
C O M M O N LY  U S E D  S L U R S :  B I T C H

The word bitch dates from about the year 1000 in the Old English written record, and originally
referred to Òthe female of the dog, fox, wolf, and occasionally of other beasts.Ó A bitch is also a primi-
tive form of lamp used in Alaska and Canada. However, the most common use of the word today
is as a description of women considered aggressive or malicious, or as a verb to mean complaining or
grumbling.

Bitch was used as a slur against women as early as 1400 and was not uncommon in the litera-
ture of the time. It was originally employed to describe ill-mannered or sexually ÒlooseÓ women by
comparing them to female dogs, which bear pups rather frequently. By the 19th century, bitch
had evolved into a reference to women considered malicious or treacherous. Today the term is
used so commonly that it is shrugged off as harmless by many, who have been numbed to its sex-
ist and demeaning origins. In the 1990s, Hip Hop artist Queen Latifah wrote a song called UNITY
expressing her anger with the use of the word bitch :

Instinct leads me to another flow,
Every time I hear a brother call a girl a bitch or a ho,
Trying to make a sister feel low,
You know all of that gots to go,
Now every body knows thereÕs exceptions to this rule,
Now donÕt be getting mad, when we playing, itÕs cool
But donÕt you be calling out my name
I bring wrath to those who disrespect me like a dame.

While UNITY challenged sexist language and sexual harassment, the past decade has seen the
rise of the word bitch as an acceptable way to describe women in some communities. Women
who are strong, independent, and self-sufficient may refer to themselves as bitches in a positive
way that takes back power from those who have used the word against them, as in the song
SheÕs A Bitch by Hip Hop artist Missy Elliot:

She is a bitch,
When you say my name,
Talk moÕ junk but wonÕt look my way,
SheÕs a bitch,
See I got more cheese,
So back on up while I roll up my sleeves,

There has been much debate about whether or not it is acceptable to reclaim or take back slurs
and turn them into empowering terms. Whatever your opinion, there is no denying the origins of
bitch as a term that degrades women, and there is no excuse for using the word casually or in
ways that encourage sexism or violence against women.

The article, Bitch, by Sharine Newby was used as a resource for this piece. It can be found at 
http://kpearson.faculty.tcnj.edu/Dictionary/bitch.htm
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