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Chapter 5: Indirect Sexism

In order to describe indirect sexism, it is necessary to consider in more detail the proposition that I have referred to throughout this book so far, that sexism can be better described if we consider it as a resource available within the language. I will therefore describe the model of language I am using which enables us to describe sexism as a resource; then I  go on to analyse the notion of stereotype more fully, since it is clear that stereotypes of women are not necessarily agreed upon, even within one particular society.  I  then examine the way that indirect sexism manifests itself.

1. Language as a system

In analysing sexism, we need to be very aware that the language which is available to us is not a static system, although it sometimes feels as if it is,  (especially if we focus on the analysis of written texts). A language is a product of negotiations over meaning in the past as well as in the present, and even some of  words which we find archaic still remain in use amongst sections of the population.  We, as individual users and interpreters of the language, do not necessarily know the majority of words or meanings within the language, and each individual and community of practice of language users will interpret and inflect language items in different ways. Language should be seen as pool of available meanings, some of which are ratified and affirmed  by their usage within institutions.  However, that does not mean to say that those usages which are not ratified disappear; they linger on in texts and in individual usage and are available as a resource.  Thus, the history of sexism is still embedded in the language which is available to be used; those words which feminists have campaigned over such as `chairman’ and `weathergirl’ have not disappeared, but exist as an inflection or pressure on current usage of related or opposed words.  Sometimes, the usage of a particular word is stigmatised and individuals then avoid the use of that word, but that stigmatisation then has an effect upon related language items. The past meanings and usage of a word exert themselves on current usages and interpretations.

Deutscher (2005) has argued that  the mechanics whereby language changes is a complex process of decay and renewal; he argues that  ‘languages cannot remain static’ and yet ‘they manage to change so radically through the years…without causing a total collapse in communication’ (2005: 9).  Deutscher  analyses the general changes which have occurred in language in relation to case, pronunciation of vowels and pronouns; however, this model of language change can be used when discussing  what is judged appropriate  within a society as a whole.   In order to be able to make statements about what norms are in place at any given moment at the level of a culture, we need to be able to describe language as a dynamic entity.   Deutscher argues that we have to acknowledge that within all language communities there is great variation in terms of norms and that changes will occur if certain usages within those particular communities come into prominence.  Rather than assuming that cultures and language groups are homogeneous in their usage, we need to be aware of the heterogeneity within cultural groups.  Deutscher argues: 

`Language is not a monolithic rigid entity, but a flexible fuzzy system, with an enormous amount of synchronic variation…there is variation between the speech of people from different areas, of different ages, of different sexes, different classes, different professions.  The same person may even use different forms depending on the circumstances….and it is through variation that changes in language proceed, for what really changes with time is the frequencies of the competing forms’ (Deutscher 2005: 68).  

Rather than assuming that the fixed rules for usage represented in grammars and dictionaries are accurate descriptions of a language, we need to be able to see language as  much more dynamic: the rules in grammars and dictionaries are attempts to stabilise something which is not stable.  In a sense, what grammars and dictionaries attempt to do is to assure individuals that the language can be described. Thus, when feminists campaign against certain usages, they are not necessarily trying to ban them or erase them from the language, since this is not possible.  Even when words which seem sexist are used less frequently, they are still available for use, for sexist or for humorous effect. This helps us to explain the way that sexism, as a stereotypical way of representing the relations between women and men,  with an associated lexicon of words, is for some anachronistic and offensive and for others is an accurate or even humorous representation of women and men.

Individuals inherit this system of conflicting  meanings and have to pick and choose amongst these conflicting discursive systems in order to position themselves as particular types of individual, belonging to or affiliated with certain groups.  There are some meanings which individuals will wish to align themselves with and others which they will wish to contest and hold in contempt. In this way, sexism is a resource which is available to individuals to affirm or contest in the construction of their own identity. As Ochs states :`Members of societies are agents of culture rather than merely bearers of a culture that has been handed down to them and encoded in grammatical form’ (Ochs, cited in Holmes and Meyerhoff, 2003:35). Thus, individuals create themselves as subjects through the very active role that they play in choosing their forms of expression.

2. Stereotypes

Generally when discussing sexism, the notion of stereotype is evoked, but  it is often assumed that we all have access to the same stereotypes. Instead of this general view of stereotype, Cameron argues that her  approach 

`treats the structural fact of gender hierarchy not as something that must inevitably show up in surface features of discourse, but as something that participants in any particular conversation may, or may not, treat as relevant to the interpretation of utterances.  Furthermore, it insists that where assumptions about gender and power are relevant, they take a form that is context-specific and connected to local forms of social relations: however well founded they may be in structural political terms, global assumptions of male dominance and female subordination are too vague to generate specific inferences in particular contexts, and thus insufficient for the purposes of discourse analysis' (Cameron, 1998a:452).  

However, whilst it is important not to overgeneralise about the stereotypes of men and women, since as Cameron argues `they take a form that is context-specific’ , we must nevertheless acknowledge structural inequalities and the stereotypes that are hypothesised on the basis of those inequalities. Drawing on Bourdieu's (1991) notion of habitus, we can define a stereotype  less as a fixed set of characteristics than as a range of possible scripts or scenarios, (sets of features, roles and possible narrative sequences), that we hypothesise.  Thus, some extreme perceived or imagined aspect of some members of an out-group's behaviour is hypothesised and then that feature is generalised to the group as a whole.  In this sense, the stereotype is based on a feature or set of behaviours which may have occurred within that community, but the stereotype is one noticeable form of behaviour which is afforded prototypical status, backgrounding all of the other more common, and in a sense more defining, forms of behaviour (Lakoff, G. 1987; see Mills, 1995a for a discussion of scripts and scenarios). This notion of the prototype is quite important, since hypothesisation of  stereotypes often informs judgements made about males and females and sets often unconscious notions of what is appropriate.   The notion of the prototype allows us to acknowledge that stereotypes of femininity which circulate within British society now may have originally been descriptions of certain aspects of white middle class women's behaviour within a certain era, but that even within that class, at that time, there were other forms of behaviour which conflicted with and challenged them. The stereotype is not a fixed set of behaviours which exist somewhere, but  the hypothesised version of the stereotype is something which is played with by those arenas where our `common' experience is mediated, for example on television, in advertising, newspapers and magazines. The media develop new types of stereotype: as Gill notes `new stereotypes have not necessarily displaced older ones but may co-exist alongside these or perhaps merely influence their style’ (Gill, 2007: 111). In a similar vein, Thornborrow  describes the way that the relatively new stereotype of the working mother has  been developed by the media, particularly in advertisements:  this image of the stressed woman juggling work and childcare responsibilities is represented in order  to demonstrate her need for products and services (Thornborrow, 1994).   Gill (2007) draws attention to the fact that even stereotypes of feminism are drawn on by advertisers, to present images of independent female consumers; she argues that advertisers `render feminism as a visual style’ (2007: 95).  It is clear that we as a nation do not share experience, but the media work on the assumption that we can consider certain types of information as `common' to all readers/viewers.  Members of audiences however take up a variety of positions in relation to this information, some affiliating with the values of the stereotype and others rejecting them. 

The hypothesised forms of stereotypes are equally damaging to both males and females, since they consist of  assumptions about us which often clash with our own perceptions of ourselves.  These stereotypes are often authorised, in some sense, through being mediated by the media and thus they have an impact on us; they are not simply someone else's personal opinion of us but they appear to be affirmed at an institutional level.   Thus, the stereotype that women should take the major role in childrearing and household management is one which is challenged by many oppositional discourses such as feminism; nevertheless, it is still a stereotype which can be activated by many men when considering and mapping out  their own roles within the household, because it is still kept active by certain groups within the society and implicitly authorised (Sunderland, 2004).  
  These stereotypes of appropriate behaviour for males and females have been challenged by feminism, so that the notion that women are weaker than men or that they should not compete with men in the workplace are notions which cannot be drawn on without also drawing upon discourses of feminism.
 

To give an example of stereotypical assumptions, let us consider the analysis of an anecdote by Cameron (1998a).  Cameron relates how a friend’s  father, when he sits down to eat his dinner, always asks his wife: `Is there any ketchup Vera?' and this indirect question is interpreted by all as a request by the man for his wife, Vera, to fetch him the ketchup. Conservative stereotypes of the role of wives in relation to husbands, which here are shared by both the wife and the husband, lead to both of them interpreting this as a request for the ketchup to be brought to the husband,  rather than as a request for information about the availability of ketchup. However, their feminist daughter  is angered by the way in which the couple collude in this stereotypical behaviour and Cameron draws attention to the way in which this type of requesting behaviour can only be effective,  if we assume that women's primary role is to serve men. For me, this example would qualify as indirect sexism, as gender is not oriented to explicitly in the interaction; however the presuppositions underlying this utterance are gendered and based on sexist beliefs. 

There is clearly not one stereotype of femininity.  If we consider the stereotypes of the nagging woman and the gossip, these can be seen to coexist with other stereotypes of women which are not concerned with excessive linguistic production and excessive demands, for example, the stereotype of the over-polite woman who is concerned only with surface appearances, or the stereotype of the self-effacing woman silenced by a dominating male partner.  As Liladhar (2000) has shown, feminists have begun to change their views of  femininity; it  is no longer seen solely as a set of negative behaviours which keep women in a subordinate position, but rather feminists are beginning to see the potential play within the behaviours which have been traditionally seen as denoting powerlessness, particularly when they are used ironically, as in the demeanour of the Soap Queen and the Drag Queen. Whilst in the past, femininity seemed to denote a concern with one's appearance to the detriment of one's intellect, femininity now seems to denote a range of  stereotyped behaviours which can be ironised and played with (Bell, et al. 1994).    Both of these positive and negative aspects of stereotypical femininity are kept in play whenever femininity is referred to.

Skeggs argues that `femininity brings with it little social, political and economic worth' (Skeggs, 1997: 10). In that feminine behaviour is not generally valued, we might be led to ask why women do in fact orient themselves to such behaviour, as there are women who are more feminine-affiliated than others (Crawford and Chaffin, 1986; Gilbert and Gubar, 1988). 
 However, Skeggs has shown that,  in relation to caring, which is an important aspect of femininity,  it can be considered to be a means of achieving some sense of value when in a position of relative powerlessness ` a caring identity is based not only on the fulfilment of the needs of others and selflessness but also on the fulfilment of [the woman’s] own desire to feel valuable' (Skeggs, 1997:62).  Thus, even though the adoption of certain feminine positions does not bring great status within the society as a whole (caring jobs are not economically rewarding), they may however define women in ways which are of value, for example, they may construct a woman as respectable and therefore aligned to what are seen as middle class values. Through the alignment with middle class femininity, many middle class women (and indeed working class women) can gain some power and assert their difference from other groups of what are for them `non-feminine' women.  Thus, investment in femininity provides some status and a moral position, both in relation to working class  and other middle class women ( for example those who work outside the home).   Furthermore, in previous eras, conventional femininity,  whilst not exactly valued by the society as a whole, was at least expected as a behavioural norm.  Now, however,  it seems as if the representation of stereotypically feminine women is rarely presented on radio or TV without mockery or ridicule.

Stereotypes of femininity can be considered to be sexist  when they are evaluated  negatively.  For example, if we assume that women are more considerate of other peoples’ feelings, this might not necessarily be considered to be sexist, since some might argue that considerateness is a valuable type of behaviour.  However  if consideration for others is seen as weak or as a waste of time, then it would amount to sexism.

These stereotypes of gender are important in the process whereby we assess others.     Cameron asserts that:

`Information about who someone is  and what position she or he speaks from is relevant to the assessment of probable intentions. Since gender is a highly salient social category, it is reasonable to assume that participants in conversation both can and sometimes (perhaps often) do make assumptions in relation to it' (Cameron, 1998a:445).

But as Cameron makes clear in her work, whilst we may be making assumptions about gender in our interactions, stereotypes of gender, because hypothesised rather than actual, may not be shared. Where conflict in conversation often occurs is when assumptions about gender are not shared by participants, and this is not a conflict which is restricted to a struggle between women and men,  but can be a conflict between women, where some hold a more traditional view of what women should do, whilst others aim to challenge those stereotypes.

Femininity has often been associated with the private sphere and the values associated with that sphere.  Therefore, caring, concern for appearances, emotional excess, incompetence in relation to non-domestic tasks, have all in the past been markers of the feminine; however, with the changes which have taken place in the last twenty five years in relation to women's employment within the public sphere, these aspects of femininity are more difficult to maintain.  Greater social mobility, greater choice in relation to marriage, divorce and conception have made major impacts on women, and whilst many women would still not openly identity as feminist, nevertheless many of the values of feminism have become common-sense.  That does not mean that the ideals of femininity have simply disappeared, because they are constantly invoked, sometimes ironically, but often in contradictory ways in relation to this common-sense feminist set of ideas about women’s position.  Halberstam's (1998) work  on female masculinity has been  important in mapping out forms of behaviour and style available to women other than conventional feminine forms and Holland (2002) has shown that women can appropriate notions of femininity to describe their own forms of dress and behaviour which seem to directly challenge feminine values.  Thus, one of the many important advances made by feminism is to open up, within the notion of what it means to be a woman, a distinction between femininity and femaleness, so that one can be a woman without necessarily considering oneself to be (or others considering one to be) feminine.  Furthermore, one can play with notions of femininity, without assuming that these are necessarily negatively evaluated.

Masculinity has often been posited as the direct opposite of femininity.  One of the defining features of masculinity is seen to be aggression, which is often considered to be a biological part of being male (caused by testosterone),  rather than as a set of characteristics which are acquired in a complex negotiation between the individual and what they hypothesise to be the values of their communities of practice and the wider society. Masculinity is frequently described in terms of battle and warfare.  Stereotypically masculine speech is seen to be direct and forceful, arguments between males are described as `cut and thrust' or as verbal `sparring'  (Coates, 2003; Pilkington, 1998).    Tannen's (1991) work also seems to characterise masculine speech as a speech style aimed at  establishing a position in the hierarchy and getting the better of your opponent. De Klerk (1997) characterises `”high-intensity”' masculine language as constituted by dominance, interruption, disputing and being direct' (De Klerk, 1997:145). Swearing seems to have a stereotypical association with masculinity, and indeed most of the studies of swearing have concentrated on adolescent males.  However, for many men, this characterisation of the `hard man' is not necessarily one which they want to adopt wholesale, but neither do they want to adopt the persona of the `new man' (Benwell, 2006). Edley and Wetherall (1997) have described the way that young men `exploit the critical or rhetorical opportunities provided by the subject position of the "new man"', not necessarily to claim the position of the `new man' for themselves, but rather to construct a way of being a man which does not involve wholesale adoption of `macho' or `new man' forms of masculinity (Edley and Wetherell, 1997:208). 

Because of changes in men's  and women's employment patterns and involvement in the public sphere, together with the impact of feminism, there is a sense in which men, at least at a stereotypical level, are often represented as in crisis about their masculinity. Whelehan (1999) argues that 

`there is much evidence in recent years that men as a group are feeling more disenfranchised by increased unemployment and the figures for the incidences of violence and suicides among young men are frighteningly high.  The popular press speak of the "feminising" of the workplace as one cause of increasing male unemployment, clearly signalling that the more women make up a significant  part of the workforce, the more men have to pay … men are undergoing a crisis in the way their identity is defined, and this crisis is alleged to be directly related to female emancipation.  Feminism is roundly viewed to be at fault.  While it is true that the new lads are assuredly the product of identity crises, it is not just generated by feminism, but also by gay liberation and anti-racist movements, which act as a reminder of what mainstream male culture, such as big budget competitive sport, regularly excludes' (Whelehan, 1999:61).  

Thus, macho masculinity is considered to be a set of (valued or problematic) behaviours which are under threat from changes in the behaviour considered appropriate for women and homosexual males.  This challenge to masculinity has been embraced by some as a positive opportunity for men to explore different aspects of their identity, but others have seen it as intensely threatening.  Thus, media stereotypes such as the `new man' (the feminised and often mocked mythical figure) and the `new lad'  (the man who rejects this feminisation and embraces patriarchal values ironically) are available for men and women to react against and incorporate into their own sense of appropriate behaviours (Benwell, 2006).

Not  all males feel comfortable with macho speech-styles and attitudes, for example Stearns comments: 

`Malely male gatherings confuse me a bit; they leave me feeling out of place. Gratuitous obscenities strike me as an unilluminating form of speech and I cannot hold my own in skirt-lifting stories.  I have always, in sum, viewed manhood with a  bit of perplexity' (Stearns, cited in de Klerk, 1997:145). 

Particularly given the changes that have taken place in terms of the social position of women, many men's attitudes to women have changed considerably.  But these changes have also brought about the rise of `laddish' behaviour, indirect sexism and backlash (Whelehan, 1999; Benwell, 2006).  Nor should we assume that there are not differences within the types of stereotypes hypothesised for particular groups of males, as Jackson has demonstrated in his analysis of the sexualised representations of Black males (Jackson, 1994).  Furthermore, many men may feel forced to engage in stereotypical masculine speech behaviour because of the fear of being labelled homosexual by others in their community of practice, as Cameron has shown (Cameron, 1997). 

We should therefore not assume that stereotypes are permanent unchanging discursive structures, but we should see them rather as resources which can change fairly rapidly, with  certain anachronistic aspects being available to be called upon by certain speakers and writers within particular communities of practice.  In an article on discursive anachronism (Mills, 1995b), I argue that  discursive structures, by their very nature, because they are constantly being challenged and used in new ways by speakers and texts, are in a process of continual change; however, certain of these structures seem as if they are more stable, simply  because they have endured over a relatively long period of time.  I would argue, however, that it is perhaps the community members' interactions with these seemingly more stable stereotypes and discursive structures in general which changes and thus colours a speaker's use of them as part of their linguistic resources or assumptions. Sexism is indeed, for many, anachronistic but it remains within the language, for some speakers, as an active set of resources, and for others, simply as a set of attitudes which need to be eradicated or challenged. 

3.Institutions and Language

As I have argued throughout this book, sexism is not simply a question of individual language use, but is a complex negotiation between an individual’s sense of what is appropriate within a particular context or community of practice, and the routines and  resources available to them which are affirmed or challenged by institutions such as the media, the government and educational institutions. The language which is deemed to be appropriate to particular contexts and institutions may be gendered.  To give an example, Holmes  and Stubbe (2003) have described the way that certain workplaces are themselves gendered as more masculine and feminine, the more feminine workplaces being those where there is less formality and more of a crossover between social-life, family-life and the world of work.  Freed (1996) has also described this feminisation of particular discursive environments which she terms `gendered domains’, and McElhinny (1996) has analysed the masculinised environment  within police forces.  These gendered domains have an impact on the speech styles which individuals consider appropriate and what individuals think that they can say. Thus, Holmes and Meyerhoff (2003) argue that: `To focus on gender in activities alone may be to focus on the gender of individuals, but to lose sight of the gender of institutions’ (Holmes and Meyerhoff, 2003: 31).  This plays a major role in the way that individuals judge whether their language is appropriate. They go on to state that:

`because certain linguistic strategies are indirectly and indexically linked with certain groups, institutions need only be organised to define, demonstrate and enforce the legitimacy and authority of linguistic strategies associated with one gender while denying the power of others to exclude one group without needing to make that exclusion explicit’ (Holmes and Meyerhoff, 2003: 32).

Thus the expression of sexism is dependent on the assumption that the context is a masculinised one where the utterance of such beliefs will be acceptable. 
  

4. Indirect sexism

Because overt sexism is something that many institutions have tried to eradicate or discourage, at least within the work environment, there is less overt sexism in the public face of organisations, for example in mission statements and general  documentation intended for consumption by the general public.  That is not to say that overt sexism has been eliminated in informal interaction, but at least within public discourse it is stigmatised.  

However, it could be argued that within the context of the media, (certain  newspapers, television and radio programmes), sexism is very apparent, but it is a form of sexism which has been modified because of feminist pressure and because of male responses to feminism.   For example, in British men’s magazines such as GQ, loaded and Viz, there is a great deal of  sexism, but it is  accompanied by humour and irony; it is assumed that men and women are entirely different and the discriminatory statements which are made about women are seen to be simply reflecting that `natural’ difference:  women are represented largely as sexual objects. 
  A similar ironising sexism can be seen to underpin many  advertisements in the UK, where products are associated with a stereotypical masculinity, for example in TV advertisements for Burger King, the chorus for a song about the `double meat whopper’ is `I am man’. Similarly, McCoys crisps are advertised as `man crisps’.  We have to assume, because of a range of signals which indicate excessiveness, that we are not to take these advertisements seriously. The overstatedness  of these advertisements and this type of ironised representation of men and  women  emanates from what Benwell (2006)  has described as a crisis in masculinity, which seems akin to a regression to adolescence and `schoolboy humour’. What is apparent in  men’s magazines  is how much the representation of  masculinity has changed in recent years, since the rise of second wave feminism. Benwell (2006)  describes the development of  the `new lad’ ideology which is largely a reaction to the representation of the `new man’ (where males were shown to be developing caring and more compassionate perspectives).  The new lad, by contrast, is `an attempt to reassert the power of masculinity deemed to have been lost by the concessions made to feminism by  the  “new man”’ (Benwell, 2006:13). For Benwell, the new lad,  `marked a return to traditional values of sexism, exclusive male friendship and homophobia’ (Benwell, 2006:13).  However, new laddism is not a simple return to traditional masculinity because of its `unrelenting gloss of knowingness and irony, a reflexivity about its own condition [which] … arguably renders it immune from criticism’ (Benwell, 2006:13). Thus, there is a playfulness and self-reflexivity which distances new laddism from overt sexist attitudes, but which also protects it from feminist critique. Benwell cautions against seeing new laddism as a simple backlash response to feminism, but argues that it is a complex reaction to concerns about the perceived feminisation of men. However, she also notes that there are articles within men’s magazines which are clearly hostile to feminism and even hostile to women in general.  Thus, not all representations of women and instances of sexism are playful and ironic. 

This ironising of sexism I am terming `indirect sexism’, since  it both challenges and keeps in play overt sexism. Benwell (2006) terms this type of sexism which I am calling indirect sexism `new sexism’.  I prefer to retain the notion of indirect sexism, since it feels to me that this is very reminiscent of, if not identical to,  past forms of sexism, but the only difference to overt sexism is the way it is used. Williamson refers to this type of sexism as `retro-sexism’ because it seems to be drawing on very outdated notions of sexual difference and male and female identity. She states: `retro-sexism is sexism with an alibi: it appears  at once past and present, “innocent” and knowing, a conscious reference to another era, rather than an unconsciously driven part of our own’ (Williamson, 2003, cited by Gill, 1007:111).  The fact that humour and irony are used when being sexist does not change the nature of the sexism itself, but rather, simply changes the way it can be responded to. Indeed, Benwell remarks upon this continuity when she states that masculinity in men’s magazines is not so much evolving as `cyclical, repetitious and parasitic upon its predecessors’ (Benwell, 2006:26).

On British radio programmes such as the Chris Moyles and Scott Mills shows on Radio 1, where the audience is largely young people, both overt and indirect  sexism are common.  In a similar way, television programmes like Top Gear, a programme ostensibly about cars, which features three `laddish’  male presenters, seems to address a young male audience, because of the amount of overt and indirect sexism of the presenters. 
  However, because the social status of women has changed and because of feminist campaigns about sexism, changes have been brought about in what is considered appropriate language in the public sphere. Women now feel that they have institutional support in terms of questioning the type of language  which is used to describe them.   Overt sexism is now largely seen as anachronistic and so it has been driven underground; indirect sexism is one which in some ways attempts to deny responsibility for an utterance,  mediating the utterance through irony or disguising the force of the sexism of the utterance through humour, innuendo,  embedding sexism at the level of presupposition, or prefacing sexist statements with  disclaimers or hesitation (Mills, 1998)   For example, someone wishing to make a statement which might be interpreted as sexist may begin an utterance with `I don’t want to be sexist or politically incorrect but…’ in order to deflect criticism for the sexism of the statement.  This allows the sexist statement to be made whilst permitting the speaker to avoid charges of intentional sexism. This indirect sexism is in a sense more pernicious because it is much more difficult to deal with, since it is difficult to `unpick’ and respond to.  

However, it must also be admitted that the use of seemingly sexist terms has become even more complex, since women have started using some of these terms in ironic ways. To give an example, from the 1960s onwards,  `girl' has been  used to refer not only to female children but also to adult females, for example, in pairs such as `weatherman’-`weathergirl’.  This was seen to be discriminatory because `boy’ was not used in the same way.    However,  now `girl’ is used by women sometimes to refer to adult women, for example in  the phrase `girls' night out’. `Girlpower’ a term which was used by the Spice Girls was also used to refer to adult women in a powerful way.   The term `girlie’ was originally  used to describe soft porn magazines (`girlie mags’ ) or things which were seen to be rather trivial and associated  with excessive femininity, for example in the phrase, `that's a bit girlie’ or `girlie talk’.  However, now this term has been adopted by some women to describe things relating to women in an ironic or humorous way, for example in the British comedy TV show `The Girlie Show’. 

It seems as if there is now a certain instability within sexism itself, so that  whilst Second Wave feminism regarded sexism as  a clearly defined set of practices which reflected a particular set of attitudes towards women, in fact now sexism has a range of meanings for different people. This makes sexism much more difficult to deal with and difficult even to confidently identify.  If sexism is now considered simply a matter of opinion (it may be sexist to you, but it’s not to me), then it is practically impossible to describe the linguistic constituents of sexism as Second Wave feminism did. Linguistic practices can only be interpreted as sexist in particular contexts but these local meanings depend on a notion of an outdated and highly problematic form of overt sexism against which these indirect sexist meanings are negotiated.  

We must differentiate between different types of sexist practice, so that some sorts of linguistic routines can be seen to be more sedimented than others, (such as the use of the generic `he' pronoun to refer to men and women). These seemingly more sedimented forms of overt sexism are changing rapidly and do not form part of many people’s repertoire (Pauwels,1998; 2001). It is only through the use of a Second Wave feminist analysis which can describe global systematic uses of language that these uses of language can be combated and changed.  In other contexts, where the sexism is a particularly local context-specific type, where for example, the sexism is indirect -  ironic or difficult to generalise about - then a Third Wave feminist linguistic approach is more productive.  However there has to be a close relation between these different forms of analysis.  Whilst one demands a general campaigning and reform, the other demands a more local and immediate response.  Anti-sexist campaigns are necessarily complex and feminists differ on what they see as the most effective way of dealing with those elements which they consider to be discriminatory.  It is not always possible to agree on what is sexist,  in that sexism is an evaluation of an intent to be sexist rather than an inherent quality of the utterance or text alone. There will therefore be disagreement about what constitutes sexism and in a similar way there will be differences in the type of response that is considered appropriate. 

However, it is not quite as simple as this, since often sexism is a hypothesised position which we attribute to others and which then acts on our own sense of what it is possible for us to do or say.  Thus, in forming our own assessments of  what is sexist, we try to map out the parameters of the beliefs of others which would allow our own beliefs to be acceptable (Volosinov, 1973). Rather than seeing sexism solely in terms of abstracted general sets of words where the sexism is considered to reside in the words themselves, we must be able to see that there  are local interpretations and strategic responses to what is evaluated by participants as sexist.  Thus, rather than seeing Second and Third Wave feminist analysis as simply chronological,  that is, one has displaced the other through being a more effective analysis of sexism, we might perhaps see them as each suited to particular types of sexism.  Second Wave analysis can analyse those sedimented forms of overt  sexism which seem to be embedded within the morphology of the language system itself, whereas Third Wave feminism is better able to analyse the ambivalences and uncertainties about and within indirect sexism, within particular contexts.  In the rest of this chapter, I will be considering what constitutes indirect sexism and what are the most effective responses to it.

As an example of the way that sexism pervades institutional representational practices in an indirect way, I would like to analyse the way that British newspapers represent women in positions of power,  because it is clear that, although there is nothing overtly sexist in these texts, nevertheless they are indirectly sexist in that they represent women in very different and ultimately trivialising ways, in contrast to males in power. 

In a report in the British left of centre newspaper, the Guardian  (White, 2006) about Margaret Beckett when she was appointed as Foreign Secretary in the Labour government, there are a number of ways in which the text displays a sexist attitude towards women, but the sexism is indirect (see also Walsh, 2001).  
 In a sense, the text represents Beckett in a very positive way as `Labour’s great survivor’ and stresses the importance of her becoming the first woman Foreign Secretary. However, despite that overall positive message about Beckett, there are a number of ways in which the newspaper undermines her as a minister and presents her instead in indirectly sexist ways.  Because these strategies for representing women within the public sphere occur in many texts, I feel that they constitute institutional sexism, that is a type of sexism, which, because it is drawn upon repeatedly by various institutions, becomes routinized.
  If we analyse the collocation in this article, (that is the words which `keep company’ with each other),  we will see that words used to represent women in the public sphere are here associated with conflict or problems, for example the words which occur in references to Beckett are `survivor’, `savaged’, `undermining’ and `menacing’. 
 This sends a message to the reader, particularly when this is not an isolated example of this type of strategy, that women do not belong in the public sphere in the way that men do.  In this, as in many other texts about women in the public sphere, Beckett is described in terms which draw attention to the fact that she is exceptional – she is a `survivor against the odds’ ; she is the first female foreign secretary, and she is compared to Margaret Thatcher.  Thus, as well as stressing her success, the article gives an implicit message about how difficult it is for women to succeed.  There is also a trivialising message here about Beckett’s enjoyment of caravan holidays,  a fact which is consistently brought into news reports about Beckett, for at the end of the article there is a statement `the Westminster wits were asking yesterday if the Beckett holiday caravan will now be fitted with all the high tech communications equipment the foreign office enjoys’. In this way, through associating Beckett with trivial concerns, the newspaper is able to characterise Beckett as unfitted to fully assume the role of Foreign Secretary.  Also consistently drawn into reports is her supposed lack of fashion sense and her alleged physical likeness to Princess Anne.  Furthermore, there are other trivialising comments such as `If she were a cat she would be the scratching kind’, which can hardly constitute a serious assessment of her capabilities and yet this sentence is followed by `But she has been a solidly competent minister since 1997’.  The `but’ seems to suggest that there is some contrast between her `cat-like’ qualities and her ability to perform as a minister, and this `cat’ metaphor is picked up later in the article where reference is made to her `claws’.  At the same time as she is portrayed as a competent minister, she is also characterised as overly feminine in a way which is inappropriate to public life: she is described as `cautious’, `a safe pair of hands’, `too dilatory in search of consensus’, `feminine’, `courteous’, `charming’ and `well turned out’.   Although these words in isolation are not problematic, when they are used repeatedly throughout a text, they begin to signal an excessive femininity.  It is also stated that ` she is cautious but never stupid’; the very fact that `stupidity’ is mentioned at all forges  an association, even whilst denying it.  Alongside this devalued femininity, she is accorded some masculine characteristics, some of them seen as  inappropriate for a woman (her speech to the Tribune rally was `menacing’; she `undermined’ her colleagues) and some of them  are presented neutrally or positively, (for example the fact that  she can bat away tough questions, that she has `inner steeliness’). 

There are a number of direct quotations about her which seem to elide the position of the newspaper and the critics: `one Tory MEP stated “her tenure at DEFRA was frankly disastrous”’.  In this way the newspaper can give negative reports on her performance without being held responsible for them. She is not accorded direct speech or indirect speech herself. Caldas-Coulthard (1995)  has shown that this is a common strategy in reporting on women in the newspapers. Furthermore, again without referencing particular critics, the newspaper states that  `some judged’ her speech to be menacing and the only response from Beckett which is cited is that she found these comments to be: `exaggerated, she insists’. This is not a direct quotation from Beckett and seems more like free indirect speech.
  As in much indirect sexism there is a certain amount of humour used at Beckett’s expense, but again this is done indirectly by referring to `Westminster wits’ who are asking questions about Beckett’s caravan.

This text seems to be characteristic of a type of indirect institutionalised sexism, whereby women within politics are undermined through focusing on their appearance, and through ridiculing them for being either/both too feminine or too masculine.   There are linguistic elements which we can focus on as part of this analysis, but it seems to me that what we are analysing is the meaning of the accumulated force of a range of different language items.  Thus, what we are analysing is  sexist attitudes which have insinuated themselves into ways of representing women.  

However, it should be noted that the following week there was a letter from a reader, Noreen Randle,  which was published by the newspaper.  The letter  states: ` Margaret Beckett is a politician not a model.  We should be celebrating the appointment of the first woman as foreign secretary and an older woman at that.  What a relief we can’t rerun history: “Charlotte, Emily, you’ll never get anything published until you show a bit of leg.” Margaret Beckett always look neat and presentable; what counts is how she does the job’ (Guardian May 2006) .  At least such a letter makes it clear that  women and men do not necessarily respond uncritically to institutionalised sexism and are quite able to unpick this discursive strategy, and furthermore the newspaper in publishing this letter  acknowledges that its representation of Beckett was problematic.

We can identify the fact that there are different discursive frameworks operating for women and men from an examination of two texts which were published in the same issue of The Independent,  the first about a Vice Chancellor of a university, Baroness Blackstone (Hodges, 2004) and the second about a trade union official, Paul Mackney (Midgley, 2004).   As in the analysis of the newspaper reporting on  Margaret Beckett, Blackstone is described in terms of her appearance : she is dressed ` as ever, in a beautiful suit’ and she is described as an `elegant grandmother’ whose `exquisite clothes belie a sharp and serious mind’ as if good clothes and intellect are in conflict. The reader is left uncertain as to why the fact that Baroness Blackstone is a grandmother is considered relevant to a discussion of her role as Vice Chancellor of a university.  She is also described as `formidable’, a term which seems to be reserved for women. Whilst the rest of the article focuses on her plans as Vice-Chancellor of Greenwich University, the focus on her clothing undermines her seriousness as a vice-chancellor.  In the same issue of the Independent, the article on Paul Mackney the then- general secretary of trade union NATFHE, discusses his qualities as a leader,  and as a person, his background and his experience, but there is no discussion  whatsoever of his clothes or appearance, or whether he is a grandfather. Whilst the heading under the photograph of Baroness Blackstone reads `Well-suited: Baroness Blackstone, the new vice-chancellor of Greenwich is keen to attract American students’ which plays on the meanings of `wearing good clothes’ and `being a good choice for the position’, the heading under Mackney’s photograph simply refers to his professional qualities: `Rabble-rousing: Paul Mackney has even been expelled from the International Socialists’.  At a discourse level, texts representing men and women have a range of different discursive rules which have been internalised by journalists and writers, which constitute a form of indirect sexism.

A pragmatic approach allows for an analysis which is both localised, i.e. analysing how gender is addressed/oriented to/constructed within a particular interaction/text, and generalised, i.e. analysing the general and fairly regular  patterns of  production and interpretation (Christie, 2000).  This type of analysis examines the relation between these two views of gender : gender as constructed within each particular context and gender as a variable (without assuming that this variable is fixed or static).  Through focusing on the context, we can see that each particular context is informed by and negotiates with notions of what is appropriate/acceptable within that community of practice. Indirect sexism therefore is a complex negotiation between participants’ assessments of what is stereotypically appropriate, or what they assume is appropriate within a particular community of practice and their  notion of their own gendered identity. 

5. Types of Indirect sexism

5.1. Humour 

As I have shown in Chapter 2, humour often exaggerates certain features associated with a group or draws on and plays with stereotypical knowledge for comic effect.  For example, humorous utterances will presuppose that men and women are different and exaggerate that supposed difference.  This type of joke can help to create a sense of solidarity amongst men. As Lakoff comments:

`Saying serious things in jest both creates camaraderie and allows the speaker to avoid responsibility for anything controversial in the message.  It’s just a joke, after all – can’t you take a joke? In a lite and camaraderie society worse than being racist or mean-spirited is not getting a joke or being unable to take one’ (Lakoff, 1990: 270).

To give an example of sexism being used humorously, a male colleague of mine in a meeting with female colleagues,  when seeing that the phone call on his mobile phone was from his wife said to us all `It’s OK, it’s the wife’. The use of the term `the wife’ is so excessively sexist (there is no equivalent term such as `the husband’) and all of the women in the room were feminist academics, so he assumed that he would be seen to be being humorous in his use of this phrase.  However, a great deal of discussion of this phrase ensued with many in the group unsure whether ironic use of a sexist phrase is sufficiently critical. 

A great deal of the research on humour has shown that women are often the butt of jokes by males (Crawford, 1995; Grey, 1994; Banks and Swift, 1987).  Crawford (1995) has reported on research which shows that often humour is used in a way to reinforce unequal power relations: for example, male doctors tend to tell jokes and female nurses tend to laugh at them.  She argues that street remarks made to women by construction site workers have the effect of reminding `their targets that men control public spaces and that women’s bodies are acceptable objects for public denigration’ (Crawford, 1995:146).   We might disagree that public space is entirely under men’s control.  However, street remarks perhaps are illustrative of  the difficulty of analysing sexism at present; for very often these remarks are positive appraisals of women’s appearance and could in certain contexts be interpreted as complimentary. Here, however, they also serve the function of demonstrating to women that they are `fair game’ and available to be commented on sexually by strangers.  

Crawford also notes, in an analysis of Spradley and Mann’s study of cocktail waitresses in America, that sexual joking and sexual comments about the women’s bodies are often used by the male bar tenders as a way of keeping the waitresses under control.  One of the waitresses in the study commented : 

`The only way to get back at them is to get on their level and you can’t do that.  You can’t counter with some comment about the size of his penis or something without making yourself look really cheap’ (cited in Crawford, 1995: 133).  

Crawford argues that:  `Cocktail waitresses and investment bankers alike can be effectively silenced when those who denigrate them have institutionalised power over their employment’ (Crawford, 1995: 146).

Irony is a common strategy for humorous remarks about women. Benwell (2006) states that :

`the operation of irony in the expression of sexism rarely works to subvert or oppose the object of irony, as we might assume the traditional function of irony to be, and indeed this kind of irony rarely has a clear object at all.  Rather it operates as a pre-emptive disclaimer which places the burden upon the receiver to share the joke, regardless of their usual politics’ (Benwell, 2006:21).

Because I teach on language and gender courses, I am often sent examples of humour about men and women by colleagues.  Here is one of the examples sent to me recently, which had been circulated by e-mail within a work environment:

Women’s Language Translated

Yes =no

No=yes

Maybe = no

I’m sorry = you’ll be sorry

We need = I want

It’s your decision = the correct decision should be obvious by now

Do what you want = you’ll pay for this later

We need to talk = I need to complain

Sure, go ahead = I don’t want you to

I’m not upset =- of course I’m upset you moron

You’re so manly = you need a shave and you sweat a lot

You’re certainly attentive tonight = is sex all you ever think about ?

Be romantic, turn out the lights =I have flabby thighs

This kitchen is so inconvenient = I want a new house

I heard a noise = I noticed you were almost asleep

Do you love me ?= I’m going to ask for something expensive

How much do you love me ? =I’ve done something today you’re not going to like

I’ll be ready in a minute = Kick off your shoes and find a good game on TV

Is my butt fat ?= tell me I’m beautiful

Are you listening to me ?= too late, you’re dead

You have to learn to communicate = just agree with me

Men’s Language translated

I’m hungry = I’m hungry

I’m sleepy = I’m sleepy

I’m tired = I’m tired

Do you want to go to a movie ?= I’d eventually like to have sex with you

Can I call you some time ? = I’d eventually like to have sex with you

May I have this dance ? = I’d eventually like to have sex with you

Nice dress = nice cleavage

What’s wrong? = I don’t see why you’re making such a big deal out of this.

What’s wrong ? = what meaningless self-inflicted psychological trauma are you going through now?

I’m bored = do you want to have sex ?

I love you = let’s have sex now

Yes, I like the way you cut your hair = I liked it better before.

Let’s talk = I’m trying to impress you by showing you that I am a deep person and maybe then you’ll have sex with me 

This type of e-mail message is often sent out to friends and colleagues at work.  The humour resides in the fact that,  even though males and females are presented as polar opposites, both of them are represented as ridiculous.  Thus, generally this type of message is not considered sexist, because it is humorous about both men and women. As Connor states in an analysis of this type of sexism in advertising: `the putdowns of women …are knowingly ridiculous, based on the assumption that it’s silly to be sexist (and therefore funny in a silly way) and that men are usually just as rubbish as women’ (Connell, 2002, cited in Gill, 2007: 40).   Here, the men are represented as obsessed by sex and the women are represented as manipulative. However, I would argue  that this type of humorous e-mail is indirectly sexist, since in fact the perspective from which this text is constructed is predominantly androcentric, that is, from a masculine perspective.  Women are represented as saying exactly the opposite of what they mean; they are portrayed as manipulative, ambitious,  self-centred, selfish, materialistic,  and as resisting sex and undergoing `meaningless self-inflicted psychological traumas’.  Whilst men on the other hand, are represented in a more positive light as direct,  plain-speaking and obsessed with sex.  Thus although these e-mail jokes are generally seen to be humorous they still keep in play unchallenged and largely negative stereotypes about women.

An example of sexist humour being used in a complex and indirect way is from the British television programme Men Behaving Badly.  In this programme, the two central male characters use sexist humour in order to affiliate with one another; they comment at great length on women’s bodies and discuss their own lack of comprehension of women’s behaviour, but they always do this in an ironic or exaggerated way.  It is assumed that the producers of this programme intend that we are to laugh at the male characters rather than to find the sexist humour amusing, but it is not clearly evaluated apart from by their long-suffering female partners.   The male characters are seen as slightly pathetic and not as competent on any level;  but the viewer  is encouraged to  find them slightly endearing, as if they were boys who had not quite grown up.  However, their female partners are forced to deal with their incompetences and their excessive drinking and to modify their behaviour in relation to them. In one scene, for example, when the male characters are looking through a soft porn magazine together, they comment on one of the women that she is  `top totty'.  `Totty’ is a childish, schoolboy term for an attractive women, but this term, especially when used together with `top’ again a childish humorous form of expression, rarely used by adults,  is such an exaggerated form of sexism that within the terms of the programme it cannot be objected to as sexist as we are to assume that it is intended to be humorous and tongue-in-cheek. If we wish to categorise `top totty’ as ironic, we need to consider what it is that is being ironised; it seems very difficult to locate an object of irony – is it the male characters themselves, their adolescent and exaggerated attitudes, or is it the women whom they are looking at in the soft porn magazine? Are we to assume that the makers of this programme are distancing themselves from this type of statement because of, as Benwell puts it, the assumption that `serious expressions of sexism [are] implausible in a contemporary context’ (Benwell, 2006:21).  Such an avowedly schoolboyish approach to women is difficult to respond to seriously. For many feminist viewers, not wishing to be seen as puritanical and lacking a sense of humour, there is little possibility of contesting these ways of presenting sexist ideas, even though sexism is still kept in play by these means. 

To give another example of indirect sexism, we might consider the television advertisements for Yorkie chocolate bars.  The advertisements, following on from the association of Yorkie bars with truck-drivers, claim that Yorkies are `Not for Girls'.  In the TV advertisement a woman disguised as a male builder with a hard hat and false moustache goes into a sweet shop and tries to buy a Yorkie bar.  The shopkeeper tries to test whether she is a man or not by asking her to define the off-side rule in football, to decide whether stockings or tights are better, and  finally, he manages to show that she is female because she responds to flattery. If this advert had been shown in the 1980s, the feminist response would have been clear -  classifying the product as `not for girls', suggesting that women are not `man enough' to eat large chunks of chocolate -  would have been seen as sexist.  But this advert is playing with stereotypes; the woman is not disguised convincingly as a man; the advertisement  ridicules men as much as women, suggesting that men are obsessed with football and sex. So if we laugh at this advert  because we think it is ironising sexism,  we could be seen to be buying into sexism, i.e.  rejecting femininity and valuing masculinity, or if we don't laugh at the advert and take it as sexist, we could be seen as humourless and unable to see the overt playfulness  and critique in  the advert. 

Thus, it is possible to make overtly sexist statement in a very knowing `post-modern’ way, drawing attention to the  ludicrous nature of such attitudes, but at the same time keeping those sexist attitudes in play.  For example, on Radio 1, DJ Chris Moyles often uses overtly sexist terms  such as `tart’ `cow’ and `dippy’ to his female colleagues, mocking and belittling  them if he interprets them as having stereotypically feminine concerns, but he does so by framing these remarks within an ironic, playful mode.  When challenged about the use of such terms, the BBC generally responds by suggesting that Moyles is adopting a persona and his use of these terms should be seen to be making fun of such sexist usage.  Anyone who complains is thus seen as lacking in sophistication in that they are unable to distinguish between an assumed persona or character and a real person’s beliefs.   For many feminists, there is thus little possibility of contesting this type of usage without appearing puritanical, humourless and overly literal. 

5.2. Presupposition:

Sexism at the level of presupposition is also much more difficult to challenge as Christie has demonstrated, since it is necessary to make overt the assumptions upon which the sexism is based; the reason this indirectness is in fact often chosen is to mask the sexism and to give the speaker the potential for denying any intended sexism (Christie, 2001). For example, in the phrase `So, have you women finished gossiping?' there are a number of presuppositions about women and talk which would need to be unpacked before the phrase could be responded to (for example, that women's talk is trivial, that women engage in gossiping more than men, that two women talking together can be assumed to be gossiping, and so on).  The question as it stands demands a `yes’ or `no’ answer and this is obviously problematic for those who would wish to take issue with the presuppositions.

Cameron (2006) investigates the complaints about advertisements to the Advertising Standards Authority, a UK regulatory body which investigates and adjudicates on claims that an advertisement is offensive. Many advertisements work on verbal play, presupposition and  inference, and because of this it is difficult to accuse them of being overtly sexist.  Complaints to the ASA about particular advertising campaigns which were considered sexist by viewers were often not upheld, as the ASA 

`allowed the producers to exploit the defeasibility of the disputed propositions in a particular way; by suggesting that the complainants’ interpretation was an arcane and to most people implausible one, reflecting the special sensitivities of a politicised minority.  In my sample it is fairly common for this tactic to be deployed in cases where the  complaint alleges sexism or homophobia, as opposed to bad taste or indecency’ (Cameron 2006: 41) . 

Thus, for Cameron, advertisers actively exploit the difficulty of complaining against sexism at the level of presuppositions or inference, because it can be argued that an interpretation that an advert is sexist is simply that – an individual interpretation, which would not be agreed on by the majority of viewers. 

Eckert and McConnell-Ginet have also analysed the functioning of presuppositions.  They comment that very often words such as `director’ presupposes a male referent and therefore when it is followed by the pronoun `she’, there may be a feeling of disjuncture (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003).  McConnell-Ginet (2003) notes that when informing a colleague about a student who had childcare problems and  who had therefore missed an examination, the colleague automatically assumed that the student was female and referred to her as `she’. In fact, this student was  female, and therefore McConnell-Ginet  felt that she could not draw attention to the assumption that the colleague had made, stating `I may well fail to point out that there was a presumptive leap made and thus may contribute… to sustaining the gendered division of labour that supports that leap’ (McConnell-Ginet, 2003: 91)  Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (2003) have also noted that  we often imply more than we mean and it is the implications of the words which are used which might be assumed to be based on sexist views.  For example they note that, when someone remarks that a woman is tall:

`someone might be conveying that she’ll have a hard time finding a suitable boyfriend, drawing on non-linguistic assumptions about relative heights in heterosexual partnerings and also taking it for granted that her finding a boyfriend is important.  Covert or hidden messages like these often do more to create and sustain gender ideologies than the explicit messages that are overtly conveyed’ (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003:192). 

Hellinger and Bussmann (2001) term this type of indirect sexism `social gender’ and they argue ` personal nouns are specified for social gender if the behaviour of the associated words can neither be explained by grammatical nor by lexical gender’ (2001:10). That is, social gender is the association of certain terms with stereotypical beliefs about gender .  They give an illustration of social gender:

`Many higher-status occupational terms such as lawyer, surgeon or scientist will frequently be pronominalised by the male-specific pronoun `he’ in contexts where referential gender is either not known or irrelevant.  On the other hand, low status occupational titles such as secretary, nurse or schoolteacher will often be followed by anaphoric “she’’ ‘ (Hellinger and Bussmann,2001:11)

However, they are also aware that `even for general human nouns such as `pedestrian’, `consumer’ or `patient’, traditional practice prescribes the choice of `he’ in neutral contexts’ (Hellinger and Bussmann, 2001:11)   This type of presupposition of stereotypical beliefs about women is much more difficult to challenge than  overt sexism.

5.3. Conflicting messages

There are many texts and situations where mixed messages are given about gender and feminism. Because of feminist pressure and general changes in representational practices, many organisations have found it necessary to adopt certain changes in the way that they present themselves to the public:  these are often superficial changes and they conflict with other messages in texts which the organisation distributes. For example in an advertisement for Dateline dating agency which I analysed (Mills, 1998),   readers  are asked to complete a questionnaire  and describe themselves and their `perfect partner’ using non-sexist terms -  Ms. is included as an alternative to Mrs and Miss is not used.  Males and females are treated equally  and there is no option of listing `housewife’ as an occupation. This could be seen as a feminist victory, in that it assumes that  women are in paid employment rather than confined to the home.  However, within the confines of the advertisement, women who are full-time carers can only describe themselves as `unemployed’ or `not working’.  It seems that `unemployed’ is meant to be used by men and women who are not employed at present and  `not working’ describes women who are full time carers.  The only time that women can describe their work with children comes under the heading `Interests’ where `children’ and `homemaking’ are listed alongside other hobbies such as `reading’ and `pets’.   Thus, in such advertisements there is a conflict between egalitarian discourses which inform the changes which have been made in terms of the titles used for women and men, and the assumptions which underlie some of the ways in which women are represented; however, at the same time there are some profoundly sexist presuppositions about women and work which underlie this text.

5.4. Scripts and metaphors

It is interesting also to examine the type of narrative pathways or scripts which are brought into play in new reports about women and  men in the public sphere.  In an article  entitled `Jilted Clara seeks suitor, Frenchman preferred’, in the Business pages of The Guardian about Clara Furse, the London Stock Exchange chief executive, Edmond Warner chose to draw on an extended metaphor of failed relationships, when describing the negotiations between the London Stock exchange and the Deutsche Borse, when the Stock Exchange was considering taking over the German exchange and their offer was finally refused (Warner, 2005).  The cartoon accompanying the article portrays Clara Furse as Juliet leaning out of a balcony awaiting her true love and crying because she has been spurned.  The article itself draws on the language of spurned love referring to the German exchange as a `suitor’ and rather than seeing Furse and her board as being quite hard-headed in their negotiations, she is characterised as `playing hard to get’ and having `only one eligible partner left’.  Warner even goes on to argue that unless Furse tries to get another company `to the altar’, she will lose her job.  It is interesting that the female executive of a very influential institution is  portrayed as a spurned lover, whereas this type of vocabulary and script is not used to portray  male chief executives in take-over negotiations.    It is difficult to characterise this article as overtly sexist.  However, we need to see that this is a type of institutionalised indirect sexism, where  sexual or romantic scenarios or scripts are drawn on when referring to women in positions of institutional power.  

5.5. Collocation 

In order to analyse the more complex way in which sexism operates at the moment I will examine the connotations of words associated with women and also the collocations of those words.  Collocation is concerned with the company that words keep, so that for example a word like `greenhouse’ generally keeps company with the word `gas’; when you hear the word `greenhouse’ in the context of debates about the environment, it sets up expectations that it will be followed by the word `gas’ and if that does not appear, the word which does appear takes on a marked quality.  

Particularly in the media,  there are a number of words which do not appear to be sexist in themselves but which collocate or are associated with a range of negative connotations and lexical fields of negative terms.  For example, the word `mum' is not in itself sexist but is generally used in situations where there is conflict over responsibility, for example,  Clark has analysed the way the word `mum’ is interpreted in the following headline from the British right wing Sun newspaper: `Girl, 7,  murdered as mum drinks in pub' (Clark, 1998).  Particularly around issues of alcohol abuse, the word `mum' is used to blame women in a way in which the word `dad' is not. In addition,  a news report in the local Sheffield newspaper, the  Star (2004) about a woman who had been sent to jail on a part-time basis for trying to defraud the Social Services, referred to her as `Part-time Jail Fraud Mum’. The fact of this woman being a wife and mother are referred to repeatedly throughout the report but are not relevant to the crime she has committed.   The word `mum’ is not in itself sexist but in the media it is often used in situations where there is conflict over responsibility or where there is a perception on the newspaper’s part that there is a conflict between the person’s actions and their roles as wife and mother. `Divorcee’, `single mother’, `lone parent’ , `working mother’ and `career woman’ are also not sexist in themselves but collocate with words with negative connotations or are used in situations where problematic issues are discussed.  `Lone parent’ is nearly always used in newspaper reports in relation to problems of drug abuse, council tax fraud, or lack of discipline in relation to children. 

In many women’s magazines, the words which are used to describe female celebrities are often negative.  The words which collocate with discussions of celebrities’ diets and weight are nearly all negative, for example on the cover of the British women’s magazine Closer, which is largely concerned with gossip about female celebrities (June 2007) Victoria Beckham was pictured under the headline `Punishing diets: Posh exhausted by melon and booze fad’. Despite the fact that the majority of the articles in the magazine scrutinise the weight of individual celebrities and judge them as too thin or too fat, (three out of the five articles represented on the cover of this issue are concerned with body size and diets), this representation of Beckham’s diet consists of words which generally have negative connotations `exhausted’, `fad’ `punishing’.   `Fad’ here is particularly interesting, since it is magazines such as Closer which stress the importance of female celebrities maintaining a certain body shape.

Romaine (2001) examines the 1995 British National Corpus for the collocations with `spinster’, and whilst she finds that there are some fairly neutral co-occurrences such as `66 year old’ and `American’ `the majority of the words collocating with spinster have negative connotations. They include: gossipy, nervy, over-made up, ineffective, jealous, love/sex-starved, frustrated, whey faced’ and so on (2001:159) She argues that:

`This example shows how the connotations of words do not arise from words themselves but from how they are used in context.  The meanings of words are constructed and maintained by patterns of collocation.  Collocations transmit cultural meanings and stereotypes which have built up over time.’ (Romaine, 2001: 160)

It might be argued that Romaine has chosen a word which seems to have very negative connotations, partly because it is a word which is generally seen to be outdated, but even with more neutral words there do seem to be collocational patterns.  For example, Carroll and Kowitz (1994)  found that certain adjectives tend to collocate with male-referent nouns (`rich’, `poor’, `brave’, `short’, `lazy’, `important’, `famous’, `pleased’, `happy’) and others which tend to collocate with female-referent nouns (`angry’, `beautiful’, `pretty’, `busy’).  They also found that `husband’ occurs much less frequently than `wife’ and tends to occur in subject position rather than the object position occupied by `wife’.  This analysis of collocation and subject/object position is crucial in the way that women and men are represented and perceived. Thus, not only do these contexts have an indirect impact on the meaning of these terms, they also have a wider impact on other terms referring to women and men and on the way women and men are represented generally.

5.6 Androcentric perspective

Many feminists have remarked upon the fact that there exist a great number of words in the English language which etymologically display a male perspective at work; `vagina’  derives etymologically from the word meaning `sheath’ in Latin.  `Penetration' also suggests a male active and female passive perspective.  The term `foreplay' where a woman's clitoris is stimulated suggests that this is not a sexual act in its own right but is  only engaged in as a prelude to penetrative sex.  However, it should be noted that although terms like `screwing' and `fucking' historically have referred to a male oriented perspective on sex, where the male is active and the female passive, that is not necessarily the case with these verbs now;  women also tend to say that they have `fucked' or `screwed' or `laid' someone and men also may refer to `getting laid'.

Eckert and McConnell (2003) note that reports of rape very often seem to have a male perspective.  When they compared the representations in newspapers of rape cases where women teachers had raped male students and cases where males had raped female students, they found that the rape victims were described differently.  The female victims were referred to as `young women’ and as `students’ whereas the male victims were referred to as `boy’ and the rape was referred to as `child rape’ rather than `statutory rape’.  This difference in the way these crimes are represented `downplays male responsibility for cross-generational sexual contact’ and `also highlights female responsibility’ for encouraging the rape and being provocative (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet: 210-211).  

We can find similar androcentric perspectives in recent reports in UK newspapers about the move to appoint women as bishops.   Generally in these news reports there is no explicit statement  arguing that women cannot be appointed as bishops, or detailing what is at fault with women which would make them unsuited to be bishops, but implicit in their statements is that women are not fit to be bishops.  Many articles refer to arguments about the apostolic succession being male, and  suggest that some church leaders would rather leave the church than accept women bishops.  However, the campaigns in favour of women being appointed as bishops are often not reported and thus,  the newspaper’s perspective seems to collude with those church leaders.  An example of this can be seen in a news report in the right wing British newspaper, the Sunday Times  entitled `Churchmen on brink of exodus over women bishops’ (Morgan, 2005).  The article is accompanied by a picture of Andrew Burnham, Bishop of Ebbsfleet who, it is reported, would defect to the Roman Catholic Church if women bishops were appointed. His views are extensively quoted directly throughout the article, as are the views of Geoffrey Kirk, national secretary of Forward In Faith, and John Broadhurst, Bishop of Fulham, who all oppose the appointment of  women bishops and argue for the setting up of a separate province within the Church of England or the Roman Catholic Church for those who cannot accept women bishops.

In this relatively short article, there is no mention that  appointing women as bishops seems to be a logical step from having women priests (see Walsh 1999).  There is no discussion of  the advantages  of equal opportunities within the church hierarchy.  There are no comments from women priests or from anyone who supports women bishops. Burnham is quoted directly, without any modifying evaluation, such as  `claimed’. Burnham, in fact, is portrayed as a victim of  injustice, since it is he who is positioned in the recipient role/ as the object `he would be forced to quit [the church]’. Here, implicitly, it is the women who are campaigning to be allowed to be bishops who are `forcing’ him to leave the church.   Burnham’s argument, as it is presented here, is that `a woman bishop wouldn’t be a bishop because a bishop is someone whose ministry is acceptable through the ages to all other bishops’.  Thus, this carefully avoids accusations of sexism, as Burnham is not asserting that there is anything wrong with women per se, but simply that they cannot be bishops as women have not been bishops before.  A further element in Burnham’s  argument is that appointing  women bishops would devalue  male bishops : `bishops would no longer be what they say they are’, since they would no longer belong to a united church. Within this particular context, the term `traditionalist’ is used as a positive term, and the `traditionalists’ are represented as acted upon, since they `face the prospect of serving in the church alongside women bishops or leaving’ and they are being `forced to leave’.  The setting up of a separate province for those who could not accept women bishops is represented as a compromise and as a `free’ province.  The bishops who would leave the church are described as a `haemorrhage, an exodus’ as if this is something which they have not decided upon themselves and as if this is simply a result of a process enacted upon them. Whilst it is they who are trying to disrupt the unity of the church by suggesting that there should be a separate province for bishops who cannot tolerate women bishops, they characterise the plans to appoint women bishops as something which would endanger the unity of the church (Morgan, 2005: 10).   
  The newspaper report colludes with the views of this minority group of churchmen and represents the conflict entirely from their perspective and this constitutes a form of indirect sexism, since they simply do not represent the conflict over women bishops as if there were no other views on the subject..

In many texts such as this, the androcentrism of the text is not foregrounded and thus this type of indirect sexism is quite difficult to identify and contest.

6. Challenging Indirect sexism

Because, as I have noted throughout this book, indirect sexism is not overtly stated, but occurs at the level of presupposition, humour  or irony, it can be quite difficult to challenge.  Furthermore, there is a general  instability within sexism which means that there are difficulties interpreting utterances and texts as unequivocally sexist.  Because of these factors,   there is also an instability within anti-sexism. Anti-sexist campaigns have been destabilised in recent years because of the existence of   `political correctness’.  As I noted in the previous chapter, many people feel that there is a confusion or overlap  between anti-sexism and `political correctness’. It is necessary to distinguish  anti-sexist practices from `political correctness’. However, for  anti-feminists,  `political correctness’ is perceived to be the same as anti-sexism and consists of a real set of rules which  should be challenged in the name of free speech (Matsuda, et. al. 1993).  With indirect sexism, instead of assuming that each element of discrimination is in itself pernicious, theorists of race and sex discrimination have developed the notion of a `chilly climate’ to describe the way that a discriminating environment is constructed through the systematic and continual use of a wide range of markers which signal to `out' groups that they are not welcome or that they do not belong.   Indirect sexism and indirect racism are difficult to challenge on an individual basis, but it is the cumulation of these elements which constitutes the creation of a chilly climate.    Indirect sexism can only be countered by making apparent some of the presuppositions which are implicit or by making explicit the sexism underlying statements.  In women’s magazines, for example, letters from readers are often published which draw attention to the contradictions in the way that female celebrities are represented.  One letter to the UK women’s magazine Now (a magazine which largely focuses on celebrities) was concerned with the way that one celebrity, Coleen McLoughlin, was represented in a previous issue.  The letter states ` Every issue of Now! seems to have articles criticising celebrities for being either too fat or too thin.  I had to use a magnifying glass to see Coleen McLoughlin’s `holiday tummy’ in a picture recently. Come on, Now!. You’re supposed to be on our side.  I have a sneaking suspicion that thin is in and if you’re not a size 10, you just don’t cut it’ ( Now!,  July, 2007: 60) . It is only through the use of such metastatements about underlying sexism that indirect sexism can be exposed. The fact that there are so many comments by individual members of the public to newspapers and magazines about such instances of indirect sexism, indicates that this type of sexism does not generally go uncontested and is resisted by many women.

�Sunderland (2004) shows that the representations of, for example, men as carers for babies, generally resort to sexist stereotypes, even when they appear in seemingly progressive parenting journals which stress the importance of the father in childrearing.  The father is often represented as inept and bumbling and as needing to refer to the mother for advice and guidance.


�  As Whelehan (1999) has shown, there are a range of positions, for example, on whether the singers such as Spice Girls and Madonna are positive role models for women or whether Girl Power constitutes a form of  acquiescence with patriarchal norms.


� The notion of feminine-affiliation allows us to describe the way that for some women, femininity is an important part of their identity-construction.  By affiliating with the values of femininity, however contested they are, women derive value for themselves.  However, there is a sense in which this is a question of degree rather than being an all-or- nothing choice.


� I recognise that it is not necessarily the case that sexist utterances depend on a masculinised environment, but generally speaking, it would seem to be the case that utterances are made in the belief that they will not be seen as inappropriate or outlandish.  Sexist remarks are sometimes made to shock or cause irritation, but they seem to make sense through their relation to an institutionalised context where they are viewed as normal  and not aberrant.  The aim of sexist remarks is to indicate that the addressee is considered the one who is aberrant. 


�  Men are also represented in stereotypical ways. Benwell describes the content of men’s magazines as drawing on working class culture and values, they are not represented as  concerned with the world of work but focus instead on drinking, partying, watching football and going on holiday,  addressing women only as sexual objects (Benwell, 2006:13). 


� The sexism is made more apparent because nearly all of the guests on the show are male, nearly all of the studio audience is male  and the presenters engage in `blokey’ banter with one another.  The subject matter is one which is stereotypically associated with masculinity.


�  Although I would have liked to reproduce the article from the Guardian here, the difficulty of obtaining permission to reproduce the text in a book explicitly on the subject of sexism has proved too great.


� I presented a version of this analysis in a paper on `Institutionalised contempt’ to the `Feminisms’ conference, held in Sheffield Hallam University July 2006.


� See later in this chapter for further discussion of collocation and indirect sexism.


� Although free indirect speech is often an eliding of the narrator of the text and a character and can be read as endorsing the position of the character, in this case, the fact that the verb used is `insist’ suggests some distance between the position of the narrator/writer and Beckett. `Insist’ suggests some excessiveness.


� Interestingly, Yorkie bars now carry the slogan `Not for girls’ on their wrappers with a symbol of a girl crossed out.  Thus although the TV adverts seem ironic, the bars which are for sale do not have any clear ironising.  Many other advertising campaigns have chosen to use this explicitly sexist form of address to viewers, for example the advertisements for men’s magazines,  beefburgers and for diet drinks often draw on sexist ideas in a supposedly parodic  way. 


� Admittedly, the fact that the newspaper does ultimately accept the fact that women will be made bishops by the Synod  is a positive sign.
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