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Abstract

This paper investigates feminist language used by Emma Watson in her BBC interview,
highlighting how pragmatic and discourse strategies were employed to express feminist
ideology. It identifies the problem of underrepresentation of female assertiveness in media,
addressing two main questions: how Watson’s language reflects feminist identity and what
pragmatic features are most used. The aim is to explore the intersection of feminist
discourse and pragmatics through a British media figure. The study applies Leech’s speech
act model, Lakoff’s features of women’s language, and the Pollyanna principle to analyze
selected extracts. The findings show that Watson’s language balances empathy and
assertiveness, reflecting British feminist values of inclusivity, dialogue, and moral
leadership. The conclusion confirms that Watson’s discourse embodies a progressive and
pragmatic feminist voice in British media.
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1. Introduction
Feminism is one of the most debated topics in contemporary discourse, often
misunderstood and misrepresented in media. Defined as the advocacy for
political, economic, and social equality of the sexes, feminism has evolved
through three historical waves, each reflecting the sociopolitical challenges of
its time. The modern feminist movement uses language not only as a medium
of expression but also as a tool for challenging norms, constructing identity,
and influencing public perception. In media settings, especially televised
interviews, feminist discourse is shaped by cultural context, speaker intent,
and pragmatic strategies such as politeness, hedging, and emotional appeal.

Analyzing such discourse offers insights into how feminist ideologies are
communicated and received within different sociocultural frameworks.

1.1 The Problem

Despite the growing visibility of feminist voices in media, feminist language
remains a subject of controversy and misinterpretation. It is often
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misunderstood as aggressive or anti-male, especially in conservative or
culturally diverse societies. In British media, feminist discourse tends to
employ subtler pragmatic strategies such as politeness, indirectness, and
motivational speech acts. However, the extent to which these strategies
succeed in delivering the intended feminist message without reinforcing
stereotypes remains underexplored. This study seeks to examine the
pragmatic dimensions of feminist discourse in British interviews, focusing on
how linguistic choices reflect cultural norms and ideological positioning.

The study attempts to answer the following questions:

1. What are the dominant pragmatic features used in feminist language within
British interviews?

2. How does cultural context influence the expression and reception of
feminist language?

1.2 The Aims

1. To investigate the discourse-pragmatic strategies employed in feminist
interviews in British media.

2. To explore how feminist language avoids or engages in confrontational
expressions through politeness, hedging, and motivational tones.

1.3 The Hypotheses

1. Feminist language in British media interviews tends to rely on politeness
strategies, motivational expressions, and indirectness rather than
confrontational or aggressive speech.

2. The use of feminist language reflects culturally embedded pragmatic
features, showing variation in tone, speech acts, and linguistic choices.
2. Theoretical Background

2.1 Feminist Language

Feminist language refers to the linguistic strategies and features that reflect
women’s experiences, social roles, and the power dynamics they face.
According to Lakoff (1975), women’s language is characterized by features
such as hedging, tag questions, indirect requests, and politeness markers—
elements that signal social subordination and lack of authority. This
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perspective is known as the Deficit Approach. In contrast, Dale Spender
(1980) proposed the Dominance Approach, arguing that language is
inherently patriarchal and disadvantages women not because of how they
speak, but because of how language itself is structured to support male
dominance. Deborah Tannen (1990) introduced the Difference Approach,
suggesting that women and men communicate differently due to distinct
socialization patterns. Women typically use “rapport talk” to build
relationships, while men engage in “report talk” to assert status and control.
Together, these models help decode the linguistic nuances of feminist
discourse in media.

2.2 Discourse Analysis

Discourse analysis is a multidisciplinary approach that investigates how
language functions in real social contexts. It moves beyond sentence-level
analysis to explore how meaning is constructed through larger linguistic units
and interactional patterns (Van Dijk, 1985; Crystal, 2008). Discourse is
shaped by culture, power relations, ideology, and context. According to
Jaworski and Coupland (1999), discourse includes any stretch of language
that serves a communicative purpose, whether spoken or written. In feminist
studies, discourse analysis reveals how women’s speech is shaped by and
shapes social norms and expectations, particularly within institutional settings
like media interviews.

2.3 Pragmatics

Pragmatics focuses on the interpretation of meaning in context. It examines
how speakers use language intentionally to achieve specific communicative
goals (Yule, 1996; Leech, 1983). Pragmatics studies phenomena such as
speech acts, politeness strategies, implicature, and hedging. These tools are
central to feminist discourse, where speakers often navigate power imbalances
through subtle linguistic choices. As Mey (2001) notes, pragmatics is the
study of language use determined by social conditions. It is concerned with
the relationship between the speaker’s intention and the listener’s
interpretation, making it a crucial lens for analyzing the persuasive and
strategic use of feminist language.
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2.4 Pollyanna Principle

The Pollyanna Principle, introduced by Boucher and Osgood (1969), refers to
the human tendency to focus on and use positive expressions more frequently
than negative ones. In feminist discourse, especially in public or media-facing
interviews, this principle often manifests as the strategic use of optimistic
language, encouraging phrases, and constructive framing. This linguistic
positivity allows feminist speakers to avoid confrontational tones while still
conveying strong ideological messages. When combined with pragmatic tools
like politeness and motivational speech acts, the Pollyanna Principle enhances
the effectiveness of feminist communication by appealing to broader
audiences without triggering resistance.

3.1 Data Description

The data for this study are drawn exclusively from a televised interview with
British actress and activist Emma Watson, featured in the BBC’s '100
Women' program aired in 2013. This interview was selected due to its strong
feminist orientation, emphasis on women’s empowerment, and the speaker’s
use of strategic language choices. The content provides a rich source for
analyzing pragmatic features such as politeness, hedging, and motivational
language within the framework of feminist discourse in British media.

3.2 Data Collection

The data were collected from the BBC's official archive and transcription of
the 2013 '100 Women' episode featuring Emma Watson. The interview was
chosen based on its thematic relevance to feminist issues and its suitability for
discourse-pragmatic analysis. This selection allows for a focused examination
of a single influential media event where feminist ideologies were expressed
through calculated linguistic strategies.

3.3 BBC Program Description

The BBC’s '100 Women' program, launched in 2013, highlights influential
women and their roles in addressing global gender issues. The episode
featuring Emma Watson tackled themes of gender-based violence, equality,
and representation, offering insight into how feminist discourse is shaped
within a British cultural and institutional context.
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3.4 Analytical Framework: Eclectic Model

This study applies the Eclectic Model of Analysis, integrating principles from
pragmatics, discourse analysis, and feminist linguistics. The model enables
the identification of pragmatic strategies such as speech acts, politeness,
indirectness, and motivational expressions. It is particularly useful in studying
feminist interviews where the speaker must balance ideological assertiveness
with sociocultural sensitivity. The approach draws on the theoretical insights
of Leech (1983), Lakoff (1975), and the Pollyanna Principle (Boucher &
Osgood, 1969), offering a comprehensive framework for interpreting Emma
Watson’s linguistic choices.

4.1 Leech’s Model — Competitive

Example:

"Go look into the whites of someone's eyes that's had this experience.”
Analysis:

This phrase illustrates the competitive speech act, specifically a directive
request. The speaker urges the audience to personally engage with those who
have lived experiences, promoting empathy and understanding. This call to
action resonates with feminist discourse in Britain, which often seeks to
dismantle prejudice through direct interaction and human connection.

4.2 Lakoff’s Model — Politeness Strategy

Example:

"Please can we?"

Analysis:

This example demonstrates Lakoff’s politeness strategy through a soft,
inclusive request. Emma Watson employs a cooperative and respectful tone to
engage her interlocutor. This aligns with Lakoff’s features of women’s
language, especially the preference for indirectness and politeness, which
reflect social sensitivity and collaborative interaction in feminist discourse.
4.3 Pollyanna Principle — Optimistic Language

Example:

"Paris, by the end of next year, | want to be able to read every word of this
book in French."
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Analysis:

This statement reflects the Pollyanna Principle by showcasing an optimistic
and self-motivating tone. Emma Watson shares a personal goal with
enthusiasm, fostering a sense of inspiration and growth. Such language
resonates with feminist discourse that values empowerment, self-
improvement, and forward-looking narratives.

4.4 Result and Discussion

The qualitative analysis of Emma Watson’s interview reveals that British
feminist discourse employs a combination of pragmatic strategies to assert
ideologies while maintaining cultural sensitivity. Through Leech’s model,
Watson’s use Of competitive speech acts such as directive commands
demonstrates a call for active engagement without overt aggression. Her
statements often function to stimulate empathy, provoke reflection, and
challenge dominant narratives in a socially acceptable manner. Lakoff’s
model further illustrates the reliance on politeness strategies in Watson’s
speech. Her utterance ‘“Please can we?” exemplifies indirectness and
collaborative tone, features that are consistent with the broader characteristics
of feminist language in British media. These strategies allow feminist
speakers to navigate sensitive topics while avoiding hostility or alienation.
Under the Pollyanna Principle, Watson’s optimistic tone is evident in
aspirational expressions such as her desire to read a book in French. Such
statements promote a sense of personal growth, hope, and motivation
elements that enhance the persuasive and inclusive power of feminist
discourse. This tone aligns with feminist objectives of empowerment and
ransformation.

Overall, the findings indicate that Emma Watson’s feminist discourse is
shaped by cultural norms that favor empathy, indirectness, and positive
framing. These pragmatic features not only enhance the communicative
effectiveness of the feminist message but also reflect the evolving nature of
gender advocacy within British institutional and media contexts.
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5.conclusion

This study examined the feminist discourse of Emma Watson through a
discourse-pragmatic lens, focusing on her interview in British media. By
applying Leech’s Speech Act Theory, Lakoff’s politeness model, and the
Pollyanna Principle, the analysis revealed that Watson’s language reflects key
pragmatic features such as indirectness, empathy, optimism, and politeness.
These strategies enabled the effective communication of feminist ideologies
while respecting the cultural norms of British society. The findings confirm
that feminist language, when framed through culturally attuned pragmatic
choices, can empower audiences and promote inclusive dialogue. Thus,
Watson’s discourse serves as a model for constructive and culturally resonant
feminist advocacy.
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