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Chapter 6: Conclusions

I have suggested, throughout this book,  ways in which we can analyse both overt and indirect sexism, despite the fact that sexism is a very complex, unstable  phenomenon. The task of analysing sexism is made more complex because of the need, as Talbot (2007) puts it, to learn `how to side-step the snarl word “PC” while continuing to tackle discrimination’ (Talbot, 2007: 760). `Political correctness’ is not the only problem facing us in the analysis of sexism. Cameron (2006) asserts that because of the problem of working out intentionality, all that we can rely on is the hearer’s or reader’s interpretation in discussions of sexism.  By contrast, I would argue that we have to assume an intentionality on the part of the speaker in order to make sense of utterances. However, it is clear that sexism is not simply ingrained in  individual language items but manifests itself at the level of discourses and patterns in language use.   These discourses may  themselves be institutionalised, and this institutional sexism constitutes  a resource that can be drawn on by  people who wish to authorise their sexist beliefs. 

1. Public sensitivity to Issues of  Sexism

Rather than sexism being the concern solely of feminist linguists, sexism appears to be something which the general public are concerned about. The complexity of public sensitivity to language and sexism and the debates about `political correctness’ can be seen to have positive benefits as well as causing difficulties for feminists.  As an example of the degree of sophistication which has been brought to the issue of representing women in language, I would like to consider the case of the reporting of the murder of five women in Ipswich, UK in 2006.  In this murder case, the press foregrounded the fact that all of them worked as sex-workers, by terming the murders `prostitute murders’ and continually focusing on the women’s  involvement in prostitution and drug-culture, the problems of prostitution, and debating whether prostitution should be legalised (BBC News On-Line December 2006).  The public reacted quite vigorously to this focus on the occupation of the women who had been killed, by writing in to newspapers and to on-line newspaper chat forums, to challenge this focusing on prostitution. Very swiftly, the BBC changed from using the word `prostitute’ to using the word `sex worker’  and opened a chat room on the issue of whether `tolerance zones’ should be established to increase the safety of sex workers.  In the discussion of this question, there was a string of comments about what sex workers should be called and whether in fact their occupation was a salient issue.  For example, Jonas posted a message which reads `Does anyone find it disturbing that the media refer to the dead or missing women as prostitutes first and women second? There is almost an intimation that they are a lower class of life’ (BBC News December 2006).  A subsequent posting by Anne reads ` Having just listened to the news I could only wonder at how many times it was possible to use the word “prostitute “ in one article.  It seems that the occupations of the victims is being used to qualify the crime.  After all the Yorkshire Ripper “only” killed prostitutes and it was only when he mistakenly killed “innocent” victims that the public started to demand action (BBC News Dec 2006).  However, in a response clearly influenced by notions of `political correctness’, Tom wrote `But they were prostitutes, or is this another word we’re not allowed to use ? If only carpenters had been targeted, then we would refer to carpenters.  Identifying their occupation helps solve the crime, and will almost certainly save lives in future’ (BBC News Dec 2006).  Responding to this, however John retorts that ` Three young women have gone missing.  Can you not just refer to them as “women”, people with families and friends who are grieving, without the distasteful banner “PROSTITION” ?’    Disgusted of Mitcham responds `I wonder if this story would be in the news at all if it weren’t for all those tabloid editors who just love the opportunity to print the word “prostitute” (BBC News 2006).  From these comments in a BBC News chatroom, it is clear that questions of what names are given to women and whether these terms are positively evaluated or not is a key concern to many.  The people in the chatroom debate the issue of how these women who have been murdered should be named (even though that was the not the original topic of the chat room string).  What I take from this type of debate is the fact that anti-sexism is not just a campaign of feminists in the 1990s;  the issue of how to represent women and what language should be used in relation to women is a live issue.

2. Why Analyse Sexism

By drawing attention to the way language is used to represent women, we draw attention to the general and specific discrimination against women. By analysing language,  and describing the possibilities of changes in usage, we can signal to women and men that there are other ways of thinking and behaving; these sexist forms of representation can be changed. As Talbot puts it:  `Before change can even be wanted what appear to be natural aspects of the everyday lives of women and men have to be exposed as culturally produced and as disadvantageous to women…An important stage in emancipation is identifying mechanisms of oppression’ (Talbot, 1998:149)  The study of language is therefore of utmost importance, for Talbot argues: `looking at language critically is a way of denaturalising it’ (Talbot, 1998: 150)

Although the concept of sexism seems to be slightly unfashionable at the moment, it is important to retain the notion, because as Williamson argues: `sexism isn’t just a phenomenon, it’s an idea – and once the word stops being used, the idea goes out of fashion. What then becomes passé isn’t actually sexism, which is doing just fine, but the concept of sexism in advertising or anything else’ (Williamson, 2003, cited in Gill 2007: 271). 

We need to retain the concept of sexist language and even though reform is difficult, we need to continually draw attention to it.

3. Why Reform Matters

It is important that we continually debate what constitutes sexism and suggest ways of representing women which are more progressive. Hellinger and Pauwels (2007) survey the studies which have analysed the effects of sexist language or non-gender inclusive language on visualisation.  They show that, in an analysis of reforms of the German language,  if generic pronouns are used, visualisation is overwhelmingly male.  They argue that: `while the use of masculine generics was found to produce overwhelmingly more male-specific imagery, the various gender-inclusive alternatives produced quite unexpected results : only long nominal splitting (Bũrger under Bũrgerinnen `citizens’) appears to achieve a roughly symmetrical mental representation of female and male referents, while abbreviated splitting (Bũrger/innen `citizens’) and neutral expressions (die wissenschaftlich Tātigen `scientists’) produced asymmetries of various degrees’ (Hellinger and Pauwels, 2007:672). Thus, it is only when women are pointedly referred to that there seems to be roughly equivalent visualisation of women and men. Whilst such reforms of the language may appear clumsy or difficult to say, perhaps it is precisely their awkwardness which in fact draws the reader’s or hearer’s attention to women.  In more `neutral’ forms, women’s presence is erased. Hellinger and Pauwels (2007) argue that : `The on-going debate on (non) sexist language must be interpreted as part of the on-going political discourse over the equal participation of women in all public domains’ (Hellinger and Pauwels, 2007).  Thus this debate is not solely about language. 

People who oppose anti-discriminatory campaigns often characterise reform as impossible.  But intervention in language is quite common; it is not just language reformers who do it.  As Fairclough (2003) notes, bank accounts have been relexicalised as `financial products’; Talbot (2007) notes that patients within the British National Health Service have been relabelled as `customers’.  In my own university, courses have been relexicalised as `products’.   Whilst these changes have been made to the language with little protest, Talbot comments `the significant difference is that PC is marked off as “political” while, from a liberal perspective, commodification and marketisation are not’ (Talbot, 2007: 759). Perhaps,  she argues ` a key difference between covert neo-liberal manipulation and the “linguistic engineering” done by feminists and anti-racists is that the latter is done openly’ (Talbot 2007:759).

4. Should We Accept Sexism ?

In recent discussion of `hate speech’, that is, speech which is intended to incite violence against others, there has been an assumption that this speech should be banned.  Indeed the British Labour government has tried to enact legislation which would mean that this type of speech was illegal.  The government is largely concerned with speech directed against a religious or ethnic minority. Although the proposed legislation  is phrased in general terms it is quite clear that its main focus is on anti-Muslim sentiments which have led or may lead  to racist attacks.  The proposed Bill has been contested by a wide range of groups, partly because of the difficulty of defining `hate speech’ and the difficulty of deciding whether in fact speech can incite violence.  This issue has been widely debated in America where there have been campus regulations aimed at regulating speech, but most of those regulations have now been largely repealed because of the difficulty of enforcement and definition (Lakoff, 2000). 

However, some critics have suggested that rather than attempting to ban `hate speech’ we should accept it and see it as a symptom of clashes of interest within society which have to be acknowledged and dealt with.  Perhaps the same is true of sexist language – it might be seen as an instance of clashes within society about women’s position within the public sphere, rather than simply an expression of negative emotions about women in general. Whillock and Slayden (1995) argue that:

`The increase in expressions of hate…has been typically accounted for as the result of cultures clashing and merging …The implications of this “crisis” model of hate are that hateful expressions are extra-societal phenomena: isolated instances of extreme, disruptive, illegitimate, irrational, antisocial behaviour… But seeing hate as an extreme expression that arises only in moments of cultural tension encourages us to ignore its role in the subtle negotiations that take place daily in complex modern society, indulging the comfortable notion that hate is a pathological practice of “others” ‘ (Whillock and Slayden 1995: ix).

Although I do not agree that sexism should be simply accepted as part of an inevitable contest over resources, it has been the argument of this book that we need to see sexism as not just the expression of hatred for women, but rather we need to recognise the role both overt and indirect sexism play in the `subtle negotiations that take place daily in complex modern society’.  Sexism seems to be a set of semi-authorised statements which people can draw on, play with, joke about and ironise. It is  a complex phenomenon, not reducible to linguistic features alone,  which is interpreted by different people in various ways depending on the context. Rather than assuming that women adopt an outraged approach en masse to the phenomenon of overt or indirect sexism, that they can recognise certain statements as sexist or that they even agree with feminist campaigns around sexist language, I  have argued that there are a  range of positions which can be adopted in relation to sexism. Furthermore, we cannot assume that those women who do recognise certain utterances or texts as sexist  are simply the passive `victims’ of sexism. Many women find it relatively easy to respond to perceived sexism with humour, banter, mockery or aggression.  Some women might want to use sexist terms themselves in a playful, ironising or assertive way.  Whilst this position has the advantage of giving women a certain amount of interactional power, it may lead them to being seen as complicit with certain statements which are not necessarily in their political interests. 

Some may argue that concentrating on sexist language is a waste of time as people will express sexist views in creative new ways whatever reforms are brought in.  However, working on sexism and thinking about what constitutes sexism, how statements may or may not be interpreted or intended as sexist, seems to me a valid enterprise.  As Holmes and Meyerhoff argue:  

`There seems little point in our academic interests if they do not at some stage articulate with real world concerns and enable us and our readers to identify, for example, certain employment practices as unfair and ill informed, based more on stereotypes and prejudice than they are on people’s actual behaviour in the real world.  At some point, our research has to be able to travel out of the academy in order to draw attention to and challenge unquestioned practices that reify certain behaviours as being morally or aesthetically better than others. We should never cease to engage actively with and challenge assumptions about gender norms and loudly draw attention to the way power, privilege and social authority interact with and are naturalised as properties of independent social categories’ (Holmes and Meyerhoff, 2003: 14)

Holmes and Meyerhoff argue that  what is necessary is an acceptance of the fact that we need as feminists to be able to look at the `big picture’, (to identify regularities and to make generalisations about sexism),  as well as at the same time being aware of the way that sexism is something which is negotiated at a local level.  However, this local level where we undertake our contextualized analyses cannot be analysed in isolation from an assessment of community of practice norms, which influence, and are, in turn, influenced by, local co-constructed norms of appropriateness and wider social norms. Thus, in relation to sexism, we need to analyse how individuals make sense of sexism at a local level, as well as tracing the effects of wider social norms on the local level.  What people consider appropriate  at the local level contributes to the general norms of the society as a whole.

One of the aspects of sexism which should give us all hope is that because  women’s status and confidence has changed so rapidly over the last twenty years, direct sexism at least is often greeted in conversation with derisive groans from women and men alike.  Indirect sexism is unfortunately much more difficult to treat with derision, but it is a measure of how much sexism has been challenged by feminism that sexists have had to disguise their attitudes towards women.  Furthermore, perhaps the fact that overt sexism is now seen as an ideological position which is neither a common-sense position nor necessarily supported by institutions  has caused the greatest change in the way that sexism is used.  For, as Janet Holmes (2001) states in relation to New Zealand English,  `many New Zealanders have become aware that use of a form such as Mrs or using chairman as a generic, reflects an ideological position just as clearly as selecting forms such as Ms  or chairperson’ (Holmes, 2001:118).

Holmes argues that there have been significant changes in sexist usage with alternatives to sexist usage being adopted.  She states

 `whilst changing the language will not in itself solve the problems of women’s lack of power or improve their subordinate statuses in the wider society, …the provision of non-sexist options can contribute to the construction of a more positive female identity.  Similarly, avoiding sexist language and challenging sexist assumptions contributes indirectly to the construction of more positive images of women.  Drawing attention to evidence of widespread male bias in conventional uses of language is a worthwhile activity in its own right.  But it is also true that such changes can ultimately affect attitudes because in and of themselves they alter the status quo’ (Holmes, 2001: 131)

However, we need to be aware that  arguing for changes to sexism alone will not bring about widespread changes, but anti-sexist campaigns should be seen as part of a call for wider changes in society.  Litoselliti (2006) states

`effective change has to come from both personal and institutional levels. …a focus on language has to be part of a focus on gender inequality in general, and viewed in the context of wider social and institutional change.  For example a change in the language used in rape reporting and court examination of rape victims…needs to materialise within the context of legal and social changes.  Such changes would involve, most notably a more realistic correlation between crime and convictions...changes would also involve the provision of better support for victims and the inclusion on the agenda of male rape.  Our language regarding how rapists and their victims are perceived and treated can then reflect as well as help consolidate the legal, institutional and social developments in this area’ (Litoselliti, 2006:21).

This is an important point, in that feminists need to campaign on general issues of inequality as well as continuing to campaign on issues of language usage.  I am convinced that despite the slightly anachronistic feel to accusations of sexism, it is still important  to challenge language which appears sexist, both at the individual,  community of practice level, the institutional level and at the level of the society or culture as a whole.  As Lazar states:

`analysis of discourse which shows up the workings of power that sustain oppressive social structures/relations is itself a form of analytical resistance and contributes to ongoing struggles of contestation and change’ (Lazar, 2005, 6).

It is by intervening in conversations and provoking discussion of sexism, writing to advertisers and bodies governing advertising practices, as well as ensuring that language guidelines for gender-fair usage are in place in institutions, that women and men will be able to challenge stereotypical thinking about gender-relations. 

To conclude, we need to see sexism now as constituting  a distinct response to the challenge of women working in the public sphere and arguing for equality.  This response takes two forms:  overt sexism and indirect sexism.  Overt sexism is  a set of institutionalised linguistic practices which can be adopted or contested,  which have been authorised in some sense in the past because of their association with institutions and because they have a history (`we have always used the generic “he” pronoun to refer to students and no-one misunderstands it’).  Although these linguistic practices have been normalised in the past,  they have now been called into question, so that now it is difficult to simply use them unquestioningly.  Some people now find it uncomfortable to find the `right’ term when referring to a female chairing a meeting, and that discomfort is positive and productive as it is indicative of the changes which have been made in relation to the language used about  women.  Overt sexism, whilst still available as a resource, is largely stigmatised and women feel that they  have the resources available to challenge it. The second type of sexism, which I have termed indirect sexism, is a response to the feminist critique of overt sexism, and is also a product of the way that some men have been working out their masculinity in relation to the challenges of feminism and also the notions of `new man’ and `new lad’. This more `subtle’ type of sexism, as Lazar (2005) terms it, is occasioned by the ongoing disquiet amongst men about women’s role in the workplace, in relationships  and increases in women’s power generally, and can be seen as a way of, at one and the same time, bringing sexist attitudes into play,  displaying a sophisticated irony or humour in relation to sexism, whilst not taking responsibility for the sexism.  Both of these types of sexism spring from the same insecurity around women’s position within society, and institutions, whilst challenging overt sexism on the whole, continue to promulgate indirect sexism.  It is this more complex form of sexism which needs to be thoroughly challenged.  Feminist action on sexism is still of importance to ensure that this indirect, seemingly more playful type of sexism does not become part of the way that men define themselves more generally. It is essential that men can negotiate the norms of masculinity without needing to define themselves in stark contrast to the norms of femininity and without expressing contempt and even hatred for women. Part of a feminist vision for the future is of a less binary model of gender where it will be possible, for example,   for women in management positions to  interact with others without having to define themselves according to masculine norms, and where their presence is responded to neutrally, without their sex being their defining feature as a manager. My aim, in discussing sexism is to try to move forward to a 

`feminist humanist vision of a just society, in which gender does not predetermine or mediate our relationships with others, and our sense of who we are or might become’ (Lazar, 2005,6).

Sexism constantly calls attention to our gender and forces us to misrecognize ourselves, to see ourselves as others might see us, as overemotional, as incompetent and as less important or powerful than men.  This negative vision of women has to change even further than it has already changed, rather than relying on stereotypes and ironising. 

Furthermore, as Fairclough (2003) has argued, the way that we are referred to and come to see ourselves is important in material terms.  It is not just a question of naming, but naming has consequences; he states:

`social practices are inherently reflexive – people interact, and at the same time they represent to themselves and each other what they do (sometimes drawing upon representations of what they do which come from other practices, including governmental and “expert” practices).  What they do is then shaped and reshaped by their representations of what they do…changing discourses will, or may, lead to changes in other elements of social practices through processes of dialectical internalisation.  For instance, if people can be persuaded to talk of “partner” rather than “the person I’m living with” or “lover” (or even “mistress”), or if people being “sacked” is partly displaced in public discourse by organisations “downsizing” there will (or may ) be consequential changes in how non-marital relationships and economic restructuring are perceived, and how people act and react towards them’ (Fairclough, 2003:22).

Thus, calling for change at the level of the phrase or word is drawing attention to problems at the level of conceptualisation, at a discourse level, and at the level of social practices.  Anti-sexist language campaigns and activism are not concerned simply to change language, but to draw attention to ways of thinking and behaving which are anachronistic; these campaigns constitute a call for change at the level of material practice.  
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