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Foreword

In 1770, an anonymous pamphlet titled The New Art and Mystery of Gossiping was printed in Stone-cutter-Street, London. The author, whoever they were, claimed it was ‘a genuine account of all the women’s clubs in and about the city and suburbs of London’. Of course, it’s a work of satire intended to send up how women talk to one another, what they talk about, and, by extension, what they think about. Though the work was written over 250 years ago, the stereotypes employed throughout remain ugly comedic tropes today; women talk too much, gossip endlessly, can’t keep secrets, and will bitch about everyone and everything. The text features characters such as ‘Mrs Chit-Chat’, ‘Madam Prate-a-Pace’, ‘Ms Pritle-Prattle’, and ‘Mrs All-Talk’, who swap stories about everything from clothes and hair, to the sex lives of their neighbours and who has fallen out with whom – all while quaffing tea, gin, and wine. As these chattering women drink ‘as much gin as will scald a pig’, their language becomes decidedly ‘unfeminine’, and the author has tremendous fun detailing the slaps and scratches of the ensuing cat fight and the cries of ‘you brazen fac’d whore’, ‘bitch’, and threats to ‘maul’ one another.

The narrator of The New Art and Mystery of Gossiping is a man, and the author is almost certainly a man, and therein lies the irony; this is not a text about how women speak, it is a text about how men think of how women speak. This captures the challenges facing any researcher who attempts to record women’s linguistic history, in a nutshell. While there is an abundance of male-authored works all throughout history that lay claim to understanding language, women are conspicuous by their absence. Of course, men have always written about women – we are surely one of their favourite subjects. Virginia Woolf once claimed that women are ‘the most discussed animal in the universe’ but finding the voice of everyday women in historical studies is notoriously difficult. Power resides with the penholder, and the penholders were overwhelmingly men. But, the study of slang can reveal a great deal about women’s history.

As Jonathon notes, slang is not kind, but it is, at least, an ugly kind of honest. While we can never know who spoke or created various slang words, slang can show us how women were socially constructed, defamed and defended at various points in history. It can tell us much of historical attitudes and cultural biases around women’s bodies and their sexuality. An absence of evidence is not evidence of absence when it comes to slang – far from it. Take the clitoris, for example. In his wonderful Green’s Dictionary of Slang, Jonathon records some 1,350 slang words for the penis, dating back to the mid fifteenth century. By comparison, there are only 27 recorded slang words for the clitoris and the clear majority crop up in the twentieth and twenty-first century. Slang words for the vulva, however, comes in at 1,122 entries. What can this tell us about women’s history? The clitoris has only one function, to bring pleasure to its owner, and yet it is almost entirely ignored by slang. Vulval slang frequently codes the vulva as a receptacle for the penis (‘cock-alley’, ‘love-hole’, ‘pintle-case’, etc.), or as missing a penis (‘wound’, ‘gash’, ‘flat-cock’, etc.), rather than an organ in its own right. It seems ignoring women’s sexual pleasure is woven into the very register of sexual slang.

Linguists have historically viewed slang as being ‘man-made’, and given the linguistic gender gap apparent, there are good grounds for such claims. Not only have women been historically disadvantaged in terms of voice, narrative and agency, but women’s use of language has been heavily policed in terms of what is and what is not ‘ladylike’. Men have always enjoyed greater freedom to swear and use course language than women have. On 3rd December 1897, an article was published in Daily Telegraph & Courier that lamented the ‘bad language among girls’ that characterised the ‘vast proportion of young working womanhood at the present time’. These ‘naughty and precocious minxes’ are derided as being ‘hateful and unfeminine’, and their use of coarse language is considered evidence of ‘a widespread character of evil’ that thrives among working class women. Opinions like this are far from unique and a cursory search of any historical newspaper database brings up page after page of articles fretting about women using ‘unladylike’ language. From the Scottish town of Kirtentilloch introducing heavy fines to stop an ‘epidemic of bad language’ among women in 1892, to the Liverpudlian school mistress who forced her female students to scrub their tongues with carbolic soap to ‘cure’ them of ‘bad language’ in 1941, a lot has been said about how women should speak. Language is a powerful agent of social control, and dictates the acceptable, the feminine, and the well behaved. As Jonathon notes, slang is not well-behaved – ‘slang is funny. It is fun’. It is also highly subversive and empowering. Language has long been a battleground for feminists in the fight for gender equality and continues to shape the debate today.

The 2017, the #MeToo movement allowed women around the world to collectively speak out about the sexual abuse and sexual harassment they have experienced. It is the most signifi-cant feminist event of recent years and began as a viral hashtag on social media. If anything can show us the power of language and its impact on women’s rights, its #MeToo. Just two words became a rallying cry around the world, facilitated important debates, and became a byword for a new wave of feminism. Women are now speaking for themselves, creating their own slang, and answering back. There is no #MeToo equivalent in the history of slang, but Jonathon has captured a linguistic history of the struggle for women’s emancipation. The register of slang here shows us how patriarchal cultures have understood women, controlled women, and marginalised women. However, this book also reveals that it is the rebellious women who used slang; the fishwives, the scolds, the whores, and the harridans. Long may they continue to do so.

Dr Kate Lister, sex historian and curator of
the online research project Whores of Yore


Introduction


Stephen considered for a moment and then said, ‘So roger joins bugger and that even coarser word; and they are used in defiance and contempt, as though to an enemy; which seems to show a curious light on the lover’s subjacent emotions. Conquest, rape, subjugation: have women a private language of the same nature, I wonder?’

Patrick O’Brian, The Wine-Dark Sea (1993) p.106.



THE PURPOSE OF this book is to consider what I and others ‘in the trade’ see as the great missing piece of slang’s jigsaw: the relationship of women to what I term the counter-language. In shorthand, women and slang. Not the topic of woman in slang. Anyone who has looked at my ‘Timelines of Slang’, especially those that deal with the vocabularies of heterosexual intercourse, commercial sex, men, women and their respective genitals, will have absolutely no illusions. This – arguably slang’s overriding obsession – will be addressed and only a misogynist could really rejoice at what we shall find, but that is not our objective.

What this book represents, like many others, is a quest. Quest, meaning a search and thus redolent of the Knights of the Round Table and the Holy Grail, and also linked to inquest or inquiry and both finding roots in the synonymous Anglo-Norman queste and beyond that the Latin quaestus. For my purposes the grail is to see what if any links there are or have been between women and slang. Obviously slang is filled with women-focused terms, usually pertaining to her sexuality or making judgements regarding her physical appeal or social activity. All these – is she sexy or prudish, is she pretty or plain, is she complaisant or argumentative – are seen through what is widely accepted (typically by the male lexicographers noted below) as lying at the heart of slang: a pervasive male gaze.

The quest is to determine the extent to which what is widely accepted is also what is correct. The grail is the evidence for what may or may not be a revised verdict. I have done what I can to find examples of relevant material. What I have not done and could not do is find what, at least in recorded terms, was never there. This is not a dictionary but a narrative yet it remains a lexicographer’s book (rather than a linguist’s, sociologist’s or historian’s) and draws extensively on the evidence that this lexicographer has unearthed. The aim is to use this evidence to show and tell what is, not what might or ought to be. Like the dictionary-maker, we must work with what we have.

It may be useful, however briefly, to name our primary parts. First, women. I shall be looking through slang’s eyes and on many occasions through those of earlier centuries. Whatever may have emerged in the last few years as regards trans-sexuality, the nuances of its attribution and its much-expanded visibility, slang offers a more simplistic, monochrome and ultimately traditional arena. It demands above all breasts and a vagina that came at birth and not via surgical or chemical skill. Nor is it open to self-identification. Slang notes alternatives, but its nature being conservative, merely sneers. One might wish otherwise; the choice is not on offer.*

Second, slang itself. Perhaps it should be stated at the outset: slang is not ‘woke’. Slang, indeed, has remained unimpressed by five hundred years of whatever form that monosyllable of the month has currently taken. For slang the burning-eyed zealotry of some newly minted creed is no more than the sanctimonious nagging and gloating triumphalism that are the necessary spawn of every witch-hunt. Slang, after all, requires humour: it is in short supply at the barricades. On the other hand, one might say, and many will find this cynical, that slang is all too woke: its take on humanity skewers the hypocrisies, the fantasies, the rivalrous varieties of ‘true’ belief (secular as much as spiritual) and those who espouse them. It is all too human, too human for humanity when that word is, surely naively, defined as a synonym of compassionate. The themes that underpin it are indomitable. Slang is aggressive, negative, cruel and when approaching those topics that give it the opportunity, sexist. We ought, surely to have learned, to have moved on, but of course we never do. Technology moves on, humanity lacks the skills.

Yet slang ought to be a woman’s ally. If what is seen as ‘women’s language’ is also seen as weak within the overall power structure, then so too is slang. If, again as stereotyped, women are seen as less competitive than men, then slang’s role as a bonding agent, a language that underpins group identification, should appeal: affirmation of the group over the proclamation of individual ego is seen as a major characteristic of female speech. To denote 51 per cent of the population as ‘marginal’ seems counter-intuitive, but many activist women claim just that. Quality rather than quantity is what matters. Slang, the voice of the marginal, ought to be theirs too. If slang is seen as subversive and oppositional, are those qualities anywhere limited to men? It is the language of rebellion; in the era of #metoo, it seems an ideal vehicle. If, as the historian Mary Beard suggested in her London Review of Books Winter lecture of 2014,* becoming part of the male elite means claiming the right to speak, rebellious, impertinent slang might offer a way to break down traditional boundaries.

The term slang has existed in print and in the context of language (initially criminal, subsequently ‘low’) since 1756,† and many words and phrases that, while uncategorised at the time of their coinage (or at least first recorded use), would unarguably qualify for inclusion in any slang dictionary, long pre-dated it. Thus we find ‘slang’ in Chaucer, Shakespeare and a number of other canonical writers. Qualifying a word as slang has never been simple. There are dozens, even scores of definitions, from academics, amateurs of varying degrees of expertise, and of course the makers of slang dictionaries. Some suggest that a slang term needs to register positive for certain characteristics (the list of which can be as few as four and as many as twenty-one); others see slang as the equivalent (doubtless fittingly) of pornography, something that is hard to define, but which one knows when one meets it.

As the author-in-place, I must opt for my own interpretation and make no excuses for seeing it as the evocation of a state of mind and the lexical representation of a style of life rather than something the qualifies via a list. Slang for me is first and foremost a counter-language, a term that deliberately mimics the ‘counter-culture’ of the 1960s and holds the same deflatory sedition at its heart. It also remains part of the greater English language (and of any other language group of which it is a sub-set).

Slang does not do ideology, of whatever hue. It is voyeuristic, amoral, libertarian and libertine. It is vicious. It is cruel. It is self-indulgent. It treats all theologies – secular as well as spiritual – with the contempt that they deserve. It is funny. It is fun. Slang is the lexical reification of the comedian Lenny Bruce’s dictum: ‘Everybody wants what should be. But there is no what should be, there is only what is.’ Slang, as the cultural critic Jonathan Meades has noted, is ‘a depiction of the actual, of what we think rather than what we are enjoined to think.’ Slang as I see it, is us at our most human. This should not be confused with admirable. We are living in an era when ‘what should be’ (not to mention ‘what should have been’) appears to be the base requirement of acceptability. Slang, less susceptible, is quite unimpressed.

Its lexis is older but the acknowledgement of slang as a specific linguistic register is relatively new. If it turns up in this sense in 1756, it remained fluid for some time afterwards. A century on George Augustus Sala, writing in Dickens’ Household Words, ranged so widely over language that one could see that to him slang meant simply the special vocabulary of any given group, from nobs to yobs and artists to engineers. The idea of slang as the gutter tongue was far from fully established. For some, including George Eliot who mocked ‘the slang of prigs’, it was no more than a synonym for affectation. Only the slang lexicographers tended to showcase working-class and criminal language. In all cases, though the rule was not laid down but presumably so common as to need no introduction, it was associated with men.

That association is not merely linked to slang, though it is generally seen as the most uncompromisingly ‘man-made’ of languages, to borrow the term coined by the Australian feminist scholar Dale Spender who in 1980 published her study Man Made Language. It noted and dissected what she perceived as a male bias in the formation of language which in turn underpinned the dominance of the patriarchy as a social force.

Spender was not the first to overlay language with gender. The founding mother, as it were, is acknowledged to be the American academic Robin Lakoff, in her essay ‘Language and Women’s Place’* (1973), but the idea that men and women have different modes of speech has further antecedents, both in popular belief and in academic discourse.

Rather than attempt a detailed overview, I offer an outline. I am grateful to Dr Sarah Hoem Iversen, Associate Professor of English Language at Western Norway University of Applied Sciences, for providing me with the necessary information on which to base what is by necessity the most simplified of overviews. (If I have misconstrued her advice the fault is wholly mine.)

The initial assumption, pioneered inevitably by influential men, was that women’s use of language is ‘deficient’ compared to a male ‘norm’. Writing in the London journal The World in December 1754, Lord Chesterfield, regulator of social acceptability, upheld the common stereotype of women’s talkativeness, describing their use of language as ‘promiscuous’ and without regard for grammatical propriety. They talked too much and, seemingly worst of all, the words they used were often of their own invention. Many were adverbs: vastly, horridly, amazingly, abominably . . . all deemed too excessively emotional. As for such a term as flirtation, defined asexually in Johnson’s Dictionary of 1755 as ‘a quick sprightly motion,’ it was merely a ‘cant [i.e. in-group jargon] word among women’ (even if his sole example came from Pope, a man). In his book Language (1922), the linguist Otto Jespersen claimed in a chapter devoted to ‘The Woman’ that women’s vocabulary was poorer than men’s, and that female speakers ‘instinctively’ shrank from using ‘coarse and gross expressions’ opting instead for refined, euphemistic and hyperbolic expression. At the same time he saw female speech as too emotional, not just those adverbs but adjectives – divine, charming, cute – as well. One thing remained paramount: women’s speech deviated from a male ‘norm’.

This idea of ‘abnormality’, it might be noted, also underpinned a sustained view of black, originally slave speech in America. Any debt to African origins was ignored; slaves spoke a garbled version of the tongue of their white masters, and such ‘illiteracy’ underlined their perceived inferiority. This self-serving argument further informs attacks on African-America’s Ebonics, which is seen, in its deviations from a white norm and again a negative image as ‘illiterate’, as symbolic of racial powerlessness.

With the second-wave feminism of the mid-twentieth century, women joined the debate. In 1975 Robin Lakoff presented her theory on ‘Women’s Language’, based on personal observation and what she gleaned from her conversations with female friends. The features of ‘women’s language’ included politeness, hesitation and hedging, plus a richer vocabulary to describe typically ‘female’ fields (e.g. colours). As noted later by Ann Weatherall, ‘Lakoff . . . thought women’s language [was] hesitant, ingratiating and weak . . . that women are socialised to hedge meaning, in order to avoid offending men.’* In retrospect Lakoff’s primary role was as a pioneer in the field: what followed was an upsurge in research into her topic. In time, Lakoff would modify her opinions, and the focused research of fellow-academics has questioned her beliefs, for instance the equation of tag questions (‘it’s a nice day isn’t it?’) with feminine hesitancy and by extension, weakness in the face of masculine assertiveness.

The ‘linguistic gender gap’ is a powerful myth. Wide-ranging and continuing research has never backed it up, but the idea of distinct ‘men’s’ and ‘women’s languages’, and the sense that, as the US author and former acolyte of the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi John Gray put it, ‘Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus’, continues to flourish in popular media. To steal from LGBT+ slang, men are ‘butch’ and women ‘femme’ even if the language and gender myths thus proposed have been exploded, notably by the linguist Deborah Cameron in her book The Myth of Mars and Venus (2007). That language has increasingly come to be seen as part of a person’s identity, including their gender and sexuality, is not denied, but as writers such as Judith Butler in Gender Trouble (1990) have made clear, this cannot be asserted in such black-and-white ways.

Academic nuance, even reduced to the most broad-brush of descriptions, is still a minority pursuit. Learned journals make poor competition to tabloid conviction. For the majority of those who pause to consider it, the topic remains a matter of ‘folk-linguistic stereotypes’, the gender debate’s fake news which, like the many popular etymologies that bedevil slang, defies all contradiction. These tried-and-tested beliefs steadfastly proclaim that: ‘women talk more than men’, ‘women gossip, nag, and scold’, ‘women are better communicators’, ‘women are more polite’, ‘women are more hesitant and careful’, and, as the logical extension of politeness and hesitancy, ‘women don’t swear or use slang’. They are also the source of proverbs (‘A woman’s tongue wags like a lamb’s tail’, ‘A woman’s tongue: the last thing about her that dies’), and similar folk ‘wisdom’. Paradoxically, of slang’s 120 terms that are defined as ‘gossip’, none seem especially linked to femininity, though simple verbosity does offer the comparison ‘like old molls at a christening’. Some stereotypes, perhaps, are so inescapable that even mentioning them is unnecessary.

Beyond such behavioural stereotyping, women were considered simply ignorant and when they attempted to display some intellectual skills, embarrassing. The echt form of ‘women’s language’ was often cited as the error-strewn declarations of the deliberately absurd ‘Mrs Malaprop’, created for Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s play The Rivals (1775). Her response to the question ‘what would you have a woman know?’ ran thus:


I would by no means wish a daughter of mine to be a progeny of learning; I don’t think so much learning becomes a young woman; for instance, I would never let her meddle with Greek, or Hebrew, or algebra, or simony, or fluxions, or paradoxes, or such inflammatory branches of learning—neither would it be necessary for her to handle any of your mathematical, astronomical, diabolical instruments.—But . . . I would send her, at nine years old, to a boarding-school, in order to learn a little ingenuity and artifice. Then, sir, she should have a supercilious knowledge in accounts;—and as she grew up, I would have her instructed in geometry, that she might know something of the contagious countries;—but above all . . . she should be mistress of orthodoxy, that she might not mis-spell, and mis-pronounce words so shamefully as girls usually do; and likewise that she might reprehend the true meaning of what she is saying. This . . . is what I would have a woman know;—and I don’t think there is a superstitious article in it.



As we shall find, notably in discussing the scold (woman-to-man abuse) and Billingsgate (inter-women abuse), slang is keen to embrace the negative stereotypes. As ever with the register, such abstracts as humourlessness or politeness are ignored, but slang is keen to identify women with excessive, aggressive verbosity. Women are automatically slapped down for entering ‘male’ domains. Even ‘mother’, traditionally played in counterpoint to woman’s alternative role as ‘whore’, falls prey to slang’s cruelties: the counter-linguistic mother is usually a brothel-keeper or, more recently, an abbreviation of motherfucker.

Such a brief tour barely flickers across the substantial horizon of debates over whether or not men’s language differs from that of women. Let us attempt to fine things down. To look from here on in at slang.

Herewith slang’s taxonomy, based, with no excuses for its lack of internal detail, in descending order of frequency of those topics most often referenced in my own work:


Crime and Criminals; Drink, Drinks, Drinking and Drunks; Drugs; Money; Women; Fools and Foolish; Men; Sexual Intercourse; the Penis; Homosexuals/-ity; Prostitute/-ion; the Vagina; Policeman / Policing; Masturbate/-ion; Die, Death, Dead; Beat or Hit; Mad; Anus or Buttocks; Terms of Racial or National abuse; Defecate/-ion and Urinate/-ion; Kill or Murder; Promiscuous / Promiscuity; Unattractive; Fat; Oral Sex; Vomiting; Anal Sex; STDs.



That women are almost invariably considered negatively or at best sexually, and men, while falling under many descriptions, are not invariably, but often aggrandising their self-image, emphasises slang’s alleged ‘male gaze’, but the list is intended simply to illumine rather than critique slang’s obsessions.

It is a brutal list, filled with coarse and unbridled excess, of self-indulgence, of vulgarity, of crudity, of impudence and sheer, irrepressible loudness. If there are no positives (outside the charms of sex, drink and drugs and various forms of ‘rock ’n’ roll’) then it is because slang does not offer them. It offers a vocabulary and a voice to all our negatives. Our inner realities: lusts, fears and hatreds. Wilfully shucking off every vestige of self-restraint it subscribes to nothing but itself – no belief systems, no true believers, no faith, no religion, no politics, no party. It is the linguistic version of Freud’s id, a concept that is laid out in the New Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis of 1933:


is the dark, inaccessible part of our personality, [. . .]most of this is of a negative character [. . .]. We all approach the id with analogies: we call it a chaos, a cauldron full of seething excitations . . . It is filled with energy reaching it from the instincts, but it has no organization, produces no collective will, but only a striving to bring about the satisfaction of the instinctual needs subject to the observance of the pleasure principle.



To remain in the Thirties, it is King Kong, it is definitely not Fay Wray.

Gendering Slang

If gender does have a role to play in slang then it is less in practice and far more in theory. In the belief, long-held, that the register is a man-made phenomenon. That slang’s vocabulary springs from the verbalising of the ‘male gaze’: that it is brutally and shamelessly sexist. That men are oppressors and aggressors and women’s role is no more than that of victims. It is a belief that slang users bear out, slang studies encourage and slang dictionaries, having no choice but to base the material they list on the evidence that has been made available, underpin. This last, at least, is hard to contradict. If slang itself, especially as one retreats through time, is increasingly hard to find – a marginal language used by marginal people it was last in queue for elevation into printed books and the memorialisation that came with that process – then slang as used by women, on the margins of the margins, is even more elusive.

The words of English, lacking the structure of French and other Romance languages (and of course that of all others that qualify, e.g. Hebrew, Hindi or Russian) have no stated gender. English words, like those, may well find their origins in Latin and/or Greek, which do offer gender, but English does not add a defining particle (la, il) or a suffix (-a, -o) to flag it up. This ensures that we have no female penises nor masculine vaginas (la bite, le vagin of French). If this makes learning English easier, then such simplicity is far outweighed by its spelling and pronunciation. But as these French examples should show, the gender assigned by language (at least at this late date when coinage is so far away) is not a social/sexual construct. The French table (la table) or railway station (la gare) are both female: why?* These are not, surely, the equivalent of the feminised familiarity that is allotted, for instance, to a British ship or Australia’s non-specific she, as in ‘she’ll be apples’: everything will be fine. There is no implicit association of gender to word. This is equally true of slang’s etymologies, the stories that lie behind the vocabulary. It is on the rarest of occasions that we can unarguably attribute the creation of a word or phrase to a woman or to a man. Some etymology is indeed anecdotal – it is based on a known, if often embellished story, for instance Lady Dacre’s wine (gin, tipping the hat to a presumably drunken aristocrat) or Mrs Phillips’ ware (a condom, and in this case supposedly referencing a well-known madame) – but of slang’s 135,000 words and phrases, these are rare examples. Even the briefly celebrated on fleek turned out, for all its much-vaunted attribution to Ms Kayla Newman (‘Peaches Monroe’), to be no more than a personal use of a term that was already available.

Maybe 80 per cent of the slang lexis is based on playing with standard English (for instance the single word dog – which itself lacks any concrete etymology – has well over one hundred slang meanings), and what remains has various sources. It is perhaps only in rhyming slang, which often depends on personalities, that we can definitely link origin to gender, but that link is based simply on what rhymes, rather than anything truly linguistic.

As with so much of slang everything depends on context (and of course author, though women can write male characters and vice versa. It should be noted that for the bulk, if not all of the material referenced, the concept of cultural appropriation had yet to attempt to force its ideological straitjacket on creativity).

As the linguist Deborah Cameron puts it, ‘Sociolinguists have long since accepted that we can’t solve what’s called the “actuation problem”. Who exactly invented a word. Very rarely we can. So you’re really talking about transmission. Transmission and use. And I don’t think that there is any reason to think that this was all men. Even if we’re talking about thieves’ cant; it’s not like women were never thieves, or that they didn’t hang around with thieves. A lot of specialised slang must actually have been unisex.’

As this book proceeds, and research follows along its quest, the idea of slang as unisex – a term invented in the ‘swinging Sixties’ and first applied to fashion, hairdressers and other showcases of the era’s cultural symbols – becomes harder to resist. Slang cheerfully puts itself up for grabs: it has a job to do and plays no favourites when it comes to those who pluck it from the linguistic repository.

So, with the exception of certain etymologies, those rare instances when it can be proved that a given word or phrase is created by a male or female individual, there is no way to gender slang. We can ascribe certain terms to a gender: words for women that are only used by men, words for men that are the sole property of women, but that is all. And given the innately fluid nature of slang, the dominance of context in assessing and defining it, then this too is slippery and inconstant. The original use may point to one gender, its development may err elsewhere. It may be subjected to ironic or humorous reinterpretation whereby the whole point is to change the term’s gender. It may be, as with bitch, that what begins as the description of one gender, is turned upside down, as is so often slang’s way in its ludic adoption of standard English, and used to describe the other, although the innate inference – an insult – remains. In the end we are talking female dog, and seeing that, when applied to any human, as a put-down. In bitch’s case the insult, for a man, being that he is called by a woman’s name. For the woman it is being called that of a different, supposedly inferior species. In other words, to insult a man one may demean his prized male-ness, but he remains a human being; to insult a woman, one places her beyond the human pale.

The current status quo, at least as dictated by liberal orthodoxy, demands that women are en-pedestalled, irrespective of case-by-case reality, while men – especially as that bugaboo the ‘centrist dad’ – are automatically made objects of vilification. The whiter, the more middle-aged and middle-class, the less ‘woke’, the more inexcusable that vileness is and the more zealously the mob brandish their pitchforks and wave their torches.

Those who disagree, irrespective of gender, are instantly mobbed and condemned. Nuance is dead. The centre, that place of intelligent and necessary compromise that Yeats told us so percipiently would not hold, is apparently for none but cowards. If we extend this theory to language, slang or otherwise, then it would suggest that since derision and its kindred verbal assaults are seen as ‘bad’, then they must be male prerogatives. Shouty, mansplaining, arrogant, unable to listen. It may be that my own opinions are considered as such. Again I note, I deal as best I may in the evidence that can be found.

The assumption that women avoid (or should avoid) slang and taboo language further reinforces the notion that slang is male-generated. Yet one cannot take refuge in the idea that gender A is more extreme in the use of such terminology than gender B. In other words, men do not abuse women more than women abuse men. Five minutes on, say, Twitter makes this wholly clear. They use different stereotypes as the bases for abuse – certainly – but as will be found throughout this book, one must not confuse quantity with quality or form with content.

The more one looks at the relationship of women to slang and of slang’s reciprocal role regarding women, the more one finds the term ‘ventriloquy’.* Not in a derogatory sense, there is no suggestion that the creator views his/her creation as a dummy, but in the sense of linguistic role reversal: the gender-bending use by a creator of the language of the other. Men write women, women write men. It would not be possible to proceed with this story without acknowledging the centrality of the form. It flies, of course, in the face of identity politics, wherein no-one may comment, let alone create other than that of which they have hands-on, personal experience. Women to write women, BAME individuals BAME characters, gays gays and so on. No more blacked-up Othellos, though there seems to be no equivalent demand for equally race-legitimate Shylocks or Fagins. This may work for the future, it was not the case in the past. The problem with such a diktat – combining a self-righteous refusal to learn history with a desperate desire to rewrite it – is that yet again, the facts mock all such pretensions.

Thus, when it comes to assessing a cross-section of creative work, a woman playwright will be found using slang to delineate swashbuckling, macho males just as a male author will borrow from the counter-language to bring to life a sassy chorus girl. The thread runs through this book as it does through the history of the wider definition of ‘creative’ writing and we have no alternative but to acknowledge it. For this author it underlines yet again the essential greyness of reality.

What seems to be the first attempt to see whether or not slang use divides by gender came in 1903. Writing in the Pedagogical Seminary, a journal of child psychology, Edward Conradi, President of the Florida State College for Women, offered a selection of data on ‘Children’s Interests in Words, Slang, Stories, etc.’ The piece dealt with various aspects of the language enjoyed by those under eighteen, and its centrepiece was a list of some 850 slang terms, gleaned from 295 answers to a questionnaire circulated by high school teachers. These were divided by the gender of those who offered them – ‘Boys’, ‘Girls’ and ‘Sex Not Specified’ – and broken down into various sub-sections: ‘Rebuke to Pride’, ‘Negatives’, ‘Shock’, ‘Exaggerations’, ‘Exclamations’, ‘Mild oaths’, and a substantial section entitled ‘Unclassified’ and which included the majority of nouns and verbs. ‘Unclassified’ themes show terms for ‘boasting and loquacity, hypocrisy, [. . .] attending to one’s own business and not meddling or interfering, names for money, absurdity, neurotic effects of surprise or shock, honesty and lying, getting confused, fine appearance and dress, words for intoxication, [. . .] for anger [. . .] crudeness or innocent naiveté, love and sentimentality.’* The interviewees included their opinions on slang: ’60 thought slang more emphatic’ [. . .] ’90 considered slang vulgar’ [. . .] ‘53 considered boy’s slang rougher than girl’s’, etc. A graph was compiled which suggested that slang use peaked between the ages of thirteen and sixteen.

Other than the perceived ‘roughness’ of ‘boy’s slang’, and the acknowledgement that all of these young people fully understood the necessity of code-switching between school, the parental home and adult-free conversations between themselves, there was no suggestion that either gender was ‘slangier’.

The still relatively modern focus on the concepts of male and female language has naturally included the slang sub-set. There have been a number of studies. For examples, I offer the outlines of a couple.

In 1990, writing in the journal Sex Roles, the South African academic Vivian de Klerk pondered Slang: A Male Domain? Noting the statement by Stuart Flexner, co-editor of the Dictionary of American Slang (1960, 1975) that ascribed all slang to men, both as sources and users, she focused on the idea of slang as the product of social peer groups, which used it as a form of self-identification. Men, she acknowledged, ‘belong to more subgroups than do women’ and added that there were differences between male and female peer groups: men were more hierarchical and competitive; women’s groups were smaller, more intimate, and exhibited less verbal posturing. However, based on her research statistics, ‘an assumption that males typically use more slang because they are male is a risky one, to say the least.’ Her conclusion: males are not conspicuously heavier slang users, but females are socialised into believing this is the case, even though they themselves actually use it, Females using slang are ‘guilty, self-condemnatory, narrow-minded.’ Free and creative use of slang was part of an initiation to power, enjoyed by older boys. Females were excluded from this and she equated females with another ‘out-of-power’ group who therefore exhibited less slang: junior boys. She also looked ahead: ‘As society changes and gender roles change in society, so language is likely to change concomitantly . . . an increase in the female use of slang, indicative of subtle shifts in the social status of females generally.’

Five years later Deborah James of the University of Toronto published her study ‘Gender-Linked Derogatory Terms and Their Use by Women and Men’.* She resisted extremes, and laid out her conclusions on the basis of what she found. The aim, based on material offered by some ninety female and thirty-five male students, sought to see how derogatory terms illuminated the way ideas of femininity and masculinity are constructed. It all, unsurprisingly, came down to stereotypes. Among those used by men to describe women were Promiscuous/prostitute/sexually aggressive (sixty-two terms), unattractive (thirty-three terms), non-specific but perceived to be demeaning (forty terms), anti-male (twenty-eight), stupid (twenty terms), masculine, i.e. lesbian (eleven terms) and frigid or sexually frustrating (eleven terms). When the focus turned to the denigration of men, the list included ‘mistreats others’ – a cover-all for ‘unpleasant’(108 terms), stupid (ninety-one terms), weak (twenty-eight terms), possibly or actually homosexual (thirty-eight terms), sexist (thirty-eight terms), socially inept (eighteen terms), unsuccessful (sixteen terms) and physically inadequate (ten terms).

Each gender seemed equally capable of attacking the other, but the overriding paradigm remained that set up by a male viewpoint. ‘Males are evaluated primarily in terms of the extent to which they can function as competent masters of every situation, which in turn has much to do with gaining and maintaining status in the eyes of other males. Females, on the other hand, are evaluated primarily in terms of how well they conform to heterosexual male needs and desires, including being attractive, faithful to one man, of average intelligence, and docile and supportive.’*

James assessed what, for instance ‘unintelligent’ might mean in gender contexts. To lack intelligence was ‘something to be disparaged in anyone, female or male.

However, the two sets of terms carry rather different connotations. The female-referential terms tend to imply that there is nothing in the referent’s head (e.g., airhead, fluff, bubblebrain), while the male-referential terms are more likely to imply that there is something in the referent’s head which should not be there (e.g., shit-for-brains, farthead, butthead). This implies that it is seen as more typical for women than for men to be empty-headed – that is, arguably, truly unintelligent.’*

She also suggests that the insults used imply that it is ‘a more serious flaw for a man to lack intelligence than for a woman to lack intelligence, which is in turn consistent with gender role expectations that men, but not women, should be competent, successful achievers.’† There is a vicious circle: if a woman is assertive, then this is bad and ‘unfeminine’; at the same time, by simply being a woman, she is seen as weak by nature.‡ It is also much worse for a man to be accused of femininity than its reverse. Thus to imply that a man is gay, is far worse than suggesting a woman might be lesbian. The equivalent terms are based on sex rather than gender, i.e. they suggest that a woman is either a nag or a whore.

James also listed a few terms that for once reflected a woman’s point of view: ‘ways in which women are evaluating men in terms of the extent to which MEN conform to WOMEN’s needs and desires . . . They included terms for a boring man (Mr. Dry Guy, fatiguer); a few terms for unattractive men or fat men (e.g., craterface, doughboy); a few terms for attractive men parallel to terms such as babe for women (e.g., hunk, hotty); and a term, sperm donor, defined as a ‘worthless man, no use other than sex’.§

Her conclusion suggested that on the whole, whoever was offering the insult, the overriding picture was painted by male values and assumptions. Nonetheless, this was changing. ‘There are indications that some terms are coming to be used by both sexes in a more gender-neutral way than has been the case in the past, and that it is women who are leading in this direction.’*

If gender-neutral means that women can cheerfully appropriate and use the slang of their male peers then the regular lists of college-age slang published bi-annually by Professor Connie Eble from 1972 to 2018, and assembled by her students at the University of North Carolina, suggest otherwise. The bulk of those who respond to her appeal for words are young women. They may ignore most of the primary obscenities (an exception being the dismissive go fuck a duck!), but that is possibly because they feel them to be so common that they are not worth noting as neologisms. What they offer are a number of exclamations, all meaning, whether literally or figuratively ‘go away!’: bite me! bite moose! blow off! bump that! bye, Felicia! crud! in your face! pickle it! sit on this and rotate! stick it in your ear! and get out of town! There are also a couple of negative phrases: isn’t that special (i.e. it isn’t special at all) and talk to the hand (because the face don’t understand). Other insults include douchebag, jerk, poopbutt, scumbag, stooge and weenie.

Finally, and with the focus four-square on lexicography, the opinions of Katherine Connor Martin Head of Content Creation at Oxford Dictionaries. Her essay on ‘Gendered Aspects of Lexicographic Labeling’ appeared in the journal Dictionaries in 2005.†

Like de Klerk she posited Flexner’s declaration that ‘most American slang is created and used by males’ (1960, xli) and referencing Dale Spender noted that the accuracy of his diktat – like others in the context of gendering language – is ‘complicated by the subjective nature of the slang category, which has historically excluded speech associated with women. Since a sense of masculinity permeates the slang concept, the conclusion that women use slang less than men is circular.’

The idea that slang equates with masculine pursuits and by doing so automatically and perfectly happily excludes women from a role in its creation or use, is common to those who originally commented on the phenomenon: mostly men, mostly compilers of slang dictionaries. For instance Hewson Clarke, in the preface to his Lexicon Balatronicum (the ‘Fools’ Dictionary’) an 1811 collection of ‘Buckish slang, University Wit and Pickpocket Eloquence’. Dr Clarke saw slang in its primary guise: a secret language, in this case not of criminals (as had been its earliest, sixteenth-century incarnation) but of a whole gender: men. It insulated male society from women’s supposedly prim censoriousness just as via their use of cant (the technical name of slang’s early terminology) did the ruffler, the upright man and other varieties of villainous mendicant protect themselves from the eavesdropping of the harman-beck (the constable) and the bailiff.

‘Improper topics can with our assistance be discussed, even before the ladies, without raising a blush to the cheek of modesty. It is impossible that a female should understand the meaning of twiddle diddles,* or rise from the table at the mention of Buckinger’s boot.’† Modern commentators, again all male, have perpetuated the theory, if slightly less directly than Clarke. Slang comes from ‘masculine’ occupations – pleasurable or recreational – and as such excludes women.

The linguist James Sledd followed suit: ‘Slang flourishes in the areas of sex, drinking, narcotics, racing, athletics, popular music, and other crime—a “liberal” language of things done in themselves by gentlemen who are not gentlemen and dislike gentility.’ No women there, or so ran the implication. Similarly David Maurer, who specialised in the ‘professional’ vocabularies of a wide spectrum of criminals, was adamant in his dismissal of the one female group whom most people might see as regular slang users: prostitutes. While he was happy to attribute independent slang creation to other criminal groups, whores missed the cut. He termed their speech ‘colorless’ and claimed that ‘they lack the sophistication to make and acquire an artificial language for themselves,’ and did nothing more than parrot ‘discarded argot words from other criminal professions.’ We shall see in chapter 8 to what extent this was truth or prejudice. If nothing else, as Connor notes, ‘It is also worth considering whether a male researcher, especially one with these preconceptions, would have been likely to find open and sympathetic informants among this group of women.’*

Deborah Cameron, Murdoch Professor at Oxford, is equally pessimistic as to male researchers gaining access to women’s closed societies. ‘Slang is favoured by certain kinds of institutions . . . Those sort of groups existed for women but they were not studied. Who’s done a study of the slang of nuns? It would certainly have been something in the middle ages. But people didn’t go into those totally female institutions. Prisons. Women’s armed services where you’d have found the lesbians. But men couldn’t collect it. The access wasn’t available.’*

Finally Flexner, aping James Murray, who prefaces the original edition of the OED with a visual representation of the way English breaks down into sub-species, offers his own diagram for slang. As Martin notes, Flexner’s sub-groups are almost entirely ‘masculine’, certainly as envisaged when his Dictionary appeared in 1960: army, baseball, railroads and the like (all of which, I would suggest are more occupational jargons than slang). There are college students and teenagers, both of which might refer to either gender, but there are no labels that could indicate a ‘women-only’ lexis.

There is a sense, attested by anyone who has looked more than superficially at the possibilities, that again like the larger slang lexis, women’s use of slang is drastically under-reported. It is the same under-reporting that may lie behind the long absence of slang of almost any sort from the standard lexicons. That its earliest glossaries – not yet dictionaries in the sixteenth century when they appeared – exist because they are associated with that ever-sexy topic: crime. Read this pamphlet, absorb the words it offers, and you may escape that dubious figure sneaking across the tavern to pick your pocket or con you at dice or cards. Such glossaries explore the exotic. They start by offering the entirety of slang as then recorded; in time they would be displaced and replaced by a far less specific style of counter-language.

The arrival of ‘civilian’ slang, of working-class language that rivalled the standard speech of those who ruled them, or at least made more money than they did, would not appear in lists for another century. Yet sixteenth-century London, and its earlier incarnations, was surely large and powerful enough to boast a working class, and that working class, as did its successors, would have used a vocabulary that was other than that of the ruling classes. Standard English had developed from that spoken by the royal court, the law courts, the universities and the city. This was what was used by elite speakers in south-east England, but they – and their language – were hardly representative of the entirety of the population. But proof is almost impossible to pin down. One sees hints in authors such as Chaucer, whose characters are not invariably criminals and whose speech is far from standard, but such records are limited. Women’s use of slang remained even less accessible. Slang was positioned as a brutish, masculine speech, verbalised willy-waving, lexical pissing contexts. This was acceptable in men, it was not in women.

Yet just as one senses a whole absentee world of working-class, non-criminal slang users prior to 1698, when such ur-slang began to appear in printed glossaries, so too the absence of women. Katherine Connor Martin wonders ‘whether we are missing, somewhere, a vein of historical usages associated with femininity that might yet qualify as slang by our current understanding of the concept.’* She suggests factory girls, and notes that women undoubtedly held the monopoly on what we might call ‘family slang’, those terms that the OED labels as ‘nursery’. Euphemistic terms for the genitals, for defecation; ultra-local words that spring from the infant’s (mis-)pronunciation of a given term, e.g. my own family’s geffy for spaghetti. A dictionary of such terms has been attempted, Paul Dickson’s Family Words (2007), but there is no possible way in which it could even approach exhaustiveness.

Slang, ever omnivorous, has some 1,400 terms that qualify as euphemisms. We might feel that this should in fact dis-qualify them, since slang usually spares no feelings. They include a number of otherwise obscene or blasphemous exclamations and oaths, and a variety of terms, just as in family language, for defecation and parts of the body. What we do not find within the family, is of course the world of sex, especially intercourse, although the thousands of such terms are rarely marked as ‘euph.’ Nonetheless many such are effectively euphemistic. The simple fact that slang seems to have been driven to coin so many synonyms – they appear in the earliest glossaries, they are on offer in the most current – suggests as much. After all the supposed core lexis of ‘dirty words’, as laid down by US lawmakers, is barely a dozen terms. Yet slang, allegedly male and macho, is seen as spoiling for a fight; euphemism, soft-pedalling and ameliorative, is seen as quintessentially female. The soft word that turneth away wrath.

As noted, women’s use of slang is frustratingly under-reported. Fortunately there are exceptions: for those who would like to look beyond the stereotype – whether of women’s voluntary rejection of slang or respectability’s demand that they sidestep it – we do have some examples. Writing in a special ‘Women’s Studies’ issue of The Radical Teacher (December 1977) Rayna Green offered ‘Magnolias Grow in Dirt: The Bawdy Lore of Southern Women.’ Focusing on the language to which her own grandmother (born 1900) confessed to knowing and unrestrainedly using, and the bawdy story-telling that it helped put over, Green avowed that ‘Women everywhere talk about sex — sex with young boys, old men and handsome strangers — and sexual errors both good and bad.’* The words themselves, such as Green offers examples, are not especially ‘female’, and she notes that while women might use twat for their own genitals they resist the overly masculine gash, slash, pussy, cunt, cock and so on. However they do come up with chore girl (a play on the US steel wool cleaning product Chore Boy) and wooly booger. But the general – the volume of bawdy talk – outweighs the lexical specific. To these Southern women, says Green, all this bawdy offered a women-only participation in ‘fun, rebellion and knowledge-giving’† (just as such talk had always done for men). And, albeit somewhat folksily, she concludes: ‘Next time you see a group of women . . . don’t assume they’re sharing the latest recipe for peach cobbler. The subject may be other delights.’‡

Socio-linguistics

If – rightly or otherwise – women were seen as avoiding slang we must ask why. Talking to a sex worker for this book it was suggested that prostitutes eschew the coinage of slang because slang is so devotedly, viciously misogynistic, especially as regards her occupation: why arm the enemy? Katherine Connor Martin echoes this on a more general level, adding that the wider, male-ordained society has always seen a woman using slang as ‘unfeminine’. Slang’s concerns, as noted, are seen as stereotypically ‘male’. Aggression and competition dominate the lexis. There is, for instance, no word that is defined simply as ‘love’ and precious few for the emotions, other than anger and its synonyms, which amass over four hundred variations. The assumption of ‘women’s language’ is that it is far more focused on such ‘soft’ topics. The artificial language Láadan produced by linguist Suzette Haden Elgin for her novel Native Tongue (1984), whose plot ‘revolved around a group of women, all linguists, engaged in constructing a language specifically designed to express the perceptions of human women.’ Among its terms were these:


Ashon love for one who is not related by blood but is heart-kin

Azháadin to menopause uneventfully

Dólhorado to dominate with evil intent

Eeme love for one neither liked nor respected

Héena sibling of the heart

Lewidan to be pregnant for the first time

Loláad to perceive internally, to feel

Móna compassion for foolish reasons

Núháam to feel oneself cherished, cared for, nurtured by someone

Radena unfriendliness for good reasons

Wonewith to be socially dyslexic; uncomprehending of signals of others



If one wished to create a lexis that represents preoccupations that are the absolute opposite to slang’s, Láadan is surely it.

It is, however, a fictional creation, as artificial as Star Trek’s Klingon.

To see an attempt to assess ‘real’ women’s language it is worth pausing to consider The Feminist Dictionary, published in 1986 by Cheris Kramarae and Paula A. Treichler and categorised by its authors as ‘a dictionary of feminist thinking and word-making; a conceptual guide to that subset of the lexicon concerned with feminism; a documentation of feminist perspectives, interpretations of words, and contributions to linguistic creativity and scholarship; and a dictionary itself made by feminists.’ There had been a number of early reference works created by women. The first of such being the Hortus deliciarum (the ‘Garden of Delights’) which was an encyclopedia combining classical and Arabic works of philosophy, literature and theology among other themes (including songs) created by Abbess Herrad of Lansberg (Germany) in the twelfth century. The first in English appears to have been the creation of Samuel Johnson’s friend Mrs Hester Thrale or Piozzi, whose British Synonymy appeared in 1794. James Murray employed his daughters in a variety of jobs on the OED, and in its unrivalled historian slang can boast Professor Julie Coleman of Leicester University.*

None of whose work even marginally suggests the Feminist Dictionary. There is no attempt to recreate another Láadan, but neither do Kramarae and Treichler fall into the constrictions of what they consider male-dominated mainstream lexicography.

Picking up on Dale Spender’s man-made language, they state that


For women . . . the ultimate outcome is the same: whether descriptive or prescriptive, authoritarian or democratic, massive or minimal, systematic or quixotic . . . dictionaries have systematically excluded any notion of women as speakers, as linguistic innovators, or as definers of words. Women in their pages have been rendered invisible, reduced to stereotypes, ridiculed, trivialised or demeaned. Whatever their intentions, then, dictionaries have functioned as linguistic legislators which perpetrate the stereotypes and prejudices of their writers and editors, who are almost exclusively male.



Nor was what they chose to attempt a traditional dictionary but a volume that fell, as its editors noted, into the area occupied by such quasi-‘dictionaries’ as Flaubert’s Dictionary of Received Ideas and Bierce’s Devil’s Dictionary – although it lacks the irony of the one and the cynicism of the other.

It is not a dictionary in which one looks up words in the expected way. For instance those who search for a definition of ‘ABILITY’ find only this: ‘ability “Is sexless” (Christabel Pankhurst Calling All Women February 2, 1957)’. Nor would the traditional dictionary offer ‘ABOMINABLE SNOWMEN OF ANDROCRATIC academia Scholars dominated by male-centred traditions’. Spelling may be standard English, but headwords are very much drawn from an alternative lexicon; definitions are consciously oppositional to what is dismissed as the ‘male’ norm, they are also more encyclopedic, even discursive, than would usually be expected; the tone is hortatory and to the jaundiced reader somewhat martyred as regards its consideration of traditional lexicography: those who are not positively with me, runs the subtext, must be aggressively against me.

By the standards that inform the traditional dictionary, this one fails as a lexicographical work, but those standards are indisputably ‘male standards’, restricting lexicography to the world of ‘patriarchal authoritarianism’. Indeed, the rejection of such standards is wholly deliberate: as the editors point out, using ‘a flexible format is a conscious effort to honor the words and arguments of women, to liberate our thinking about what can be said about language and to guard against lexicographical ownership of words and definitions.’ They want quite specifi-cally to produce something that is not the traditional ‘dick-tionary’.


We are also aware of the need to pay close attention to the words of disabled women, some of whom call others TABS—‘temporarily able-bodied.’ One question is whether we make an effort to expunge phrases from our language like ‘stand up for what you believe’ or ‘blind as a bat.’



The user must also make her or his decision as to the need for justifying the use of alphabetical order (which of course puts men before women, although housework before war) as not being ‘a value judgement’.

Jane Mills, whose Womanwords (1989) is more an explanatory thesaurus of anti-female stereotyping than a dictionary as such, suggested that, ‘Lexicographers deserve much of the criticism levelled against them. But not all of it . . . the basic source material of a lexicographer has been the written word, and most books have been, and still are, written and published by men. Dictionaries which chronicle usage are not necessarily prescriptive. If in the past a dictionary failed to refer to a young woman as a “girl” the lexicographer would have been failing in his job had he not used the term which the rest of society used and understood.’

Things were of course changing even as these books appeared. Especially so in works aimed at children, where short contextual sentences are used to back up the primary definition (and can also be found in dictionaries, such as Merriam Webster, where rather than ‘live’ citations, usage examples are created to achieve the most telling effect). Comparing such sentences in two editions of the same dictionary, published respectively in 1968 and 1983 Sidney Landau offered these examples. ‘Cherish: A mother cherishes her baby’ (1968) becomes ‘Parents cherish their children’ (1983), while ‘Seize: In fright she seized his arm’ (1968) becomes ‘In fright I seized her arm’ (1983).

Writing in my own Chasing the Sun (1996), a history of dictionary-making, I asked this:


How much this influences the young reader is debatable. The larger world must conspire with the dictionary, however rigorously non-sexist, to effect that level of social revolution . . . All of this cultural prejudice, conscious or otherwise, may well be reprehensible; likewise a perfect world might well have been a very different place — experience, unfortunately, indicates a harsher reality. The problem for the advocates of PC, in lexicography as elsewhere, is that they demand ‘what should be’ in a world where there is only ‘what is’. Such fantasies failed to work for the prescriptivist critics of W3 [Webster’s Third International, 1961], it is unlikely that it will gain any greater advances for those who would impose what is seen as a far more alien ideology on the dictionary. The grim truth that underlies dictionary reform, as much as any other, is that so much preaches only to the converted.



I would be hard put to let this pass unamended. Reading it nearly twenty-five years later demonstrates as well as anything the way what might once have been dismissed as that well-honed cri de coeur ‘political correctness gone mad’ is now par for many courses. Identity politics – can its determination to avoid all possible linguistic offense be termed a ‘feminisation’ of language? – would claim itself beholden to such mutual respect. Such for many is now the status quo. Alice Roosevelt, daughter of US President Teddy and embroiderer of a pillow stating ‘If You Can’t Say Something Good About Someone, Sit Right Here by Me,’ would have been swept away in a Twitter tsunami.

At the same time, the male bias in dictionary-making is being overturned, or at least revised, but like every aspect of lexicography it remains slow work. It is perhaps in self-defence that women seem to have corralled for their own intellectual discussions a substantial chunk of the meta-lexicographical world, especially where it impinges on gender. No scholar of the craft will go far without encountering the work of Charlotte Brewer, Linda Mugglestone, Sarah Ogilvy and Kory Stamper.

If slang represents male rebellion, how do women rebel linguistically?

Female language innovation is not necessarily linked to vocabulary. There are other forms of linguistic innovation than slang. Notable are those pioneered by young women. In parallel to slang these are not welcome innovations: the speaking style of young women seems to alarm purists. Such innovations, notably uptalk (properly high rising terminal), vocal fry or creaky voice (produced by vibrations in the larynx) and the use of such interjections, or vocal fillers as like, are seen as problems and young women are regularly told that if they wish to be taken seriously or make a positive impression when interviewing for a job, they must avoid them. Yet as the computational linguist Chi Luu noted in JSTOR Daily,* the condemnation of such usage only seems to apply to young women; when powerful men use uptalk, as was suggested of former president George W. Bush, it is seen as a wholly acceptable adjunct of the assertion of that power. As young women age, they take their speaking style with them. More important perhaps, as mothers and other care-givers, they also pass on such style to new generations. What seemed marginal becomes mainstream.

Suzanne Grégoire of the University of Toronto noted this in 2006:†


Early dialectologists were among the first to recognize that gender plays a role in language innovation. [. . .] For example, in 1946 August Brun, a specialist in the Provençal dialect, observed that older members of the [Provençal] community over fifty spoke mainly Provençal, as did younger men, but women under forty-five spoke mainly French. [. . .] Brun suggested that women play a crucial role by adopting language change and using it to bring up the next generation.



In other words, husbands remained faithful to tradition, but wives were pushing out to create and embrace newer developments. She found the same thing in a 1905 study of a Swiss village which showed that ‘younger members of the village were beginning to use newer phonetic variants, and further, among the younger generation, women used the newer forms more frequently’. Its author suggested that ‘women welcome every linguistic novelty with open arms.’ Subsequent research has found that this may be over-simplistic – men too play a role in language change – but it certainly added a new dimension to concepts of motherhood.

Girls, adds Deborah Cameron, ‘have sub-cultural style’* and the way they speak and the lexis they use is all part of it. As the slang lexicologist Michael Adams puts it, ‘where the style goes, so goes the slang.’† However, being girls, they have to push the sub-culture’s excesses further than do boys. For Cameron, ‘Any subculture a woman belongs to – whether she wants to be one of the nerds, or she wants to be one of the Goths, or whatever – women and girls have to go over the top to be accepted as a legitimate member of the community.’ Given that they come to these sub-cultures as interlopers, she notes, they must work that much harder on ‘how they appeared, whether they were popular, those kinds of things. So they put a lot more into dressing right and talking right [and that] propels them to take whatever the subcultural style is to an extreme . . . In general they’re a generation ahead of boys.’

If girls led the way, they set the scene, rather than monopolise it.


What happened later was that all those things, those iconic
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