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My study examines the ways in which language is used to 

contain women’s sexuality and the ways it is used to socially 

discipline women into repressing aspects of their sexuality. I 

focused on the specific behavior of slut shaming and how 

frequently college students engage in this behavior.  

 

I investigated slut shaming through perspectives of both men 

and women, and tried to look at the differences between how 

each sex uses the term, allowing me to focus on the effects 

that male-female and female-female relationships have on the 

suppression of female sexuality. I hypothesized that women 

would use the term more frequently than men, although with 

different intentions.  

 

This purpose of this research is to figure out the reasons 

people engage in this behavior and whether or not the sex of 

the person engaging in the activity makes a difference. 

Ultimately, the goal of this research is to delve deeper into the 

motivation behind slut-shaming as it plays a significant role 

in the maintenance of gender inequality, specifically where 

sexuality is concerned. I hope to use the outcomes of this 

research as an insight into why this specific form of gender 

inequality still exists so strongly despite the great strides 

women have made in other areas of society.  

 

Literature 
 

I reviewed five works of literature to see what other research 

had been done on language and gender inequality. Most of 

this research was qualitative. Through reviewing past 

research, I was able to gain clarity and direction as to where I 

wanted to go with my own research. This is where I found my 

symbolic interactionist approach. One author discusses at 

length social typing, which is the process in which individuals 

assume that “others” are specific types of people. When an 

individual participates in this social typing, they give 

meaning to the actions of others, and ultimately their own 

actions, that otherwise might not have been there. This idea is 

also seen in the other works I reviewed and each work help to 

clarify it in a different way. Another author discusses her 

finding that girls involved in her sample population wanted 

to avoid being labeled slut but also did not want to be 

considered prudish or inexperienced. This idea is central to 

my study and is also linked with my symbolic interactionist 

theme. How much is too much? 
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For this study, I used participant 

observation and interviews to collect data. 

I interviewed 20 respondents and observed 

at three different sites around campus and 

around the town of Oneonta; the library, 

the student union at SUNY Oneonta, and 

at house parties. Interview respondents 

were selected based upon observations. If I 

was at an observation site and someone or 

a few people were engaged in a 

conversation relevant to the subject matter 

I was studying I would approach them and 

ask if they were willing to participate in 

my study. Interviews consisted of about 12 

questions and took about a minimum of 25 

minutes.  
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What results show is that slut-shaming operates two ways 

depending on what types of behaviors the girl is exhibiting. The 

two categories, public flirtatious behavior and actual 

promiscuity, will both earn a woman the title ‘slut’ but for very 

different reasons. A woman who wears revealing clothing and is 

overly flirty with men will often be considered attention seeking. 

Often, this will earn her the title slut and she will be labeled by 

another woman. However, the woman who labeled her often did 

so out of envy and a slight sense of contempt. The envy comes 

from the fact that for women, it is male attention that holds value 

in our society, not the actual sex act. If a woman is actually 

engaging in promiscuous sexual behavior, she will also earn the 

label slut, but the labeler will more likely be saying it out of 

disgust, not envy. Disgust coming from the sense that if a woman 

is promiscuous, she must have no self respect. It is here that we 

see women who consider themselves to not be promiscuous 

‘othering’ themselves from women who are promiscuous. By 

calling the promiscuous woman a slut, the labeler is making a 

statement about her own morals, implying that she would never 

engage in such ‘dirty’ behavior.  

 

For men, slut-labeling is much different. Most male respondents 

would not label an overly flirtatious girl a slut, perhaps because 

they are the recipients of that attention. However, they will label 

a girl a slut if she is actually promiscuous. This does not, 

however, carry the same amount of disgust that it does for a 

female. If a girl is actually promiscuous and earns the title slut, 

this can actually make male respondents more likely to sleep 

with her. They are less likely to date her however, for fear that 

she is untrustworthy.  

 

It is a fine tightrope women have to walk in terms of wanting to 

be feminine and desired versus not wanting to be labeled a slut. 

Too little flirtatiousness and you must be inexperienced, but once 

you cross the line into promiscuity you are devalued by both 

women and men in society.  

Introduction Results 

While reviewing my data, I found that I 

could sort responses into four categories; 

public flirtatious behavior that earns a 

woman the title slut, actual promiscuity, 

ambiguous slut labeling, and miscellaneous 

data. In the first category, behaviors include 

wearing revealing clothing, lack of 

perceived intelligence, blatant and obvious 

flirting with males, being “overly friendly” 

with males, and a woman giving off the idea 

that she is open to having sex. In the 

second category, behaviors include having 

sex with a man soon after a woman met 

him, “bragging” about your sex life, 

engaging in sexual activities in more public 

settings, posting naked pictures on the 

internet, having multiple partners in one 

night, general large number of partners, 

engaging in sexual activity with multiple 

men who are members of the same 

community or friend group, perceived lack 

of standards for male partners to be held to, 

and infidelity in a romantic relationship. 

When the term was used ambiguously, the 

respondent was usually referring to using 

the term against a friend in a joking manner. 

The last column, miscellaneous data, 

consists of trends I found that are not 

directly related to why people engage in this 

behavior, such as age respondents were 

when they first heard the term „slut‟. I also 

found that, contrary to my hypothesis, 

males engage in slut-shaming more often 

than females. 
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