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Introduction

It has long been theorized that men and women use (im)politeness differently. For example,
women are said to be more polite, more passive in the way they interact through their language use than
men. They are expected to speak ‘like a lady,” and it is Many early sociolinguistic writings about
(im)politeness and gender were based on folklingusitic belief, and thus relied on unsubstantiated claims
based on stereotypes and overgeneralizations (Coates, 2016).. Things have evolved, however, when
these ideas about gender and (im)politeness were first theorized. Firstly, gender is now believed to be
much more complex than just a binary distinction between men and women. Gender is now seen as
multifaceted, with many sociocultural factors coming into play, such as age, socioeconomic background,
culture. Gender identity is perceived as less static. Secondly, women’s position in society has
progressed since the middle of the 20" century. Differences in women and men’s speech are due to
social expectations and ideologies about gender. Consequently, as these evolve, so do women’s use of
language.

This paper will first look at (im)politeness theory, which is a fairly new field of study. Politeness
theory was first introduced in the middle of the 20" century. At that time, impoliteness was seen as a
lack of politeness, and therefore as passive, rather than as an active, purposeful and effective use of
language by the speaker. This paper will focus on linguistic impoliteness, which includes oaths,
exclamations, taboo words, swearwords, vulgar language and offensive language. These terms will be
used interchangeably. Secondly, this paper will look at how gender and language has been theorized in
the past and how it has evolved. Lastly, we will look at how women’s language and (im)politeness are
related. This paper will look at the relationship between language and gender, not sex. Sex is a biological
distinction based on genetics, whereas gender is a social construct based on this distinction between
sexes. The reason to focus on (im)politeness when looking at how women use language is that cursing
reflects a culture’s construct of social identity (Jay, 2000). Traditionally, swearing is perceived as being
male-dominated. Swearing in the presence of women is deemed a violation of social norms and a sign
of bad manners, and women swearing is unacceptable (Hughes G. , 2015). The use of offensive
language is intrinsically linked to power. Thus, how women use offensive language is a reflection of

the power they yield in society. This will be explored in more detail.



1. Impoliteness

Defining Impoliteness

While politeness continues to be increasingly studied, work on impoliteness remains scarce
(Bousfield & Locher, 2008). H.P. Grice and John Searle themselves said that impoliteness deserved to
be studied in its own right and not simply as an extension or as a failure of politeness. Impoliteness is a
concept that has been difficult to define in the past, and will most probably remain so (Watts, 2003).

It seems intuitive to define impoliteness as being the opposite of politeness. The problem,
however, is that the definition of politeness varies greatly, for example between ordinary people and
academics, and is therefore unstable (Culpeper J. , Reflections on impoliteness, relational work and
power, 2008). There is a distinction to be made between ‘folklinguistic ‘politeness and linguistic
politeness (Mills, 2003).

Most definitions of impoliteness that have centred around this concept of ‘face’ first established
by Goffman (1967). The term ‘face’ comes from everyday expressions like ‘saving face’ and ‘losing
face.” Brown and Levinson elaborated on this notion of face by adding that everyone has two faces: the
positive face, which is one’s desire to be liked and admired, and the negative face, which is one’s desire
to not be imposed on. Brown and Levinson (1987) theorise that polite behaviour consists of attempts to
protect the addressee’s face, whereas impolite behaviour is behaviour that attempts to attack it. More
recently, Culpeper has added to this definition of impoliteness as being behaviour that attacks the
addressee’s face by saying that it aims to cause “social conflict and disharmony” (Culpeper, Bousefield,
& Wichmann, Impoliteness revisited: with special reference to dynamic and prosodic aspects, 2003).

Classical politeness theory (Brown and Levinson, 1987; Lakoff, 1973; Leech 1983) tend to
view impoliteness as a lack of politeness, and thus that it is a passive action taken on by the speaker
rather than an active and purposeful choice they make. They focused on harmonious social interactions,
thus overlooking impoliteness, and oversimplifying it as being a lack of politeness (Culpeper J. ,
Impoliteness: Using Language to Cause Offense , 2011). Culpeper distinguishes between impoliteness
and rudeness through intentionality: impoliteness refers to situations of intentional face-attack, and
rudeness to situations of unintentional face-attack. He believes it important to make the distinction
between these two types of situations as it has been proven in sociopsychological studies that
intentionality in hateful and threatening interactions to increase the perceived severity (Culpeper J.
Reflections on impoliteness, relational work and power, 2008). This distinction, however, is purely
academic as corpus research of the use of these two terms done by Culpeper shows that these terms are
indeed used differently, but that this distinction is not based on intentionality. On the other hand, Locher
and Watts do not view impoliteness of a communicative act as being defined by the speaker’s

intentionality, but rather that it is the hearer’s perception that determines whether it is impolite or not



(Locher & Watts, Relational work and impoliteness: Negotiating norms of linguistic behaviour, 2008).
It is clear that intentionality does play a role in impoliteness, and that it can be an aggravating factor in
the perceived rudeness of an utterance by the addressee. This, however, has not yet been adequately
theorised. Moreover, this perception of intentionality is subjective and can be influenced by
sociocultural factors and thus needs to be studied in more detail.

Moreover, classical (im)politeness theorists do not offer an adequate theory of context, which
leads to the omission of many sociological factors and consequently of the oversimplification of the
role of context in such interactions (Culpeper J. , Reflections on impoliteness, relational work and power,
2008). Furthermore, this lack of understanding of the role of context in impolite interactions fails to
recognise scenarios where impoliteness is legitimised, as will be discussed in part 3.

The consensus when coming up with a definition of impoliteness is that it is a “behaviour that
is face-aggravating in a particular context” (Locher & Bousfield, Introduction: Impoliteness and power
in language, 2008). Furthermore, itt should be noted that it is unproductive to distinguish politeness as
being ‘good’ and impoliteness as being ‘bad’ behaviour. On one hand, politeness can be insincere and
be used as a means to achieve a personal long-term goal. On the other hand, impolite utterances can be

used to create comradery within a group (Mills, 2003).

Power & Impoliteness

It is necessary to understand a culture’s construct of gender identity as it is a co-construct of
speaker power, and therefore is intrinsically linked to (im)politeness theory (Jay, 2000). Brown and
Levinson first introduced relative power and social distance between the speaker and the hearer when
looking at sociological variables that affected politeness. They, however, did not elaborate on this.

In his book entitled Why We Curse: A Neuro-psycho-social Theory of Speech, Jay postulates
that “cursing episodes reflect power relationships” (Jay, 2000). He states that power affects individuals’
likelihood to use swear words in two ways. Firstly, those who hold the most power in a particular
context are more likely to use offensive language. This is because they are unlikely to suffer social
consequences from doing so. Secondly, those who have little to no power are also more likely to swear
because they have little to lose. This can be applied to the working class and teenagers, two examples
of social groups who have little relative power. It follows that people from the middle class that
experience the most cursing anxiety as they are more in a situation of limbo, and thus have the most to
lose socially.

Culpeper states that those in situations of power are also freer to use offensive language because
the likelihood that the other participant(s) will retaliate using impolite language is low (and can be
controlled by the person in power, for example by removing certain rights) (Culpeper J. , Towards an
Anatomy of Impoliteness, 1996). Consequently, it can be hypothesised that impoliteness is more likely
to occur in situations where there is a power imbalance (Culpeper J. , Reflections on impoliteness,

relational work and power, 2008). As Bousfield & Locher (2008) said, “impoliteness [...] is inextricably



tied up with the very concept of power because an interlocutor whose face is damaged by an utterance
finds his or her response options to be sharply restricted.”

The working-class’ use of language is often linked to a strong use of swear words. Hughes
studied lower-working class women’s use of expletives and found that they saw swearwords as being
an integral part of their language, and even felt proud of their swearing (Hughes S. E., 1992). This
shows that their use of expletives is out of habit, rather than as a way to shock members outside of their
social class, as previously theorised. Moreover, the finding that these lower working-class women use
offensive language as regularly as men goes against the classical politeness theorists’ belief that women
are more polite than men. These women are in conflict between what is expected on the basis of their
social class and what is expected on the basis of their gender. Hughes says that this is because “for some
groups of women, it is the maintenance of group identity rather than so-called correct female behaviour
that is important” (Hughes S. E., 1992). This finding reflects the necessity to look beyond gender as the
predominant predictor of a person’s use of impoliteness and reveals co-factors that come into play such
as age, socioeconomic background and culture.

The idea that women curse less than men can be understood by looking at the relationship between
power and swearing. The use of offensive language is legitimized by power dynamics and dominance
in a given context. For instance, “the boss can tell a dirty joke and the workers will laugh, but not vice
versa” (Jay, 2000). The preconceived notion that women are more polite than men can be comprehended
as it being a result of women historically being in situations of subordination. Swearing is linked to
dominance, which is a ‘masculine’ trait. Brown suggested this link between women’s use of (im)polite
language and power in her 1980 article: “If women are more polite than men, our theory suggest that
women are either 1) generally speaking to superiors 2) generally speaking to socially distant persons or
3) involved in more face-threatening acts, or have a higher assessment than men have of what counts
as an imposition” (Brown P. , 1980).

To summarise, swearing is done by those who have the power to do so. Because swearing is
associated with dominance, which in turn is associated with masculinity (Jay, 2000) it explains why the

use of swear words is generally not seen as acceptable behaviour for women to use offensive language.

2. Gender & Language

It is not a matter of disputing whether discourse is generally gendered or not, as most people would
agree that it is. The way politeness is used is intrinsically linked to internalised and naturalised societal
views of gender. Gender’s role in (im)politeness is three-fold: it covers the “gender of swearer, that of
the terms themselves, and the application or “target” (Hughes G. , 2015). Here we will only focus on

the gender of the swearer.



Lakoff was one of the first to study how gender differences affect linguistic choices and focused on
women’s language. She argued that women were more polite as it reflected their “marginality and
powerlessness” (Lakoff, 1973). She says that girls are taught from a young age to talk like “little ladies”
from a young age through socialization. Women are conditioned from a young age to take on different
social roles to men, which impacts their linguistic choices, and vice versa. An issue with Lakoff’s theory
of women’s language is that it is primarily based on observations of white middle-class Americans and
thus cannot be generalised to the whole female population. Lakoff’s view of women’s language is that
it is a symptom of their powerlessness in society and that this role is “insufficient for a human being”
as well as is “degrading in that it is constraining” (Lakoff, 1973). Women use communication tactics
that make them sound inferior not because they are naturally inferior to men, but because they have
been socialized to behave in such as way. This deficit framework (Speer, 2005 ) used by Lakoff to
describe women’s talk is nuanced in more recent theories gender and impoliteness. Another criticism
that Lakoff’s work received is regarding the lack of empirical evidence put forward by the author.
Lakoff’s work belongs to Second Wave feminist linguistics, which follows an essentialist analysis and
fails to acknowledge the heterogeneous nature of women’s language. Third wave feminists such as
Mills (2003) reject this analysis and focus on the constructed nature of talk in its specific context, rather
than individual utterances. While Lakoff’s Language and Women’s Place has some flaws, it is widely
considered to be the first book on feminist linguistics and it undeniably continues to influence gender
language research. Lakoff’s bold claims and lack of empirical evidence were largely criticized, but it
served to launch research into women’s language, which was until that point understudied.

Deborah Tannen takes on a ‘difference framework’ when looking at women’s language in her book
entitles You Just Don’t Understand (1990). This entails that men and women have different but “equally
valid” linguistic styles. She believes that they should be viewed almost as cross-cultural interactions
(Speer, 2005). While this is a step in the right direction, this schematization of gender and language
treats the differences between men and women as symmetrical when they are not, and thus fails to
recognize the role of structural inequalities in the maintaining of this imbalance.

The more recent feminist approach is to deconstruct the dichotomised view of the gendered use of
impoliteness. This view disregards the homogeneity of gender categories, which is influenced by social
and cultural context. There is a general shift in the social sciences in how gender is conceptualised.
There is a move away from a biological to a social distinction, which is liberated from the previously
restrictive binary vision. Most researchers now adopt a dynamic framework, which emphasises the
everchanging nature of social interactions. Gender is seen ““as a social construct rather than as a ‘given’
social category” (Coates, 2016). While the deficit approach is now rejected by sociolinguists, it is not
the case for the general public, as stereotypes of women and men’s differing speech and the unfounded

reasoning behind them perdures.



3. Women & Impoliteness

Women’s language has been studied as a discipline only relatively recently. That is because the
subjects studied in linguistics were largely white, middle-class, western men. At that time, society
placed men at its heart, with women being “peripheral or even invisible” (Coates, 2016). Writers such
as Lakoff and Jesperson claim they are describing the way women use language, and particularly
politeness, but could it appear to be more of an attempt to prescribe how women ought to talk (Coates,
2016). They reinforce the ideal of politeness and avoidance of vulgar language that women should be
aiming for. “Women don’t use off-color or indelicate expressions; women are the experts of
euphemisms” as they are the “preservers of morality and civility” (Lakoff, 1973). Similarly, in his
infamous chapter entitled “The Woman”, Jesperson said that “women in all cultures avoid vulgarity
and swearing” (Jesperson, 1922) in infamous chapter “The Woman” The issue is that men’s language
has been studied as the norm, and anything that is different from this is viewed as defective. There is a
focus on the differences rather than similarities. This androcentricity masks that while women may have
different interactional goals to men, these are equally valid. Understanding these differences as non-
deficit can help to better understand the reasons for women using different (im)politeness strategies.

Recent studies have found that women are not ‘more polite’ than men. Kapoor found that
women found swearing to be less appropriate than the men in the study did, but both genders were as
likely to use swearwords (Kapoor, 2014). Moreover, women have a tendency to find swear words
referring to female sexual anatomy (pussy, tits, cunt) as inappropriate and will therefore not employ
those words, whereas men do not deem those words to be more inappropriate than other swear words
(Stapleton, 2003).

As mentioned in the introduction, it is misleading to define impolite language as being ‘bad’ as
opposed to polite language that is ‘good’. This is because the use of offensive language is sometimes
used to create comradery within a social group. For example, a person may mimic a certain social
group’s use of insults as a way to integrate the said group. Swearing serves as a marker of social identity
within a given group, and functions to construct and maintain this identity (Stapleton, 2003). Indeed,
slang is “a special lexicon that is used between members of social groups” (Jay, 2000) and thus serves
to identify members that belong to a particular social group. The studies mentioned in the previous
paragraph have found that women are more likely to swear when in the presence of other women, which

goes along with the idea of offensive language creating camaraderie.

Conclusion
This paper has looked at how traditional views of how women use (im)politeness need to be
revisited and ameliorated. While past studies of women and language have their flaws, mainly by

oversimplifying women as a group, they have served their purpose of introducing gender to the study



of language use. Moreover, it is impossible to remove these books from the context in which they were
written. Women’s place in society has considerably evolved in our society, and thus so has the way that
they use (im)politeness.

A change in perspective is required when studying gender and (im)politeness. It is unproductive
to have men’s use of language as a baseline and reference against which to compare (and more
importantly contrast) women’s use. Women may seem more polite because they use more passive
methods to achieve their needs. Can this be considered powerlessness as Lakoff said, or is this
something women use to their advantage? Is it because women have different interactional goals to men?
Results from recent studies show that more research needs to be done to see the effect of other
sociocultural factors and types of contexts on women’s use of obscene language. (Brown & Levinson,
1987). Moving forward, it is essential that women are not seen as being a monolithic, one-dimensional
group. Moreover, much of (im)politeness theory is based on findings from white, middle-class western
participants, and it is unrealistic to assume that it can be generalised to all societies.

The incentive to study gender talk is that it is a way to amass knowledge which can then be
used to inform social change for the better (Speer, 2005 ). As discussed previously, the use of
impoliteness is intrinsically linked to power. Recent studies have shown that the difference between
men and women’s use of offensive language is becoming less and less significant, and this is a symbol

of women’s liberation from sexist language proscriptions (Fine & Johnson, 1984).
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