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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 be-
gan in 1955 and honour our first head along with his legacy of lit-
erary 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 oc-
casionally 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 her-
self 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 re-
issued, 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 con-
cerned with the things people know—or think they know—about



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 lin-
guistic research.”

Professor Cameron’s Sedgewick Lecture demonstrated all the
qualities I have mentioned: it was erudite, wide-ranging and dis-
played an enviable grasp of a number of technical issues, but it
was also clear and accessible. Professor Cameron sketched the his-
tory 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 dem-
onstrated that she is equally accomplished in both the theory and
the practice of language use.

— Stephen Guy-Bray,

Professor and Head



MORE HEAT THAN LIGHT?
SEX-DIFFERENCE SCIENCE & THE STUDY OF LANGUAGE

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 sex-
differences 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 actu-
ally did teach.’ No one disputes, however, that until very late in his
career his policy at the University of British Columbia was to seg-
regate introductory literature classes by gender. That might sug-
gest that he subscribed to, or at least did not dissent from, the be-
lief 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 hu-
mans posed a challenge to conventional wisdom. The philosopher
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, for example, is remembered for his asser-
tion that freedom is every man’s birthright; yet in his treatise on
education, Emile, 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 evo-
lution profoundly changed our understanding of what it means to
be human, was a believer in racial equality and a passionate oppo-
nent of slavery; but he too believed that nature had not made the



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 em-
inence, in whatever he takes up, than woman can
attain—whether requiring deep thought, reason or im-
agination, 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 . . . his-
tory, 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 com-
monly prevailed throughout the whole class of mam-
mals; otherwise it is probable that man would have be-
come as superior in mental endowment to woman, as
the peacock is in ornamental plumage to the peahen.?

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 inequali-
ties of the past and present might be attenuated or erased in some
hypothetical future—a point underlined by the American suffra-
gist 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



subject to natural selection and
to evolution.”® To Blackwell, that
principle offered a compelling ar-
gument for changing the social
conditions which had restricted
the development of one sex rela-
tive 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 19t cen-
tury, the critic Angelique Rich- Charles Darwin (1809-1882)
ardson concludes that “Darwin’s

ideas. .. proved valuable to Victorian women writers in countering
prohibitive essentialist ideas about sexual difference’

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. Nat-
ural selection ensured that these differences became part of the



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 es-
sentialist 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 his-
tory 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.’
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 ac-
counts. It is popular for cultural rather than purely scientific rea-
sons. 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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