More Heat than Light?
Sex-difference Science &
the Study of Language

The 2012 Garnett Sedgewick Memorial Lecture

Deborah Cameron

More Heat than Light?
Sex-difference Science &
the Study of Language

Other Books by Deborah Cameron
Single-authored

Feminism and Linguistic Theory, 1992
Verbal Hygiene, 1995; 2012
Good to Talk? Living and Working in a Communication
Culture, 2000
Working with Spoken Discourse, 2001
On Language and Sexual Politics, 2006
The Myth of Mars and Venus: Do Men and Women Really Speak
Different Languages? 2007
The Teacher’s Guide to Grammar, 2007
Joint-authored
The Lust to Kill: A Feminist Perspective on Sexual Murder, with
Elizabeth Frazer, 1987
Analysing Conversation: Rules and Units in the Structure of Talk,
with Talbot Taylor, 1987
Researching Language: Issues of Power and Method, with
Elizabeth Frazer, Penelope Harvey, Ben Rampton and Kay
Richardson, 1992
The Words Between the Spaces, with Thomas Markus, 2002
Language and Sexuality, with Don Kulick, 2003
Edited Volumes
The Feminist Critique of Language: A Reader, 1990; 1998
Women in their Speech Communities: New Perspectives on
Language and Sex, with Jennifer Coates, 1988
Globalization and Language Teaching, with David Block, 2002
The Language and Sexuality Reader, with Don Kulick, 2006
The Trouble & Strife Reader, with Joan Scanlon, 2009

The 2012 Garnett Sedgewick Memorial Lecture

Deborah Cameron

Ronsdale Press
Vancouver

More heat than light?
Sex-difference science & the study of language
Copyright © 2012 Deborah Cameron
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without prior written
permission of the publisher, or, in Canada, in the case of photocopying or other
reprographic copying, a licence from Access Copyright (Canadian Copyright Licensing Agency).
Ronsdale Press
3350West 21st Avenue
Vancouver, B.C., Canada
V6S 1G7
Set in Minion: 11 on 15
Typesetting: Nathan Waddington
Printing: Island Blue, Victoria, B.C., Canada
Cover Design: Nathan Waddington
“Dissent of Woman” © Angela Martin, first published in Trouble & Strife
“Own People” © Jacky Fleming, www.jackyfleming.co.uk
Ronsdale Press wishes to thank the following for their support of its publishing
program: the Canada Council for the Arts, the Government of Canada through
the Canada Book Fund, the British Columbia Arts Council, and the Province
of British Columbia through the British Columbia Book Publishing Tax Credit
program.
Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication
Cameron, Deborah, 1958More heat than light: sex-difference science & the study of language /
Deborah Cameron.
(Garnett Sedgewick memorial lecture; 2012)
Includes bibliographical references.
Issued also in electronic formats.
ISBN 978-1-55380-221-1
1. Language and languages--Sex differences. 2. Sociolinguistics.
I. Title. II. Series: Garnett Sedgewick memorial lecture; 2012.
P120.S48C34 2012		306.44		C2012-904851-8

More Heat than Light?
Sex-difference Science &
the Study of Language

Introduction

Garnett Sedgewick, a specialist in Shakespeare, was the first head
of the English Department at the University of British Columbia.
He served as head from 1920 to 1948. The Sedgewick lectures began in 1955 and honour our first head along with his legacy of literary scholarship at UBC. These lectures are given annually by
prominent and accomplished scholars from a variety of areas
within English studies and from a variety of locations (and occasionally from UBC itself). Famous Sedgewick lecturers have
included Harry Levin, Hugh MacLennan, Northrop Frye, Anne
McClintock, Jonathan Goldberg, our own William H. New and
Paul Stanwood, and, most recently, Jonathan Gil Harris.
The Sedgewick Lecturer for 2012 is Deborah Cameron, who
glories in the title of Rupert Murdoch Professor of Language
and Communication at Oxford University. In the context of the
Sedgewick Lectures, Dr. Cameron’s appearance was especially

noteworthy as it marked the first time that the lecture had been
given by a linguist. Since the English Department at the University
of British Columbia includes linguists as well as literary specialists,
I felt that an invitation to a linguist was overdue.
Originally Scottish, Deborah Cameron has established herself as one of the leading sociolinguists of her generation. She is the
author of several books and numerous articles and book chapters.
Her best-known books are perhaps Verbal Hygiene (1995), a book
that has been enormously influential and which is soon to be reissued, and, more recently, The Myth of Mars and Venus: Do Men
and Women Really Speak Different Languages? (2007).
Throughout her career, Professor Cameron has been concerned with the things people know—or think they know—about
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language usage. In particular, she has been interested and has
published with great distinction on the relation of gender and
sexuality to language use. It is important to note that this interest
is not only academic: Professor Cameron has been and remains an
active feminist and has been, as she says, “increasingly involved
in communicating with a wider audience about language and linguistic research.”
Professor Cameron’s Sedgewick Lecture demonstrated all the
qualities I have mentioned: it was erudite, wide-ranging and displayed an enviable grasp of a number of technical issues, but it
was also clear and accessible. Professor Cameron sketched the history of the belief that men and women use language differently
and then went on to argue eloquently, forcefully, and with great
panache against this belief. By the end of the lecture, the audience
had been entertained and enlightened. Professor Cameron demonstrated that she is equally accomplished in both the theory and
the practice of language use.
— Stephen Guy-Bray,
Professor and Head
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My title alludes to the writings of Garnett Sedgewick, the
distinguished Canadian scholar for whom these lectures are

named. “More heat than light” was the name of the column which
he contributed for some years to the Vancouver Sun newspaper. I
do not know whether Sedgewick ever took up the subject of sexdifferences in his column, but I do know there has been debate
about his attitudes to women. Some say he was a misogynist, a
man who had no regard for women and preferred not to teach
them; others dispute that, including some of the women he actually did teach.1 No one disputes, however, that until very late in his
career his policy at the University of British Columbia was to segregate introductory literature classes by gender. That might suggest that he subscribed to, or at least did not dissent from, the belief that, intellectually as well as physically, men and women were
different kinds of beings.
Historically, that belief has been commonplace, and often
held by men whose views on other kinds of differences among humans posed a challenge to conventional wisdom. The philosopher
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, for example, is remembered for his assertion that freedom is every man’s birthright; yet in his treatise on
education, Émile, he made clear that women were not to be treated
in the same way as men, since nature had not endowed them with
the same powers of reason. Charles Darwin, whose theory of evolution profoundly changed our understanding of what it means to
be human, was a believer in racial equality and a passionate opponent of slavery; but he too believed that nature had not made the
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sexes equal. His major work on human evolution, The Descent of
Man, and Selection by Sex, contains the following passage:
The chief distinction in the intellectual powers of the
two sexes is shewn by man attaining to a higher eminence, in whatever he takes up, than woman can
attain—whether requiring deep thought, reason or imagination, or merely the use of the senses and hands.
If two lists were made of the most eminent men and
women in poetry, painting, sculpture, music . . . history, science and philosophy . . . the two lists would
not bear comparison. . . . If men are capable of decided
eminence over women in many subjects the average
standard of mental power in man must be above that
of woman. . . . It is, indeed, fortunate that the law of the
equal transmission of characters to both sexes has commonly prevailed throughout the whole class of mammals; otherwise it is probable that man would have become as superior in mental endowment to woman, as
the peacock is in ornamental plumage to the peahen.2
Yet Darwin made a far more positive contribution to the feminist
thinking of his time than passages like the one just quoted might
suggest. Many feminists were attracted to his work because they
recognized the profound implications of a theory which said that
every species developed through a continuous process of change
and adaptation. From that postulate it followed that the inequalities of the past and present might be attenuated or erased in some
hypothetical future—a point underlined by the American suffragist Antoinette Brown Blackwell when in 1875 she charged Darwin
with failing to follow his own logic where it led. “Mr Darwin,” she
wrote, “has failed to hold definitely before his mind the principle
that the difference of sex, whatever it may consist in, must itself be
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subject to natural selection and
to evolution.”3 To Blackwell, that
principle offered a compelling argument for changing the social
conditions which had restricted
the development of one sex relative to the other, by educating
women to the same level as men,
and allowing them to participate
in a similar range of activities.
Noting that the same argument
appeared in many other writings
by supporters of women’s rights
in the last decades of the 19th century, the critic A
 ngelique RichCharles Darwin (1809–1882)
ardson concludes that “Darwin’s
ideas . . . proved valuable to Victorian women writers in c ountering
prohibitive essentialist ideas about sexual difference.”4
The same observation could not so easily be made about the
kinds of Darwinian thinking which have most popular currency
and influence today. Far from treating human nature as something
always in the process of becoming, contemporary currents, like
evolutionary psychology, present it as something set in stone, a
matter of the traits we inherit from our earliest human ancestors.
These new currents also emphasize that the traits in question are
sex-differentiated, just like the social and reproductive roles of
early humans. Ex hypothesi, it was not advantageous to our male
and female ancestors to have the same ways of thinking, feeling
and behaving. Males, as hunters and warriors, did best if they were
aggressive and competitive; females, as gatherers and nurturers of
children, did better if they were co-operative and empathetic. Natural selection ensured that these differences became part of the
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human genetic blueprint—or in the much-used metaphor of our
own time, “hard-wired.”
Far from “countering prohibitive essentialist ideas about
sexual difference,” then, today’s version of Darwin rehabilitates essentialist ideas about sexual difference which had previously been
out of favour for several decades. Here I want to consider two
questions about this development. One is a question about the history of ideas: why has the postulate of hard-wired sexual difference
enjoyed such a spectacular resurgence since the 1990s? The other
is a question about the science of sex-difference: how far does the
evidence support the new essentialism?
Advocates of the new essentialism might well reply that my
two questions are actually indivisible: the idea of hard-wired sex
differences has returned to favour precisely because the evidence
supports it. Recent advances in knowledge, especially in genetics
and neuroscience, have strengthened the essentialist case while
undermining the feminist or social constructionist alternative.5
I will argue, by contrast, that in at least one key area of inquiry,
dealing with sex-differences in verbal ability and behaviour, the
new essentialism is not preferable to social constructionist accounts. It is popular for cultural rather than purely scientific reasons. In making that case, and so attempting to shed light on what
is currently a very heated debate, I will draw on two intellectual
traditions which are well represented in the department Garnett
Sedgewick once presided over: on one hand linguistics, and on the
other, cultural history.
I have chosen to focus on language for the obvious reason
that I am a linguist, and the relationship between language and
gender is a subject I can claim to know something about. But
that does not mean I am pursuing some minor side-issue which
is ultimately peripheral to the new Darwinian account of human
nature. On the contrary, language is central to that account, and it
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