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Introduction to the topic



My analysis



Starting Points

➢ The semantic derogation of women, Muriel Schulz (1975)

○ “The semantic change discussed here, by which terms designating women routinely undergo 

pejoration, both reflects and perpetuates derogatory attitudes towards women.” (p.73)

➢ Linguistic relativity; entrenchment-conventionalization model¹

➢ Linguistic reclamation²

¹ after Schmid’s The dynamics of the linguistic system: usage, conventionalization and entrenchment
² after Brontsema’s A Queer Revolution: Reconceptualizing the Debate Over Linguistic Reclamation



Methodology

➢ Qualitative analysis of four selected terms used to denote women

○ Utilizing Corpus of English Dialogues 1560-1760, British National Corpus, Oxford English 

Dictionary

➢ Focus on specifically the process of zoosemy³ and linguistic reclamation

³ after Kieltyka’s Zoosemic terms denoting female human beings: Semantic derogation of women revisited



Mistress⁴

➢ (1) “The female head of a family, household, or other establishment; a woman holding such a 

position in conjunction with a male counterpart.”

➢ (2)  “A woman other than his wife with whom a man has a long-lasting sexual relationship. In early 

use: †a woman notorious for some act (obsolete).”

➢ Etymology

○ Latin magistrissa -> Old French maîtresse -> Middle French maistresse

○ Borrowing from Middle French into Middle English

⁴ OED s.v. mistress, n.



Mistress - according to the Corpus of English Dialogues 1560-1760



Mistress - according to the British National Corpus (1)



Mistress - according to the British National Corpus (2)



Pussy⁵

➢ (1) nursery and colloquial. A cat. Frequently used as a proper or pet name.

➢ (2) Chiefly colloquial. A girl or woman exhibiting characteristics associated with a cat, esp. 

sweetness or amiability. Frequently used as a pet name or as a term of endearment.

➢ (3) The female genitals; the vulva or vagina.

➢ (4) A woman, or women collectively, regarded as a source of sexual intercourse.

➢ Etymology

○ derivation puss n. + -y suffix

⁵ OED s.v. pussy, n.



Pussy after definition (1)



Pussy after definition (2)



Pussy after definition (3)



Pussy after definition (4)



Zoosemy

➢ Animal metaphors

➢ Great Chain of Being⁶

God
Humans 
Animals
Plants
Inanimate Objects

➢ Possibility of [Human is an Animal] and [Animal is a Human]

➢ [A is a B] where B is a “concept characterised by a metaphorical schema”

⁶ Kiełtyka, Kleparski 2005: 23-24



Zoosemy

➢ Conceptual Metaphor Theory (George Lakoff)⁷ as cause

○ Metaphors cognitive and conceptual in nature 

○ Conceptual metaphor vs metaphorical expression

○ Metaphor as a mapping of conceptual correspondences from source domain to a target domain 

⁷ Geraerts, ed. 2006



Bitch⁸

➢ (1)  A female dog.

➢ (2) derogatory (now colloquial and sometimes offensive). An unpleasant or despicable woman; spec. 
(originally) a lewd or lascivious woman, (later) a malicious or spiteful woman. 

➢ Etymology

○ Cognate with Old Icelandic bikkja, Old Swedish bikia, etc… 

⁸ OED s.v. bitch, n. 



Bitch - according to the Corpus of English Dialogues 1560-1760



Bitch - according to the British National Corpus (1)



Bitch - according to the British National Corpus (2)



Slut⁹

➢ (1) An untidy, dirty, or slovenly woman; a woman who is habitually careless, lazy, or negligent with regard to 

appearance, household cleanliness, etc.; a slattern. Also rarely applied to a man. Now somewhat dated.

➢ (2) Chiefly derogatory. A sexually promiscuous or lascivious woman; a female prostitute; (in earlier use also) a 

vulgar, impudent, or disreputable woman. In recent use also occasionally applied to a man.

➢ (3) In neutral or positive use: a woman, a girl. Also colloquial as a familiar form of address.

➢ Etymology

○ Origin unknown, from Middle English slutte

⁹ OED s.v. slut, n.



Slut according to the Corpus of English Dialogues 1560-1760



Slut according to the British National Corpus



Linguistic Reclamation

➢ Process of using a previously pejorative term in a positive context

➢ 3 perspectives

○ Term inseparable from pejoration -> reclamation is opposed

○ Term separable from pejoration -> reclamation is supported

○ Term inseparable from pejoration -> reclamation is supported

➢ Case Study: SlutWalk¹⁰

¹⁰ Gaucher et al. 2015: 121-130



Conclusions

➢ Many processes contributing to semantic change; new processes arising out of semantic change

➢ Multiple reasons for pejoration

○ Prejudice

○ Taboo

○ Contaminating Concept

➢ Schulz’s hypothesis may need to be adapted
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