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FEMINIST LINGUISTICS AND 
LINGUISTIC FEMINISMS 
ELISE KRAMER 

Some of the most salient inroads made by American second-wave 
feminists revolved around language. The 1970s saw changes in the lexicon to 
accommodate and promote gender equality: from the invention and main-
streaming of "Ms." to the promotion of gender-neutral vocational termi-
nology such as "flight attendant" and "postal worker:' Perhaps even more 
significantlYi second-wave feminists worked to call attention to and stigmatize 
harmful patterns of linguistic interaction: "sexual harassment" became a prob-
lematic category of behavior rather than a diffuse set of playful practicesi sexist 
jokes, and especially rape jokes, took on a timbre of seriousness that counter-
acted their seeming frivolity (Gavey 2005). Second-wave feminists argued and 
convincingly demonstrated that language was important, both as a mechanism 
of sexism and as a tool for combatting it. 

Of course, these instances oflinguistic activism were also among the feminist 
movement's most contentious efforts, engendering a particularly vicious and 
enduring hostility whose legacy persists in the commonly held linkages between 
feminism, political correctness, and censorship (Cameron 199Si Faludi 199li 
Kramer 2011 i Lakoff 2000). Feminists are often accused of "language policing," 
an act that is somehow simultaneously frivolous (why waste your time play-
ing around with mere semantics?) and threatening (it's like Newspeak all over 
again!). For better or worse, language is one of the primary fronts of the feminist 
battle, and feminist anthropologists have been particularly attuned to matters 

oflanguage. 
Meanwhile, gender has been an incredibly productive topic for linguistic 

anthropologists and sociolinguists: studies of language and gender have done 
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much to shed light on the nature oflanguage as a social as well as a communi-
cative tool (e.g.1 Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 2013i Hall and Bucholtz 1995). 
Looking at the ways that men and women use language differently (or don't) has 
been a crucial part of the study oflanguage and identity; looking at the ways that 
men and women are talked about differently has yielded an especially compelling 
demonstration of how language shapes people's livesi and putting those two top-
ics together-looking at the ways people talk about the ways men and women 
use language-has highlighted the importance oflanguage ideologies as cultural 
phenomena and as objects of study. 

In this chapter, I suggest that the linkages between feminism and the study 
of language are not merely historical happenstancei rather, the two share key 
methodological and theoretical underpinnings, and each enriches the other in 
different and productive ways. From their shared emphasis on performativity, to 
their mutual concern with narrative and cultural representations, to their com-
mon understanding of meaning that marks the unmarked by highlighting the 
necessity of contrast, both feminist anthropology and linguistic anthropology 
take seemingly straightforward, natural concepts and reveal them as incredibly 
complex and culturally specific. Together, the disciplines show that language is 
an important front in the battle for gender equality, and that language change 
(whether it happens organically or not) may be a necessary component of social 
change. In some ways, linguistic anthropology is inherently a feminist anthro-
pology, and feminist anthropology is inherently linguistic. And, as I will suggest, 
linguistic anthropology's importance to the feminist project will only increase as 
the twenty-first century unfolds. 

GENDERED LANGUAGE 

Performativity 
Just as linguistic anthropologists have emphasized that language in action is 
never reducible merely to what is literally said, feminist anthropologists have 
strived to show that gender is not reducible to a set of anatomical or behavioral 
differences. One of the most powerful links between linguistic anthropology and 
gender studies has been their shared emphasis on performativity. When Judith 
Butler ( 19901 25) famously described gender as "performative," she was not sim-
ply asserting that having a gendered identity required the active inhabiting of 
a role: this was, of course, an essential component of her argument, but in fact 
the term "performative" was doing much more work for her. In using the term, 
Butler was drawing on the realm of speech act theory, in particular the works of 
philosopher John L. Austin. 

Austin ( 197 5) discusses a subset of utterances that he refers to as "explicit 
primary performatives": utterances that simultaneously perform an act and 

Feminist Linguistics and Linguistic Feminisms 

describe the performing of that act. For example, the utterance "I promise I 
will call you tomorrow" simultaneously makes a promise and describes the mak-
ing of that promise. Indeed, the only way "felicitously" to make a promise is 
to engage in this small verbal ritual whereby one tells a story about one's own 
making of a promisei a promise can only be made through the narration of the 
process of malting it. "Performativity" is the simultaneous describing-of and 
committing-of an action, a sort of verbal Mi:ibius strip that presumes the very 
fact that it calls into existence. 

Performativity in this sense is much of what characterizes "ritual"-which 
linguistic anthropologists often define as an event that is particularly semioti-
cally "dense" (and thus efficacious) due to its enactment of a change through 
the describing of that very change. From the US Declaration of Independence, 
a document that simultaneously established the colonies as sovereign and nar-
rated the process of declaring sovereignty (Lee 2001)i to Tzotzil marital media-
tion, which resolves conflicts between husbands and wives by transforming 
disorderly debates into metrically and socially ordered discourses (Haviland 
1996)i to that great classic of American oratory, the Gettysburg Address, which 
brought a fractured nation together by describing a process of unification from 
the shattered past to the gathered here-and-now to the collective future (Silver-
stein 2003 )1 ritual speech has served as a powerful example of the ways that dis-
course creates meaning by drawing upon it. 

So, too, Butler (19901 25) argues, does gender performatively constitute 
itself. Discourses about gender don't just constrain behavior to certain extant 
categories, but actively create the categories in the first place. Moreover, they ulti-
mately disguise this process of production by treating the categories as always 
already there. In other words, when you perform gender (which is to say, all 
of the time), you are not merely "describing" your gender but enacting it

1 
and 

not merely enacting it but (re)creating the category of "gender" to begin with, 
and not merely creating the category but covering your tracks by treating it as 
unproblematically present and natural. 

The linguistic anthropological notion of "performativity" encapsulates this 
dialogic process of presupposition and entailment. You cannot promise except 
through saying "I promise"i you cannot be gendered except through performing 
the seemingly infinite number of personal and social rituals that create gender 
(Goffman 1979). Some of these rituals are linguistici all of them have the self-
reinforcing efficacy of ritual language. 

Gender Rituals 
The linguistic rituals of gender performance have been a popular topic among 
feminist and linguistic anthropologists alike. Some of the earliest and most 
prominent feminist sociolinguistic work compared men's and women's ways 
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of speaking-kicked off, of course, by the 197 s publication of Robin Lakoff's 
groundbreaking book Language and Woman$ Place, and echoed in later popular 
works such as Dale Spender's (1980) Man Made Language and Deborah Tan-
nen's ( 1990) You Just Don't Understand: Women and Men in Conversation. These 
and other popular books made headlines by suggesting that men and women 
speak differently, and that the linguistic gulf between the sexes is responsible 
for everything from marital misunderstandings to pay inequality to patri-
archy. Women, it is often said, are more collaborative, ask more questions, 
use more hedges ("I think that .. :' "It might be that .. :'), and use "we" and "you" 
more frequently. Men, in contrast, are said to be more competitive, to direct 
the flow of conversation by introducing topics, to interrupt more often, and to 
phrase claims as bald declaratives without qualifiers (Maltz and Barker 1982). 

Attempts to mitigate the effects of these ostensible linguistic differences have 
included, on the one hand, teaching women how to speak more "assertively," 
and on the oilier hand, revaluing "women's language" as equal to or better than 

"men's language:' 
Although this body of work has proven popular among both scholars and sci-

ence journalists, it is also highly contested, serving as the focus of a great deal of 
methodological and theoretical debate. Some of the controversy has surrounded 
the utility of conceiving of"men's speech" and "women's speech" as discrete cat-
egories. Do men and women actually speak differently, or is this merely a stereo-
type without empirical grounding? Deborah Cameron's ( 2009) book The Myth 
of Mars and Venus is one recent work that takes this skeptical stance. Certainly 
at the very least we can say that (at least in the Western cultures with which we 
are most familiar) not all ｭｾｮ＠ speak one way and not all women speak another 
way, but rather there are differences within gender categories and similarities 
across categories. Gender is cross-cut by other categories-race, class, age, and 
so forth-that may correlate with language use at least as much as gender does. 
Even those scholars who do argue that on average there are differences between 
men's and women's speech would likely agree that these differences are not 

nearly so dramatic as people tend to perceive. 
And the cross-cultural perspective that feminist anthropologists provide 

has shown that what is considered "women's language" in one culture may be 
considered "men's language" in another. Although indirectness is considered a 
feminine quality in American culture, in the Malagasy community where Elinor 
Ochs worked, women were known for being blunt and straightforward (Keenan 
1989). When it comes to language change, women are sometimes the engines for 
innovation and sometimes the conservative force resisting change. In an indus-
trializing Austrian village, women were more likely than men to adopt German, 
the "modern,'' "standardized," prestigious alternative to Hungarian (Gal 1978); 

in a Detroit high school, female "burnouts" led the way in a new, stigmatized 
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vowel shift (Eckert 1996); in Martha's Vineyard, men spearheaded the devia-
tion from the standard in the development of a distinctive (and unprestigious) 
local register (Labov 1972). In some cultural contexts women are seen as the 
standard-bearers, the guardians oflanguage; in other contexts they are seen as a 
destructive force. 

Due to this tremendous cross-cultural difference in definitions of "feminine" 
and "masculine" language, sociolinguists and linguistic anthropologists have 
long debated whether gender is truly the axis along which men's and women's 
speaking styles are differentiated, or whether the connection to gender is medi-
ated by some other attribute. Lakoff ( 197 s), for example, theorized that the 
different speaking styles she observed were, first and foremost, distinguished 
by power: that women used more hedges, politeness markers, hypercorrect lan-
guage, etc., because this was a powerless way of speaking. Penelope Eckert ( 1996) 

similarly suggests that "femininity" and "masculinity" are simply calques for 
"mitigation of power" and "affirmation of power"-in other words, what gets 
classed as "feminine" is that which disclaims power, and what gets classed as 
"masculine" is that which claims power. Elinor Ochs ( 1992) introduced the con-
cept of indirect indexicality, arguing that particular speech forms index (point to) 
particular interactional strategies or qualities, which in turn index gender. Hedg-
ing, for example, indexes non-aggression, which indexes femininity. 

One of the strengths of this "mediated indexicality" approach is that it accom-
modates the polysemy of ways of speaking; for example, verbal hedges might sig-
nify femininity in one context, but in other contexts they might index deference, 
or a formal situation, or any number of other factors that could call for indirect-
ness. Another strength is that it highlights the arbitrariness of the associations 
between linguistic features and gender. There is nothing inherently "female" or 
"male" about particular ways of spealdng (with the exception, perhaps, of pitch, 
though even that varies almost as much within gender categories as it does across 
them)-the links between gender and linguistic features are culturally and 
historically contingent, and rely on shared beliefs and conventions. 

But in denaturalizing the links between linguistic features and gender, this 
approach sometimes instead naturalizes the links between linguistic features 
and power, assertiveness, directness, or whatever other mediating quality is sug-
gested. Why, for example, is "asking questions" an example of conversational pas-
sivity? It could just as easily be framed as exerting control over the interaction, 
forcing one's interlocutor to provide information according to one's demands. 
Why are backchannels (saying things like "mhm" while someone else is speak-
ing) supportive as opposed to egocentric? Particular personality traits and inter-
actional effects do not necessarily follow from particular linguistic forms; rather, 
these connections are based on unconscious assumptions that speakers bring 
to the table and are culturally specific. 
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As a result, gaining power is not simply a matter of switching to "powerful" 
ways of speaking, despite what self-help books would have us believe. Women 
who attempt to speak more "assertively" by using language typically associ-
ated with men find themselves being labeled "bossy" rather than "forceful;' 
"bitchy" rather than "authoritative:' This is one of the reasons why other femi-
nist sociolinguists have suggested that the causal link between powerful speech 
and gendered speech may run in the opposite direction: that instead of women 
speaking devalued styles because they lack power, particular linguistic styles 
are devalued because they are spoken by women. Daniel Maltz and Ruth Borker 
( 19 8 2) contend that gender differences in language use are the result of differ-
ent childhood subcultures among boys and girls. Tannen ( 1990) similarly treats 
men's and women's conversational styles as an element of gender socialization, 
and argues that they are both equally efficacious in theory, but that women's 
speech is devalued and stripped of its power due to the sexism of mainstream 
culture. This once again leaves us with a chicken-and-egg dilemma that we can 
see echoed in broader feminist debates about the origins of gender inequality: 
which came first, the devaluing of women or the devaluing of femininity? And 
even more broadly, returning to gender performativity, which came first: women 

or femininity? 
We can use historical and comparative ethnography to answer these ques-

tions diachronicallYi as scholars such as Sherry Ortner ( 197 4) and Miyako Inoue 
( 2002) have done. But we can also address the question syn chronically, through 
a linguistic anthropological framework that can accommodate and articulate 
polysemy. Michael Silverstein's ( 200 3) concept of "orders of indexicality" builds 
on Ochs's "indirect indexicality" to describe a cultural framework in which one 
signifier can simultaneously signify many different things-femininity, polite-
ness, weakness, attractiveness, etc.-without one connotation having primacy 
over another. Indeed, what makes gendered signifiers so powerful is that their 
many connotations bolster one another, each seeming to be a natural corollary 
of the others. Consider the current public hand wringing about young Ameri-
can women using "vocal fry" (a gravelly quality that results from spealdng at 
the lower end of one's pitch range, also known as "creaky voice"): it is variously 
described as ugly, unfeminine, rude, and a sign of mindless trend following 
(Fruehwald 2011). To defend any one of these descriptors requires leaning on 
the others. Why is vocal fry rude? Because it's ugly. Why is it ugly? Because it's 
unfeminine. Why is it a sign of mindless trend following? Because no woman 
would use it otherwise, because it's unfeminine. Why is it unfeminine? Because 

it's ugly and rude. 
The constellation of descriptors ultimately relies on a co-constitutive relation-

ship between femininity, pitch, and politeness, such that politeness and pitch are 
unconsciously assumed to directly correlate, both from person to person and 
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from situation to situation (note that many women have a "polite voice" that is 
considerably higher in pitch than their regular spealdng voice). As Judith Irvine 
and Susan Gal ( 2000) explain, cultural and linguistic ideologies tend to laminate 
collections of attributes together into "iconized," essentialized, seemingly seam-
less stereotypes. Disentangling these ideological recursions is an important step, 
academically and politicallYi for feminist anthropology. 

A linguistic anthropological approach, with its focus on language ideolo-
gies, shifts the question from "do men and women actually speak differently?" 
to "what can we learn from the fact that we believe men and women speak dif-
ferently?" And this question gets to the heart of gender inequality in American 
culture, because it uncovers the extraordinarily complex ideological framework 
that aligns gender in a seemingly self-evident way with power, race, class, nation-
alism, and the many other categories that make up social life. 

LANGUAGE ABOUT GENDER 

Language and Cognition 

As this discussion of gendered language use demonstrates, feminist anthropolo-
gists and linguistic anthropologists alike have emphasized that language is not 
merely a tool for reference-it is a social tool as well, reflecting outward from the 
speaker, shaped by his or her particular location in the sociolinguistic landscape. 
But language doesn't just draw on experience; it also actively shapes experience. 
It is not merely a tool for reference, nor is it merely a tool for expressiveness: 
language exists outside of the control of any one individual, and as such it has 
the power to impose particular structures, both cognitive and social, upon each 
speaker. Thus it is also vitally important to study language about gender, because 
of what it reveals about the ways we think about gender and because it shapes 
gendered experience. 

The question of the relationship between language and thought has attracted 
widespread debate amongst linguists and linguistic anthropologists. We know 
that languages can differ from one another tremendously; do these (syntactic, 
semantic, phonological, etc.) differences have cognitive impacts? Does the way 
we speak shape the way we think about the world? How could we possibly know 
if it does, given that we only have access to others' thoughts through language? 

The debate over these questions has coalesced around the Sapir-Whorf 
Hypothesis, also called the theory of linguistic relativity. Linguistic relativity is 
perhaps one of the most widely misunderstood academic theories, thanks to 
its straw-manning by pop linguists such as Steven Pinker ( 2007 ). While volumes 
can be (and have been-see Lucy 1992b; Silverstein 2000) written about mis-
construals of linguistic relativism, I will limit myself to a very brief summary of 
the issue. 
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The version of linguistic relativity that has made it into the public imagina-
tion is what has been called strong linguistic relativism (or linguistic determin-
ism): the idea that language limits the sorts of things one can think aboutJ that a 
speaker is constrained by the categories offered by his or her particular language. 
This is the version of linguistic relativism that motivates} for example, George 
Orwell's work-both the concept of "Newspeak" in 1984 (1949) and the con-
cerns he expresses in his famous essay "Politics and the English Language" ( 1970 
[ 1946))-but it is not the version of linguistic relativism advanced by (most) 
linguistic anthropologists} nor by the eponymous Edward Sapir and Benja-
min Whorf. 

The version oflinguistic relativity that I put forth here differs from the popu-
larized version in two significant ways. FirstJ it deals with habitual thought, not 
the outer limits of what it is possible to think. For example} English speakers tend 
to envision time spatially, with the future to the right or forward, the past to 
the left or backward} and the here-and-now centered on the sel£ This does not 
mean that an English speaker cannot envision time in other ways-merely that 
it is not intuitive for an English speaker to do so. And this spatio-temporal meta-
phor, left unaclmowledged and unchallenged, may shape a range of cultural prac-
tices, from aesthetic standards to the bodily use of space to the ways that events 
are scheduled. 

Second, rather than looldng at superficial lexical differences (the "Esldmos 
haven words for snow" trope), linguistic anthropologists who study relativism 
are focusing on deeper structures such as grammatical categories: do languages 
that encode different elements of the world, or encode the same elements in 
different ways} correlate with broader cognitive and behavioral differences? Is 
the phenomenological experience of speakers of languages without grammati-
cal tense (for example, Mandarin) different from that of speakers of a language 
with an elaborate tense system (such as Spanish)? If a concept is represented 
as a noun in one language and a verb in another, does it influence how people 
talk and think about it? Fascinating work comparing, for example, languages 
with and without mass/count noun distinctions (such as English and Yucatec 
MayaJ respectively) (Lucy 1992a; Lucy and Gasldns 2001)} as well as languages 
with absolute (e.g., North/South/East/West) versus relative (e.g.J left/right) 
spatial systems (Brown and Levinson 1993)J suggests that different languages 
do indeed encode different habitual ways of thinking about and perceiving 
the world. 

The relationship between language and cognition has wide-reaching impli-
cations for feminist anthropology, both theoretically and methodologically. It 
means that the ways we talk about gender (not just the ways that genders talk) 
can reveal and shape the ways we think (and act) about gender. The deep analysis 

Feminist Linguistics and Linguistic Feminisms 73 

of language is a vital component of the study of a culture, and specifically the 
study of gendered experience within a culture. Studying language-both lan-
guage as an abstract system, and language in actual use-is important not only 
because a language is a window into cultural specificities but also because it is a 
central part of a culturally specific existence. In other words, language can tell us 
about a culture, but language also is culture. 

The following sections provide an overview of two general areas where 
feminist and linguistic anthropology have intersected productively in the study 
of language about gender. The first is the eternally thorny issue of gender-
neutral languageJ which in the United States has taken the form of two inter-
connected debates: can English be gender-neutral} and should it be in practice? 
The second is the matter of representation: how are men and women depicted 
in popular discourses, and what are the ramifications (and causes) of these 
representations? 

Gender-Neutral Language 
The push for gender-neutral language was, as mentioned in the introduction, 
both one of the strongest fronts of second-wave feminism and one of the stron-
gest sources of backlash. In the United States, the debate over gender-neutral 
language has focused on two main dimensions of English usage: the use of mas-
culine terms as generics (that is, to denote entities of indeterminate or mixed 
gender) J and the use of gender-specific titles in situations where gender is not (or 
should not be) particularly relevant (e.g.J waiter/waitress} steward/stewardess). 
Second-wave feminists made their mark on the linguistic landscape; these days, 
using "man" to mean "human" is widely understood as problematic. Many pub-
lishers' style guides include recommendations for avoiding masculine gener-
ics, and gendered job titles have been replaced with new, gender-neutral ones} 
such that we are now waited upon in restaurants by "servers" and on airplanes by 
"flight attendants:' 

But these changes have been neither painless nor complete. The counter argu-
ments have been many: that this "political correctness" comes at the expense of 
clarity (if "they" as singular generic becomes common usage} how do we know 
whether someone is referring to one or many people?); of precision (don't 
we want our language to encode as much information as possible?); of beauty 
("chairperson" is ugly, clunky, etc.). And, above all, that it is unnecessary-critics 
argue that "he" and "man" are perfectly serviceable as gender-neutral termsJ and 
that everyone already understands them as such. 

Indeed, it may not be inherently problematic to have a generic pronoun-
feminine pronoun dichotomy (McConnell-Ginet 1979). If the same term can 
be used to successfully reference "men" and "people" in different contexts (we 
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could even consider these two usages separate homonymic words), and a sepa-
rate term successfully references "women,'' then our language is adequate for the 
referential needs of a society with binary gender categories. 

But that is a big "if." Sociolinguists have shown, time and time again, that 
ostensibly gender-neutral terms are in fact implicitly gendered in use-that the 
generic "he,'' even if it is recognized as a gender-neutral usage, still conjures a 
male image (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 2013). If "he" were truly gender-
neutral, then the sentence "a nurse should always be compassionate toward 
his patients" would not be so jarring, nor would we immediately envision a 
male nurse, given that nurses are stereotypically female. Generic "he" and its 
assorted cousins do not successfully call to mind either a mixed-gender group 
or a person of indeterminate gender. (Indeed, at least among Western cultures, 
people tend to find it difficult if not impossible to imagine a genderless person; 
human beings, even hypothetical ones, must be either male or female.) Yet at 
the same time that the generic "he" erases women, its ostensible inclusiveness 
erases that very erasure; the illusion of gender neutrality neatly obscures the 

actual exclusion of women. 
What we have here is the important distinction between language in theory 

and language in practice-what Ferdinand de Saussure ( 198 3) called langue and 
parole, respectively. The systematic rules about how a language should "work"-
grammatical formulae, dictionary definitions-do not always correspond with 
actual usage. Language in use is messy: ambiguous, open-ended, inherently 
imperfect, but generally sufficient for our needs. And it is this gap between 
theory and practice that linguistic anthropologists and sociolinguists have 
helped bridge, by focusing on the emic rather than (or in addition to) the etic. 
For a linguistic anthropologist, the question of what a word means cannot be 
answered by looking in a dictionary; it is in people's mouths, in the texts that cir-
culate within a community, in the sedimented history of each instance of its use 
(McConnell-Ginet 2006). This emphasis on actors' own understandings of their 
actions is one of linguistic anthropology's primary strengths, just as a concern 
with actual lived experience is one of feminist anthropology's. 

Abstract structure is still important, of course, but the questions that we (as 
feminist anthropologists and/ or as linguistic anthropologists) ask about it are 
different. On the issue of gender-neutral language, moving beyond the ques-
tion of individual instances of reference and what they mean, we can draw on 
linguistic relativity to ask: how might having a language with a generic-feminine 
dichotomy affect the way that speakers think about the world? What sorts 
of "habitual thoughts" might it foster, and what sorts of information does it 
make salient? 

One way to frame the generic/feminine split is in terms of markedness: "she" 
is marked for gender while "he" is (at least in theory) not. The marked/ unmarked 
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distinction originates in structuralist linguistics, where it is used to refer to 
morphology-"lion" as unmarked versus "lioness" as marked, for example-or 
to semantic categories-particular forms being marked for animacy, modality, 
and so on. From the structuralist perspective, markedness is merely an etic sys-
tem of coding; marked and unmarked exist in binary opposition, and the labels 
could easily be reversed. ("He" could be marked for gender non-specificity. The 
"missing" suffix of "lion" is what linguists call a "zero morpheme:') And indeed 
the mutual constitution of binary categories is an essential principle of both 
feminist and linguistic anthropology, which have emphasized that masculinity 
(and other unmarked social categories) are just as performative as their marked 
counterparts (Bucholtz 2011; Kiesling 2002; Kitzinger 2005). 

But at the same time, the two categories are neither perceived nor experi-
enced as equally performative. In practice, femininity is perceived and felt as a 
"divergence" from a neutral or unbiased baseline. In 19491 Simone de Beauvoir 
wrote: "The terms masculine and feminine are used symmetrically only as a mat-
ter of form .... In actuality the relation of the two sexes is not quite like that 
of two electrical poles, for man represents both the positive and the neutral, as 
is indicated by the common use of man to designate human beings in general; 
whereas woman represents only the negative, defined by limiting criteria, with-
out reciprocity" (Beauvoir 19891 xxi). More than half a century later, much has 
changed, but the basic asymmetry remains. We can refer to this emic quality as 
"social markedness." A state of markedness simultaneously singles women out 
as particular-subject to special scrutiny and incapable of anonymity-and 
tokenizes them, rendering any given woman representative of womanhood in 
general. We can see it in the never-ending carousel of news stories about how 
"women" feel about one issue or another without accompanying articles about 
how "men" feel about it; we can see it in the way that stick figures representing 
"people" suddenly sprout skirts as soon as they are ushering children around 
(Wade 2013 ). Heteronormativity is another example of social markedness: note 
that Vaughn Walker, the district court judge who overruled California's same-sex 
marriage ban in 20101 was accused of being biased because of his homosexuality, 
while it was taken for granted that heterosexual judges were unbiased (despite 
the simultaneous argument that same-sex marriage was an issue that affected 
straight couples). Social markedness carries with it a psychological burden-
from street harassment to stereotype threat-as well as the material burdens of 
navigating a set of public institutions designed with the "default" human being 
in mind. And in the realms where men are the marked category, for example, 
child care, men who participate face difficulties ranging from the superficially 
hegemonic (being referred to as "babysitters") to the restrictive (a lack of chang-
ing facilities in men's restrooms) to the dangerous (being accused of abducting a 
child who is throwing an inconvenient tantrum). 



76 ELISE KRAMER 

Linguistic markedness is neither necessary nor sufficient for the genera-
tion of social markedness, and of course we cannot know which "came first," 
but the two exist in a mutual feedback relationship, bolstering each other and 
resisting change. 1hus1 even if the generic-feminine grammatical division were 
referentially sufficient1 we would still be left with a linguistic structure that 
encourages-note, not forces-speakers to attend to gender only and always 
with female subjects1 viewing them as exceptions to a "genderless" (read: male) 
norm. Regardless of whether the social markedness or the linguistic markedness 
of women "came first/' the two are in a dialogic1 mutually reinforcing relation-
ship. Linguistic anthropology's semiotic grounding gives us a theoretical frame-
work that can account for the unmarked: both its seeming neutrality or semiotic 
"emptiness" and its actual role as one half of a dialectical pairing. A century ago, 
Edward Sapir (1963) set out to study language as a system of emic contrasts; 
today, feminist linguistic anthropologists are applying the same basic principles 
as they argue that "neutral" is an ideological construction1 and indeed an espe-
cially pernicious one that obscures its own partiality. 

Narrative Representations 
Ultimately1 the concern about gender-neutral language is about representation 
and inclusion: does our language use lead us to ignore people in ways that pro-
mulgate inequality? If1 for example1 a university is looking for a new president1 

and the job description uses masculine pronouns1 will the search committee 
unconsciously think disproportionately of male candidates? If all of the materi-
als circulated in a STEM (science1 technology, engineering, and mathematics) 
workplace presume a male addressee1 are women more likely to feel alienated 
from and uninterested in the job? When half the population's viewpoints and 
needs are unthinkingly viewed as "special interests/' how does this shape a soci-
ety and the ･ｾｰ･ｲｩ･ｮ｣･ｳ＠ of its individual members? 

1he feminist concern with representation goes beyond the sorts of demo-
cratic anxieties that have preoccupied Americans for centuries (Gustafson 2008). 

1he modern notion of representation is not merely about representation in the 
political sense of having one's voice heard1 but in the cultural sense of seeing one 
reflected back to oneself in popular discourses. It is a visual metaphor ("repre-
sentation" as depiction) as much as a verbal one ("representation" as proxy )1 and 
the questions it provokes are self-reflexive ("what do we see/hear/consume?") 
as much as they are critical ("what do those in power see/hear about us?"). 
As feminists and other civil rights activists have argued1 if you do not see rep-
resentations of people "like you"-or you only see negative representations-
you will suffer as a result. And so will a society generally1 because its discourses 
will be impoverished1 only capturing a small sliver of the broad spectrum of 

human experience. 
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1he under- and mis-representation of women in media is thus a peren-
nial feminist concern. 1he cartoonist Alison Bechdel (1985) introduced a 
tongue-in-cheek tripartite test for movies: in order to pass the "Bechdel Test/' as 
it has come to be called1 a movie must include: 1) at least two named female char-
acters; 2) who have a conversation with each otheq 3) about something other 
than a man. 1he Bechdel Test is not1 of course1 a way of determining whether 
a movie is sexist or not; its value lies not at the level of the individual test case1 

but in the aggregate. When we see just how few movies pass the Bechdel Test1 it 
hammers home the dearth of complex1 realistic female characters who serve a 
purpose beyond "one-dimensional love interest:' 

It is not just popular media that have this gaping hole. Early feminist anthro-
pological work sought to remedy precisely this sort of invisibility within the dis-
cipline: in the introduction to Toward an Anthropology of Women1 Rayna Reiter 
(now Rapp) ( 197 5) accused the field of ignoring women1 arguing that social sys-
tems were inevitably described from the point of view of a male ego1 that field-
workers obtained information about women by asking men instead of directly 
talldng to women1 and that women's points of view were treated as less represen-
tative and central-in short1 that typical ethnographies of societies were in fact 
ethnographies of the men in those societies. 

In the case of anthropology, it is easy to see why this would be problematic: 
in the search for lmowledge (and1 nowadays1 often social justice [Jean-Klein and 
Riles 2005))1 we want to be as perceptive and thorough as possible. When talk-
ing about popular culture1 the case is often more difficult to make1 countered as 
it is with well-worn objections like "the media industry is just giving people what 
they want" and "it's just a movie/ advertisement/book1 what's the big deal?" But 
when we bring in linguistic anthropology's emphasis on narrative-as a central 
experiential dimension of human life1 as a socially performative tool1 and as a 
culturally specific structure-we wind up with an extremely compelling argu-
ment for the importance of representation. 

Linguistic anthropologists have long stressed the importance of narrative as 
a tool people use to structure and interpret the world around them (Ochs and 
Capp 2001; Wortham 2001). Narratives enable people to make sense of their 
lives-to render orderly and coherent a complex and chaotic sociopolitical 
landscape. Autobiographical narrative has been an important ethnographic tool 
both for feminist anthropology-consider Faye Ginsburg's (i989) research on 
abortion activists-and for linguistic anthropology-for example1 Jane Hill's 
(1995) classic article "1he Voices of Don Gabriel:' We self-reflexively nar-
rate our lives as we live them1 and then narrate them back to ourselves having 
lived them. In doing so1 we interpret past actions and predict future actions1 

and inflect ourselves as heroes or villains. And often we do not merely predict 
future events but cause them: more than merely passive reflections of what has 
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happened, narratives have performative power. The act ofnarrating transforms the 
narrative itself. 

Narratives make life meaningful but they also constrain: they designate 
"beginnings" and "ends;' suggest causal relationships, and draw on a set of char-
acterological stereotypes that come with prepackaged qualities and potentials 
for action. (This is, of course, one of the fundamental tensions of human life: 
simplification is both necessary and limiting.) When we tell stories to ourselves, 
we are likely to draw from the existing pool of conventional, culturally specific 
narratives with which we are familiar. The sorts of people we can be, the paths 
our lives take, the actions we undertake to follow those paths-the possibili-
ties of our lives, both short-term and long-term, are shaped by the existing stories 
we are already familiar with. And when the process fails us, when we find our-
selves unmoored from a recognizable narrative path, we can feel vulnerable, frus-
trated, lonely, even paralyzed. Lack of representation and misrepresentation are 
both problematic. 

The study of narrative and cultural representation is thus a crucial focal point 
for feminist anthropology. Thinking of culture as a set of scripts or "discourses" 
(Hall 1996) is a useful conceptual tool for analyzing, explaining, and critiqu-
ing hegemonic ideologies. For example, we can conceptualize "rape culture" as 
a set of cultural discourses that naturalize and encourage rape. These circulat-
ing narratives include: movies that portray a man's relentless pursuit of a woman 
as not just harmless but romantic, and define male "success" as obtaining sexi 
public speech that sorts rape victims into "genuine" and "non-genuine" or that 
uses in transitivity to frame rapists as not responsible (Clark 1998) i literature 
that denies women sexual agency by portraying their desires as separate and 
alien (Haag 1992)i police and court systems that evaluate rape victims against a 
script of how victims "typically" behave (Matoesian 200 I) i language that frames 
heterosexual intercourse as something men do to women, as a penis actively 
(even aggressively) penetrating a passive vagina (Helliwell 2ooo)i and perhaps 
even, as Sharon Marcus (1992) suggests, certain second-wave feminist works 
(e.g., Dworldn 1987) that claim that rape is an inevitable byproduct of sexual 
interactions between men and women. This set of conventionalized narratives 
reinforces (and is in tum reinforced by) a particular set of habitual thoughts and 
behaviors among all societies, in which rape is likely to occur and unlikely to 
be prosecuted. 

This is just one example of how dominant cultural narratives reinforce them-
selves, sculpting social life to meet their descriptive ends. The feminist concern 
with cultural representation is precisely an attempt to break this cycle of narra-
tive self-reinforcement by diversifying the available narrative repertoire. We can-
not change the centrality of narratives to our lives, but we can try to ensure that 
the narratives we can choose from are inclusive, flexible, and positive. Linguistic 
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anthropology provides a set of ethnographic and analytical methods for uncov-
ering, describing, and critiquing the implicit narratives that structure our lives, 
which is an essential step toward the creation of a set of cultural narratives that 
can accommodate social diversity. 

CONCLUSION 

In looldng at gendered language (including ideologies about gendered language) 
and language about gender, both feminist anthropologists and linguistic anthro-
pologists have demonstrated that language is incredibly powerful. 

Language is powerful cognitively: language shapes the way we perceive the 
world, and thus the ways we behave toward ourselves and others. Language pro-
vides us with the schemas that make life manageable but at the same time con-
straining. Language is the mechanism by which implicit ideologies about gender 
(and its relationship to other categories) are inculcated in us from the moment 
we are born. Language is a window into collective beliefs about gender as well as 
individual experiences. 

And language is powerful socially: it can be used to exclude, abuse, and 
threaten, as well as to include, encourage, and forge new intimacies. It helps us 
inhabit social roles, including gender, even without our being aware of it-and 
sometimes even against our will. Language is the primary vehicle for sexism, as 
well as the primary tool for combating it. 

Alessandro Duran ti ( 2011) recently suggested that the diverse field of lin-
guistic anthropology was united by a shared ontological perspective oflanguage 
as a "non-neutral medium." This chapter has highlighted just a few of the many 
meanings of this phrase. Language is "non-neutral" in the sense that (pace John 
Locke) there is no "objective" language; each language (like each culture) divides 
up the world in its own unique way, and thus each language encapsulates its own 
partial perspective of the world. Language is non-neutral in that it shapes the 
social world, rather than passively reflecting it. And language is non-neutral in 
the sense that even an unmarked signifier still signifies: "being ordinary" (Sacks 
1985) is as much a social achievement as is belonging to a salient category. 

We might similarly classify the purview of feminist anthropology as the study 
of gender as a non-neutral phenomenon. Over the past half-century, feminist 
anthropologists have shown that gender cannot be taken for granted as a preex-
isting, universal categoryi gender is experienced differently in different cultures, 
and no one system is more objective than another. Gender, like language, shapes 
the social world, though its influence is often hidden by ideologies that natural-
ize it. And gender is neither passive nor inhabited by defaulti it must be actively 
performed, regardless of whether actors or audiences realize that a performance 
is taldng place. 
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Revealing this non-neutrality in the face of entrenched ideologies that 
obscure it has been a critical element of both feminist anthropology and lin-
guistic anthropology. The two disciplines together have crafted incredibly pow-
erful analytic tools in the fight for gender equality. Linguistic anthropology 
provides a robust theoretical framework for studying the ways that social differ-
ence is created, maintained, and altered; and feminist anthropology applies this 
framework to issues of the utmost importance, both at home and abroad. And 
as we face an era when, at least in the United States, the majority of sexism takes 
the form of implicit circumscription of social possibilities rather than explicit 
discrimination, a feminist linguistic anthropology will prove more important 

than ever. 
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