist terms such as  `herstory’ a mere coinage (`all words are coinages’ , Kramarae and Treichler argue (1985:4)) .  This feminist lexicographical project actively calls attention to the partiality of compilers of dictionaries and asks explicit questions such as :

`What is the source of our knowledge of [language] norms (e.g. introspections, experience, empirical research)?  How do dictionary entries relate to each other and to objects in the world ?  What is the status of cultural knowledge in our understanding of the meaning of a word ?  What is the relation or word usage to conditions for speaking?’(Kramarae and Treichler, 1985:7)

Graham (1975/2006) comments on her work in revising the citations in the American Heritage School Dictionary during the 1970s.  She made a decision to change the examples given in the dictionary, because they seemed to present a sexist view of women and men; she argues:

`if this new dictionary were to serve elementary students without showing favouritism to one sex or the other, an effort would have to be made to restore the gender balance.  We would need more examples featuring females, and the examples would have to ascribe to girls and women the active, inventive and adventurous human traits traditionally reserved for men and boys’ (Graham, 1975/2006:137)

She describes a moment of insight when she realised that she must change entries in the dictionary across the board: `a computer citation asserted “he has brains and courage”.  In what seemed at the time an act of audacity, I changed the pronoun. “She has brains and courage” (Graham, 1975/2006: 137).   In the 2000s we are used to more gender-equal examples in dictionaries, but it is because of the work of feminist lexicographers that entries in dictionaries have changed. 

These questions which feminist work on dictionaries has posed have shaped the way that dictionaries are now compiled.  The new dictionaries of contemporary English usage such as the Cobuild dictionary have been influenced by such feminist enquiry about the partiality of dictionary definitions, and instead of using literary examples, they have chosen to examine usage within a large corpus of written and spoken examples (Sinclair,1987).

3.1.3.Generic pronouns and nouns
Pronouns and nouns are important elements to consider when analysing sexism, as Hellinger and Bussmann (2001) state:

`Personal nouns and pronouns…have emerged as a central issue in debates about language and gender.  In any language personal nouns constitute a basic and culturally significant lexical field.  They are needed to communicate about the self and others, they are used to identify people as individuals or as members of various groups, and they may transmit positive or negative attitudes.  In addition, they contain schemata of, e.g. occupational activities and (proto- or stereotypical) performers of such activities. On a psychological level, an appropriate use of personal nouns may contribute towards the  maintenance of an individual’s identity, while inappropriate use, for example, identifying someone repeatedly (either my mistake or by intentions) by a false name, by using derogatory or discriminatory language, or by not addressing someone at all, may cause irritation, anger or feelings of inferiority’ (Hellinger and Bussmann, 2001:2-3).

The generic pronoun is one where `he’ is used to refer to both men and women. When the so-called generic pronoun is used to refer to groups of people, ( e.g. when the student has finished his exam he should hand in his paper to the invigilator),  this usage in certain contexts may be  confusing, since it is unclear whether it refers only to males or is in fact being used to refer to students in general (Spender, 1980).   Such sentences using the generic pronoun have the additional effect of affirming the markedness of female reference (i.e. male is the norm and female is the marked form) and contribute to the general invisibility of females within the language and within society as a whole.  
  This is something which is affirmed by Graham’s (1975/2006) survey of the use of `he’ `his’ and `him’ in contrast to `she `and `her’ in the American Heritage School Dictionary.   She wanted to discover just how many of the uses of the `he’ pronoun were in fact generic and how many had singular masculine reference. Out of a sample of 100,000 words, there were  940 uses of `he’, of which  744 referred to males, 128 referred to male animals, 36 referred to professions which it was assumed were male, (such as `farmer’) and only 32 referred to the singular subject used generically.  Thus, for Graham, it is clear that generic reference is fairly low, but what troubled her in this study was that relatively speaking, there were many more references to males than to females in the dictionary, as I will discuss later in this section.

Feminist campaigns to use pronouns which are truly generic have led to a radical change in the usage of generic pronouns, so that it is rare now to encounter `he’ used generically, since publishers advise authors not to use them and generally edit out such usage.  Institutions such as trades unions and universities have produced guidelines for usage. 
  Cooper (1984) has documented a decline of the use of generic `he’ and `man’  in a study of US newspapers. Pronoun use in English has perhaps changed more than any other area of language usage and it is the area where feminists have been most inventive, for example using `she/he’, `s/he’ and `they’ instead of `he’.  The difficulty in using these forms is when one wishes to use a singular generic reference, for example `the reader needs to pay attention to [……] language use’, or `when the baby asserts [….] will’.  In these examples, `his or her’ can see rather clumsy , especially when used extensively over a paragraph rather than just in one sentence and `their’ seems to some to be ungrammatical. However Eckert and McConnell-Ginet argue that `they’ used for a singular referent is perfectly acceptable, for example, in `Someone called but they didn’t leave their name’ (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003: 256). They stress that  this only works if the original referent is indefinite (i.e. someone, a friend of mine), for example `Someone said that they would pick that up for me’;  whereas when the referent is definite, `they’ does not seem appropriate, for example  `My teacher promised they would write a letter of recommendation’.   

Romaine (2001) reports that in American television interviews and talk shows `speakers used plural forms they and them 60% of the time to refer to singular antecedents of indeterminate gender like person, everyone, anyone, etc.’ (2001:161)  Writers such as Coates (1996) use `she’ and `her’ throughout their work for generic reference, and Sperber and Wilson (1986), in their work on Relevance theory,  use `she’ to refer to the speaker and `he’ to refer to the hearer, a practice which most Relevance theorists have continued (Christie, 2000).  Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (2003) have even coined a new reflexive pronoun `themself’ so that they can use a singular term for generic reference, for example, `it is unnerving to walk in on someone talking to themself ‘. 
 Holmes (2001) notes that use of generics is not consistent; often there is a certain `slippage’ `where an utterance starts as a generic but slips into masculinity before it ends’ (2001:124). However, Romaine (2001) suggests that we need to look not only at pronouns but at the number of times that males and females are referred to.  In her analysis of the Brown corpus of American English she found that in  1 million words, there were over 9,000  occurrences of `he’ and only over 2,000 occurrences of `she’.  She suggests that generics would not account for that discrepancy, and that we need to be aware of the relative lack of reference to women. Graham confirms this when she argues that `in books read by schoolchildren there are over seven times as many men as women and over twice as many boys as girls’ (Graham, 1975/2006:136) 

Despite this continuing difficulty with pronoun use,  there are some theorists who think that feminists should not concentrate on the use of generic pronouns, in the analysis of sexism.  Most surprising amongst these is Robyn Lakoff, whose early work on gender and language was so important for feminist research on sexism.  She states: `My feeling is that this area of pronominal neutralisation is both less in need of changing and less open to change than many of the other disparities’ (Lakoff,  2006/1975: 98)  However, it is clear that the generic pronoun has changed, and even if its usage has not changed as much as some feminists, including myself, would have liked, we cannot avoid recognising that feminist campaigns have brought about this change in usage.

So-called `generic’ nouns such as `man’  are used to refer to both men and women but, in a sense, often only refer to men.  Spender (1980) commented on the fact that  the use of `man’ generically is often interpreted as referring only to men.  She reports on early research in this area: 

`Aileen Pace Nilsen (1973) found that young children thought `man’ meant male people in sentences such as `man needs food’… Linda Harrison found that science students – at least-  thought male when discussing the evolution of man, they had little appreciation of the female contribution even when explicitly taught it’ (Spender, 1980:152).

However, one of the effects of feminists campaigning about generic nouns and pronouns is that it is more difficult to use them easily.  There have even been attempts to change the use of `man’ in church liturgy, for example, Romaine (2001) shows that the 1995 Oxford University edition of the New Testament replaced `the Son of Man’ with `the Human One’ (Romaine, 2001:162). There is a certain diffidence about using `man' generically these days, and when challenged people will often rephrase their utterances. There does seem to be an attempt to use inclusive generics more, when referring to women and men, for example using `postmen and women’ rather than just `postmen’.
  However,  there are words where the generic form already has another restricted meaning and therefore cannot be used for general reference,  for example, `worker' is not a simple substitution for `workman'.  `Workman' denotes a person who repairs something or builds something for you in your home, whereas `worker' has a history within socialist and Marxist thinking which, whilst being generic, nevertheless does not make it the generic counterpart of `workman'.  Similarly, `angler' has a slightly different feel to it than `fisherman’, and `fisher', although possible, seems archaic. Other terms where there seems to be no generic equivalent are `seaman’,  `ombudsman’ and `craftsman’, although `craftsperson’ is sometimes used. In some cases, there is dispute about the generic term and  this intersects with other disputes over the term, for example `dustman’ is still used, partly because no generic has been developed apart from `cleansing operative’. 
 However, certain generic terms do seem to have been adopted, such as `police officer’ and `fire-fighter’.  This may be because certain police forces have taken the issue of language extremely seriously (Greater Manchester Police, 2001; 2000)  In the case of `fire-fighter’ it is noticeable that the change from `fireman’ to `fire-fighter’ was largely due to media reporting of the fire-fighters’ strike in 2004 when `fireman’ was rarely used. 
  

Generic nouns are often still used for singular masculine reference. Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (2003)  remark upon the use of generic nouns in an  American anthropological text, where the authors stated `When we woke in the morning we found that the villagers had all left by canoe in the night, leaving us alone with the women and children’ (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003:243).  This use of the generic noun `villager’ to refer to only the male villagers seems to assume that male villagers are the only `real’  people in the village.  Eckert and McConnell-Ginet also comment on a similar example, in a statement made on a news broadcast: `Over a hundred Muslim civilians were killed, and many women and children’ , as if the women and children could not be considered to be referred to as civilians in their own right (McConnell-Ginet, 2003:244).
  Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (2003) also note that generic terms can sometimes be used to refer only to females; they give the example of an air steward who stated that she had served on the first transcontinental flight and that `back then people stopped working when they got married’ (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet: 2003: 244).  In this example, when she refers to `people’, she, in fact, means that only women stopped working on marriage.

Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (2003)  comment on the way that terms which identify  categories like `men’  `heterosexual’ and `white’  have been interpreted as the default term (i.e. they presuppose that a person mentioned is male unless it is mentioned that the person is female).  They argue that  when they are used as a default term, this often leads to the default term seeming to be erased and `this sustains the distinctiveness of the marked category’ (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003: 248). 
 They argue that this erasure of the default term and the marking of other terms ties into political and socio-economic disadvantage:

`Where there is subordination of a social group, there is at least some default organisation of the field against which that group is defined.  Belonging to the marked category  is generally far more consequential for a person’s life opportunities and sense of self than belonging to the often erased default category’ (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003: 250). 

Generally speaking, the male term is seen as the norm or the general term and the female the marked.  For example, in a recent circular from my sons’ school, I noticed that the heading `football’ referred to male football teams whilst `girl’s football’ was discussed under a separate sub-heading, suggesting that football played by girls is exceptional or not conventional football.

Pauwels (1996) discusses the complex process whereby jobs for females have conventionally, in many European languages, used the masculine term.  It is only recently that it has become possible to state that you are a lawyer or engineer in these languages using a feminine affix.  However, in German, Pauwels comments on a rather strange occurrence:  `die Hebamme’  used to be the word for midwife.  When men began to work as midwives, this  was changed to `Entbindungspfleger’. For women to refer to themselves as midwives, they then had to add a feminine affix to the word, making for the much more unwieldy and masculine derived `Entbindungspflegerin’ (see also Hellinger and Bussmann, 2001). However, this is not the case in Britain, where in  the few fields where women are in the majority, for example, in nursing or midwifery, males are referred to as the marked term, for example, `male nurse’ and `male midwife’.

This so-called generic use of pronouns and nouns is not necessarily built into the grammatical structure of a language.  It is generally  introduced into a language and subsequently   regulated by grammarians, and as I have shown, it  can be changed, even though it feels deeply embedded in the structure of the language.   Sunderland (2006) has examined the introduction of sexist structures into the language and  the role of grammarians in regulating the introduction and maintenance of usages. She has shown how, in the 16th and 18th centuries, grammarians issued prescriptive statements affecting how gender should be handled in language.  Wilson in 1533 argued that the male should precede the female, for example in `man and woman’, and in 1646 Poole justified this usage by stating that this was because males were worthier than females : `the relative agrees with the antecedent in gender, number and person… the relative shall agree with the antecedent of the more worthy gender’ (cited in Bodine, 1998:129) . In 1746 Kirkby argued that the precedence of males was because the male was more comprehensive than the female (Sunderland 2006: 12). Bodine (1998) also comments on the fact that an Act of Parliament in 1850 `legally replaced `he or she’ with `he’. She goes on to describe the measures which were taken in America and the UK to dissuade people from using `they’ for singular indefinite reference, for example she cites an American grammarian, White, (1880) who writes :

`their is very commonly misused with reference to a singular noun.  Even John Ruskin has written such as sentences as this: “But if a customer wishes you to injure their foot or to disfigure it, you are to refuse their pleasure.”  How Mr Ruskin could have written such a sentence as that (for plainly there is no slip of the pen or result of imperfect interlinear correction of it) or how, it having been written, it could be passed by an intelligent proof reader, I cannot surmise. It is, perhaps, an exemplification of the straits to which we are driven by the lack of a pronoun of common gender meaning both he and she, his and hers.  But admitting this lack, the fact remains that his is the representative pronoun, as mankind includes both men and women’ (White, 1880, cited in Bodine, 1998:131). 

Thus, it is important to examine the history of the introduction and regulation of  this particular type of  pronoun and generic noun use, so that we recognise that we can bring about change in usages which seem embedded in the structure of the language. 

3.1.4. Insult terms for women

Many feminist theorists have noted that the insult terms used for women are sexualised, and, as a case study, I would like to examine the use of `bitch’, `ho’, `pimp’, and `faggot’ in gangsta rap music, since many argue that the use of these terms is highly problematic.  US and British rappers such as So Solid Crew, Jay Z, Snoop Dog and Eminem have been attacked by journalists and politicians for their use of language which is seen to objectify women and glorify violence and gang culture.  The rappers are accused of inciting violence towards and abuse of women, particularly because of the use of words such as `bitch’, `pimp’ and `ho’ in their lyrics, which assumes that the relation between men and women is in fact like that between prostitutes and their pimps.  Gangsta rap or hip hop is attacked primarily because of its association with gun culture and the glorification of violence. For example, in 2003 after an attack in Birmingham, where two Black women were shot dead and two others injured in what seems to have been a `turf war’ between rival gangs, the then UK Home Secretary David Blunkett announced that he was appalled by the lyrics in rap and hip hop music and demanded that the music industry put an end to glamorising violence (Zylinska, 2006). 
 The consistent recent UK  media coverage of the shooting of young black men by gangs has prepared the ground for a moral panic around race which here interesting also  focuses on a concern with sexism. Very often these attacks on the sexism and violence of the lyrics are more like a channelling of racism. We have to be careful, as Chang argues,  that we do not project `sexual excess and moral lack onto blackness’ and inscribe `black gender and family as dysfunctional’ thereby enabling a `displacement of misogyny and sexism onto blackness’ (Chang, 2006: 7).

Hip hop is a `masculinist’  or `hypermasculine’ genre  of music where the protagonists bolster their own sense of authenticity and `realness’ (Stephens, 2005:23).  The artists are very concerned to set themselves apart from teen pop music and mainstream music in general, which many of them consider to have `sold out’. 
 Stephens argues that `hypermasculinity, signified by machismo and compulsory heterosexuality, are usually central markers distinguishing hip-hop from pop and other “softer” genres’ (Stephens, 2005:33). One of the key elements in this construction of `realness’ is the disdain for elements which are considered weak or soft and an emphasis on elements which demonstrate the masculinity of the singer, as McLeod argues `within hip-hop, being a real man doesn’t merely entail having a proper sex organ; it means acting in a masculine manner’ (McLeod, 1999, cited in Stephens, 2005:26) Particularly for white rappers, it is essential to present themselves as hard, tough and full of rage.   This hypermasculinity is epitomised in the figure of the `pimp’ or `mack’ who features in much hip-hop.

Furthermore, `realness’ is derived from public perceptions that the stories told by rappers are in fact narratives about the real lives of the singers.  However, as Stephens has pointed out, there is often a wide gap between the claims of rappers about their involvement in crime and gun culture and their real lives. And Ogbar has noted that there is a contrast to be made between the `misogynistic lyrics of rappers with their real-life expressions of affection and respect for female family members or women business partners.  In a larger music industry of virtually no black women executives, many gangsta rappers proudly noted their preference for black women business managers, agents and professional handlers’ (Ogbar, 2005:1073)

Quinn argues that we must take `the stark misogyny in the lyrical content of [gangsta rap] tracks as  a fairly well documented “given”’ (Quinn, 2000:117).  However,  we need also to 

`demonstrate that gangsta rap, far from being a straightforwardly co-opted and debased form, comments in complex ways on the terms and conditions of its own popular and commercial-cultural mediation. There needs to be a greater engagement with the formal complexities of, and immense aesthetic pleasures derived from, these lumpen black repertoires, as they have transmuted into mass-mediated figures like the enigmatic mack [pimp figure] of gangsta rap’ (Quinn, 2000:117). 

Thus, Quinn argues that we should not take the use of these misogynistic terms too literally, and must be aware of their complexity and self-reflexiveness.

Quinn documents the history of the pimp figure, deriving as it does from the trickster figure of African folklore, and the derivation of rapping from the Black oral practice of narrative `toasts’ and `playing the dozens’  or verbal duelling.  Because of its offensive lyrics, Quinn argues that not enough attention has been paid to the formal complexities of rap, because commentators are intent on reading rap polemically.  Through verbal play, the `pimp’ establishes his sexual credentials.  Rap artists represent themselves as pimps in their songs through their conspicuous consumption of expensive goods and food and drink and the commodification of women; however, Ice-T argues that pimping is `also used as a definition of a fly, cool lifestyle, which has nothing to do with prostitution’ (Ice-T cited in Quinn 2000:124).

We should not assume that these insult terms are only used by male rappers. Some female rappers also affirm hypermasculinity and use these insult terms to refer to themselves.  Quinn (2000) describes the Black female group Boss who have released songs such as `Diary of a mad bitch’ and `Recipe of a Hoe’. Quinn comments, `for these female artists in a male driven form, the central features of their hoe personae are materialism, their commodification of sex, and their rejection of romance-based courting rituals’ (Quinn, 2000:116).

Thus when we discuss rap music we can see that there are two positions.  One which argues that rap music has a rich African American cultural history and is complex and playful, as Quinn puts it: `pimp poetics share affinities with post-structural notions nor only of signification but also of subjectivity, whereby the mack serves as an emblem of ontological indeterminacy’ (Quinn, 2000:129) or we might be more convinced by those who argue that representing Black men as pimps entails representing women as `hos’  and objectifying them.  There is a third position which recognises the complexity of these representations in rap music, but is still not comfortable with referring to women as `bitches’ and `hos’.  Perhaps this sense of ambivalence is summed up in Joan Morgan’s review of Ice Cube’s music, where she admits to feeling perverse pleasure in the lyrics at the same time as wishing to resist them (Morgan, cited in Quinn 2000:132-3).   In an essay,  she writes: 

`Is it foul to say that imagining a world where you could paint your big brown lips in the most decadent shades, pile your phat ass into your fave micromini, slip your freshly manicured toes into four-inch fuck-me sandals and have not one single solitary man objectify – I mean roam his eyes longingly over all the intended places – is like a total drag for you ?  Am I no longer down for the cause if I admit that while total gender equality is an interesting intellectual concept, it doesn’t do a damn thing for me erotically?  That, truth be told, men with too many “feminist” sensibilities have never made my panties wet, at least not like that reformed thug nigga who can make even the most chauvinistic of “wassup, baby’ feel like a sweet wet tongue darting in and out of your ear.  And how come no one ever admits that part of the reason women love hip-hop as sexist as it is – is ‘cuz all that in-yo-face testosterone makes our nipples hard?’ (Morgan cited by  Chang, 2006: 7).

In the case of  the white rapper, Eminem, as Stephen’s (2005) has shown `it is unclear if he is a sophisticated satirist and/or a shameless exploiter revelling in misogyny and homophobia for commercial gain’ (Stephens, 2005: 21).  There has been a great deal of criticism of Eminem because of his use of words such as `faggot’ and `lez’ in his songs and because of his representation of murder fantasy in relation to his girlfriend  and hatred  of his mother.  Stephens argues that we should not see Eminem simply as a homophobe, but as what he terms a `genderphobe’, that is someone who is not antagonistic to gay and lesbian people or to sexual acts which are not heterosexual, but who is antagonistic to certain types of behaviour which seem to him to connote weakness and femininity.   As Stephens notes, `Eminem, along with other hip-hop musicians, often espouses homophobic rhetoric but his most inflammatory attacks are usually directed at male rivals who deviate from gender roles’ (Stephens, 2005:23). Thus he is critical of what he sees as gendered behaviour or roles but does not see this as indicating a hatred of sexual choice or sexuality. When Eminem’s first album was released he was criticised by a gay and lesbian group in America (GLAAD); they argued `Eminem’s lyrics are soaked with violence and full of negative comments about many groups, including lesbians and gay men’ and they argue that `such defamatory material…encourages violence and hatred’ and `such disregard for others can lead to discrimination, physical abuse and even death’ (Dansby, 2000 cited in Stephens, 2005:25).   Eminem responded in an interview `The term “faggot” doesn’t necessarily mean a gay person.  To me, it don’t.’ (DeCurtis, 2000, cited in Stephens, 2005:25) and in another interview, he went further, saying `Faggot is like taking away your manhood – you’re a sissy, you’re a coward … it doesn’t necessarily mean you’re being a gay person’ (Douglas-Brown, 2002, cited in Stephens, 2005:26). To further emphasise the semantic difference which Eminem feels he is making between faggot (weak) and gay (homosexual), in the 2002 semi-autobiographical film  8 Mile, his character says, about a co-worker: `Paul’s gay/but you’re a faggot’.  It is important, particularly in the case of Eminem,  to recognise that often Eminem using irony and that he is speaking as a character – we should not assume that Marshall Mathers is in fact Slim Shady and the real singer should not be responsible for the lyrics that the persona sings.  However, it is also not possible to simply decide to make something `mean’ something, unless this meaning is one which is affirmed by other people within the society as a whole.

Thus, these insult terms used in the context of gangsta rap can to be seen to have a multiplicity of meanings. It is clear that they are indeed sexist and homophobic, but they are not simply reducible to those meanings alone, since they have a history of usage which makes their meaning multi-layered and they are part of a very theatrical form of music where the authenticity of the singer’s persona depends on performing a particular type of hypermasculinity.  It is clear that the users of these insult terms intend them to be interpreted quite differently  to the way in which they are often interpreted by the media. I am not trying to condone the use of these terms, but the analysis of such insult terms in a particular context forces us to be wary of making snap judgements about the inherent sexism or homophobia of particular words. 

3.1.5.Semantic derogation

Terms which have been associated with women or with femininity have historically become pejorative, according to Schultz, who argues that there is a `semantic derogation of women'  - a systematic process whereby words and phrases associated with women become negatively inflected (Schultz, 1990).  Schultz traces the patterns in pejoration; for example, she shows that there is a `democratic levelling’ in terms referring to women in positions of authority.  These are more likely  to be  used for women at lower levels – she cites the examples of `lady’, `governess’, `mistress’ `madam’ and `dame’, which were initially used only for powerful women but then degenerated to have wider reference, whereas the male equivalents of these terms retained their associations with high status. She notes that `in their downhill slide, they slip past respectable women and settle upon prostitutes and mistresses’ (Schultz, 1990:136). She  charts the process whereby `huswif’ (meaning the female head of a household in Old English) declined to mean `a rustic, rude woman’ to then meaning ` a lewd brazen woman or prostitute’ (Schultz, 1990:137). 
  Schultz offers proof that these terms have negative associations:   

` if terms designating men are used to denote a woman, there is usually no affront.  On the other hand, use a term generally applied to women to designate a man and you have probably delivered an insult’ (Schultz, 1990:135).  

As I mentioned earlier in this chapter  (2.1.4), many theorists in gender and language have documented the ways in which there are more insult terms for women than there are for men. 
  However,  as Schultz suggests, it is even possible to insult a man simply by using the  words `woman’ and `girl’ , whereas it is not necessarily an insult to use the term `man’ or `boy’ to a woman.   For example, if someone calls you an `old woman’  or `old maid’ you know that you are being accused of being weak or fussy (the actual sense of this term is not always clear, but it is clear that it is an insult, since it is often used in phrases like `Don’t be such an old woman’)  `Girl’ is also used in this way to goad boys who are not considered to be sufficiently stereotypically masculine (as in `Don’t be such a girl’).

Terms which refer to jobs where women workers are in the majority tend to be  viewed as trivial and can have negative connotations; for example `lollipop lady’ 
 can have positive or negative connotations depending on the context, but it is clear that the childish connotations of the use of the word `lollipop’  suggest that the job is not considered to be serious or worthwhile. 
  Similarly, when the Labour government decided to introduce untrained classroom assistants in the UK in the 1990s, they were termed by many tabloid newspapers `Mum’s army’.  Instead of referring to the women who took up these posts in professional terms, this reference to the fact that many of the women were mothers was enough to trivialise the posts. `Mummy track’ is a term which has been used  in the  left-wing UK Guardian newspaper to refer to the lower profile career path which women who have children are encouraged to follow.  In recent (2006) discussions in the UK  about the government employing psychologists to advise the parents of offending teenagers on parentcraft, these psychologists were referred to as `super-nannies’, again using a term associated with a badly paid, largely female profession, rather than the professional term `psychologist’. Both the Guardian and the news reports on  `supernannies’, whilst critical of this development, nevertheless used the trivialising term throughout the report. Hellinger and Bussmann (2001) also comment on the way in which certain words used to refer to professions associated with females are of lesser status than those associated with professions where there are more males.  For example in French, `couturier’ (m) refers to fashion designers and both males and females can refer to themselves using this masculine term.  `Couturiere’ (f) refers to seamstresses or tailoresses. The word `tailoress’ in English is rarely used, because of this association with low-status work.

Some of the examples of overt sexism which were given by feminist theorists in the 1970s and 1980s today have a vaguely archaic feel; for example, many theorists stressed the lack of equivalence between the terms  `host' and `hostess' and `spinster' and `bachelor' (Lakoff, 1975; Spender, 1980; Mills, 1995; Schultz, 1990)   It has been argued that in pairs of words for women and men, the word to denote the female tends to pick up a sexual overtone which is not present in the word used for the male; thus `hostess' can mean a) a bar-worker who is sometimes a sex worker b) an air steward and c) someone who hosts a party; whereas only the latter meaning is available for the male `host'. 

Ruth Page (2005)  analyses the way that the media represent and name Cherie Booth/Blair, the wife of the former UK Labour Prime Minister, Tony Blair. As Cherie Booth, she is a successful barrister and head of a  law firm. They  represent Cherie Blair in terms of her appearance, her use of alternative therapies, her problematic friends, and as a mother,  wife and consort,  who is often criticised, whilst Cherie Booth is often represented as a powerful woman with a career.   This image of Cherie Booth  is set in conflict with the traditional passive stereotype of the Prime Minister’s consort. In both of her roles she is criticised. From the analysis of the way that Cherie Blair/Booth is represented we can make generalisations about the way  working women are represented and Page analyses the way that terms such as `working mother’ and `juggle’ are used .`Working mother’ is always associated with problems and conflict; and `juggle’ is used only in relation to women at work, where women are seen to try to be both professionals and mothers at the same time. Page argues 

`I am not trying to claim here that altering naming practices in the media, introducing the term `working father’ or changing stereotypically negative representations of the working mother would result in a more equal situation for all women and men within and outside the workplace.  However, exposing the ideological nature of these representational practices is still an important first step as a means of recognising that they can ( and some might argue should) be reconstructed’ (Page, 2003:576)  

Feminists have argued that terms used to refer to women often seem to be diminutive.  However, these terms are becoming more and more obsolete; for example, those words which end in -ette or -trix.  `Aviator' is itself obsolete and the female form `aviatrix' is hardly ever used.
  Hellinger (2001) argues that these terms which refer to women using an affix were in fact always problematic `they never only denoted the female counterpart of a male referent, but generally carried additional negative connotations’ (Hellinger, 2001:109). Many have argued that, because of the diminutive nature of these terms, they should not be used to refer to women.  Many people now use the term  `actor'  to refer to women, rather than `actress’, just as `authoress’ is now rarely used. Indeed, Romaine (2001) comments that she realised that `authoress’ was used in a negative way , when she found a `negative review of one of my books in which a male reviewer refereed to me as an authoress’ (2001:158)

Schultz suggests that this overall pattern of pejoration of terms referring to women could only have been initiated by men:

`It is clearly not the women themselves who have coined and used these terms as epithets for each other.  One sees today that it is men who describe and discuss women in sexual terms and insult them with sexual slurs, and the wealth of derogatory terms for women reveals something of their hostility’ (Schultz, 1990:137).

However, whilst Schultz’s work is important in seeing patterns of sexism, it is clearly not the hostility of individual men alone which is responsible for these patterns of usage.
  As Deutscher (2005) has demonstrated, language change is a complex process whereby a wide range of variants is available within the language at any one time; only some of these elements are adopted by large sections of the population, and this adoption occurs when there is a pattern of usage already in force, and that pattern is associated with institutional usage. When we analyse the way that words have historically changed, we may well find examples of semantic derogation, since dictionaries will try to list all of the variants, but we cannot assume that all speakers of the language use or even know these variants. Individual hostility is not enough to occasion the development and adoption of a negative term or to initiate patterns of  changes in language meaning or connotation. However, once a pattern of derogation is established, particularly if its usage is associated with contexts of institutional power, it is available as a resource and may be drawn on by individual speakers and writers.

Very often terms which are associated more with women than men not only tend to take on negative connotations over time but also begin to associated only with very restricted and specific  reference.  For example, in British English, `landlady’, from being a term which was equivalent to `landlord’ has now become restricted largely to the owner of a Bed and Breakfast or someone who rents out rooms in her house to lodgers. `Landlord’ has become the generic term. 
  Thus, when I wanted to refer to the female owner of a flat recently, I  found myself calling her a `landlord’, as `landlady’ seemed to have a different reference and connotations.  `Manageress’  has also become more narrow in reference, as although some time ago it was used to refer to female managers, now `manageress’ is only used to refer to women who manage shops.  In other contexts, for example where a women is a business manager, the generic `manager’ would be used.   `Priestess’ is restricted to reference to women priests in what are seen as pagan religious groups, and the generic  terms `priests’ or the more specific  `women priests’ are used instead. Thus, the process of change in women’s employment has meant that the gendered-terms are now being used in restricted ways, although the generic terms have become available to women as well. 

Schultz suggests that there are three origins for pejoration: association with a contaminating concept, euphemism and prejudice.  She suggests that contamination may be a factor in this process, since she argues men always think about  women sexually, and therefore any term used to refer to women will pick up sexual connotations; she gives the example of `woman’ and `female’, both of which have been avoided at different stages of their histories because of seeming to refer to `prostitutes’ or `mistresses’.  Schultz has found over a thousand words referring to women in sexually derogatory ways, but very few for men.  Euphemism also plays a role, since despite this great variety of terms for referring to prostitutes and sexually active women, there is a tendency to avoid naming prostitutes explicitly, which leads to either using words referring to other women, or to dysphemisms.  Schultz argues that prejudice is the primary motivator for pejoration and is occasioned by the need for men to constitute women as an `out-group’ by focusing largely on their sexuality when referring to them.

3.1.6. First names, surnames and titles 

The first names which are given to women often tend to have diminutive forms, (for example, Debbie,  Nikki, Maggie, Mandy), whereas male names tend not to be seen as diminutive. 
  However, there are a number of names which are shortened, more informal forms of male names which  are now used by females, for example `Charlie’ and `Jamie’ . These forms, whilst originally male names,  use the diminutive ending `ie’.  In Arabic, Hachimi (2001) has shown that whilst male first names often begin with `?abd’ denoting a relation to Allah, for example `Abdu-latif’ – slave or server of the gentle, and `Abdu-lmun?im’ – slave/server  of the benefactor, women’s names cannot display a similar relation to Allah.  The equivalent names for women are instead `Latifa’ and `Naima’, where the female is seen to be derived from the male form – Latif (gentle) + feminine form `a’.  However, Hachimi also notes that there are changes in the way that women are named in Morocco, for example, there are male names such as ‘Aziz’ , which are shortened forms of `Abdelaziz’ but which are now used as full names,  which do not indicate a relation with Allah.  There has also been a fairly recent development where certain names, such as `Amal’,  can be used for both males and females.

In Britain, surnames have been considered to display a form of possession of the woman by her husband on marriage, largely because taking the husband’s surname coincided with the appropriation by the husband of the wife's possessions and property (couverture) until the 1930s. 
  The loss of name on marriage has been fiercely debated by feminists.
  Hellinger and Pauwels (2007) argue that the use of the male’s surname on marriage, together with the use of titles `which identify women in terms of their relationship to men (married or not married)…highlight their dependency on the male’ (Hellinger and Pauwels, 2007: 653) . Since the 1970s, there has been a change in terms of women's relation to men, partly because of the liberalisation of the divorce laws in Britain, which has meant that it is much easier for women (and men) to obtain a divorce.    At the same time, the growth of couples choosing not to marry and to have children without marrying has increased greatly.  This obviously has made a major impact on the choice of surnames. For many women, adding their partner's surname to their own on marriage is a partial solution to the problem; however, many women do not do this because of the class connotations of double-barrelled names in Britain. 
   Since 1855 when Lucy Stone began her campaign to retain her own surname rather than change it to that of her husband, there has been a sporadic pressure to be allowed to retain one's  own surname on marriage (Kramarae and Treichler, 1985:237). In many other cultures, this problem does not arise as women retain their original name on marriage, (Arabic speaking countries) or add their name to those of their partners on marriage (e.g. Spanish speaking countries), or take their mother's name if they are female (Iceland). In America, the practice of simply adding the husband's name to the woman's name is much more common than it is in Britain.

To give a brief example of the variability of the  taking of the husband’s surname on marriage and the naming of children in Britain at the moment,  I would like to  analyse the names of parents in a local Woodcraft Folk group. 
  Of 24 parents in one Woodcraft group, only two women had taken their husbands’ surname.    15 of the children had taken the surname of their father, 4 had taken their mother’s surname and 4 had taken a double-barrelled combination of their father’s and mother’s surname. This small sample cannot be seen as being indicative of trends in the wider population.  Amongst the white middle-class (who are represented in this group) this is quite common, but within the wider population it is far more common  to take one’s husband’s surname on marriage, and indeed, it would be fairly controversial to maintain one’s own surname.

However, in recent years, there has been a trend for female celebrities to take their husband's names (Hughes, 2001). Hughes takes as symptomatic the fact that several famous women, such as Madonna and Victoria Beckham changed their surnames to their husband's :

`Women it seems are increasing taking their husband's surnames when they marry, and not just in that "Oh, let's just both be called Smith on the gas bill because it's easier" kind of way.  Rather, it is a self-conscious means of marking a profound change in sense of self and wanting other people to witness it’ (Hughes, 2001:2).

However, for many, this seems regressive,  signalling a `whole suburban lower middle class fantasy evoked by my simple request to be known by [my husband's name]' (Hughes, 2001:2).   Hughes argues that: 

`Madonna knows that anyone can get married - she had already done it once. She also knows that with luck, pretty much anyone can have a baby, because she's already done that twice.  What had eluded her up until now, perhaps was that trickiest of things, an enduring love relationship.  And having finally found it, in the middle rather than at the beginning of her adult sexual life, she wants to mark the moment for what it is: transforming’  (Hughes, 2001:2).

Where naming practices bring great difficulties for women is when they have children and have to make a decision about whose name the children will take.  It becomes even more difficult when women divorce their husbands or leave their partners, and change their own names; then they are faced with the difficult decision about what to do about the children's surnames if they have their father's surname.  If they then remarry and take their new partner's name, they are again faced with the question of what to do with the children's names.

The use of titles for women is equally fraught with difficulties, because of the need to choose between  `Mrs.’ and `Miss’ (where there is no equivalent distinction between married and unmarried men). The term 'Ms.' was introduced in the 1970s, in the UK and US, in order to give women the option of choosing to represent themselves as something other than married or unmarried. Whilst Ms. is still very much used by feminists in Britain, and is available widely as an option on official forms, for many it is often treated with some suspicion, as a title used only by divorced women,  feminists and women who are living with men without being married to them. 
  When it is used in the media it is often used pointedly in order to ridicule women. Walsh shows that prominent female politicians, when criticised, are often referred to as Ms. (Walsh, 2001). The term Ms. is also slightly difficult to pronounce and distinguish clearly from Miss in casual conversation. For many academic women, there is a further possibility of choosing to use the title "Dr." or "Professor"; however, the use of these titles outside the university or hospital context may implicate an assessment of the particular context as one in which power dynamics are at work (Thornborrow, 2002).  Thus, feminist women seem to be forced into labelling themselves in relation to men (married or unmarried) or choosing a term which has a very marked feel to it (Ms.) or using a term which relates to their professional status in contexts where it is not salient.  

In order to test out the way that women were using `Ms.’, Schwartz ( 2003/2006)  interviewed focus groups.  One of the women in the focus groups said `I think Ms. gives the idea that you choose to be that … whereas Miss you don’t choose because you just haven’t been saved by a man’ (Schwartz, 2003/2006:145). The focus groups stated that they considered Ms. to refer to  those who were divorced, or those who were co-habiting, women who did not want others to know that they were in a relationship with a man, those who felt too old not to be married, and by women who thought they might  be treated differently if married. Thus, rather than `Ms’ being used to replace the terms `Mrs’ and `Miss’, in order that women would no longer have to indicate their marital status in their title, in fact there is now a proliferation of terms, each with a wide range of contested meanings. It is clear from this discussion, that the introduction of `Ms’ has not been as successful as many feminists had hoped; however Sunderland argues that `the interventions were …effective discursively to the extent … that people talked about them’ (Sunderland, 2004: 200).

In a similar way, Hellinger (2006) has analysed the way that the German Chancellor Angela Merkel is named in  very different terms to her male colleagues.  In a study of a number of national newspapers, of different political persuasions, she has found that the title which is used most frequently with reference to Merkel is `Frau’ Merkel, a social title relating to her marital status, rather than a professional title. 

In a recent study which I conducted of British feminist women’s use of their husband’s surname ( Mills 2003), I found that  women's choice of surname and title at present can be seen to be at a  crisis point in discourse  where there are pressures exerted by our own perceptions of what is acceptable within feminism and what is deemed appropriate within other communities of practice. However, rather than simply assuming that women therefore adopt one simple solution to this problem, adopting either their husband's name or retaining their own/their father's,  using a title such as `Ms.' or using `Mrs.' or `Miss.', what women do is to negotiate these conflicting pressures.  They choose amongst these resources depending on the context, sometimes choosing different names and titles for use within particular communities of practice.  I found that just over half of the women I surveyed  had taken  their husband's surname.  Just under half of the women surveyed kept their own name or changed their name to a name other than their husband's  on marriage. Many of the women questioned stated that their reasons for taking their husband's name or keeping their original name were 'quite a volatile mix of practical, emotional and aesthetic factors' and some remarked that their decisions were guided by 'aesthetic and romantic reasons'. Many of them acknowledged that there were a complex range of pressures at work which informed their decisions about their surname and title, some of them locating these pressures specifically at the level of the family or particular feminist positions, and others stating `it's just expected.' 

For some of those I questioned, it was a question of signalling an affiliation with certain members of a family; one woman who, together with her husband, changed their surname by deed poll to the maiden name of her husband's mother, did so because, on divorce, the mother-in-law had reverted to this name: 'we liked the sound of it with our first names better. There was the added factor that we were living in Scotland at the time and [our child] had a lot of family living locally with that name so again it was a cultural issue in that we thought it would give him a sense of kinship and a sense of geographical belonging. So although me and [my child] have the same surname as [my husband] it wasn't, in that second act of naming, that we took his name, it's more that we all acquired a name together.' Thus, this person's sense of her family's affiliation to a particular community  overrides any other factors in her choice of surname. However, her feminist position dictates that she signals her awareness of the problem of seeming simply to be taking her husband's name. A similar process of affiliation and distinction seems to be at work with another respondent who stated that she took her husband's name because : 'I do not feel any particular loyalty to my father's name ( I have a very difficult relationship with my father) and liked the fact that my partner's  sounds more Irish than my family name.'  Here, taking her husband's name involves a more explicit affiliation to a particular community from which she is geographically distant, and sets herself apart from her father. Another respondent who married a Turkish man stated:  'If I had not taken my husband's name relatives in Turkey may not have seen the marriage as valid or would not have trusted my commitment as Turkish wives do not keep their surname'. 
  For some of the  women surveyed who took their husband's surname, the fact that they liked the sound of their husband's surname more than their own was a strong factor. Thus, aesthetic considerations and the sense of building a new identity for oneself with the adoption of this new `nice-sounding’ surname also come into play.

For others, taking their husband's name was seen to be a product of the time at which they were married, when taking the husband's name was more common.  For them, there was often a sense of regret that they had not kept their own name, thus judging their choice from a later feminist position. Many of them remarked that they felt that they had compromised their feminism or were judged as having compromised. One woman drew attention to this feminist position openly: 'at work they were surprised I had changed my name and thought for "professional" reasons I would use my maiden name.'  Another stated 'I had to explain my decision to a lot of my friends who know me to be an active feminist -  the norm amongst them was to retain their own family name… I was surprised by the strength of feeling among my friends that what I had done was a betrayal, whatever "creative" excuses I came up with.' Thus, many of the respondents felt that not only their choice of surname but their relationship to their husbands was being judged by  other feminists.  

Those women who kept their own surname on marriage  remarked that they did so because of the need to signal their independence and, for many, it was a way of making a public statement about their feminist commitment. However, many of them remarked on the difficulty of convincing others that they were married, sometimes having to provide proof of marriage to officials, and having constantly to correct strangers who called them by their husband's surnames. Many of the women who kept their name on marriage also gave their own name to their children. 

Several of the respondents remarked upon the fact that, whilst they did not experience any conflict over their choice of surname, the use of a title was more problematic. For some, the shift to Mrs. was seen in positive terms; one woman stated that 'while at University I had always been adamant that I would keep my own name when I married. But once we were planning to get married the thought of being Mr and Mrs with the same surname felt good. I didn't feel I lost my name, but that taking the new name was part of the new and married me…I had always said that I wouldn't be a Mrs and would keep Ms. but I actually like being a Mrs, it all feels part of growing up.' For this woman, there is a clear sense of a feminist community who would expect her to retain Ms. and which might argue that she had 'lost her name', but she has chosen to use  Mrs. as a signal of her maturity and affiliation with her husband. 

In general, the chief difficulty that the women surveyed here remarked upon was other peoples' understandings and evaluations of their decisions,  in relation to adopting a married title. One respondent stated that she was glad to take her husband's name because she felt that it showed her commitment to him: what she did not like was when friends and families addressed letters to her using Mrs. followed by her husband's initial and surname, rather than her initial, thus characterising her as a conventional wife. Thus, awareness of the judgement of others makes this a charged decision and illustrates the way that feminist women negotiate with the pressures from both feminist positions and also conservative, sexist positions. For this respondent, she is willing to take her husband's name and the title Mrs. but on her terms, not within conventional sexist terms. What seems to irk her is the difficulty in separating her decision from those sexist positions. For Chouliaraki and Fairclough, this type of hybridity is inherent in all social uses of language  `but particular social circumstances create particular degrees of stability and durability for particular articulations.' (Chouliaraki and Fairclough, 1999: 13) Thus, the practice which her family and friends engage in is perceived by her to be sexist, but for them, there are particular stabilising forces, ideologies of women's role in marriage, which are brought into play because she has taken her husband's name and adopted the title Mrs. 

It may still be the case that the majority of women in Britain do take their husband's name on marriage, but for feminists it seems that negotiating with the demands of what they perceive as sexism (largely the conservative anti-feminist forces in society), and what they perceive as anti-sexism (largely feminist ideas) results in them inflecting their choice of surnames within their own interpretative frameworks, or using different naming strategies depending on the context. Thus, reform is not the only possible response to overt sexism; naming is one of the areas where women negotiate positions for themselves and are very aware of the implications of the choices that they make. Their perceptions of other communities of practice and their position within these communities make a striking impact on their decisions about names and titles. Perhaps this type of negotiating change through the interaction of individuals with their perceptions of conflicting communities of practice, strategically choosing particular options for particular contexts, and inflecting those choices positively is a more productive model than the utopian notion that sexism can be reformed out of existence.

3.2 . Processes

Very often, in analysis of sexism, it is largely nouns, pronouns and adjectives which are focused on.  Here I would like to examine  instances of overt sexism in verbs or processes. Theorists such as Freebody and Baker (1987) in their survey of Australian textbooks for children found that there were some verbs associated only with boys, for example  in subject position: `answer’, `hurt’, `shout’, `think’, `work’; and in object position, `play with’, `talk to’, `walk with’ and there was only a small subset of verbs which were used for girls in the object position and not boys, for example `hold on to’ and `kiss’  (Freebody and Baker, cited  in Pauwels, 1996:21) Whilst there have clearly been advances in the types of roles that female characters play in school textbooks, perhaps there is still some residual sexism in the types of verbs which are chosen.  This process of association of verbs with males or females can also be seen in English textbooks for foreign language learners, although there has been some change in overtly sexist usage in recent years.

3.2.1. Transitivity

Transitivity analysis examines `what does what to whom’ in texts.  Burton (1982) argued that in much literature there is a tendency for female characters to be represented as acted upon by other characters.  Instead of them being represented as active and acting upon others, they are very often represented as the recipient of others actions, in the object position rather than the subject position ( see Wareing, 1994 and Mills 1995).  Wareing (1994) has argued that, even in women’s literature, where initially the female characters seem to be fairly active and self-determining, there are still tendencies for the characters to represented as passive and acted upon at certain crucial moments of the text, for example in sexual scenes.  Burton (1982) argues that, rather than focusing on individual language items, we need to see tendencies and patterning over the text as a whole.  Not only is this important in representation in literature, but Burton argues that these tendencies to cast women into object position can be identified in the way women represent themselves in interaction.  She suggests that because of stereotypical views, some women write themselves `into a concept of helpless victim’ , their texts abound with `disenabling metaphors, disenabling lexis, and disenabling syntactic structures’ (Burton, 1982: 201) For example, she draws attention to the way in which certain women sometimes tend to say `You’ll never guess what happened to me’, rather than `You’ll never guess what I’ve just done’.  She suggests that certain types of verbal habit – representing oneself as the recipient of actions – are seen as stereotypical for women. 

Susan Ehrlich (1999, 2001) has also focused on transitivity choices.  She has shown that in a disciplinary hearing at a Canadian University where allegations of sexual harassment and sexual assault were made by two female students against a fellow male student, the way that the male accused of sexual assault framed his actions were as ones which suggested mutual engagement.  Thus, whilst the female defendant stated `he grabbed my hair’, (which clearly foregrounds that this was not an action that she wanted to happen and categorises it as assault),  the male stated `I was caressing her hair’ (which  draws on the language of consenting sexual relationships and love, implying that the woman wanted this to happen).  The male in this case also frequently used  agentless passives, such as  `it was decided that..’ and `clothes were removed’, which do not suggest that anyone in particular was responsible for the actions, or that both of them were responsible jointly.  The male who was accused in this case presented sexual activities as events which `simply happened’, for example, `it started to heat up’ and `it started to escalate’.  In this way, the male sexual drive is categorised as a strong force which, once provoked by a female, cannot be resisted.  Here, the male’s responsibility is minimised and Ehrlich argues that, in some ways, the court process itself affirmed this lack of responsibility on the male’s part. The females in this case were criticised for not doing enough to resist the male or for not showing him clearly enough that they did not want to have sex, even though the female defendants both stressed that they were afraid and that they had in fact been very clear that they did not want sex with him.  Thus, in this case, certain types of transitivity choices which favoured male perspectives,  resulted in rape being characterised as consensual sex.  These transitivity choices had been institutionalised within the legal context of the tribunal.

A similar disenabling form of grammatical choice can be seen in two sections of an  article about male and female participants in the British tennis tournament at Wimbledon  in the UK TV and radio listings magazine, Radio Times (Bates and Smith, 2004).  In his article `The men to watch’,  Bates describes the male tennis players who are most likely to succeed in that year’s Wimbledon.  He describes male competitors such as Andy Roddick, Tim Henman and Roger Federer in entirely positive terms; for example, he says of Andy Roddick `He made a great effort last year and won at Queen’s last year too, and he won the US Open after that.  This year he recorded the world’s fastest serve at 152mph which is good on any surface’. Of Roger Federer, he says `He’s the reigning men’s champion and he’s the clear number one in the world.  He’s had an outstanding year’.  Even when reporting on someone like Andre Agassi about whose form Bates has doubts, he states `he’s one of the game’s great returners. He’s skipped much of the clay court season this year trying to save himself for Wimbledon, so physically he should be pretty fresh.’  In the  article `The women to watch’, which appears opposite the previous article, Smith describes the women competitors in starkly different terms.  When she describes Amelie Mauresmo, Venus Williams and Serena Williams, she focuses not on their successes but on their injuries and self-doubts, for example, on Mauresmo, Smith states `We know she can win at Wimbledon, but does she believe it too?  She has the ability and the athleticism to be a contender and she can beat anyone on her day, but nerves might destroy her challenge.'  When describing Serena Williams,  Smith states `No-one can stop Serena except Serena’ suggesting that Williams also suffers from self-doubt. Venus Williams is described only in terms of the effect of her injuries on her play.  When complimenting Jennifer Capriati on becoming a `big-time player once again’, Smith states `a few months ago I would have advised you to look elsewhere for this year’s champion’. Thus, in this article there seems to be a clear difference  between the way that male and female tennis players are represented, with male players being represented positively in terms of their fitness and  successes on court, and the female players represented as suffering from self-doubt.  This differential treatment of sportswomen and sportsmen has become institutionalised; many different sports reports use the same sexist structures and verbal choices. 

3.2.2. Reported speech

Caldas Coulthard (1995) argues that there is a tendency for the speech of females to be  represented in news reports in indirect speech rather than in direct speech. Thus she suggests that, because of this lack of direct quotation from women, women’s statements are mediated by the newspaper, which often leads to evaluative statements being made through the use of reporting words such as `claim’ or `argued’.  This can clearly be seen in the analysis of the representation of the former UK Home Secretary Margaret Beckett, which I discuss in Chapter 5, where there is very little direct quotation of Beckett herself, and only quotation of comments about Beckett from politicians and journalists. Because of this tendency, Caldas Coulthard views women’s voices as being relatively `unaccessed’ and when they are represented, they tend to be not the professional voices which are accorded to men but rather those associated with and emanating from the private sphere, for example those of daughters, wives and mothers. She argues :

`The private/public distinction is a very important feature of social organisation.  If women are represented mostly speaking in their personal roles, they are marginalised in terms of public or ritual speech’ (Caldas-Coulthard, 1995: 227) 

This institutionalised usage is not one which many might argue constitutes overt sexism and should be consider indirect sexism.
 However, it remains the case that there is a clear distinction to be seen in the way that women and men are reported in newspapers.

3.2.3. Jokes

As I will discuss in more detail in Chapter 5, jokes are a complex way of constituting women as a `minority group’ without taking responsibility for that exclusion.
  Sexist jokes allow generally unacceptable views of women to be expressed, because, the person who tells the joke generally can claim that they themselves did not  make up the joke. As Davies (2004) states,  sexism works with reference to an institutional status other than the personal or individual.  A student told me a sexist joke which can serve as an exemplar here of the way these types of joke work:

Q: What do Barnsley girls use as protection during sex

A: A bus shelter

There is an assumption that the hearer will infer that girls from Barnsley 
are renowned for their promiscuity and roughness.  The verbal play is centred on the dual mean of  the word `protection’ (to mean `condom’ or  `the  protection from the rain of a bus shelter during sex’).  For those who tell and laugh at sexist jokes, the wordplay is seen as being more important than the sexist beliefs which underpin the joke.

Bing and Heller note that the jokes made about lesbians by men are generally concerned with sex ( primarily oral sex), and appearance seen in terms of deviance from a heterosexual norm (Bing and Heller, 2003).  However, Bing and Heller note that lesbian humour takes issue with those representations and often foregrounds the living arrangements of lesbians rather than their sexual choices `in that sense lesbian humour constitutes a mode of social critique that offers transformative possibilities’ (Bing and Heller, 2003: 178).  In the debate about lesbian jokes in the pages of the journal Humor, it was asserted by Davies (2004) that jokes do not have a major impact on the real world; Bing responded:

`Certainly a few jokes by themselves cannot dehumanise a group of people, even an underprivileged group.  However when any group, be it lesbians or women in general are repeatedly treated as sex objects rather than as human beings in jokes, in pornography, in advertisements, in the media, in films, in books, etc, it is quite possible that this dehumanisation makes it easier for others to restrict, rape, assault and even kill individuals from these groups’ (Bing, 2004: 325)

It is sometimes difficult to know whether to interpret insults as jokes, since often insults are used to indicate a particularly close relation with someone. If someone you do not know well calls you a `dyke', in the phrase `you fucking dyke' in an angry tone of voice, you can assume that you have been insulted and you would be justified in classifying it as homophobic.  However, in certain circumstances, amongst close friends, it may not be clear whether insults are intended to be interpreted as jokes and indicators of a close relationship (`I know you so well that I can use this insult with you’;  thus the act can be classified as positive politeness, or affiliation).   The interpretation is sexism is often equivocal and  is largely  a matter of interpretation. For example, if a workman at work  calls me `dear', he may be being sexist or simply using the sort of address term which he considers appropriate to use to a  woman whose name he does not know.  It is this conflict over interpretation which is at the heart of the analysis of sexism

4.   Sexism, Racism and Homophobia

Overt sexism, where someone openly denigrates a woman, can affect not only her sense of her place in the world but can force her to interrogate her sense of self.  A similar process seems at work with racist language. James Baldwin stated in 1988: 

`In order for me to live, I  decided very early that some mistake had been made somewhere.  I was not a "nigger" even though you called me one.  But if I was a "nigger" in your eyes there was something about you - there was something you needed … so where we are now is that a whole country of people believe I'm a "nigger" and I don't and the battles on !  Because if I am not what I've been told I am, then it means you're not what you thought you were either ! And that is now the crisis.' (Baldwin, cited in Miller, 1995:42).

Racism and sexism have very different effects .
  For example, there have been several recent cases in Britain where children have been brought to trial because of having insulted another using racist terms.   In the case of sexist abuse, this would not have reached a court. This is because racist insults  may create an atmosphere of fear where people feel frightened to leave their homes or to interact with others, and also because very often racist taunts are part of violent campaigns against non-white people.

Because sexism works to demarcate certain people as belonging to a group, it works on stereotypes and prototypes to make clearly distinguishable that which risks becoming indistinguishable.  In the past women and men had more clearly defined separate roles and spheres, and for many men and women, this lack of distinction is troubling.  Sexism works to re-establish these distinctions and seems to hark back to an early period of order when people supposedly `knew their place’. A similar process can be seen at work in relation to language used about disabled people.  The TUC argues that 

`whenever we use words like "cripple" we reinforce the assumption that disabled people are less than able people.  When we work for equal rights, but talk about disabled people as helpless victims, we make the very objectives we have set ourselves more difficult to achieve' (TUC, 1998:2; see also Wright, 2007)

One of the most significant difficulties with the model of sexism which has been used by feminist theorists since the 1960s is that it does not address any other issues than those supposedly determined by discrimination on the basis of sex difference.  However, this is problematic, since if discriminatory language which is determined by prejudice on the grounds of class, race, disability and sexual orientation are not addressed, then the type of discrimination which is analysed under the heading of sexism is only concerned with women who are white, heterosexual, middle class and able-bodied. As Sedgwick argues with regard to homophobic language: `It is unrealistic to expect a close textured analysis of same-sex relations through an optic calibrated in the first place to the coarser stigmata of gender difference' (Sedgwick cited in Livia and Hall, 1997b:6)   

Whilst we must try to analyse discrimination in language across the board, at the same time, conversely, we must recognise differences. Many policy statements which are concerned with discriminatory language at present list all forms of discrimination in one document.  However, if we do not deal with the elements separately to some extent we will assume that all discriminatory language is the same and that it takes the same forms and will need to be addressed and combated in a similar way. It is clear that racist and sexist language have different histories. Wetherill and Potter (1992) argue that  racist language:

 `plunders - political ideologies of conservatism, liberalism and social reformism, the lay psychological analyses through which identity is construed and narrated in `post-modern' consumer cultures, popular biology and social theory, the moral principles and practical dilemmas of Western ethics, the categorisation systems of `race', culture and nation' (Wetherill and Potter, 1992:32).

It is clear that sexist language does not have the same ideological history or provenance as racism and homophobia.  Furthermore, sexist language has different effects; whilst it may be responsible for creating what is termed a `chilly climate' in the workplace where women implicitly are given the sense that they are not welcome, it does not seem to associated with threats of violence which  racist language often is (Greater Manchester Police: Stephen Lawrence Inquiry Report, 2001).   In a similar way, homophobic language springs from different histories of oppression and activism and the conflicts over equal rights for gay, lesbian, bisexual and transsexual people (Leap, 1995; 1997; Livia and Hall, 1997a. and b.).  It should not therefore be simply confused with the equal rights struggles of women in general.  But we need to be aware that homophobic language does have similar effects to sexist language, as Armstrong argues:

`The use of [homophobic] language creates an atmosphere of uncritical acceptance of intolerance towards homosexuality, whilst reinforcing stereotypical attitudes towards gays' (Armstrong, 1997: 327)

It is this acceptance of intolerance which needs to be combated and campaigns against this type of language use are crucial. Leap (1995) argues that 

`language, like politics, is a product of negotiation and contestation.  Speakers do not just “acquire” language in some abstract or mechanical sense; speakers, learn, share, modify, exchange and maintain rules of grammar and discourse, based on their own experiences of text-making and on their encounters with the text-making efforts of others' (Leap, 1995:viii).

In conclusion, it is important to see that sexism is not a homogeneous entity. It can be reified in dictionary definitions and in the way institutions affirm or contest it, but it  can often be ambiguous whether a remark is sexist or not.  That is not to say that all meanings and interpretations are now up for grabs, because  sexist statements are those which seem to make sense with reference to a body of seemingly authorised gendered discourses. In order to assume that someone has been sexist, it is necessary to analyse what you think their intentions were in uttering what you have classified as sexist, and whether they refer directly or indirectly to this body of stereotypical thought about women. 

The question of femininity is important here, for women who have a strong investment in femininity for their  own self-identity, may not consider sexist statements which are  interpreted as sexist by feminists.  If we consider what are termed `street-compliments' or `sexual harassment', those who affiliate with feminine values, may consider street compliments to be flattering and a recognition of their attractiveness,  whereas for feminists, these comments will only seem like unwanted sexual attention.

In order to try to assess the way that overt sexism works, I would like to examine an advertisement which appeared in a men’s magazine in 2004  advertising Vaseline deodorant for men. 
  The advertisement features a half-length picture of a woman in a bra  with her hands behind her head stretching; she does not look at the camera but instead poses with a look of sexual arousal on her face.  Above this picture is the headline `What a lovely pair of pits.’  The text continues under the picture of the woman `Beauties, aren’t they?  But why should women be the only ones to have armpits nice enough to fall asleep in?’ The advertisement presupposes that some men find it difficult to use deodorant, because it is viewed as feminine  or, as the advertisement puts it, `wussy’.  The advertisers tread a very careful path, since deodorants are generally  considered feminine,  arguing in suitably `manly’ joking language that many men have hairy armpits and  that this may be unattractive, when in fact a man could have armpits as beautiful as the woman’s.  However, it can only make this very convoluted argument – have armpits like a woman’s which smell nice, without challenging your masculinity -  by using `laddish’ vocabulary: Firstly, the woman represented here is argued to have a `lovely pair of pits’ but the expected collocation, especially since she is pictured wearing a bra is ` lovely pair of tits’.  Later in the advertisement, jokes are made about male armpits being like `an armadillo’s scalp’ and body odour is described in terms of `pong’.  The female represented here is presumably `flaunting’ her `pits’ and the male is urged to do likewise.  However, this advertisement  demonstrates clearly the very complex position advertisers are placed in when, in order to sell deodorants to males, they use illustrations of women.  Thus, in this advertisement based on a sexist representation of women, a jokey laddish style of address is used to male readers,  in an attempt to convince men to buy  deodorant.

Thus, to summarise,  there are a number of conventionalised and institutionalised ways of representing women which can be classified as overt sexism: where women are sexualised or trivialised in conventional usage and where they are represented as a deviation from a male norm. However, as I have shown in this chapter, many sexist forms have changed in recent years and feminists have developed alternative forms, some of which have been adopted and some which have not.  It is essential that feminists continue to campaign about overt sexism as it has an impact on the way women construct their sense of their own identity and their positions within institutions and communities of practice.










� For example, in the UK,  homophobic abuse is something which is treated much more seriously by the police than before, and some police forces (for example Greater Manchester Police Authority) have issued guidelines and protocols on how to deal with such language, which it labels clearly as `hate speech’.  They have also clarified the police’s role in defending the victims of homophobic abuse.  The UK government has tried to introduce legislation about racist abuse and have thus given an institutional basis for anyone complaining about racism.  Racist abuse  of football players is now something which the British Football regulatory body FIFA  acts upon, by imposing financial penalties  on clubs who do not act against racism and whose fans systematically abuse players on racist grounds.


� For Butler, the notion of the Other, that is,  a being almost diametrically opposed to yourself against whom you define yourself, is very important.   The Other was developed within psychoanalytic theory to describe the process whereby the Self developed in relation to this Other.  However, although it is difficult to engage with such concepts briefly,  I would argue that it is not a useful concept, since the self is clearly constructed from a range of experiences with many different types of other individuals, some of whom are characterised as similar to oneself and some of which are seen as different, some of whom are important for one’s development and some of whom  have little impact.


�  I discuss the issue of hate speech further in the conclusion.


� In fact, generally, it is recognised by the insurance industry that women are more careful drivers than men, with younger men being seen as the most likely to have accidents.   Several insurers offer women lower premiums than men as evidence of this difference, with one UK/Australian company, Sheila’s Wheels, catering only for women, and offering lower premiums. .


� I have discussed overt sexism in more detail in my book Feminist Stylistics, and for this reason, I will not give full details of the types of sexism which seem to me to be still current within British usage.  However, I will be drawing attention to the way in which sexism has changed in the period since the publication of that book.





� However, even when large corpora of data are drawn upon, if sexist usages are institutionalised within the language and occur at significant frequencies, they will appear in dictionaries, sometimes unmarked as offensive or archaic.


� In other languages than English this so-called generic usage  using the masculine pronoun is still grammatically the norm, as Hachimi shows of Moroccan Arabic (Hachimi, 2001)


� However, that is not to say that generic pronouns are not used still in use.  In a small-scale survey of generic pronoun use on UK BBC Radio 4  during the month of July 2007, I was surprised to find that `he’ was still used `generically’ fairly frequently,  mostly when referring to workers in male-dominated professions.  The use of `he or she’ was extremely rare.  However,  pluralisation `they’  was used much more frequently than singular reference. 


�  It is interesting that my computer will not allow me to write `themself’ but insists on automatically correcting it to `themselves’.  It is a measure of the difficulty of feminist intervening in the conventions of usage, particularly when they are institutionalised through spell-checks on computers.


� There was an attempt in the 1990s by the UK Royal Mail to use the generic term `postie’ for both men and women post office workers, but this was met by opposition from the workforce and is not in use, mainly because it is an informal use and would therefore  trivialise the job. 


�  In the UK `cleansing operative’ seems to be resisted because it seems to be so euphemistic and overly technical and is often one of the terms mocked when `political correctness’ is discussed.  However, this term seems to have developed less from debates about `PC’ but from a wish to find a more adequate term than the negative terms `dustman’ or `bin-man’. Sometimes, to avoid these terms, workers say that `they work in the cleansing department’ rather than giving their job-title.


� This may be due to positive measures by fire-fighters’ unions and employers to recruit more women into the fire service.  Inclusive language is one aspect of those measures.


�  They argue that although this `and’ could be taken to mean `including’ rather than `in addition to’ (and perhaps we do pragmatically infer this), the reporter did nevertheless use `and’ rather than `in addition to’.


� Romaine (2001) argues that the only terms which she could find where the male was the marked term were `bride and `bridegroom’ and `widow’ and `widower’. Talbot (1998) noted that `male prostitute’ is also a  marked term.


� In terms of incitement to violence, Smitherman has argued that often verbal dexterity and play, even when exemplified in violent and offensive language, can in fact deflect action `while the speakers may or may not act out the implications of their words, the point is that the listeners do not necessarily expect any action to follow.  As a matter of fact, skilful rappers can often avoid having to prove themselves through deeds if their rap is strong enough’ (Smitherman, cited in Quinn, 2000:128).





� This concern with authenticity is interesting considering that a survey in the Los Angeles Times in 1992 stated that 74% of gangsta rap music is bought by white people (Quinn, 2000:133). 


�  The current meaning of `housewife’ to refer to a woman who stays at home to look after children  is a very difficult term to use now, because of its negative associations.  This is due partly to  feminist campaigns against women staying at home and partly to  the increased involvement of women in the workforce, which has meant that there are fewer women who stay at home full time.  There has been a move on the part of those who care for children full-time to call themselves `home-makers’ instead, so that the labour involved in their work is recognised.  However, this term has not been adopted very widely.


� In Britain, generally women are insulted in relation to their sexuality (`slag’, `slapper’, `tart’) , their appearance (`dog’, `trout’), talking too much and too loudly (`gossip’, `bitch’,  `nag’, `strident’)  and their non-compliance (`battleaxe’, `old bat’, `old boot’, `slut’, `cow’, `stroppy’).  Male insult terms tend to focus on stupidity rather than sexuality (see, Schultz, 1990). 





� In Britain, this term is used to refer to a crossing attendant.


� The fact that these jobs are often part-time and are generally very badly paid plays a major role in the devaluing and trivialising of work associated with women.


� Other examples from British English  are `usher’ and `usherette’, where the female term has become restricted to reference to women who work in cinemas (however, it could be argued that `usher’ has become restricted to the person who guides people to their places at weddings).  `Adventuress’ used to refer to female adventurers, but also had picked up the meaning of someone who tried to gain advance through sexual relations with males.  It is now rarely used with either of these meanings.  `Pro’ and `tramp’ have  different meanings for males and females, with the female reference having a sexual connotation, although the latter is largely an American usage.





�   `Suffragette’ and `majorette’ are examples of words in fairly common usage referring to females using  –ette. (It should be noted that the male term from which `majorette’ derives is `major’; there is a significant difference in this binary pair). However, there are few other words using –ette.   The only situation where a recently coined word has used the -ette formation has been `ladette', a suitably ironic use of this problematic form.  Words like `governess’ (a derivative of `governor’) are no longer used because of changes in working practices.


� Although obviously the hostility of individual men will help to support this type of sexism.  This hostility is only possible, however, because there are institutional supports for men to see this type of viewpoint as permissible or indicative of their membership of a group of men with similar beliefs.





� In the UK, a Bed and Breakfast is a private house at the seaside where the owner offers rooms for rent on a weekly basis.


�  As well as this problem of restriction in reference, there is also a distinct lack of words to refer to specifically women’s experience.  For example, as I noted in Feminist Stylistics there does seem to be a distinct lack of words to name female genitalia informally, so that one is forced to invent words oneself or use a medical term or an offensive term (see Braun and Kitzinger, 1999).  There is also a problem of vagueness about the words used to refer to female genitalia; whilst male genitalia are fairly carefully described, female genitalia tend to be less distinct in terms of the way we talk about them.  For example, `vulva’ is a word used to refer to both the entire genital area and particular elements within the area, and as Braun argues `I don’t think most of us are clear what the vulva includes'  (Braun, 1999: 515) .


�  Shortened forms of British men’s names tend to end with `o’ rather than `ie’ such as `Robbo’ or even `er’ such as `Hezzer’ for Michael Heseltine, `Prezzer’ for John Prescott.  These forms whilst expressing certain negative emotions do not act as diminutives in the same way as `Maggie’  did when used of former UK Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher. 


�  This section is a thoroughly revised version of part of an article published in 2003  entitled `Caught between sexism, anti-sexism and `political correctness: feminist women's negotiations with naming practices', in Discourse and Society, Vol.14 (1) 87-110


� The fact that women's original surname is still referred to as one's maiden name seems to many to be anachronistic, since the concern with virginity is now largely irrelevant, but equally, many feminists and non-feminists see it as paradoxical that feminists have argued to retain the name which belongs to their father in preference to taking the name of their husband. 


�  There is also a tendency for the woman's surname to become marginalised as it is the name which takes on the status of a middle name with the husband's name coming at the end. However, it could also be argued that since the woman's name comes first, it may be the one which is listed in the telephone book and thus is of greater prominence and importance.  Wright and Hay (2000) have shown that in fact there are phonological reasons why certain names are put first, rather than this order being solely due to a patriarchal conspiracy. (Wright and Hay, 2000) Wright and Hay found that in first names, the one which comes first is generally the one which goes last is likely to end with a vowel, or have a long last vowel and the one which goes first is likely to have an initial consonant cluster and be one-syllable. Because male first names seem to have the characteristics for initial position, they argue that male names come first; however it might be more of an interactive situation, where male names have the characteristics of initial position because that is seen to be the most prestigious.  The same is probably true of surnames in double-barrelled names, that a combination of phonological preference and patriarchal stereotypes and also the `rules' within ones own community of practice all play a role in such decisions.








� Woodcraft Folk is a socialist-inspired group emanating from the Co-operative movement, which aims to provide activities for children, encouraging co-operation. This brief example is not necessarily indicative of trends in the wider population, but certainly indicative of middle class trends.





� Sunderland (2006) argues that Ms is much more widely used in North America than in Britain.





� This respondent, when commenting on an earlier draft of this work, mentioned that this was not the only reason that she had chosen to change her name to that of her husband. It was simply one of many other factors.





� Obviously the age of the person responding to this questionnaire is of some importance since those feminists who married twenty years ago, when it was simply accepted that on marriage the woman would take her husband's name, may well feel differently about their choice of surname given the changes in social structures and attitudes since then. 





� The distinction between overt and indirect sexism is not clear-cut.  There is a great deal of overlap between the two types of sexism. 


� Often women  make negative comments or jokes about males and we might argue that they must therefore to be considered to be sexist in the same as males’ denigratory comments about women.  However, I would argue that for a comment to count as sexist, the recipient must be a member of a political minority group which has, historically, suffered discrimination.


� Barnsley is a town near Sheffield, UK.


�  Because of recent legislation, racism is more likely to be acted upon by the police and legislature than in the case of sexism.  


� I would have liked to include a copy of this advertisement at this point to illustrate this analysis; however, as I mentioned earlier, advertisers are extremely wary of granting permission for reproduction of advertisements, particularly in books about sexism. After an extremely lengthy negotiation with the  producers  I decided not to reproduce the advertisement here.
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