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Chapter 3: Language Reform

When campaigners discuss linguistic reform, it is often assumed that they are only concerned with suggesting alternatives to particular terms of address, or  ways of naming.  Very often critics assume that linguistic reform is based on a very simplistic view of the nature of language and language  change. In this chapter, I show that despite the fact that suggesting alternatives to sexist terms is one of the strategies adopted by anti-sexist campaigners, it is only one of many strategies.  Since sexism now manifests itself in complex ways, the notion of reform or even commenting on sexism has become much more difficult.  Guidelines which were issued on language use in institutions are now much less visible than they  were in the 1980s and 1990s. 
  This is partly because feminist campaigns on language have made an enormous impact on language use, at least in the public sphere.  But it is also because the view of language reform has changed quite markedly, so that any campaigns on language are now considered to be a concern with `political correctness’ – a seemingly excessive concern with the replacement of problematic words with the `correct’ term (see chapter 4).  However, Cameron argues that :

`there is nothing trivial about trying to institutionalise a public norm of respect rather than disrespect, and one of the important ways in which respect is made manifest publicly is through linguistic choices: in the context of addressing or referring to someone, words are deeds (compare "hey bitch!” with “excuse me, madam”)’ (Cameron, 1995: 143).

In this context, language reform, however theoretically  problematic, (because of its assumption that it is possible to simply change language through issuing directives), forces individuals and institutions to see that their language usage may signal to others that they see them as inferior to themselves, when that may or may not be their intention. Attempting to reform the language also forces people to think about how their language affects others. If this usage is intentional, language reform movements ensure that those individuals can be informed that institutions often do not support them in this type of language use.  Hellinger and Bussmann (2001) state that reform is not just a matter of calling for certain items to be changed in favour of what they term gender-fair terminology, but rather should be seen as a representation of a change in relations between the sexes:

`Gender-related language reform is a reaction to changes in the relationships between women and men, which have caused overt conflicts on the level of language comprehension and production.  Reformed usage symbolises the dissonance between traditional prescriptions such as the use of masculine/male generics and innovative alternatives.  In most cases it explicitly articulates its political foundation by emphasising that equal treatment of women and men must also be realised on the level of communication’ (Hellinger and Bussmann, 2001:19).

Thus, attempts at reforming and changing language may, at first sight, seem overly ambitious and feminist campaigners may be accused of trying to force individuals to change their language use, thus challenging individual autonomy and freedom of speech.  However,  Pauwels argues that :

`although many people disagree with the claim that there is gender bias in language, or refuse to adopt non-sexist language changes, they have nevertheless been made aware of the problematic nature of language in this respect’ (Pauwels, 2003:561).    

Thus,  reform works on a range of different levels, consciousness-raising, as well as at this more symbolic level, attempting to foreground changes in the status of women and men. 

1. Institutional language change

Since sexism seems to be invoked most often when women are considered to be encroaching on masculine territory, many of the campaigns about language use have taken place within the sphere of the workplace.  Pauwels (2003) argues that 

`to date non-sexist language policies are in place in most public sector and in many large private sector organisations in English-language countries.  They are also increasingly found in European countries and in supranational organisations such as UNESCO' (Pauwels, 2003:561). 

Cameron (1995) suggests that issuing guidelines for language usage is based on a simplistic model of language and language change.  Simply replacing an offensive word with a neutral word does not for her mean that you eliminate sexist language. She uses the term `verbal hygiene’, (with all of the derogatory connotations of an excessive fondness for cleaning with which that phrase is associated), to refer to those campaigns against discriminatory language.  When she discusses these campaigns over language she refers to  `language mavens’  (that is, those who simply have particular dislikes about language use, such as those who campaign against the use of split infinitives).  For me, anti-discrimination reformers are significantly different to those who are arguing against, for example, the use or misuse of the word  `hopefully’ , and it is because I see differences between these approaches and the strategies adopted by campaigners that I will not be using the term `verbal hygiene’ here.

Cameron (1995) discusses the language guidelines which I wrote and which the University of Strathclyde’s Programme for Opportunities for Women Committee introduced in 1990.  The Programme was a committee which was established by the University itself and which it hoped would enable it to live up to its claims in its mission 

statement of `aiming for equal opportunities’.  

The University of Strathclyde, at that time, was very largely a male-dominated technological institution and many of the female academics working there then found themselves  the sole female in their departments. The Programme for Opportunities for Women committee, (POW) had decided that, in order to be  successful in our work of changing the way that women were treated in the institution, (on a wide range of issues and not just in relation to language), we would have to address the members of the university in a language that they could understand.  If we had  proposed anything too radical it would simply have been rejected. 

The POW committee had felt that the language used within the University in relation to women needed to be addressed, since this was an issue which many women colleagues had brought up as of concern, and we felt that this might prove to be a symbolic issue which would highlight the  presence of women in the university.  The language which was used by some male academic staff and administrators often reflected a belief that women staff and students  were relative newcomers to the university who had to learn to adopt the university norms, which were in fact masculine norms.  Sometimes women were treated in a patronising way, either treated as if they were special and very different from the rest of the academic community or they were addressed in university documents  in language  which referred to them as men.  For example,  I was once in a committee meeting, to which I had been co-opted , since there were no women on the committee, (this strategy of co-optation was another of the POW’s campaigns) and the chair started the meeting by saying `Gentlemen, if we could begin the meeting'. I was a co-opted member and I was there simply as a token female.  This was signalled quite clearly to me by the fact that the chair behaved throughout the meeting as if  I,  as a female, was not there and was not part of the decision-making process.  At another committee meeting where I was a co-opted female member, I was constantly asked at the end of many items of discussion `And what is the women’s perspective  on this?’ as if I could represent the views of  all of the women students and staff in the university.  Women in the university were sometimes referred to as `ladies’ which seemed to be according them a level of courtesy and chivalry which was not appropriate to them being considered the equals of male academics. The POW committee felt that this treating of women as newcomers who had either to conform to the masculinist norms of the university or be treated as exceptional, had to be challenged in some ways in order to encourage women staff to stay at the university.  We therefore decided quite strategically to produce language guidelines. We could have produced quite a stark document which outlined the problems with the language used to and about women staff and students, drawing on our feminist positions, but we decided to use a discourse with which we thought all the staff within the university could agree.  We also decided as a committee that although sexism was endemic within the university, part of the problem was that many people did not realise that they were being offensive to women and did not intend to be sexist.  We could do little to change the language use of those people who did in fact intend to be sexist, but the vast majority of the staff and students, we felt, were unintentionally sexist, using language which they assumed was appropriate to the particular context.  Sexism had become institutionalised. When we decided to put together a leaflet offering guidance on what we decided to term `gender-free language’ usage, we focused therefore  on the notion of civility and offence, since everyone within the university would agree that being civil to others was necessarily `a good thing’ and offending others would be seen as necessarily `a bad thing’.  We therefore suggested that if they referred to female academics as `girls’  or `ladies’ that they risked offending them and suggesting that women  were not their  equals.  If they used `he’ to refer to all students, then they may suggest unintentionally that they considered the `normal’ student to be male and that female students were only allowed into the university on sufferance.  

We decided as a group that it was better to suggest that sexism was not institutionalised  and part of a social system, (as most of us, in fact,  believed to be the case), but rather to focus on the matter of unintentional offence, because in that way, these guidelines would not alienate other staff, would appear reasonable, and could suggest ways of countering sexist language. Cameron (1995), who joined the University of Strathclyde after these guidelines had been introduced, has criticised this decision in her work, because she argued that if you adopt this particular approach which stresses that it is important to be civil to others and show respect, then you characterise sexism as simply a matter of individual intention:

`From a `civility’ perspective the point of using non-sexist language is not to challenge androcentric linguistic representations of the world at large, but merely to avoid offending/alienating women in the immediate context.  This makes sexism a matter of individual men giving offence to individual women, rather than a systematic social process’ (Cameron, 1995: 134) 

What we wanted to provide was a way for each individual staff member to think about their use of language, but our guidelines were not based solely at the level of the individual, as the very act of issuing the language guidelines meant that the institution was also involved in reconsidering language usage and recognising its role in the treatment of women in the university. Drawing on our contacts with the trades unions within  the university, and supported by the university administration and management, we distributed these guidelines throughout the university.   With the support of the union, AUT, we then circulated the guidelines to all AUT members within Scotland, and the guidelines were also distributed in a number of other UK universities, either through the union or through the institution itself.  

Cameron (1995) discusses at some length the correspondence which was received by the Programme for Opportunities for Women committee by those who objected to the guidelines and many of these were concerned with perceptions of curtailment of  freedom of speech, and discrimination against men.  Despite the fact that the guidelines did create some negative reactions, nevertheless, they did have a radical impact on many women staff and students at Strathclyde.  The guidelines gave women an institutional  support for making claims about sexism and referring to the guidelines made it possible to object to usages where it might have felt intimidating, for example,  in large committee meetings.  At several meetings, female colleagues, when hearing sexist usages simply stated ` Since the  university has adopted Gender-free language policies, could we possibly use X instead of Y?’  Therefore, it was possible to make the request for anti-sexist usage a matter of institutional policy and not simply a personal request.  The POW committee  did not see ourselves as `verbal hygienists’, simply concerning ourselves with cleaning up the language used about women and making it less offensive.  We saw our language guidelines as part of an overall strategy to make the university a more welcoming place for women staff and students by making management, administrators, students and staff think of the changes which needed to happen in the institution to accommodate women.  Our other activities involved setting up Women’s Studies courses, publishing Women’s Studies bibliographies, to make those resources visible to both feminist staff and others.  In addition,  in English Studies, we hosted day-schools with students to produce  parallel curricula foregrounding the work of women writers; we held day schools for women students on feminist theory, and we campaigned for better childcare provision and promotion opportunities.  With each of these projects we thought carefully about how we could best achieve our end result, which was an improvement in the way that women staff and students were treated. Our overall aim was to encourage people in the institution to think carefully about what changes needed to take place, because, up until that time,  the view which was most dominant was that the women who joined the university had to do so on the university’s terms; they had to fit in and adapt to the masculinist ways of behaving and interacting.  The guidelines which were produced on gender-free usage have to be seen as part of this overall strategy. 

It should also be noted that policies such as the one adopted by Strathclyde and other universities are often not still in force, so it does seem as if the moment of institutional language reform is passed.  However, it should also be borne in mind that perhaps the fact that language guidelines are not issued to new staff any more suggests that they are less needed, since the reforms of the 1990s have been effective. In Cameron’s recent Language and Sexual Politics, in a footnote, she states that at Oxford University where she now works, anyone in charge of a committee is called a `chairman’; she states: `the experience of working…in an institution which does not even gesture in the direction of non-sexist language has made me rather less lukewarm and grudging…about the virtues of institutional policies’ (Cameron, 2006:180).  Thus, issuing guidelines can be an effective way of opening up a debate about the type of language which is advisable to use in relation to groups of people who are seen to be a  minority.  Whilst there are many debates about the most effective way to suggest changes to language at an institutional level, these reforming language guidelines did have a major impact on the way people use language within institutions. 

However, as Pauwels (2003) notes, in the 1980s and 1990s these types of institutional reform were only one amongst many strategies drawn on by feminists to bring about discussion and change in language use.  Pauwels describes how a great deal of the linguistic reforms which have taken place in Germany were brought about by essays in the German feminist magazine Emma.  The English feminist magazine Spare Rib and other academic feminist journals were all instrumental in publishing articles discussing feminist campaigns around language. Many feminists also used spray can campaigns defacing sexist advertisements which foregrounded the sexism on many billboard advertisements (see Talbot, 1998; Sunderland, 2006 for examples). On the London Underground, in the 1990s, there were highly visible sticker campaigns, where feminists posted stickers  stating  `This Advert Degrades Women’ on sexist advertisements.  These popular campaigns to change the nature of the way women were represented within the public sphere, together with the campaigns to change language used about women within institutions, had a major impact on the debates about sexist language in the 1990s.

2. Strategies of Reform

Despite the fact that very often sexism is discussed as if it were monologic, simply a question of using a word or phrase to describe or address someone, in fact it is polyphonic.  Sexist usage engages in a dialogue with views which have been expressed in the past and with ones which are currently circulating; it is in dialogue with sexist views and with feminist views and other anti-discriminatory discourses. Sexist language denotes an assessment of what is appropriate within a particular community of practice.  It is a language which, whether it likes it or not, will be responded to, whether to be affirmed or to be met with criticism or silence.  When faced with sexist language at an institutional or individual level, feminists have adopted a range of strategies, some of them bottom-up strategies, where the individual who uses sexist language is challenged, or top-down strategies, where feminists have tried to  encourage institutions to legislate to change language usage.  For example, in France there is a commission, the Commission  de feminisation de noms de metiers,  which examines the development of words to refer to female jobs, since  in French it is the male term which is considered to be the generic term which can be used for both males and females. `Le medecin’ is the term used to refer to a doctor, but it is grammatically masculine, whether it is used to refer to a male or female doctor. Thus, feminists in France have set out to develop new terms which are either gender neutral, or more appropriately in French to develop a term which refers to women doctors.  However, simply replacing terms is not the only strategy available to feminists, nor is  reform taking place at simply the individual level.  In this section, I  consider each of the strategies which has been adopted as part of this process of reforming language and afterwards I will  analyse the problematic nature of reform.

2.1.Critique
The first stage in any reform movement is to analyse and critique what is considered to be problematic ( Spender, 1980).  Pauwels (2003) has noted that there have been feminist language campaigns, criticising ways of referring to women in the following countries: Norway, the Netherlands, Germany, Spain, China, Iceland, Lithuania, Italy, Japan, Poland, Thailand.  Hellinger and Bussmann (2001) have edited three volumes of essays on the progress of these campaigns in many more countries and languages. Whilst simple critique is important as a first stage, since it sparks off debate, it often runs the risk of not providing alternative usages and also of simplifying matters for the sake of clarity. 

2.2. Alternative terms

Pauwels (2003) argues that we should see the work of feminist linguistic campaigners as language planning; generally the campaigns are not viewed in this way, as they are seen as ad hoc and not organised by a government, as is usually the case with language planning. When attempting to replace terms which are deemed to be offensive to women or when women have to use words which categorise them as male, there are a number of different strategies to be adopted – using gender neutral language or using non-sexist usage.  Frank and Treichler argue that:

`Gender-neutral is a linguistic description: a gender neutral term is formally linguistically unmarked for gender: police officer, domestic violence, flight attendant, in place of gender-marked policeman, wife battering, stewardess. Non-sexist is a social, functional description; a non-sexist term works against sexism in society.  While many gender-neutral terms are consistent with non-sexist usage, the two are not the same’ (Frank and Treichler, 1989, cited in Pauwels, 1996: 15).

Thus, with gender neutralisation, the same neutral term is used to refer to women and men.  If this is adopted as a general policy, this would mean that  the gender-specific terms (where the female term might have been considered to be the stigmatised or marked term, for example `adventuress’) would fall from usage. Another example of this would be the use of `waiter’ and `actor’ to refer to both males and females, in order for women not to have to use the less prestigious terms `waitress’ and `actress’. However, this  leads to invisibility or less visibility for women, and some theorists argue that it is better to develop terms specifically for women, but which are not negatively inflected.
  Pauwels (2003) states that those who have argued for the development of feminine affixes have stated that `it is better to be named and to be visible in language, even if there are connotations of triviality’.  It is perhaps also a consequence of this argument that when there are many feminine terms within the language, perhaps these negative connotations will disappear over time (Pauwels, 2003:558).  

In gender languages such as Italian, French, German and Arabic, the problem is slightly different, as there are often gender-specific terms,  where the male term is used for both males and females; for example where female lawyers are termed in French `l’avocat’, the term referring to a male lawyer. This generally happens where it is only relatively recently that women have started working within these professions and they continue to be male-dominated. Here rather than being gender- neutral, the male term erases the presence of women in the profession. In this case, Pauwels (2003) shows that feminists have campaigned for gender specification, so that males and females are referred to using  separate terms. This indicates that these professions are accessible to both men and women. Generally, within these languages there is usually a mechanism within the language for modifying the male term with an affix, like `-in’ or `-a’ or by prefixing it with a different article such as `la’. For example, in German the term for readers is `Leser’.  In order to refer to women readers, feminists have argued that  `LeserInnen’ should be used, with a capital for the affixed segment to foreground the `linguistic disruption’ as Pauwels (2003) terms it.  `Pilot’ can be used to refer to female pilots in German by adding the affix `-in’, as in `Pilotin’. However,  there is sometimes resistance to adopting affixes to refer to female workers, and it is argued that feminist campaigners here do not understand the workings of grammatical gender, confusing it with sex difference.  And so, in some languages, feminists have argued for gender neutralisation, for example in Dutch, `de advokaat’ (the lawyer) is used for both males and females instead of the gender specific terms (Pauwels, 2003:557).  This is a more equitable solution in Dutch than in other languages such as German, since the definite article is not marked for gender: `de’ is used for both males and females. Pauwels (2003) argues that this is a simpler solution, since,  in Dutch, there are a number of different feminine suffixes  and it is sometimes difficult to know if `dokter’, for example, takes the feminine suffix `in’ or `es’.  

A further strategy of replacement is needed for terms which have developed to refer to professions which have been traditionally dominated by women and which are not prestigious, for example `air hostess’ and `cleaning lady’.  In the case of these jobs, it is necessary to replace them with terms which bring greater prestige and for this reason the introduction of the terms may be resisted, since nothing about the nature of the job itself has changed, but only the term itself.  For example, `flight attendant’  or `air steward’  is now used to refer to `air hostesses’;  it does seem a more prestigious title than the term `hostess’ with all of its associations with `bar hostess’ and general waitressing. 
  However, there is some resistance to adopting these new terms on the part of the general public and they are occasionally used ironically.

2.3. Feminist re-naming/neologism

Linguistic determinism, that is the belief that language shapes our view of the world,  is not particularly fashionable at the moment.  There has been a widespread critique of the notion that, for example,  if there are three main colour names in the language, all of the users of that language  will only be able to distinguish those three colours.   However, it must be the case that when there is a named category for a particular experience, that experience itself begins to feel more acceptable, or at least is more commonplace if you do not have to explain the experience in phrases developed  from scratch. Feminists have felt it necessary to invent new words (neologisms) to describe critical ways of seeing, in order to challenge  conventional perspectives on those experiences (see Kramarae and Treichler, 1985)   Feminist neologisms have been very useful for women to recognise that certain experiences are general rather than specific to themselves. These neologisms also serve the purpose of defining experience from a feminist perspective rather than from a stereotypical or conservative perspective.  The term `date rape’ for example, provides women with vocabulary to describe coercive sex with a known person as rape (in stark contrast to the woman-blaming vocabulary often used in tabloid newspapers).  The development of the term `sexual harassment’ enables women to complain about unwanted sexual behaviour from their work colleagues, recognising it as a general type of behaviour which needs to be dealt with systemically, rather than at the level of the individual alone. The term  `abortion’ has been generally referred to as `termination’ by feminist campaigners who wish to lessen the negative emotive qualities associated with the operation, by using a more neutral and technical word. In a similar way, feminists who argue that abortion should be available to all women have termed themselves `pro-choice' campaigners, `choice’ being a positively inflected term.  This enables them  to focus on the restrictions on the choices of the woman in relation to reproduction, rather than on the rights of the foetus. 
  Thus,  these terms implicitly and explicitly, provide both a feminist critique of the way that these experiences have been described in the past, as well as offering a more progressive feminist way of analysing the experience.

However, whilst some  feminist neologisms are adopted by the linguistic community as a whole or by groups of women, other neologisms are less successful, partly because the words chosen themselves seem very marked. For example, the word `seminal’ is used to refer to something which is of intellectual significance.  Feminist linguists became aware that it originated from the word `semen’ and assumed that it inferred that the male contribution to reproduction was greater than the female.  Because of the problems of such assumptions, several feminists (some of them ironically and some not) developed the terms `ovular’  `germinal’ or `generative’ to use as alternatives (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003:217).  These words seem to clearly indicate a political position, i.e. women-centred or feminist and at the same time they assert a critique of the word `seminal’. And for this reason, they may be resisted by certain sections of the community who do not share those values, as Eckert and McConnell-Ginet state:

`some feminists want to use “seminal” to label the work of women who have made groundbreaking contributions in some field in order to highlight those achievements for the wider community, where alternatives to the familiar laudatory seminal might weaken or obscure the message’ (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003: 217).

As I have already noted in Chapters 1 and 2, one of the  usages which has been focused on most in English is the generic `he’ pronoun.  Several alternatives to the `generic’ pronoun `he’  have been suggested: for example, `they’ is now commonly used to refer to those whose gender is not known. Hellinger and Pauwels (2007:669) have demonstrated that in most studies of North American and Australasian English, generic `they’ is used in 60-70% of cases, whilst in British English this is not as yet the case.   Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (2003) note when referring to someone scaling a high rooftop it seems appropriate to say `What do they think they’re doing ?’ even when it is clear that there is only one person. They go on to argue that:

`referring to babies, no matter what their genital appearance, as they, might begin to move us nearer to a stage where there are real live options to presupposing gender attribution in English singular third person reference’ (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003: 256).

Some of the feminist neologisms have been taken up within the society as a whole and others have not been used by others outside feminist communities; the use of `they’ for indefinite personal pronoun seems to be growing but there are many feminist alternatives to this pronoun ( for example, `per’) which have not ( Elgin, 1988). 

2.4. Critique by Using Marked Words 

Pauwels (2003) has shown that some women have reacted to perceptions of male-bias in gender languages by becoming `norm-breakers’, openly flouting the fixed conventions of languages in order to draw attention to discrimination. In German, Pauwels (1996) has demonstrated that some feminists, such as Louise Pusch have used `Frau’ as a generic pronoun rather than the use of `Mann’,  which is the masculine term used `generically’. Pusch argues that it is important to use feminine forms generically, so that men experience how the generic use of the masculine form feels.   Feminists have  also argued that in German,  when referring to males and females, one should use the neutral form `das’ for example `das student’. Feminists have also begun to use comic reversals, for example, developing the term  `Herrlein’ (little man)   on the analogy of `Fraulein’  (referring to young women).  This foregrounds the diminutive form `lein’  within `Fraulein’ (Pauwels, 2003:551).  Pusch has suggested drawing on the neuter form for generic reference, for example using `das Professor’, for generic reference, `die Professor’ rather than `die Professorin’ for female professors, and `der Professor’ for male professors. Pauwels (2003) also draws attention to the use of `gender-splitting’ in German where feminine forms are included in all generic usages.  In this way, gender-pairs are developed such as `der/die Lehrer/in  - the male/female teacher,  instead of `der Lehrer und die Lehrerin’ or new forms are developed such as  `der/die LehrerIn’ which is a new composite form containing the masculine and feminine. 

In English, some feminist writers use `she’ as a generic pronoun.  Occasionally, this  may feel awkward as readers are used to `she’  as a sex-specific term, but when it is used in this `generic’ way it forces us to recognise just how sex-specific the `generic’ `he’ is.  Mary Daly in her book Gyn/ecology (1981) suggested other disruptions which have critique of the masculine embedded in them.  Her most successful neologism was the term `herstory’ to be used instead of `history’.  This playful rewriting of the word history demonstrated that women had been largely excluded from mainstream historical accounts. `Herstory’, at least in my experience, has always been used in this playful way, rather  being suggested as an alternative form to `history’.  Therefore, those who criticise the use of `herstory’ because they assume that it is based on a lack of knowledge of `history’s’  etymology are missing the humour of this neologism. Although this term, along with terms such as `wimmin’ (which was used for a while to replace `women’ with its troubling  etymology)  were taken seriously by many feminists and non-feminists, they were developed to be used strategically as critique. 

2.5. Inflecting Pejorative Words Positively

This strategy involves using pejorative or insult terms which have been used about women,  but inflecting them positively or using them assertively as a counter-discourse.  This can alter the usage of the word, but it  is only possible with words where  sexist usage is embedded in particular words or firmly associated with those words.  Butler (1997) suggests this as a more productive strategy than simply trying to propose  alternative terms.  She argues: 

`Those who seek to fix with certainty the link between certain speech acts and their injurious effects will surely lament the open temporality of the speech act… Such a loosening of the link between act and injury, however, opens up the possibility for a counter-speech, a kind of talking back, that would be foreclosed by the tightening of that link.  Thus the gap that separates the speech act from its future effects has its auspicious implications: it begins a theory of linguistic agency that provides an alternative to the relentless search for legal remedy’ (Butler, 1997:15).

Thus, for Butler, taking legal action to limit offensive or discriminatory language is not the most productive form of action. Instead, she argues that we need to  prise apart words and their associated meanings, and by intervening in the meaning of words, by producing new meanings or associations for certain words, (counter-speech) we can begin to disrupt the very mechanisms whereby discriminatory language makes sense.  However, this type of intervention in language is only possible with certain types of discriminatory language and Butler here seems to be dealing with name-calling, as if this were the only type of offensive language.  With indirect sexism, where there is a crucial distinction and distancing between the speaker and the utterance, this type of strategy cannot be effective.  Similarly, there are only certain speech acts which can be reapproapriated and used in an act of critique in this way. `Nigger’ is a case in point, as is `dyke’ and `queer’, where these words have been reinflected positively by the African American  and gay communities.  However, this  reinflection  only works with a very limited number of  terms which were originally insults and the use of these terms by opponents still unfortunately carries its injurious linguistic effects. Butler states that: 

`The revaluation of terms such as “queer” suggest that speech can be “returned” to its speaker in a different form, that it can be cited against its originary purposes and perform a reversal of effects.  More generally then this suggests that the changeable power of such terms marks a kind of discursive performativity that is not a discrete series of speech acts, but a ritual chain of resignifications whose origin and end remain unfixed and unfixable.  In this sense an “act” is not a momentary happening, but a certain nexus of temporal horizons, the condensation of an iterability that exceeds the moment it occasions’ (Butler, 1997: 14).

This `returning’ to the speaker for Butler confers power on the recipient.  Thus, rather than seeing discriminatory language as a single `momentary happening’, we can see those who are attacked engaging in a response, refusing the terms which are used to define them and reframing those terms. In so doing, those who are discriminated against  make the previous set of assumptions active but they also call them into question.  However, these insult terms cannot be wholly reclaimed, as Hall and Livia state: 

`no movement for the reclamation of pejorative epithets such as dyke, faggot and queer ever succeeds in eradicating their pejorative force entirely; indeed, it is in part due to their emotive charge that we are moved to reclaim them in the first place’(Hall and Livia, 1997b, 12).

Thus, these appropriated terms can only be used effectively within certain contexts where you can be sure that your interlocutors will know and understand the way that the term is being inflected.

2.6. Answering Back/Wit

As I mentioned in Chapter 1, there are a number of strategies which involve wit in responding to sexism. William Leap describes various strategies which have been used to deface homophobic graffiti; this strategy of answering back with humour and wit is something which Leap sees as an important political tool for gay, lesbian and bisexual people to carve out a space for themselves within a potentially homophobic and hostile world.  When a message `Death to faggots' was written on a lavatory wall, Leap describes the response `That's "Mr. Faggot" to you, punk' which was written next to the graffiti.  He suggests that this response is highly effective as a response to insults since  `using an appeal to appropriate verbal etiquette to respond to a death threat is an especially delicious moment of queer phrase-making' (Leap, 1997b:318)  Leap also points out that in gay and lesbian events many of the terms which have been used to denigrate gay and lesbians are used as a rallying call.  For example, he shows that on posters for such events, some posters state : `bring the whole pretended family' which refers to the restrictive Clause 28 which was enacted by the British Government in the 1990s  to ensure that gay and lesbian family arrangements were not portrayed as `real’ families. 

This notion of joking at the expense of those who are insulting you is an important one and Bing and Heller (2003) have noted that the way that jokes developed within the lesbian community have often explicitly responded to  the types of jokes made about lesbians by heterosexuals.  As I mentioned in Chapter 2, most jokes about lesbians seem to be about sex, and jokes by lesbians often challenge those assumptions by focusing on excessive romanticism and  domesticity rather than on sex alone.  For example, the joke which Bing and Heller analyse is:

Q: What does a lesbian bring on a 2nd date ?

A: U-Haul.

This joke, they argue, critiques the notion that lesbian relationships are about sex alone; the question presumes that the punchline will include some sexual reference, whereas  it in fact suggests that lesbians are more likely to rush into long-term living arrangements than being concerned with sex.   Thus, jokes which overturn stereotypical views about women and witty responses can be powerful strategies in combating and challenging sexism.

Thus, overall, it is important to realise that linguistic reform does not simply consist of replacing problematic or offensive words with alternative words, but involves strategies such as mounting a critique through coining new words, using insult terms positively, and developing witty responses to sexism.

2. Effectiveness of Reform

Many feminists  enthusiastically adopted the cause of language reform during the 1980s and 1990s  and lobbied within their workplaces for changes to be made to the way language was used in official documents.  Many institutions recognised the progressive message that reforming language usage gave to their employees and to the outside world. Pauwels (2003, 2001, 1998)  and Hellinger and Bussmann (2001) chart the changes which have been brought about in a large number of European languages, because of the campaigns of feminists to change language use – changes which are sometimes simply a matter of vocabulary choice and sometimes questions of grammatical features such as pronouns and word-endings.  Hellinger and Pauwels (2007) describe the major changes which have been brought about in legal and administrative documentation in Germany and Switzerland and they also comment on the changes which have been introduced by UNESCO since 1987 to eliminate sexist language from all documentation in all six of UNESCO’s working languages (English, French, Spanish, Russian, Arabic and Chinese) (Hellinger and Pauwels, 2007: 666). 
   They also note that such linguistic reforms have been implemented in the Council of Europe (1990) and in the European Parliament (2003). These changes to the language have made a vital difference to many women who felt underrepresented in the language.  Pauwels (2003) argues that these proposed changes have been surprisingly effective; her survey of the research on the effectiveness of feminist campaigning concludes that there has been a dramatic decline in the use of masculine generic nouns and some decline in the use of generic `he’; the use of non-sexist alternatives to generic masculine nouns and pronouns has greatly increased.  She notes that the use of sex-exclusive terms (such as `-man’, as in `barman’)  in job advertisements has been largely replaced by the use of  the affix `-person’. 
 

Some of these changes which feminists have proposed to linguistic usage have been remarkably effective and are now used by the linguistic community as a whole.  Other changes have been ridiculed and are generally not used even in feminist circles any more. Hellinger and Pauwels argue that there are certain key factors which contribute to the effectiveness of anti-sexist language reform: they claim that `such factors include the question of whether the feminist critique of language is part of the country’s political agenda [and] whether there are influential key agents who promote the change’ (Hellinger and Pauwels, 2007: 665).  Thus, if there is not this wider support of feminist principles in the society as a whole and if the activists demanding change are not respected within the society, the proposed reforms will be ineffective.  Pauwels also argues that: 

Language changes imposed  upon a community by a government or official agency …may not be adopted despite far-reaching implementation strategies, because of the negative attitudes of the community towards the changes (Pauwels, 1996: 140).

It might also be the case that the community is antagonistic towards the agency or government and therefore the reform fails because of this antagonism. Or the alternative terms may be used in negatively inflected ways,   as Hellinger and Bussmann (2001) state: `reformed usage has sometimes been appropriated by speakers who will use alternatives in ways that were not intended, thereby redefining and depoliticising feminist meanings’ (Hellinger and Bussmann, 2001:19)  As Holmes (2001) argues, in Australasia,  `Ms’ now is used to mean `feminist’ , `divorced’  or someone who is living with someone without being married ( see discussion of Schwartz, 2003/2006 in Chapter 2).  The intention behind the development of the term `Ms’ was to create an equivalence between the way men were referred to and the way that women were referred to so that both men and women were referred to with one title. In other European languages, generally  the change has been to abandon one of the titles used to refer to women; however, within  the English-speaking community, now males have one term and women have three, the alternative `Ms’ often being a stigmatised or specialised term whose connotations vary from community to community .  Pauwels (2001) shows that in fact only 11% of the women she surveyed in Australia stated that they had chosen to use Ms because of their feminist principles. Most of them used it because their friends used it. She also shows that whilst `Ms is being adopted [largely] by those who fall outside the traditional categories of “married” and “single/unmarried”. However there is some evidence that Ms use is also increasingly found among those who are married’ (2001:149) . Thus, it is important to ask whether, when we assess the effectiveness of language campaigns, not only `is there evidence of the adoption of non-sexist alternatives but also evidence that these alternatives are being used in a manner promoting linguistic equality of the sexes’ (Pauwels, 2003:566). For, as Hellinger and Pauwels (2007) demonstrate, the use of non-sexist language may not indicate `a pro- feminist attitude, as linguistic choices may be informed by opportunism’ (Hellinger and Pauwels, 2007: 665).

However, it is not simply antagonism towards the government or towards feminism which might result in linguistic changes not being adopted. Cameron (1995) argues that language campaigns are never solely about language nor are they solely about the status of a minority group.  She asks: 

`Why do so many people so deeply resent campaigns against sexist, racist, ageist and ablest languages ?  Is it because they are dyed in the wool bigots who want language to “reflect society” by faithfully expressing widespread social prejudices ?  I think the evidence points in a different direction.  …objections to linguistic reform tend to focus much more on language than on the social questions at issue, such as whether women are men’s equals…what many people dislike is the politicising of their words against their will’ (Cameron, 1995: 119).

She goes on to argue that:

`opposition to politically motivated language change is not fuelled only by hostility to feminism or multiculturalism or whatever, but in many cases reflects a second and deeper level of disturbance to people’s common-sense notions of language (Cameron, 1995: 121).

It may well be that people find it possible to object to being `forced’ to change their language usage, whereas it is less possible now to openly object to being asked to consider women as the equals of males. What many people find difficult about this type of reform is that it is no longer possible to use a neutral term and to take up a seemingly neutral position when referring to women, as Cameron states:

`We also have to recognise that unless linguistic change holds some benefit for men and for more conservative women it will not be effective. By calling traditional usage into question, reformers have in effect forced everyone who uses English to declare a position in respect of gender, race or whatever. There is a choice of possible positions: you can say `Ms A is the chair(person)’ and convey approval of feminism or you can say `Miss A is the chairman’ and convey a more conservative attitude.  What you cannot do any more is select either alternative and convey by it nothing more than “a certain woman holds a particular office”.  Choice has altered the value of the terms and removed the option of political neutrality’ (Cameron, 1995: 119).

Cameron has argued that feminist reforms of language seem, in some ways, very like other conservative and perhaps reactionary reforming movements which had very problematic views about the nature of language (Cameron, 1995). Furthermore, Cameron suggests that the `gender-free language’ policies which institutions adopted seemed to her like `the symbolic concession you can make to feminism without ruining your dominant status’ (Cameron, 1998: 155). Attempts to change language usage can be seen as simply papering over the sexist beliefs which fuel this type of usage.  Holmes comments that some view this change in language as a type of `linguistic eugenics’ where such forms pay `lipservice to an ideal that belies the underlying reality of continuing sexism in the wider society’ (Holmes, 2001: 118).

Thus, for Holmes and Cameron, although it is necessary to draw attention to the way that certain language items might be considered to entail negative attitudes to women, suggesting alternative terms which might be used is not seen as challenging the sexist attitudes of speakers, but merely enables them to mask their sexist attitudes behind more `politically-correct’ terminology (see Dunant, 1994 for a fuller discussion).

Although clear-cut evidence does not yet exist that any particular alternative has completely displaced and replaced existing `traditional’ forms or practices, there is nevertheless sufficient evidence that most proposed alternatives are being used outside the group of originators and that their use is spreading through the speech community as a whole (Pauwels, 1998: 194)  Crystal (1984) argues that the feminist campaigns on  language are one of the most successful instances of prescriptivism  (Crystal cited in Cameron, 1995: 118).

In cases where reform does not seem to have  been effective, it is necessary to ask what other strategies can be used.  For example, if `police officer’, the gender-fair alternative to `policeman’ being used generically, is itself construed as male, (that is, because the majority of police officers are male, most people still see the term `police officer’ as referring to a male referent), then we need to ask what is an alternative strategy to foreground the number of women police officers. It is not possible to change  this seeming generic to make it appear to refer to  women; perhaps the only alternative here is to foreground the gender-specific term `policewoman’ and use it in a gender-pair (`policewoman and policeman’) until gender-parity is achieved.   This transitional strategic use of a range of different options is something which Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (2003) focus on; they argue that : 

`there is no correct answer and no guarantee that any particular discourse choice will actually work as intended.  This does not mean that processes like gender-neutralisation of job titles are not useful in helping change the gendered division of labour.  They sometimes are.  It does mean, however, that change does not always proceed smoothly.  And it also means that there are no linguistic quick fixes (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003: 261).

However, there are individuals who vehemently and openly do not use gender-fair alternatives,  who feel that they are being forced to change their language against their will.  Romaine discusses the example of Lass who argues against the use of `s/he’ as a gender-fair option; he states:

`In my variety of English (and my wife’s as well!)  “he” is the only pronoun usable for unselfconscious generic reference.  Using “s/he” (which of course can’t be pronounced: does anyone say “ess-stroke-he”?) or “he and she” or “they” or whatever would count as an act ( a deliberate flouting of grammatical convention in this case; but use of generic “he” is not, since it’s simply historically given and I can’t not use it (without a conscious decision of a type not at all characteristic of “normal” change) and still be speaking “my own language”.  Like all normal speakers, I am bound by the historically given’ (Lass, 1997; cited in Romaine, 2001: 164).

As Romaine goes on to comment on this:

 `such a long comment is ironically testimony to the efficacy of feminist consciousness-raising which makes it increasingly difficult for authors such as Lass to hide behind a false illusion of neutrality and to claim that one has no choice because he is bound by the “historically given” ‘(Romaine, 2001:164).

Although language planning is undertaken by governments in relation to which variety will be the standard language, and in some countries such as French and Arabic-speaking countries, official language institutes develop `acceptable’  words to refer to particular items, the notion of feminists reforming the language is more complex, for a  number of reasons.  Firstly,  feminists are not necessarily in positions of power and influence; secondly, the people who are in positions of power and influence in relation to language (dictionary makers, educators, writers) are not necessarily committed to feminist ideals, and thirdly, language is not so easily changed.  It is surprising therefore that reform has been so successful within institutions and that feminist alternatives have been adopted.  

As I mentioned in Chapter 1, hate speech and sexism should be analysed a different forms of discrimination.  However, it is useful to analyse some of the proposed strategies in relation to hate speech, to evaluate whether they would be effective in relation to sexism. For some theorists of hate speech, the very notion of reform is problematic, however strategic and flexible,  because as Whillock and Slayden (1995) suggest, if we try to eliminate hate speech, we may find that we consequently do not understand the very causes of this type of speech.  Banning certain words will simply entail that other words or strategies are used.  They suggest instead that we should accept hate speech as part of our culture as a whole:  `admitting hate as part of our culture rather than extraneous to it brings us more clearly in touch with its uses’ (Whillock and Slayden, 1995: xiii). Thus, they argue that we should not try to reform language as such, but rather we should try to focus on what hate speech  illustrates about our society. They argue `attempting to silence hate speech proceeds from a denial.  If we don’t talk about it…then it doesn’t exist or it might go away’ (Whillock and Slayden, 1995: xv) Whilst I agree that simply ignoring the issue of sexism is not productive,  it could be argued that feminist strategies of reform are not an instance of trying to silence those views of women but rather of trying to foreground and critique those views of women in order to change them.  Changing the language used about you may not change people’s views about you as a member of a group, because change of that nature takes place over a much longer stretch of time, and as a consequence of changes within a  wide range of other communities of practice and within the society as a whole. However, changing the way that you are addressed and referred to may enable some of the barriers between interactants  to be lessened and stereotypical views of people to be challenged.  

One of the problems which linguistic reform of sexism has brought about at an individual level is that overt response to sexism, for example naming something as a sexist statement can lead to interactional crisis. Because anti-sexism implies a higher moral position, it can evoke a negative response.  There are a number of terms which can be used to label verbal acts which are considered sexist.  In the 1980s the term `male chauvinist pig' was coined, and although it sounds dated now, at least it enabled women to respond to sexism with reference to a body of feminist ideas about sexism, and hence it enabled accusations of sexism to be seen as not emanating simply from an individual.   

The difference between the way that many feminists analyse sexism now and the way it was analysed in the 1970s and 1980s is that it is clear that feminists have made a major impact on the way that language is used.  However, feminist ideas are not necessarily viewed positively.  There is more institutionalised support available than there was before and many women generally feel that it is possible to respond to sexism either with humour or with recourse to a set of practices which have some formal institutional status.

We also need to recognise that not all women or all feminists view sexism in the same way. Pauwels argues that: 

`those who believe that language is the  main force in shaping people’s view of reality are greatly affected by the finding that language may be androcentric.  They often see a direct, even causal, link between women’s subordinate status in society and the androcentrism in language.  For them language reform is a key to changing women’s subordination in society.  Other views among feminists do not assign such a central role to language.  Consequently their desire for language change is less urgent. Some believe it important to eliminate this form of sexism, whereas others think it unnecessary to expend energy on a relatively trivial matter of sexual inequality (Pauwels, 1998: xii). 

A further difficulty with the notion of reform is that most of this work has been undertaken on examples of overt explicit sexism, those forms which seem relatively stable, where sexism is seen to `reside’ within individual words, for example in the `generic’ he pronoun or words like `air hostess’,  or `poetess’.  However, this type of reform cannot be used on indirect sexism, which seems to be a direct response to feminist campaigns on  language.  Furthermore, particularly in relation to indirect sexism, formulating a response is much more fraught since the meaning of indirect sexism, as I show in Chapter 5,  is a matter of interpretation.   If a sexist statement is framed using irony or humour, it is extremely difficult to challenge it without thereby appearing unable to understand the humour or play.

4. Responses to Anti-sexist Campaigns

As I have argued above, whilst many of these campaigns have been very effective, some of them have been criticised and mocked.  Hellinger and Pauwels (2007) describe the way that opponents of language change have framed their responses. Firstly, many argue that they cannot change their language use because this type of reform constitutes an infringement of freedom of speech.  Secondly,  these opponents of anti-sexism argue that it goes against the traditions of the language.  Rather than the language evolving `naturally’, such changes are seen to be interfering in the way that the language has been used over centuries. Thirdly, for opponents, these reforms are  seen to be trivial, because they do not materially or economically improve the lives of women directly.  Fourthly, opponents argue that reform is too  difficult, expensive and impractical, (for example when large numbers of documents would have to be revised).  Finally, opponents generally argue that such reform is cumbersome, (for example difficult to pronounce), and unaesthetic. (Hellinger and Pauwels, 2007: 654 and 665).

Some who oppose these proposed changes have drawn on different tactics when framing their language, either disguising their sexism more effectively, or openly arguing against gender-fair proposals.  Van Dijk argues that one of the responses to accusations of racism and sexism is that now speakers and writers work harder to hide their discriminatory beliefs, but they use words which can still, whilst coded, signify to others their beliefs: 

`The discourse of ethnic affairs has become heavily coded in such a way that apparently neutral words are being used to avoid the racist implications of true intentions and meanings’ (Van Dijk, 1995: 9).

Some have argued that these attempts to reform language are tantamount to censorship and thus constitute an infringement of freedom of speech.  Smith states, in relation to hate speech, that : 

`The government is without power to censor hate speech [and] such speech not only demands constitutional protection, but … its… protection is both politically beneficial and worth the cost’ (Smith, 1995: 230) 

I would argue that, although freedom of speech needs to be protected, particularly in cases where individuals wish to criticise the government or institutional policies, or simply wish to express an opinion, this protection of freedom of speech is significantly different to the freedom to discriminate against others through the use of sexist or racist speech.  The effects of discriminatory language are such that sexism and hate speech create unwelcoming environments for certain groups and should not be tolerated. In America,  the notion that linguistic reform is an infringement of civil liberties is much more prevalent. A US Judge, Judge Douglas argues that: 

`A function of free speech…is to invite dispute. It may indeed best serve its high purpose when it induces a condition of unrest, creates dissatisfaction with conditions as they are, or even stirs people to action’ (Douglas, cited in Smith, 1995: 236).

Thus, these upholders of free speech argue that sexist and racist speech should be allowed to be spoken and be responded to.  As Jensen  argues `our responsibility is not to silence hateful speech, but to answer it’ (Jensen, cited by Kellett, 1995: 1993).  However, although it is necessary to `answer’ individual acts of hate speech, it is important to move beyond this individual response to a wider more global  response which  deals with racism and sexism as a systematic and institutional  problem. What is needed is  an individualistic response framed within a higher level solution.

In essence, we need to understand the appeal of hate speech and other forms of discriminatory language.  Instead of seeing hate speech and sexism as an individual expression of emotion we should see offensive language against a minority group as a means for a dominant group to coalesce as a group, by characterising themselves as threatened by a minority group, whom they characterise as attacking their values (Whillock, 1995) (see also Wetherill and Potter, 1992). We  `forget that people often believe they hate for good moral reasons’ (Muir, 1995: 163), but these beliefs may be a misconstrual of the reasons for their antagonism towards certain groups of people.  

Feminist attempts to influence the way that language is used have been met with opposition.  As Van Dijk argues in relation to anti-racist work, that `even in the liberal press,  explicitly anti-racist positions are seldom covered neutrally and virtually never positively’ (Van Dijk, 1995: 10)

There have been a range of responses to feminist interventions which might be termed `backlash’.  Those who believe that women are inferior or not fit for professions and tasks generally  associated with males will continue to use sexist statements overtly.  Others will use humour, which has been much in evidence in the media. Another strategy is the ironic use of the sexist terms; in theory this should demonstrate a distance between the speaker and the sexist statement, but because of the curious interpretative position of irony, it often has the result of allowing sexist beliefs to be articulated at the same time as seemingly being criticised (see Chapter 5 on indirect sexism).  

Thus, linguistic reform consists of a number of different strategies, some of them effective, but some of which have been responded to in negative  ways, with opposition and humour.  One of  those responses to feminist interventions is the notion of `political correctness’, which I deal with in the next chapter.

� As an example of the type of toned-down guidance which is given to authors submitting a manuscript to a publisher, one publishing house offers the following advice:


`Sensitive language


Try to be sensitive in your use of terms that may cause offence, e.g. use 'Native American' rather than 'Indian'; `White’ and `Black’ are preferable to `Caucasian’ and `Negroid’; use 'Humanity', 'people', 'humans' rather than 'Man' to describe the human race; use 'him/her' or 'them' rather than 'him' (but we prefer that you rewrite to avoid excessive use of `him/her’).’


Here the publisher is clearly signally that they do not wish their publications to cause offence, but they do not give great detail of the type of terms that they do not wish to see authors using; instead this serves rather as a signal for the type of language use which is seen to be objectionable, assuming that all of the authors will be able to intuit what other items are not acceptable.


� However, that does not really deal with the question of how these terms have become negatively inflected and what strategy would combat that process.


�  As I mentioned in Chapter 2, this is part of a larger movement for linguistic change in relation to job descriptions, so that there has been a general move both by institutions,  employees and unions to  rename jobs which have developed  negative evaluations and connotations to make the terms less trivialising or negative, so that in the UK `cleansing operative’ is used instead of `dustman’.  This change of  terms relating to professions is more prevalent in the US and is often mocked in the UK and seen to be part of American influence.   Many of these proposed changes have met with the same resistance that the feminist suggestions for change have, precisely for the same reason – it is not possible simply to change the way that people evaluate a profession simply by changing the term used to refer to it.  However, it must also be noted that changing the name of something, nevertheless, does have an impact, no matter how much these changes are ridiculed.


� Anti-abortionists tend to use the term `pro-life’ to describe themselves, rather than using the negative `anti’ affix. 


�  In German the use of `-in’ as an affix runs the risk of signifying `the wife of someone employed in this profession’, but this usage is dying out.


�  As I mentioned in Chapter 2, I am not suggesting, by including examples of  discrimination against gays or lesbians, that homophobia is somehow subsumed within the study of sexism; these forms of discrimination are specific to their context, and must be analysed within that context.  Different strategies may well be needed. But it is important in discussions of sexism that anti-sexist strategies are not simply focused on examples of heterosexual sexism, as if sexism is discrimination against heterosexuals alone.


� (U-Haul is an American company from which you can hire trailers to move house). 


�  However, Hellinger and Pauwels also comment on the variability of effectiveness of UNESCO’s language reforms, mainly because each of these languages represents gender differently, and therefore requires different mechanisms for reform.  Generally UNESCO advises those writing documents to use gender-inclusive generics, which may lead to the invisibility of females.


�  This seems to be more true of job advertisements in the Australasian context than it is in the UK, where the use of `-person’ ( as in `waitperson’ or `craftsperson’) still tends to be seen as a marked form.


�  See Chapter 5 for a fuller discussion of the notion of `political correctness’.
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