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Misogynist language: Is there evidence of a more insidious, covert use? 

Description of project  

‘Gamergate’ – the online bullying of a small group of American women involved in the video game industry – became a 
major news story in 2014, when the bullying escalated to a managed campaign of abuse and overt threats to the lives of 
the victims and their families, and eventually involved Wikipedia in a way that has brought into question the methods it 
uses to present its pages of information, especially where such emotive and controversial events are concerned.  This 
coincided with Caroline Criado-Perez being similarly attacked online for campaigning to have a woman celebrated on a 
British bank note, and Mary Beard being attacked for simply being an older, un-coiffed and unapologetic-for-looking-
ordinary academic presenting a television programme.  Other events have brought the whole topic of misogyny and 
discrimination against women to the notice of a wide audience; for example, when The Sun newspaper decided to drop 
page 3.  Magazines like Loaded (now discontinued) must be placed on the top shelf of supermarkets and news agents so 
as not to be viewed by children.   

It would appear, then, that the social landscape should have changed.  Social networking sites have been shamed into 
dealing with offensive posts more efficiently (although there is still some tension as the main sites are based in the US 
and have used the ‘free speech’ agenda to argue against more robust measures).  The topic of misogyny has barely been 
out of the news, whether its boys having free and unprecedented access to pornography, or the Playboy brand being 
used on items marketed to children.  And yet, just recently, Sue Perkins has left Twitter because of the abuse she 
received when it was suggested that she might be asked to present a popular motoring programme on British television.   

I’m interested in this first of all because it’s an excellent subject in its own right.  The Sex Discrimination Act, passed in 
1975, seems to have had limited effect.  Women are still paid less, are less likely to be promoted at work, and generally 
excluded from accessing the social and cultural capital employed by their male counterparts.  Some men seem consider 
to it perfectly acceptable to treat women as second-class citizens to be excluded from ‘traditional’ male-dominated 
spaces.   The use of misogynist language is clearly apparent if the focus is placed on identifying obvious keywords such 
as 'slut' and 'whore', but is it possible to identify more subtle uses of language that encode misogyny?  Could this use of 
language be found in online public spaces such as Twitter, or even online spaces populated almost exclusively by 
women, such as Mumsnet? 
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Detailed description of project aims, objectives and methods   

(describe your main aims and the experiments, procedures, design stages you expect to carry out) 

Aims 
 To add to the general understanding of how language is used to encode and perpetuate ideas and prejudices.  The 

subject of this study is the use of misogynist language in online content.  However, it will focus on the more subtle 
uses of language in an attempt to reveal deeply-seated patterns of misogynist language use. 

 The intention is to use natural language processing to analyse a range of online texts, including twitter feeds, 
online editorials, and possibly online forums such as Mumsnet. 

 By the end of the project, I hope to have developed a model using a series of selected words and phrases that can 
be used to interrogate any text for underlying misogynist language. 

  
  

Objectives 
 Literature Review.  Collect a range of academic papers around the following topics: 

o Online abuse 
o Misogynist language 
o Language analysis (natural language processing, sentiment analysis) 
o Feminism  (in the digital age) 
o Psychology: online behaviour 

 Construct a clear hypothesis against which the supposed use of misogynist language can be tested. 
 Select a range of online texts for analysis, documenting reasons for their selection (against the proposed 

hypothesis). 
 Research and select appropriate language processing tools. 
 Develop a range of words and phrases that can be used as language classifiers. 

  
  

Methods 
1. Literature review.  Use the library, google scholar, and selected bibliographies to identify secondary sources.  A 

table of key terms will be produced. 
2. Data Collection and sampling.  Primary source data will be gathered from a number of sources and used to 

develop and refine the process of natural language analysis. 
3. Data analysis.  As the text sources and analysis methods have yet to be established, the data analysis method has 

not yet been decided. However, it is anticipated that a combination of a commercial spreadsheet package such as 
MS Excel would be suitable, together with a language analysis tool such as the Natural Language Tool Kit 
Developed for Python. 
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Work  Plan and Milestones 
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Activity 1      X                     

Activity 2                           

Activity 3                           

Activity 4                           

Activity 5                           

Activity 6                           

Writing-up                           

Milestone – 
demonstrate to 
supervisor/examiner  

                    ×     

Milestone – 
dissertation draft 
complete 

                      ×   

Final corrections                           

Milestone – Hand-in 
4th September 2015 

                        × 

 
Activity 1: Research.  Methodologies and research papers.  Construct a hypothesis.  Hand in extended brief, 26th June. 
Activity 2: Research & select appropriate language processing tools.   
Activity 3: Test language processing tools using a range of online texts. 
Activity 4: Ethics approval application. 
Activity 5: Literature Review. 
Activity 6: Data analysis. 

 

1. Demonstration to supervisor 

2. Demonstration to second examiner 

3. 4
th

 September. Hand in final copy of dissertation 


