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1. Introduction 

Feminism today is more visible than ever in popular culture (Banet-Weiser, 2018, p. 1). 

Celebrities and public figures define themselves as feminists, movements such as #MeToo 

advocating against sexual harassment and sexism have surfaced, and people are increasingly 

addressing the gendered social injustice women still face today. Feminism is ‘in’ (Banet-

Weiser, 2018) and that can be seen on tabloids, on social media and in language. Language 

does not exist in a vacuum; it is in a constant movement, affected by the changing 

sociocultural norms and phenomena, feminism being one of them. In fact, in a 2006 interview 

‘Pop Goes the Feminist’, when asked why they chose to “glamorize the unappealing female 

stereotype of the bitch”, the co-founder of Bitch magazine Andi Zeisler said: 

[I]t would be great to reclaim the word "bitch" for strong, outspoken women, much the same 

way that "queer" has been reclaimed by the gay community. That was very much on our 

minds, the positive power of language reclamation. 

(Zeisler, 2006)  

Language reclamation – or reappropriation – refers to the process in which a 

stigmatised group of people starts using the label they are derogated with to describe 

themselves (Galinsky et al., 2003, p. 221) and women, indeed, have been widely marginalised 

throughout the history. Such self-labeling is happening with bitch today. As a slur targeted at 

women, the term has its origins in fourteenth century English (Hughes, 2006, p. 23). Since 

then, the derogatory uses of the word have been generalised to apply to other genders as well 

as to more arbitrary concepts (Hughes, 2006, p. 24). Bitch has also gained more positive 

associations, namely by women and feminists attempting to reappropriate the term by 

labelling themselves as ‘bitches’ to challenge the patriarchal norms and misogynist practices 

(e.g., Westmoreland 2001; Freeman, 2020). Feminism being ‘trendy’ now, people are looking 

to celebrities and public figures as role models. Consequently, their language use and role in 

reappropriation of bitch is even more pronounced.  

Recently the mainstream culture has also seen the rise of linguistic features of African 

American English (AEE) being incorporated into the popular culture by non-African 

American speakers. Especially in performative arts, such as rap or hip-hop music scenes, the 

use of features previously exclusive to AAE have been appropriated by white performers 

(Eberhardt and Freeman, 2015). Similar phenomena can be seen on today’s social media 
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platforms, such as TikTok or Instagram, where users employ African American English to 

index certain social indexicalities and to appear ‘cool’.  

In African American English bitch has been neutralised to some extent; it no longer 

carries the inherently negative connotations it used to. Spears (2007) writes that in African 

American Language, as he calls it, some speakers use “bitch as a perfectly unremarkable term 

for ‘female,’ when making positive, neutral, and negative comments about females, or as 

terms of address for close relatives and friends” (p. 107).  This suggests that bitch has had 

different traditions in African American English, some of which might be interwoven in the 

reappropriation of the term by contemporary women.  In fact, it has been suggested that it is 

indeed Black women of hip-hop music that were among the first to start reappropriating the 

word, as it grants them a way to control their representation themselves and to tackle the 

discriminating stereotype of ‘angry Black women’ on their own terms (e.g., Halliday and 

Payne, 2020).  

Currently, there are no studies approaching bitch from the viewpoint of indexicality. 

Fewer than none has taken into the account its possible connection to the recent phenomenon 

of linguistic appropriation of African American English, and how those two correlate. 

Consequently, this thesis aims to analyse how female singers speaking African American 

English and female singers speaking other American English varieties reappropriate bitch on 

Twitter through renegotiating the indexicalities of the slur. 

Indexicality is a “mechanism that creates semiotic links between linguistic forms and 

social meanings” (Schleef 2020, p. 619). With indexes we ‘point’ to different objects; bitch 

can index a ‘loud’ and ‘assertive’ woman both in derogative and reappropriating sense 

depending on the context. Eckert (2008) introduces the idea of indexical field, arguing the 

meanings – or indexes – of linguistic items are not fixed, but fluid and constantly changing, 

forming together an indexical field of related meanings (p. 452). The indexical field is formed 

by stances and permanent qualities, which together build towards indexing certain social 

types. In this thesis I aim to illustrate how bitch is reappropriated by American female singers 

on Twitter by analysing the indexical field of bitch and how that compares between the 

speakers of AAE and other AmE varieties. Accordingly, the thesis will focus on the following 

research questions:   
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1. How do American female singers reappropriate bitch? 

2. What indexicalities does bitch have? 

3. How do the indexicalities of bitch by African American female singers 

compare to the indexicalities by other American female singers?  

The thesis is divided into six chapters. In the next chapter, I will give an overview of the 

theoretical background for the research, briefly discussing African American English, 

linguistic appropriation, and bitch as a derogative term. I will also discuss previous studies 

and introduce the key ideas of the theory of indexicality. In the third chapter I will present the 

material used for the study as well as go over the research methods. The fourth chapter will 

present the results of the analysis, while the fifth chapter will discuss them in relation to the 

theoretical background as well as evaluate the research. In the final sixth chapter, the study 

will be concluded by summarising the main findings and by considering any potential future 

research areas.  
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2. Background 

According to sociolinguistics, “language exists in context” (Tagliamonte, 2006, p. 3), and 

is dependent on the speaker, where it is being used and why. In other words, 

sociolinguistics studies language and its use in its context and the relation to the social 

circumstances, such as cultural norms, society’s effects and expectations. Sociolinguistics 

will offer the main theoretical background for my research, the focus being on concepts 

such as offensive language, indexicality and appropriation. In the following sections, I will 

give an overview of the key concepts, theoretical approaches and previous studies that act 

as the groundwork for my research. 

2.1 African American English 

African American English (AAE), also known as African American Vernacular English 

(AAVE), African American Language (AAL) or Ebonics to name a few, refers to the 

variety of English “spoken by or among African Americans” (Mufwene, 2001, p. 21). 

This definition is very broad – defining AAE in a way that “does not reflect a particular 

bias” (2001, p. 37) might not even be possible as there is no one single variety that all the 

African Americans speak.  AAE, however, is considered the most inclusive term, as it 

covers African American Standard English (SAAE) and AAVE, both of which 

respectively are umbrella terms for standard and non-standard varieties of AAE 

(Mufwene, 2001, p. 31).   

While vernacular refers to the primary, native or indigenous language variety one 

speaks, AAVE today is collectively associated with street language (Mufwene, 2001, pp. 

34-35). Mufwene raises a question of what is the home language of African Americans, if 

AAVE only refers to the street language? The division between AAE and AAVE is very 

much dependent on what the speakers of the varieties think the vernacular is.  Thus, to be 

as inclusive as possible, I will be using the broader, more inclusive term AAE in my 

thesis. It is also important to note that while AAE is most common among African 

American people, not all African Americans speak AAE, and not all speakers of AAE are 

African American (Peterson, 2020, p. 102). 

When talking about African American English, it is also important to 

acknowledge the history and the still present stigma the variety has. African American 

English has its origins in the Transatlantic slave trade, namely in West Africa and in the 

myriad of languages spoken there. The enslaved people were stripped from their native 
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languages upon arrival to the United States and forced to learn English. It is commonly 

believed that speakers of the same African language were purposefully separated from 

each other before their journey to America and thus left incapable of communicating with 

their mother tongues. The resulting African American English, although an ever-

changing phenomenon, is shaped by the variety of African languages as well as the 

English spoken especially in the Southern US (Peterson, 2020, p. 102).  

AAE is a rule-governed variety that has its own phonological, morphological, 

syntactic, semantic, and lexical patterns (Green, 2002, p. 1) that separate it from the 

Standard American English. Those can include lexical items with meanings unique to 

AAE (e.g., saditty, get my praise on), and other distinctive syntactic and morphosyntactic 

patterns such as the double negation, copula absence in the present tense and the 

habitual/aspectual be (Green, 2002, pp. 78-80; Peterson, 2020, p. 107)1. Such distinctive 

features among others have made AAE a target of linguistic discrimination: AAE is 

associated with negative assumptions and connotations about the speaker by some and 

not viewed as the ‘correct’ way of speaking.  

Troutman (2001) discusses the African American women’s language (AAWL) in 

her article, writing it is “still largely misunderstood and misrepresented in White 

mainstream society” (Troutman. 2001, p. 212). She argues that Black women and AAE 

speech styles are associated as masculine and “(implicitly sexually) aggressive” 

(Mendoza-Denton 1995, p. 62, cited in Troutman, 2001, p. 212), leaving the speech styles 

of white women as the only acceptable resource for them. Troutman notes that 

“'assertiveness” (Houston 1985,1982, cited in Troutman 2001, p.219) is, though, one 

feature of AAWL, manifesting in latching, capping and smart talk2 amongst the women.  

Troutman writes that African American women value the ability to of “talking that talk” 

– using language extremely well (2001, p.223). This can mean the speaker knows how to 

make use of linguistic practices and verbal strategies to "win conversational exchanges" 

(Troutman, p. 224), such speakers admired in African American communities. 

 
1 Due to the length restriction of a MA thesis, an exhaustive list cannot be offered, but for more comprehensive 
account of AAE, see e.g., Green’s (2002) African American English: A Linguistic Introduction. 

2 Latching is a turn-taking mechanism occurring at the end of the conversationalist partner’s turn, while capping 
can mean using increased emphasis as a verbal weapon and cutting the conversational interchange. Smart talk 
refers to a combative-style of language, used to defend one's respect in AAWL, for instance (Troutman, 2001, pp 
219- 225).  
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2.1.2 AAE and Linguistic Appropriation 

Linguistic appropriation refers to the complex process in which speakers of the target 

language or variety “adopt resources from the donor language” (Hill 2008, p. 158), 

expect these “borrowings” of linguistic resources are often more like “thefts”, especially 

when done by the hegemonial white population. Hill argues that the appropriation of such 

linguistic features add value to the identity of the target language’s speakers, but “at the 

same time, the project of appropriation denigrates and marginalizes members of donor 

groups” (pp. 160-161). Linguistic appropriation, therefore, allows the dominant group to 

control the language of the donor group by changing word meanings or assigning certain 

cultural and social stereotypes to the donor groups, such as the ‘coolness’ of African 

American culture or ‘hypersexuality’ of Spanish.   

As mentioned in chapter 1, the popular culture has recently become increasingly 

interested in certain features of AAE, and especially some white performers in the music 

scene have been under scrutiny when it comes to employing AAE features (Eberhardt and 

Freeman, 2015). Australian Iggy Azalea is one of the white female rappers who has been 

accused of appropriating AAE in her songs. She employs AAE phonology and 

morphosyntax in her lyrics, using terms such as finna, boojee and thick that are all related 

to African American discourse (Eberhardt and Freeman, 2015, p. 312). Eberhardt and 

Freeman argue that she “cashes in on the artistic movement created by African 

Americans, as she ‘deliberately attempts to sound like a Black girl, in a culture where 

Black girls can’t get no love’” (Cooper, 2014: para.17, cited in Eberhardt and Freeman, 

2015, p. 321).  

Similar phenomena can be seen on today’s social media platforms, where users 

employ certain features of African American English to appear “fierce” or “sassy” 

(Ilbury, 2020, p.259), features that are largely regarded ‘cool’ on social media. Having 

studied the language of gay communities on Twitter, Ilbury suggests that some features 

of AAVE have become enregistered on the Internet. He draws from Agha (2003, cited in 

Ilbury 2020, p. 249) who definers enregisterment as the process “in which linguistic 

forms become ideologically related with social identities”. He argues that some features 

of AAVE that “deploy ‘provocative’, ‘confrontational’ and ‘outspoken’ stances” (p. 257) 

have become enregistered as components for the widely celebrated “sassy queen” persona 

that is built on the image of an “angry black woman”. And it is not just the gay 

communities: the features of these AAE features are widely circulated around as “internet 
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memes” (Ilbury, 2020, p. 258), many of them appropriating the language of AAVE 

speakers and Black women.3 While this persona is widely celebrated in gay communities 

and beyond, it is problematic as linguistic appropriation often ignores the long history of 

oppression and the discrimination the original language users have faced for using the 

same features. 

Lopez has studied how white female characters use semiotic resources of hip-hop 

such as language and music “to perform an aggressive femininity that is simultaneously 

raced, classed, sexuali[s]ed and gendered” (2014, p. 291).  The white female characters 

who utilise– or appropriate – Blackness in film are positioned as inappropriately 

aggressive and hypersexual, which correlates with Troutman’s (2001) notions of 

stereotyped Black women’s speech styles.  The Blackness in the films Lopez analyses is 

performed by drawing from the Hip-Hop Nation Language4 (HHNL), the characters only 

using the most salient features, simultaneously reinforcing ideologies about Black people 

and their language use. They reject the language associated with white, middle-class 

femininity by utilising features of HHNL that are ideologically viewed as “masculine, 

aggressive, black and working-class (p. 292). For instance, Lopez gives an example of 

how Havoc [2005] – a film where two affluent girls from Los Angeles end up imitating 

gangsta rap influenced practices after being exposed to the culture – shows one of them 

saying: 

Yo, maybe she don’t need the PLC, motherfucker <[mʌðəfʌkə]> 

(Lopez, 2014, p. 299) 

Here the character is employing multiple features from HHNL, such as yo and 

motherfucker as well as absence of third person singular -s in she don’t. Those are 

appropriated to indicate power and toughness, according to Lopez. It is important to 

acknowledge that the film has no Black women characters, which allows no cross-racial 

female interaction and juxtapositioning between Black and white women and their 

 
3 The word black in this thesis in reference to people and communities is capitalised as to recognise Blackness as 
a cultural identity – rather than colour – that is shared by the myriad of people of African origins (Coleman, 
2020; Laws, 2020).  

4 “Hip Hop Nation Language (HHNL) is a subsystem within the larger system of African American Language, 
which is rooted in hip-hop’s street culture and has its own grammar, lexicon, phonology and semiotic practices” 
(Lopez 2014, p. 291) 
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performances of hip-hop identity (Lopez, 3014, p. 308). This furthers the exploitation of the 

sexuality and perceived aggressiveness of Black women and over-simplifies the hip-hop 

related identities and language use, creating flat stereotypes of Blackness (2014, p. 308).  

2.2 Offensive Language  

2.2.1 Offensive Language and Insults 

According to Allan and Burridge (2006, p. 30) politeness is tied to context of the 

communicative situation, e.g. who we are talking with, where and about what. McEnery 

(2006, p. 2), on the other hand defines “bad language” as any word or phrase that does not 

belong to a polite conversation. Battistella (2005, p. 72) divides offensive language into four 

different categories: epithets, profanity, vulgarity and obscenity. Epithets as a concept include 

slurs, such as fag or bitch, which generally refer to concepts including race, ethnicity, gender 

or sexuality, but may also be targeted at characteristics, such as appearance and disabilities. 

Profanities, in turn, cover the cursing of subjects considered religiously sacred (e.g. 

goddamn), while vulgarities and obscenities refer to taboo items, such as fuck and shit, often 

having to do with sexual and bodily functions.  

2.2.2 Offensive Language and Gender 

Before discussing gender in relation to offensive language, it is important to acknowledge 

what is meant by ‘gender’. When I discuss gender in this thesis, I do not refer to one’s 

biological sex, but gender as a social construct. Gender is not something one is or has, but 

rather something that one does, performs; “the various acts of gender create the idea of 

gender, and without those acts, there would be no gender at all” (Butler 1988, p. 522). 

West and Zimmerman (1987) introduce “accountability” in relation to the performativity 

of gender: one is always accountable for the societal norms of the binary sexes, the 

performance adjusted to fit those. This correlates with Goffman’s approach, which views 

gender identity and gender roles as constituted through social interaction (1976); people 

seek to accommodate the dominant gender norms of society.  

In language, there are terms specifically targeted at either of the binary genders, 

men or women. Hughes (2006) mentions the semantic derogation of women, by which he 

means the assumption that there is a “predominance of negative female terms” (p. xxii). 

While he only acknowledges that there has been debate over the fact whether terms 

related to female anatomy (e.g. cunt or tit) have “greater currency and potency” (p. xxii) 
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than equivalent male terms, he does not take a stance himself. Musgrave and Burridge 

write that taboos and “bad language” are rooted in the socio-cultural setting that 

surrounds them, particularly in “the taboos of the time” (2014, p. 6). Consequently, in 

relation to the female-related terms being perceived stronger than male-related, one could 

find answers in the sociohistorical context; women’s sexuality has been and still is more 

of a taboo than that of men.  

In fact, Stapleton (2003) finds out in her study on swear words as a community 

practice among Irish undergraduates that a number of participants avoided terms having 

to do with female anatomy, primarily vaginal terms, due to the derogatory images of 

women that they convey. Similar association with terms related to male anatomy were 

not found. Deborah James’s study on gender-linker derogatory terms (1998) supports 

this: while there were more male-directed derogatory terms in general, the level of 

offensiveness was not near as abusive as in female-linked terms, nor did they carry the 

same connotations when used to refer to men (e.g. pp. 401, 411). Similarly, swearing and 

offensive language are mostly associated with men and masculine character traits 

(Stapleton, 2003, p. 22). Women who use offensive language are more often regarded as 

“obscene” and as “transgressing cultural stereotypes and expectations of femininity” 

(Stapleton, 2003, p. 22). Female-linked derogatory terms reflect and enforce the idea of 

“ideal woman” (James, 1998, p. 413), who is expected to meet the needs of a man.  

Norri (2019), who has studied the semantic changes in gender-referential shifts, 

notes that “when a word used of both sexes comes to be applied only to women, it often 

takes on a more pejorative meaning” (p. 869). A similar observation was made by 

Rawson (1989), who states that in such cases women are often “left holding the bag” (p. 

44). For instance, whore is understood to originally having referred to “a male or female 

lover”, but today the term is widely associated only with women. In a similar fashion, 

when an originally masculine term shifts to include women as well the term might take 

on a derogatory meaning (e.g. harlot). Hughes (2006) adds that “there are virtually none 

that have undergone the reverse process” (p. 163). This phenomenon of derogating 

women in semantic shifts is not a “thing of the distant past” (Norri, 2019, p. 869); it is 

still ongoing.  
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 2.2.3 Etymology of Bitch  

The origins of the word bitch are not entirely clear. While some regard it being derived 

from the Old English bicche (female god) or the cognate Old Norse bikkja (Hughes, 

2006, pp. 23-24) Rawson speaks for its possible relation to the Latin bestia for beast 

(1989, p. 43). However, even though obscure in its etymology, it is commonly known 

that bitch in Old English was used in reference to female canines (Hughes, 2006, p. 23; 

Rawson, 1989, p. 43).  

The term was not used as an insult until the fourteenth century, when it began to 

be applied to a sensual or promiscuous woman as “a metaphorical extension of the 

behaviour of a bitch in heat” (Hughes, 2006, p. 24). That is where the taboo of the word 

stemmed from; to call a woman a ‘bitch’ implied “that she was lewder and more 

lascivious even than a professional retailer of sex” (Rawson, 1989, p. 44). The application 

to a man is not entirely a modern trend, either, as the earliest examples can be traced back 

to the 16th century (Hughes 2006, p. 24; Rawson 1989, p. 44). The taboo of the word, 

however, resulted in the avoidance of its use even in reference to female dogs and men; 

only the use in reference to women remained (Rawson, 1989, p. 44), bitch marking 

another example where a pejorative term shifts to include only women.  

Since then, the term has lost force as a result of generalisation (Hughes, 2006, p. 

24) – Rawson notes that bitch has become adulterated largely as a result of both of the 

World Wars in the 20th century (1989, p. 45), when such terms were used frequently. 

Through the process of generalisation, bitch can again be applied to a man, often to 

emasculate them, though, to objects and things to express negativity, as well used as a 

verb, such as to bitch (to gripe or grumble) (Hughes, 2006, p. 24; Rawson, 1989, p. 44). 

The most powerful reference, however, is still to women.  There are more ameliorative. 

Changes as well. Amelioration is the process in which a previously negative semantic 

content becomes less negative or acquires positive associations. Changes to the opposite 

direction, where a lexical item takes on negative connotations, are called pejoration.  

When it comes to amelioration of bitch, then, bitching as an adjective can be used to 

mean “very, wonderful or excellent” (Hughes, 2006, p. 24), for instance. 

Although having gained more positive associations, bitch today is still widely 

used to derogate women. Even though originally published as early as in 1970, Freeman’s 

(2000) notions in her paper “The BITCH Manifesto” are still largely accurate.  She 
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argues that bitch is a term for women who break the gender norms by being assertive, 

strong, loud and independent – “bitches are not only oppressed as women, they are 

oppressed for not being like women” (Freeman, 2000, p. 228). In other words, bitch is 

used to derogate them for being ‘unfeminine’, to show them the ‘women’s place’ in the 

gender hierarchy. Similar observations are made by Felmlee et al (2020) who write that 

calling a woman a ‘bitch’ is usually because she is not conforming to the expectations of 

how she should behave as a woman, the term meaning “malicious, spiteful or 

overbearing” (p. 18).  

 2.2.4 Bitch and AAE 

While bitch is largely considered a derogatory, offensive term used especially in 

reference to women, Spears (1988) notes that in African American language use, bitch is 

not necessarily always used in a misogynist sense. Some women and men use the term as 

a general reference for women or as an address term for close relatives and friends, 

especially among the speech contexts of African American youth (Spears, 2007, p. 107). 

In those contexts, such language use is not considered ‘obscene’, even though outside the 

community of African American speakers it might be. Spears gives an example of a male 

rap-artist who, upon learning a woman he was sharing a taxi with was an economist said: 

“[w]ow, I don’t think I’ve ever met a bitch economist before” (1988, p. 2). He was using 

the word bitch to indicate gender, not to derogate the object of his words, but to simply 

express his positive surprise. Unfortunately, the woman in question was not in on the 

general usage of the term of bitch and took offence at the rapper’s words.  

Widawski (2013), who has studied the semantic changes of African American 

slang, points out similar observations, although arguing that the positive use of bitch has 

more to do with the amelioration of the word. Amelioration is the process in which a 

previously negative semantic content becomes less negative or acquires positive 

associations. Changes to the opposite direction, where a lexical item takes on negative 

connotations, are called pejoration. Widawski argues that amelioration is widespread in 

African American slang, possibly due to the slang’s vast inclusion of negativity and 

“taboo references to sexual acts, body parts and bodily functions” (2013, p. 41).  Through 

frequent use, however, such slang words lose some of their negative values and become 

more widely accepted. For instance, Widawski writes that it was African American music 

that was responsible for popularising the ameliorated meanings of jam, jazz, and juke that 
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originally had sexual meanings. Similarly, the word bitch has been neutralised and 

ameliorated in some contexts, such as in the example below, where it is used in reference 

to women in general with no derogative intentions.  

I’d love to shoot the shit with you bitches [= women] all night, but I gotta go — Coach 

Carter, film, 2005 (Widawski, 2013, p. 41) 

In a similar fashion, we can infer that the bitches in the second example below is 

also uttered in a positive sense, as the premodifying bad carries a positive meaning. So, 

“bad bitches” is used in reference to ‘excellent’ or ‘admirable’ women, even though 

arguably in sexual sense.  

We got the bad [= excellent or admirable] bitches gaspin for air in Aspen — Jay-Z, 1996 

(Widawski, 2013, p. 42, emphasis added.) 

Still, even though in AAE bitch has been somewhat neutralised, it does not mean 

the word is not applied in derogative sense as well. In fact, as the word is only used as a 

neutral reference in some speech contexts of African American English, it is still widely 

regarded as a negative term by speakers of other varieties.  In the next section I will 

discuss the reappropriation of bitch in the light of previous studies.  

2.3 Reappropriation  

The process of “taking or retaking of lexical and phrasal units” has been called 

appropriation, reappropriation, linguistic reclaiming, resignification and subversion 

(Beaton and Washington, 2015, p. 14). In this thesis, the phenomenon, where a 

“stigmatized group re-values an externally imposed label” (Galinsky et al., 2003, p. 221) 

by starting to use it themselves is referred to as reappropriation. In other words, in 

reappropriation a pejorative, or negative, term used to label a group of people is 

reclaimed – reappropriated – by the group itself.  It is a process that takes time and 

requires “multiple uses, and multiple speakers” (Ritchie, 2017, p. 162). Ritchie points out 

that in reappropriating a slur for self-identification, the members of the group are not only 

emphasising their shared history, for example, but also constructing their identities, 

which sometimes involves in-group norms about appearances and behaviour as well 

(2017, p. 163). Reappropriation of slurs both emphasizes and constructs identity, as well 

as promotes solidarity. This can be seen, for instance, with the reappropriation of the 
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terms queer and the N-word. Reappropriation also works towards remedying power 

imbalances and removing weapons from the oppressors (2017, p. 162). 

2.3.1 Bitch and Reappropriation 

Bitch as a term has not only been ameliorated in African American English but has gained 

more positive associations in mainstream English as well, namely by women and feminists 

aiming to reappropriate the term by labelling themselves as ‘bitches’. Scholars, however, 

approach the matter with controversy, others viewing the reappropriation of sexual slurs, such 

as bitch, as a tool that allows women to challenge the patriarchal and misogynist views (e.g. 

Westmoreland 2001; Freeman, 2020) while some argue the attempt to reappropriate bitch is 

counterproductive as it only “reinforces the idea that women are essentially different from 

men” (Kleinman et al., 2009, p. 65.), which they see as only emphasising sexism.  Such 

arguments against reappropriation, however, do not take into account that the aim of self-

labeling is to “weaken the label’s stigmatizing force” (Galinsky, 2013, p. 2020) and to find 

power within the community – or in-group – of derogated women.  

There are few studies that have been done on the reappropriation of bitch, and most of 

those that have been done focus on Black women and hip-hop music. It is true, though, that a 

lot of the reappropriation of bitch happens in popular music, particularly in the genre of hip-

hop. That is perhaps not surprising, as hip-hop does have its origins in the African American 

suburbs of East coastal US – in the African American culture and language. Halliday and 

Payne (2020) write about the contemporary hip-hop feminism, dedicating their book to “the 

bad bitches --- [t]he hood feminists --- the women that are ‘often imitated, but never 

duplicated’” (2020, p. 8). In other words, they dedicate the book to the Black women and 

girls, simultaneously making an argument that bitch is not only a slur that every woman has 

the right to reappropriate, but especially those of colour. This correlates with Ilbury (2020) 

and Lopez’s (2016) notions of the stereotypical representation of Black women as aggressive, 

‘talking back’ or “having a niggerbitchfit, or being a diva” (Halliday and Payne, 2020, p. 10).  

Hip-hop offers the women a counterspace to “bring wreck to stereotypes and marginalization 

that impact how they navigate and control their own identities and representations in both the 

public and Hip Hop spheres” (2020, p. 10). In fact, Khong argues that the female rappers Lil’ 

Kim and Missy Elliot were among the first to reclaim the word bitch, the word now 

frequently being used to “signal endearment, communality, and even metastasized power” 

(Khong, 2020, p. 92).  She gives an example of Lil’ Kim’s “Queen Bitch”, where she raps “I 
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am a diamond cluster hustler / Queen bitch, supreme bitch” (p. 92). This self-labeling can be 

seen as an act of resisting the weight of the white heteropatriarchy and attacking the 

stereotype of Black women as “ladies and queens or as bitches and whores” (March 2020, p. 

20) – not as women.  

Williams (2016) has studied how women of colour “adopt, internalize, negotiate, and 

challenge hegemonic postfeminist conceptions of race, gender, and sexuality” (p. 68) in the 

reality television series Love and Hip Hop: Atlanta.  She argues that by reappropriating and 

renegotiating the meaning of the word bitch, the six women of the TV show declare 

themselves as independent (p. 76). By labeling themselves as “selfmade bitches”, “the 

baddest bitches”, “the only bitches”, and “boss chick bitches” (p. 77) they take the word that 

is largely used to derogate women, especially in terms of power and sexuality, and use it to 

empower themselves against the misogynist practices.   

It is not only Black women or hip-hop music that aims to reappropriate the word, 

although fewer studies, if any, have been conducted on the more generalised phenomenon. In 

fact, it could be argued that it is precisely the frequent use in popular music that has supported 

the normalisation or reappropriation of the word. Schneider (2010), although focusing more 

on the negative connotations of the word, has studied the word bitch in relation to rap music 

and censorship frame5, noting that the frequency of the term increased in newspapers in the 

late 1980s and 1990s. Bitch often appeared in articles including the word rap as well, which 

suggests a “shift in popular cultural discourse that seems to coincide with the increased 

popularity of rap music” (p. 46). Consequently, when something comes to be the matter of 

discourse, it also shifts the orientation towards the discourse, taking it beyond the word-level 

and contributing “more to a perspective or orientation of the world” (p. 45). He gives an 

example of the pop sensation Madonna, whose interviews four years apart showcase a shift in 

her perspective towards being called ‘a bitch’:  

No one knows the real me. Lots of people think they do and they say I’m this tough bitch who’ll 
stop at nothing to get what she wants. I am ambitious and I’ve worked hard to get where I am. I’ve 
made good by behaving bad. But I’m no bitch. (Walker, 1991, p. 1, emphasis added) 

(Schneider, 2010, p. 45) 

 
5 “The censorship frame consists of mass media reports that proclaim the cultural association between music and 
collectively shared and culturally agreed-upon perceptions of deviance” (Schneider, 2010, p. 36). 
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Her perspective four years later has changed: 

I’m tough, ambitious, and I know exactly what I want. If that makes me a bitch, OK. (Fisher, 1995, 
emphasis added) 

(Schneider, 2010, p. 45). 

The shift in Madonna’s attitude towards the term is notable. The content of the 

examples is nearly identical, but in the first she clearly states that she is “no bitch”, 

emphasising the negativity of the word. In the latter, however, she is practically self-

identifying herself as a “bitch”. In fact, a decade later, The Guardian has counted that 

Madonna employs bitch forty-four times in her 2015 album Rebel Heart (Numm, 2016), 

taking a part in the reappropriation of bitch through her music as well.  

Freeman, in her manifesto (2000), capitalises the B in bitch to indicate the difference 

between the oppressive label and reappropriated term. She argues a “Bitch” is an independent 

woman, who “takes shit from no one” (p. 226). Felmlee et al (2020), also note that bitch can 

be used in a humorous manner, or otherwise to “take the sting out of the word” in a broader 

sense (p. 19).  Similarly, Westmoreland (2001) argues that the singer-songwriter Meredith 

Brooks, by reappropriating bitch in her song called “Bitch”, uses a “sexist term to criticize 

sexism” (p. 206). She is “expanding the list of possibilities” for femininity and acts as a 

medium for feminism (p. 206).  

2.4 Indexicality 

As already touched upon in the Introduction, indexicality can be defined as a “mechanism that 

creates semiotic links between linguistic forms and social meanings” (Schleef, 2020, p. 619).  

Index, then, is a semiotic unit ‘pointing’ (indexing) to an object within the context it occurs. 

Such linguistic indexes can be direct, or referential as in the case of “shifters” like 

demonstrative and personal pronouns such as here or you, where the denotation of the term 

depends on the context of its utterance” (Johnstone et al., 2006, p. 81). Indexes can also be 

indirect, or non-referential; in other words, linguistic forms that “evoke and/or construct ---

what is sometimes called “social meaning” (2006, p. 81. Indirect indexicality deals with 

matters, such as register, stance and social identity. Language can be used to convey and 

produce stances towards certain subjects, and when those stances are extended ideologically 

to certain social categories, such as an aggressive stance towards men (Schleef, 2020, p. 620), 

we have an example of indirect indexicality. Stances can be conveyed through linguistic items 

and lexemes as well, the meaning often context-bound; dude may index a stance of solidarity 
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in one context, and stance of affiliation in another (Kiesling, 2004, e.g. p. 291). Thus, one can 

express their identity through a series of stances and indexicalities. 

Silverstein (2003) introduces the idea of indexical order which gives hierarchy to the 

various levels in which the relationships between the linguistic form and meaning can 

stabilise. The indexical orders come in degrees; “any n-th order indexical presupposes that the 

context in which it is normatively used has a schematization of some particular sort, relative 

to which we can model the ‘‘appropriateness’’ of its usage in that context” (p. 193). In other 

words, n-th-order correlation can lead to n+1th-order social meaning, and the connection 

between the n+1 th order linguistic forms and social meanings can, in turn, become the 

presupposing n-th-order pattern for a new n+1st-order entailment. Johnstone et al (2006), who 

have studied the indexicalities and enregisterement of “Pittsburghese”, concretise 

Silverstein’s indexical orders with Labov’s taxonomy: first-order indexicality (n-th) correlates 

with Labov’s indicators (1972b, pp.178-80, cited in Johnstone et al 2006, p. 81): the linguistic 

variants that indicate the speaker’s belonging to a certain demographic or social class. At this 

level the speakers are not themselves consciously aware of the variable and the interpretation 

is merely “scientific” (Johnstone et al 2006, p. 82), for example in terms of “Pittsburghese” 

the features are not notable for the speakers of the variant as everyone speaks the same way. 

Moving to the second-order indexicality (n+1th), those linguistic features have become what 

Labov calls markers showing conscious stylistic variation based on the social context. In 

other words, the features have been enregistered to index certain speech styles (Johnstone et al 

2006, p. 82 ). In practice this means that speakers of “Pittsburghese” start to notice and 

associate certain meanings to the regional variant, some associating this with “localness” 

(2006, p.82). Labov also distinguishes stereotypes that differ from markers for being “subject 

to metapragmatic discussion” (Eckert, 2008, p. 463). In other words, the stereotypes, or third-

order indexicalities (n+1st meanings), are overt topics in the social discussion.  In terms of 

“Pittsburghese”, certain features of the variety are increasingly being linked to place and local 

identities having to do with those places (Johnstone et al 2006, pp. 81-83).  

Building on Silverstein’s indexical orders, Eckert argues “the meanings of variables 

are not precise or fixed but rather constitute a field of potential meanings – an indexical field” 

that is a “constellation of ideologically related meanings” (2008, p. 452) that are dependent on 

the context in which the variable is used. While Silverstein’s (2003) indexical orders may 

imply linearity, Eckert argues that it is not Silverstein’s intention as the indexical phenomena 

are “‘always already immanent’” (Silverstein 2003, p. 194, cited in Eckert 2008, p. 464), 
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precisely because they occur within “a fluid and ever-changing ideological field” (2008, p. 

464). In fact, Silverstein’s  n+1st indexical value (Labov’s stereotype) is a result of an 

ideological sidestepping within the field, when a “new activation” (p. 454) occurs, building 

new ideological connections.  To exemplify the indexical field, Eckert elaborates on the 

hyperarticulate /t/ release in American English where, depending on the context, the variable 

can index different social types, such as “nerd girl” or “gay diva” (Figure 1), and can as well 

work as an indicator of more permanent personality traits of the speaker, such as articulate or 

educated, or indicate one’s stance (angry, formal). While stances are regarded as momentary 

manners in which people position themselves in the ongoing discourse or interaction, people 

who often express certain stances may become socially positioned as such. In other words, 

people who often express anger or cynicism in certain contexts, may become seen ‘angry’ or 

‘cynical’ through stance accretion (Rauniomaa, 2003, cited in Eckert 2008, p. 469). Similarly, 

the permanent qualities also work towards indexing the enregistered social types, ‘nerd girls’ 

associated with educatedness and articulateness, for example. 

Neither Silverstein or Eckert, however, discuss how lexical items fit into their 

frameworks of indexicality, or further elaborate on the relationship between referentiality and 

orders of indexicality. Beaton and Washington (2015), on the other hand, study the case of 

favelado, a Brazilian Portuguese slur referring to people who live in slums. Adapting the 

indexical orders of Silverstein (2003), they discuss the how the term has been reappropriated 

by the fans of the soccer team Flamengo, the fans originally being the target group derogated 

with the term by the fans of opposing teams.  As the process of reappropriation is different 

Figure 1. ”Indexical field of /t/ release. Boxes= social types, black = permanent qualities, gray = 
stances” (Eckert, 2008, p. 192) 
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than usually, favelado being “retaken by fans of the Rio de Janeiro Flamengo soccer team as a 

term of in-group solidarity, even though the fans themselves are not necessarily from the 

favela” (2015, p. 15), Beaton and Washington call the ameliorative use as linguistic 

reclaiming. Drawing from Silverstein, they understand the n-th order meanings as 

presupposing and n+1 order meanings as performative, focusing on the n+1 meanings that 

reflect the place-based ideologies associated with favela. In the reclaiming of the slur, the 

negative n+1 meanings are reconstructed as positive, and the term is “taken for in-group 

solidarity” (2015, p. 14).  

 

Beaton and Washington illustrate the reclaiming of favelado with Eckert’s (2008) 

indexical field, building it upon socially constructed n+1 meanings of the term (Figure 2).  

They argue that lexical items “with referential value function primarily to index things in the 

world rather than the attitude or identity of the speaker” (2015, p. 16). The permanent 

qualities (lower case) are traits associated with slum-dwellers, while the social types (upper 

case) refer to the social types, or identities indexed with the term. The ameliorative use of the 

term favelado is strictly tied to the context of the Rio de Janeiro soccer team, Flamengo. The 

difference between Eckert’s indexical field of phonological variants and that of Beaton and 

Washington’s lexical items “is that the indexical meaning of the lexical item does not 

necessarily point to the speaker” (p. 17). Instead, the utterance determines the referent of 

favelado, pointing to some of the characteristics of the favela. Being interested only in the 

indexicalities of favelado in terms of the referent, Beaton and Washington have omitted 

Figure 2. ”Indexical field for favelado. Lower case = permanent qualities; upper case = social types; dotted 
line separates positive and negative qualities and social types” (Beaton & Washington, 2015, p. 16) 
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stance from their indexical field, stating that in Eckert’s (2008) /t/ release all permanent 

qualities, social types and stance reflect back on the speaker, while in the case of favelado, 

only stance refers back to the speaker; the permanent qualities and social types reflect 

meanings associated with the referent.  

 Kiesling (2004) has studied the different indexicalities of dude, suggesting that while 

the term primarily used to be an address term by young men to other young men, it has gained 

new indexicalities, and can now be considered a general address term for a group of people, 

as well as be used by women to other women. In fact, Kiesling argues that (by the time of the 

study) dude was developing into a discourse marker that does not necessarily identify an 

addressee, but more generally expresses the speaker’s stance to them. The stance that dude 

indexes, then, is “cool solidarity” (the first-order indexicality in Silverstein’s terms), which 

allows young men in particular to “balance two dominant, but potentially contradictory, 

cultural Discourses of modern American masculinity: masculine solidarity and heterosexism” 

(2004, p 283). Depending on the context, dude indexes different combinations of distance, 

casualness, camaraderie, and equality. The survey Kiesling conducted (2004, p. 289) also 

suggests that the use of dude is often associated with social identities (the second-order 

indexicality), such as a “slacker”, “skater” or a “druggie”. The term also functions as a 

discourse marker: it can be used as a confrontational stance attenuator to express the 

speaker’s confrontation or “one-up” stance to the addressee, as a marker of affiliation and 

connection, as well as to express agreement. In other words, dude can appear in discourse in 

complex and numerous ways, the different stances it indexes offering a multifaceted resource 

in interaction.   

2.5 Multimodality  

Although multimodal analysis is not the main focus in this thesis, Twitter as a platform is 

inherently multimodal. Thus, it is crucial to take the content of the tweets into consideration 

as a whole and see how all the modes participate in the meaning making and indexicalities of 

bitch. Multimodality as a term describes the various methods and modes we use to 

communicate with each other, but also refers to the theoretical frameworks used in 

researching the semiotic resources. Kress and Van Leeuwen (2020) talk about visual 

communication as ‘the semiotic landscape’, meaning the features and modes of 

communication should be seen and understood in the history and environment of their 

surroundings – in the context. This is exactly what multimodal discourse is about; multimodal 



 24 

discourse analysis takes into account the functions and meanings of other semiotic resources 

than text, analysing the communicative situation as a cohesive, multimodal act of the 

meaning-making (O’Halloran, 2011, p. 120). It studies language in combination with other 

resources, such as images, writing, sounds and colour. In this thesis I look at the tweets as 

multimodal entities, analysing the indexicalities of bitch through the lens of multimodal 

discourse analysis. 
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3. Materials and methods  

Explain what data you used and how you collected it. Explain the method you used in the 

analysis. As Tagliamonte notes, “the most fundamental challenge for sociolinguistic research 

is to how to obtain appropriate linguistic data to analyse” (2006, p. 17). I came across this 

issue as well.  Originally, I aimed to study how women speaking AAE use bitch and see how 

that reflects on the overall reappropriation of bitch on Twitter and other social media. 

However, such generalisations proved to be beyond the scope of the master’s thesis and the 

methods available to me. The corpus of African American Language or CORAAL (Kendall 

and Farrington, 2020) was the first obvious choice to study the language use of African 

American women, but unfortunately the corpus included too few instances of bitch and only 

few of those were verified to be by women. TV corpora, talk shows, and podcasts might have 

offered material to study how African American women employ bitch in their language use, 

but finding comparable material to analyse how bitch is being reappropriated by the general 

public proved to be another issue; the sociodemographic information would have to be 

verified. Social media in turn had to be turned down due to ethical concerns, as the privacy of 

the study subjects could not be protected appropriately. 

In fact, the ethicalness of such research, where the posts of private people are studied, 

is what finally prompted me to slightly adjust the research questions to the current ones. After 

trying different approaches with TV corpora, reality television, talk shows and podcasts, I 

settled on analysing the use of bitch by both Black American female singers speaking AAE 

and other American female singers of non-AAE varieties on Twitter. Such method allows the 

verification of the tweeters’ speech variety and other sociodemographic information, and thus 

offers more reliable data. Ethical precautions are also less problematic as the study subjects 

are public and well-known figures (see section 3.1.3). Consequently, the thesis aims to gain 

understanding in how American female singers reappropriate bitch, what indexicalities bitch 

has and how the indexicalities of bitch by African American female singers compare to the 

indexicalities by other American female singers. To get as comprehensive data as possible, 

the methods used in the analysis are mixed: the analysis is done using qualitative methods but 

will be supported with quantitative statistics. In the following sections I will introduce the 

research material and explain the methods used in the analysis.  
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3.1 Data 

The data for my analysis was collected from Twitter. Twitter is unique in the sense that it only 

allows its users to post 280-character messages called ‘tweets’. As with any other social 

media platform, the language use on Twitter has its own characteristics. The language of 

social media is often that of “casual, interpersonal interaction” (Zappagvina and Hyland, 

2014, p. 121 that uses its own internet slang using non-standard orthography, such as 

initialisms like LOL (p. 127). Moreover, as Twitter limits the length of the posts to 280 

characters, different abbreviations and features of Internet language are even more 

pronounced. Still, as our lives are increasingly situated in the online world, the language of 

social media and Internet have a growing impact on our everyday language use as well.  In 

fact, the impact can be seen working both ways: Twitter language both influences and is 

influenced by the everyday language use and thus can be seen as representative of real 

language use. 

Public figures and celebrities usually have a big following on social media platforms 

and thus have their own role in shaping language use. Zappagvina and Hyland note that a 

micropost, such as a tweet, might have a “wide range of social functions” (2014, p. 28) and in 

fact, microblogging is often considered as conversations (p. 30). This emphasises the 

interactional dimension of social media and Twitter, highlighting the role of public figures as 

‘language influencers’ as well. Of course, it is still good to keep in mind that although posted 

on the artist’s own social media accounts, there is no way of verifying they are themselves 

behind the posts. Nevertheless, the tweets are still seen as representative of the specific artists 

and the language use will be analysed as such.  

The data was collected from five female solo artists (singers) speaking African 

American English and five female solo artists speaking other American English varieties. The 

artists for the analysis were preselected in order to ensure the comparability of the data, to 

verify the speech variety of the individuals and to make sure the subjects would provide 

enough material to study the reappropriation of bitch. Artists use Twitter for different 

purposes, and while most of the artists do seem to interact with their followers and tweet 

about their daily businesses, some use it solely for promoting their career, which leaves the 

number of their personal tweets very low. So, the differences between the artists’ social media 

presence need to be taken into account as they affect the language of their Twitter posts as 

well. Therefore, it was necessary to preselect the artists included in the thesis.  
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To ensure the comparability of the results, the artists selected in the study are within 

the age range of 22-32. While from various genres, they are all frequently played on the radio 

and either have a song title with bitch in it or use the word in their lyrics. To get as 

comparable and reliable data as possible, artists who do not necessarily speak AAE, but are 

Black or of colour, were excluded as their possible usage of bitch cannot be clearly 

categorised. Such artist might have a different kind of exposure to Black culture and language 

use, from which they draw influence.  For these reasons the American singers Halsey and 

Doja Cat, for example, were not included in the analysis. Following the external criteria, the 

artists speaking AAE include Cardi B, Kehlani, Mega Thee Stallion, Lizzo and SZA, while 

the artists speaking other AmE varieties are Miley Cyrus, Ariana Grande, Bebe Rexha, Bea 

Miller and Demi Lovato (see Appendix A for further information on the artists).  

In other words, the artists included in the study are all American, prominent names in 

the music industry and popular culture and aged between 22 and 32. The previous studies on 

the reappropriation of bitch have widely focused on the hip-hop aspect and while this thesis 

includes rappers and other hip-hop artists in the analysis as well, the artists have been selected 

more inclusively from other music genres as well, to ensure more comprehensive research.  

3.2 Method of Analysis 

In this section I present the framework and methods used for analysing the collected data. As 

mentioned earlier, the main analysis was done qualitatively, using tools of multimodal 

discourse analysis in the examination of the tweets, and theory of indexicality as the main 

framework to analyse how bitch is reappropriated by the artists. The qualitative analysis is, 

however, supported by quantitative statistics to allow better documentation of the instances 

and more reliable conclusions.   

The tweets were collected and compiled into a corpus at the end of February 2021 

with Vicinitas, an analysis tool for Twitter. Vicinitas allows one to collect of up to 3,200 most 

recent tweets of each user, which is a sufficient number for the research purposes of the 

thesis. As some of the users tweet more often than others, the time period of the collected 

tweets might vary accordingly. Still, the data collected is recent and comparable enough for 

the research. The tool automatically exports the collected tweets into an Excel file where I 

filtered out the retweets and converted the excel files into text files for further analysis in 

AntConc.  



 28 

As Twitter is very unique platform with limited characters per post and multimodality, 

I decided to analyse the instances of bitch per tweet rather than normalising the frequency of 

the instances per the overall word count. Therefore, in order to do that, I returned to the 

original Excel files, where I had separated each artist’s tweets from the retweets, and once 

again used Excel’s filter tool to locate all the tweets including the word bitch. To document 

all the instances of bitch, I used AntConc’s concordance tool, searching with terms bitch* and 

bish* to locate the more unconventional spellings of the word, using the asterisk to include 

the plural forms and any possible misspellings. I compared the AntConc results of bitch to the 

tweets including bitch to eliminate the possibility of any errors, before moving onto 

categorising the tweets. While the categorisation of the single instances was also done on the 

Excel file drawn from AntConc, the Excel file including the tweets was used as a reference to 

contextualise the AntConc results as the material was more readable in the form of tweets.  

As the focus is on the noun bitch, all the tweets where the word functioned as a verb 

were excluded from the analysis. It is also good to mention that some of the instances of bitch 

tweeted by the artists are actually lyrics by the artists themselves or by other artists, but as 

they have made the choice to share them on their Twitter account, they can be seen to stand 

behind those words and thus I regard them as representative of their language use.  

Drawing from multimodal discourse analysis and theories of indexicality, I first 

categorised the tweets and individual instances of bitch based on whether the usage of the 

word was positive (reappropriating) or negative.  Only the positive ones were included in the 

further analysis with the expectation of the instances indexing confrontational stance (see 

4.2.2) as I argue confrontationality is an important tool in the reappropriation of bitch.  Using 

Eckert’s (2008) and Beaton and Washington’s (2015) indexical fields as the framework, I 

further analysed the material based on the indexicalities of bitch, marking the social types, 

permanent qualities and stances the word indexes. This was done through a process of 

elimination: I first marked all the indexicalities I could find, before eliminating the ones that 

were not related to reappropriation or were otherwise too few, including only the most salient 

ones in terms of reappropriation in the further analysis (see Appendix C for an example of the 

analysis file). The data was recategorised based on these indexicalities, some of which 

function as umbrella terms including more precise indexicalities (e.g. confrontational – 

‘sassy’). None of the instances were, however, forced to fit a category and particularly the 

non-reappropriating ones so fall outside the categorisation. To support the analysis, I also 

counted the percentages of the indexicalities out of the total number of instances per each 
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variety, including both the negative and positive ones. These percentages are, however, only 

indicative as one instance might have multiple different indexicalities and therefore do not 

add up to an even hundred at any point. Still, they do give a rough idea of the frequency of 

each indexicality. Based on the analysis, I constructed an indexical field for the reappropriated 

indexicalities of bitch. As already mentioned, this includes only the positive indexicalities of 

bitch with the expectation of confrontational usage which I argue is central in the 

reappropriation.  

Although the focus of the analysis is primarily on the textual content of the tweets, 

Twitter is such a multimodal platform that special attention needs to be given to other 

semiotic elements as well.  Thus, I regard the tweets as entities and taking into consideration 

the whole ‘semiotic landscape’ (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 2020), I analyse how the meaning 

of the text is achieved together with images, videos and any other multimodal elements. Text 

itself is also inherently multimodal, and therefore the capitalisation, layout and emojis as part 

of the text are also taken into account.  

3.3 Ethics  

As the tweets are collected by well-known public figures, there are no ethical precautions that 

need to be taken into consideration (Finnish National Board on Research Integrity TENK 

Guidelines, 2019, p. 15). However, the tweets including other than public figures’ usernames 

or other sensitive information were not displayed in this thesis and other than necessary 

information on the private life of the study subjects was omitted. The thesis does, however, 

deal with sensitive topics related to matters such as race, ethnicity and sexuality, and I have 

taken special care to handle the data with appropriate respect, only presenting the information 

that is necessary to the analysis.  
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4. Results  

In this chapter I will present the results of my analysis. Drawing from Eckert’s (2008) 

indexical field, I have divided the analysed the results in terms of what social types, 

permanent qualities and stances bitch indexes. While Beaton and Washington (2015) omitted 

stance from their analysis of favelado, I argue that the stances bitch conveys are an important 

part in the reappropriation of the word.  Those three categories are intersecting at times, the 

stances and permanent qualities together building towards the social types that bitch indexes, 

while social types are reflections of the stances and permanent qualities of the speakers. 

4.1 General Statistics  

4.1.1 Tweets Including Bitch 

Figure 3 illustrates the distribution of the total number of tweets including bitch per 100,000 

tweets. As is evident, the frequency of tweets including bitch by AAE speakers is 

considerably higher than the frequency by other AmE varieties. This suggests that bitch is a 

more frequent word in the vocabulary of African American artists. To see how the instances 

were divided between the artists, see Appendix B.  
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4.1.2 Positive and Negative Instances of Bitch 

As illustrated in Figure 4, the division between positive and negative instances of bitch is very 

even between the speakers of AAE and other AmE varieties. While the percentage of positive 

instances by AAE speakers is approximately 76, the percentage of other AmE varieties comes 

to 80 percent, which means in the material the speakers of other AmE varieties used bitch 

slightly more frequently in a positive manner. The dataset and the difference are not large 

enough to draw generalised conclusions, but this does suggest that AAE speakers use bitch 

slightly more often in a negative manner – or confrontationally, as discussed later in this 

chapter.  

The division between positive and negative tweets overall, however, is considerable; 

77 percent of the instances of bitch are positive, while only 23 percent are negative. This 

indicates that the word is undergoing the process of reappropriation and, in fact, has largely 

already been reappropriated by these artists.   

4.2. Stance 

I start the analysis of the results with the stances bitch indexes as these attitudes can be seen 

as building towards the more fixed indexes of the term.  As mentioned in section 2.4, the 

momentary stances might become regarded as the speaker’s permanent qualities, if used 

frequently through stance accretion (Rauniomaa, 2003, cited in Eckert 2008, p. 469). 
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Similarly, those stances that bitch indexes may become parts of the speaker’s social identity if 

used habitually. Here I have presented the key stances found in the material that have to do 

with the reappropriation of the word. The terms used for the stances as well as permanent 

qualities function as umbrella terms and are by no means exhaustive as they only represent 

the findings in this material.  

4.2.1 Affection and Communality 

 
 

 

 

 

Bitch can be used to express stances of affection and communality. These two were the most 

common stances of bitch, coming together to roughly 26 percent of the total instances of bitch 

in the material. Table 1 illustrates how the speakers of other AmE varieties use stances of 

affection and communality more often (ca. 35 %) than speakers of AAE varieties (ca. 21%). 

As already mentioned in section 3.2, the percentages presented for the indexicalities in this 

thesis are only indicative as the majority of the instances have multiple indexicalities and 

therefore the categories overlap with each other.  Both AAE and AmE artist use bitch, either 

as a discourse marker or as a referential, to connect with their fans or other associates, or to 

express feelings of affection. It can be just a simple ‘bitch me too’ or ‘bitch I know’ that 

bridges the gap between the speaker and the addressee, creating communality between the 

members of the in-group. The stances of affection and communality in the tweets are achieved 

both with discourse markers, but also with direct indexes as seen in example 1 where Kehlani 

replies to a fan that is expressing her appreciation towards Kehlani’s music. The stance is 

further supported by the word “love”, the weary faced and star eyed emojis emphasising her 

message and expressing overwhelmed feelings of not being able to ‘handle’ the compliment. 

Bitch creates a connection between them, signals affection and gratitude.  

(1) lmao i love this bitch 😫🤩 
(AAE. @kehlani, August 18, 2020. 1295533469414469632)6 

 
6 The references of the examples include the speech variety of the tweeter, their username, the date of the tweet 
and the Tweet ID.  

Variety Instances  

AAE 56 21.4 % 

Other AmE 47 35.3 % 

total 103         26.1 % 

Table 1. The number of instances and percentage of bitch indexing affection and communality. 
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Example 2 is an interesting one, where the meaning of bitch needs to be explained: 

“bitch is w love btw.” While this indicates that bitch as a term has not been fully 

reappropriated as SZA feels the need to make sure she is not misunderstood, it also shows the 

word is actively being reappropriated by the artists to index something it originally did not.  

(2) No bitch I’m jus moody (bitch is w love btw)      

      (AAE. @sza, June 19, 2018. 1008906798835940000)  

There were also instances where the artists were calling their friends ‘bitches’, as in 

example 3, where Bea Miller calls her apparent friend “a dumbass bitch”. This example could 

easily be read as negative as well if it was not for the added “but I love u w my whole heart”: 

taking into account the whole context is therefore important. When bitch is used in reference 

to a friend, the affectionate stance is even more pronounced. The meaning of bitch is shared 

by both of the parties, used almost as a pet name that indexes closeness and affection – even 

the “dumbass” here carries the same affectionate connotation. This is also a good example to 

demonstrate the multiple, overlapping indexes of bitch in one utterance. While the word is 

indexing the affectionate stance of the speaker, it can also index something about the 

addressee and their permanent qualities, some of which will be discussed later in this chapter. 

In this case, though, the most obvious index is that of ‘friend’.  

(3) lmaooooo you’re a dumbass bitch but i love u w my whole heart 
  (Other AmE variety. @beamiller, May 15, 2019. 1128673833567657984) 

Similarly, ‘bitches’ as a plural also functions as a gender-neutral reference for 

everyone and anyone, depending on the context. When used by the artists to refer to their 

fans, it signals communality and affection. The difference is subtle: depending on the context, 

‘bitches’ can be used to target the ‘haters,’ but more often than not it is used to refer to the 

general public or fans, which furthers the sense of communality.  

4.2.2 Confrontational 

 
 

 

 

Variety Instances  

AAE 50 19.1 % 

Other AmE 11 8.2 % 

total 61         15.4 % 

Table 2. The number of instances and percentage of bitch indexing confrontational stance.  



 34 

While Kiesling (2004) found out that dude is used as a confrontational attenuator to mitigate 

the situation, bitch in the material is used confrontationally to create distance between the 

speaker and the addressee, opposite to the stances of affection and communality. This was one 

of the stances that was more frequently employed by speakers of AAE than other AmE 

varieties (19.1 % vs. 8.2 %). The artists are drawing from the negative connotations of bitch 

and using it in a confrontational manner to ‘one up’ the addressee. Example 4 is a good 

illustration of the confrontational usage, even though targeted at a hypothetical addressee.  In 

the example Bea Miller replies to one of her followers, who takes part in the conversation 

about the ridiculousness of people complaining about the monthly costs of Apple Music. 

Miller agrees with her follower, illustrating the alleged absurdity of such opinions by 

imitating a person of a different opinion. The “NAH BITCH” is targeted at the hypothetical 

addressee, the capitalised format emphasising the goal of ‘one upping’ them. This comes off 

as sassy, the discourse marker creating social distance between Miller and the hypothetical 

addressee.  

(4) that’s like me saying “this food should be free because my taxes built this 

restaurant” like NAH BITCH the chef didn’t take ya tax money and apple didn’t write 

the song 
(Other AmE variety. @beamiller, September 10, 2018. 1039130998896844800) 

Similarly, in example 5, Lizzo is using bitch to punctuate her speech targeted at a person who 

is criticising her live performance on radio. Bitch here is most likely used as a discourse 

marker, as the person to whom the tweet is targeted was representing themselves as a man on 

Twitter – hence “sir”. Nevertheless, bitch still indexes a confrontational stance. The tweet is 

also in all capital letters, which adds an impression of a louder voice and emphasises the 

message.  In both cases (examples 4 and 5), while used in a negative manner, the 

confrontational stance bitch indexes reflects back to the speakers and allows them to come 

across as sassy, bold and assertive.   

(5) I LEARNED THIS IN 2HRS WOKE UP AT 5AM WORKED ALL MORNING 

AND SANG BEAUTIFULLY BITCH WHAT HAVE YOU DONE FOR THE 

GOOD OF THE PLANET SIR? GO RECYCLE THAT ROTTEN ATTITUDE AND 

DRINK YA JUICE 
(AAE. @lizzo, April 11, 2019. 1116289903191572480) 
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4.2.3 Admiring 
 

 

 

 

When bitch is used in an admiring manner, it draws on the positive, reappropriated meanings 

of the word, and expresses the speaker’s admiration towards the other person. The difference 

between AAE and other AmE varieties is rather considerable here (Table 3), which suggests 

speakers of AAE use bitch more frequently to show their admiration towards other women. In 

example 6 Cardi B is praising Mariah Carey and calling her a “real ass bitch”. That is a 

compliment, indexing she is a successful woman, but also down to earth and real, as opposed 

to the “diva” she is portrayed to be by the media.  

(6) We know The artist Mariah Carey , the diva , the record breaking , the glamorous 

artist. I was alil nervous at first but she don’t come off as that she comes of as a real 

ass bitch that you can talk for hours cause she so understanding more then just a 

celebrity a Me & YOU. 
(AAE. @iamcardib, February 23, 2021. 1364254880429342720)  

While example 7 could also be analysed from the viewpoint affection or communality, 

it also indexes Cyrus’s admiration towards the women (all other singers or celebrities) she 

mentions in her tweet. Indeed, the “bitches” is accompanied with a premodifying “badass”, 

which means she regards the women as tough, uncompromising and admirable.  

(7) In honor of International Women’s Day here’s some of my favorite bad ass 

bitches! 🌈 @janefonda @beyonce @joanjett @cyndilauper @arianagrande 

 (Other AmE variety. @mileycyrus, March 8, 2019. 1104076525773701120).  

There were also a couple of examples where bitch was used as a discourse marker or 

accompanied with ‘wow’ to emphasise the indexed admiration and awe. Those usually had to 

do with the skills of the person or their looks. So, when used to index admiration, bitch is 

indexed as someone successful, confident, strong and attractive – things that the artists admire 

and appreciate in other women and people. In fact, those can be considered as permanent 

qualities of bitch, some of which will be discussed later in section 4.3.  

Variety Instances  

AAE 37 14.17 % 

Other AmE 9 6.7 % 

total 46         11.6 % 

Table 3. The number of instances and percentage of bitch indexing admiring stance.  
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4.2.4 Empowering 
 

 

 

 

The empowering stance, although not coming to higher than 7.6 percent in total, is also very 

central in the reappropriation of bitch. In a similar manner to the stance of admiration, the 

empowering stance also relies on the positive indexicalities of bitch, the artists using it to lift 

or hype others up. In example 8 Bebe Rexha tweets “[d]on’t give up bitch” to encourage her 

followers, especially those who are female, to keep on going. The tweet was accompanied 

with video content, where Rexha uses iPhone’s Memoji, an animated emoji that uses her 

voice and mirrors her facial expressions, to say: “you’re amazing, you’re splendid, you’re 

fantastic. You’re one in a billion. Don’t you give up bitch.”  

(8) Don’t you give up bitch. 

(Other AmE variety. @beberexha, November 4, 2019. 1191427441530564609) 

Cardi B is targeting her tweet at women, who have no “significant one” for 

Valentine’s Day. Bitch is used to punctuate her words, to empower women to let them know 

they do not need to feel bad for themselves or need a man to dress up nicely. She does add 

that they “might find [their] man today”, but the tweet nevertheless encourages women to take 

matters into their own hands – a ‘bitch’ is that kind of a person.  

(9) If you don’t have a significant one for vday it’s okay .Get your make up done , curl 

your hair ,put some red clothes  on and bitch FEEL YOURSELF!!! You might find 

your man today !! 
(AAE. @iamcardib, February 14, 2021. 1361012351693185025) 

 

 

 

 

 

Variety Instances  

AAE 18 6.8 % 

Other AmE 12 9.0 % 

total 30         7.6 % 

Table 4. The number of instances and percentage of bitch indexing an empowering stance.  
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4.2.5 Humour 

 
 

 
 

Humour was also an integral part of the indexicalities of bitch in the data and used quite as 

often by both speakers AAE and other AmE varieties. Bitch does not necessarily directly 

index humour but using it in certain contexts does provide humorous or sarcastic effect. In 

fact, sarcasm and humour can be seen as part of the process of reappropriating the word; it 

functions as a mechanism to lessen the negative effects of the word and offers a more 

accessible way to join in on the process of reappropriation. 

In example 10, Miley Cyrus playfully tweets she is driving around with her “bitch”, 

and the first association would be to think she is referring her friend, for instance, but the 

photo confirms the ‘bitch’ in question is actually her dog. The humorous effect is thus 

achieved with multimodality; without the picture the text would read differently.  

(10) Driving round Cali w my bitch in a bikini ayyy 

(Other AmE. variety @mileycyrus, Jun 5, 2019. 1136373724641284098)  

Similarly, the artists in the study also use the expression ‘bitches be like’, which 

humorously targets the characteristics and behaviour of a specific social group of women – 

the ‘bitches’. By participating in the act of laughing at themselves, women lessen the power 

the term, and the misogynist ideologies behind it, have. Today the expression has become 

Variety Instances  

AAE 38 14.5 % 

Other AmE 20 15.0 % 

total 58         14.7 % 

Table 5. The number of instances and percentage of bitch indexing humour.  
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‘trendy’ and the usage does not necessarily have to do with women anymore; it simply targets 

people matching the described behaviour, as in example 11, where Ariana Grande replies to a 

tweet which implies ‘bitches’ are people who still listen to her song borderline from 2019.   

 (11) i too am bitches  
 (Other AmE variety. @arianagrande, April 20, 2019. 1119462196512079872)  

There were also examples in the material of instances where the plural bitches was 

used sarcastically to comment on a phenomenon or the people, especially women, criticising 

the artists. While negative in a sense, such usage allows the users to rise above the situation 

and to laugh about the ‘bitches’ with the other members of the in-group. So, when used in a 

humorous, sarcastic or ironic manner, the artists are re-negotiating the meaning of the word 

according to each context, lessening the offensive power the slur has.  

 
4.3 Permanent Qualities 

As mentioned earlier, through stance accretion the momentary stances might become 

indicators of more fixed social identities. People who use bitch as an exclamation to indicate 

agreement, endearment or sassiness, also made a choice to use the word to indicate those 

things. Thus, the permanent qualities of bitch overlap with the stances of the word to some 

extent and bitch can be then said to belong to the vocabulary of people who are ‘sassy’ for 

example. Below I present the key findings of the permanent qualities bitch expresses when it 

comes to the reappropriation of the word.   

4.3.1 Confidence and Independence 

 

 

 

 

Although two separate characteristics, confidence and independence often go hand in hand 

and thus they are presented here together. This was one permanent quality where speakers of 

other AmE varieties had proportionally more instances than speakers of AAE (Table 6). In 

example 12 Cardi B is replying to a fan who has posted two pictures of her, one from the 

Variety Instances  

AAE 53 20.3 % 

Other AmE 38 28.5 % 

total 91           23.0 % 

Table 6. The number of instances and percentage of bitch indexing confidence and 
independence.  
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beginning of her career and the other being a more recent photo, illustrating her ‘glow up’ and 

saying how she still is the same person, to which Cardi B replies she “still [is] the same bitch 

they ain’t fuckin with”. She is self-labeling herself as ‘bitch’ the term in this context indexing 

a confident person who stands her own ground. She can also be seen as referencing all the 

backlash she has encountered, negotiating the meaning of ‘bitch’ herself as a person who does 

not let others treat her badly.  

(12) Still the same bitch they ain’t fuckin with 
 (AAE. @iamcardib, February 18, 2021. 1364443422686212096)  

The confidence and independence as permanent qualities often draw from the 

confrontational stance, which allows the speakers to come across as sassy and unapologetic. 

In fact, in example 13 Lizzo explicitly states that she is “definitely a confrontational bitch”, as 

she addresses the people mistreating her, expressing how she will not let such behaviour go 

unnoticed. Again, she is self-labeling herself as a ‘bitch’, indexing confidence and self-agency 

– she is “confrontational” as she does not fear to speak her mind and defend herself. The 

tweet is in all capital letters, the asterisks around “*NOT*” underlining where she stands. She 

is not a “totem” but “a bitch”, who can stand her own ground.  

(13) YALL WANNA BE RUDE AF AND ATTITUDE AF ON THESE APPS LIKE I 

AINT GON SEE AND WHEN I SEE IT YALL WANNA PLAY THE VICTIM IM 

DEFINITELY A CONFRONTATIONAL BITCH AND IF I SEE U IN PERSON 

IMMA LET U KNOW 🤷  IM NOT UR CELEBRITY TOTEM U WILL *NOT* 

MAKE AN EXAMPLE OF ME 
(AAE. @lizzo, April 5, 2019. 1114188806880546816) 

Megan Thee Stallion (example 14) expresses both independence and confidence, 

when she tweets the lyrics of her song B.I.T.C.H, saying she is not turning into “bad bitch” for 

a “boy”, but has been one all along. The message is even further emphasised by the hashtag 

#bitch, which ties the tweet into the larger conversation and foregrounds the indexicalities of 

the reappropriated slur. The concept of ‘bad bitch’ will be discussed in more length later in 

this chapter.  

(14)  I ain’t turn into no bad bitch when you met me boy I BEEN that 🐾 #bitch 

(AAE. @theestallion, January 24, 2020. 1220584430873411584) 
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Similarly, although used in a confrontational manner to create distance between the 

addressee and the speaker Bea Miller’s tweet (example 15) does indirectly index that ‘bitch’ 

is a person, who does not need a man but is independent.  

 (15) bitch lmao what r u talking about since when do u need dick 
(Other AmE variety. @beamiller, December 6, 2018. 1070768090307223552) 

4.3.2 Sexuality 

  

 

 

 

Bitch can also have sexual indexicalities depending on the context. By indexing sexuality, the 

women are tackling the derogative meaning of the slur to index ‘a bitch in heat’ and breaking 

the taboos still linked to women’s sexuality. The instances by speakers of AAE indexed 

sexuality slightly more often than the instances by speakers of other AmE varieties (Table 7).  

In example 16 Megan Thee Stallion is actually citing her own lines as a featured artist 

in Ariana Grande’s song 34+35, but nevertheless aligning herself with the lyrics that indicate 

she is a “bad bad bitch” that all the boys want to “spank”. Bitch is paired with an emoji 

showing its tongue, which adds playfulness and cheekiness into her words.  

 (16) Bad bad bitch all the boys wanna spank me 😝 

 (AAE	@theestallion,	Janurary	15,	2021.	1349949521598398464)	

Similarly, Bebe Rexha self-labels herself not only a ‘bitch’, but also a “slut” “freak” 

and a “whore”(example 17), taking her sexuality in her own hands, to show her followers she 

is owning it. She is fighting sexism with sexist terms (Westmoreland, 2001, p. 206), aiming to 

reduce the insulting power of the words.   

 (17) Yes I am a slut, a freak, a whore, a bitch. ALL OF THE ABOVE. 
 (Other AmE variety. @beberexha, September 1, 2019. 1168179777712377856) 

There were also instances where bitch was accompanied with multimodal content – a 

video or a photograph – of the artists themselves dancing or otherwise posing with revealing 

Variety Instances  

AAE 30 11.4 % 

Other AmE 10 7.5 % 

total 40           10.1 % 

Table 7. The number of instances and percentage of bitch indexing sexuality.  
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clothing in a sexual setting.  This together with the textual elements adds to the cause of 

sexual liberation the reappropriation of bitch can be considered to aim for.  

4.3.3 Strength  

  

 

 

 

 

Although the percentage of instances indexing strength is only seven in total, strength as an 

indexicality is still central in the reappropriation, the percentages quite similar by both artists 

speaking AAE and artists speaking other AmE varieties. Bitch is often used to put down 

women who defy their feminine social roles as caring, soft and emotional by acting out more 

masculine traits of toughness and dominance. In example 18, Rexha is linking the social type 

of ‘bad bitch’ (discussed later in the analysis) to a person who does not cry, speaking for the 

characterization (a bad) bitch is used to indicate. Now, the tweet is a reference to Rexha’s 

song Bad Bitches Don’t Cry, a break-up song, where empowerment is sought from anger and 

revenge, and while stating “bad bitches don’t cry”, it sounds a lot like a plea, a desperate 

chant to stop the speaker from crying. Still, the utterance aligns bitch with emotional strength: 

a bitch is a person who is strong and does not shed a tear for people who do not deserve them. 

She is challenging the conventional norm of women – women might cry, but (bad) bitches do 

not.  

 (18) Bad bitches don’t cry 
 (Other AmE variety. @beberexha, September 2, 2018. 1036048256659324930).  

In Example 19, Lizzo talks about her own experience and path to international fame, 

proud of herself for making it and clearing the way for someone else. The “bitch” is said 

affectionately, but also indicates the hard work and strength put into the progress. Bitch is 

someone hard-working, strong and successful.  

(19) One day there’s gonna be a person that fucks up the flute and twerk way harder 

than me and I’m gonna be so proud I paved the way for that bitch 😢😌 

(AAE. @lizzo, February 28, 2019. 1101095933830488064 

Variety Instances  

AAE 21 8.0 % 

Other AmE 9 6.7 % 

total 28           7.1 % 

Table 8. The number of instances and percentage of bitch indexing strength.  
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4.3.4. Successfulness  
  

 

 

 

Bitch was also used to indicate successfulness in the material. The number of instances of 

bitch indicating successfulness is not very high in the material in general, but it shows 

interesting division between the frequency by AAE and other AmE speakers (AAE speakers 

8.0% and other AmE varieties 3.0%), which implies bitch is more frequently used to index 

successfulness by speakers of AAE. The possible reasons for that will be further discussed in 

next chapter.  

Also, whenever bitch was used to index successfulness, it was primarily an index of 

the social type of ‘that bitch’ which will be discussed later in section 4.4.1. There were other 

instances as well, such as the example 18 discussed in the previous section, but they were 

more isolated. Successfulness was primarily used to index success related to their careers and 

international recognition (e.g. examples 19 and 24). Example 20 also demonstrates well how 

bitch is used to index success. In the example Lizzo tweets about her single Truth Hurts 

reaching the number 1 position on Spotify’s Hottest 50 playlist. She accompanies the tweet 

with a screenshot of the playlist where it says “Today’s Top Hits, Lizzo is on top of the 

Hottest 50”. While “the highest streaming bitch” could also indicate her simply being the 

‘highest streaming woman’ on Spotify, the particular word choice bitch associates the 

successfulness with the other indexicalities of the word, such as toughness and independence. 

Lizzo also plays with the social type of ‘that bitch’, jokingly stating her music is “100% that 

bitch” for faring so well in the charts. The capitalised letters also give off the image of her 

screaming this to everyone out of excitement and proudness.  

(20) CURRENTLY AM THE HIGHEST STREAMING BITCH ON @Spotify 

RIGHT NOW. LIKE... AT THIS VERY MOMENT MY MUSIC IS 100% THAT 

BITCH...  

YALL HAVE NO IDEA HOW MUCH I NEVER EXPECTED THIS TO HAPPEN 
(AAE. @lizzo, May 17, 2019. 1129243846171418624) 

Variety Instances  

AAE 21 8.0 % 

Other AmE 4 3.0 % 

total 25            6.4 % 

Table 9. The number of instances and percentage of bitch indexing successfulness.  
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4.3.5 Gender  
  

 

 

 

 

While bitch can generally be used as a reference to anyone unrelated to one’s gender, it is still 

mainly associated with women. This is one of the indexes where the differences between 

AAE and AmE speakers was very pronounced, as presented in Table 10. In fact, only African 

American artists used bitch as a neutral reference to woman at all.  Cardi B’s tweet (example 

21) showcases very well how ‘bitches’ is used to refer to women while the n-word stands for 

men.   

(21) Do the “secret miracle honey”work for bitches too ? I Hurd that shit be makin 

Nikkas go crazy 😩😂😂😂😂😂 

(AAE. @iamcardib, November 23, 2020. 1330776167473811461)  

While the meaning in Cardi B’s tweet is clear, there were also some instances where it 

is not transparent whether bitch is only a neutral reference or meant to index something else 

as well.  In those cases, bitch does reference women above anything else, but it indexes 

certain type of women (e.g. example 7). For example, Lizzo tweets she wants “thick bitches” 

to post a dance video so she can fly some of them to perform with her on Coachella music 

festival.  It is obviously plus sized women she wants, but the words choice bitch elevates them 

from simply being ‘women’. This means the reference is no longer ‘neutral’ in the same sense 

as in the tweet by Cardi B. In fact, Cardi B’s ‘bitches’ in the above example is not entirely 

neutral either, as it is always a choice to use bitch instead of women, and here we can argue 

that her choice indexes her belonging to the African American or Black community.  

Another thing related to gender was the usage of bitch in reference to oneself 

(examples 22 and 23). Again, this feature was more pronounced by speakers of AAE (9 

instances) than other AmE varieties, where both Ariana Grande and Be Miller only used it as 

such once, which suggests bitch is used more frequently in such a manner by speakers of 

AAE.  

Variety Instances  

AAE 15 5.0 % 

Other AmE 0 0 % 

total 15 3.8 % 

Table 10. The number of instances and percentage of bitch indexing female gender in a 
‘neutral’ manner. The overall references to gender as such are not illustrated in this table.  
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 (22) i’m so tired let a bitch be spooky  

will you hate me less if i do a cute look as well 
(Other AmE variety. @arianagrande, October 29, 2019. 1189259468636413956) 

 

(23) Good morning ☀ Bitch is UP ⬆ 

(AAE.	@iamcardib,	February	2,	2021.	1356588008133124099)	

As discussed in section 4.1. bitch does not always index gender and can be used as a 

more general reference to everyone. Still, generally speaking, bitch indexes the female 

gender. It can also be argued that it is a conscious choice to use ‘bitches’ over ‘guys’, for 

example – on gender exclusive term over another. 

4.4 Social Types 

The stances and permanent qualities bitch indexes together form the social types of bitch. 

Obviously, bitch is still used in the ‘conventional’, derogative meaning and such social types 

have not disappeared. However, in certain contexts, bitch has become enregistered to index 

certain positive social types depending on the communicative situation.  These are the 

“enregistered voices” (Eckert, 2008, p. 470) that anchor the process of interpretation in the 

reappropriation of bitch. In this section I will present the social types indexed in the tweets by 

the artists that have emerged as a result of the reappropriation of bitch. While I have provided 

percentages for the occurrence of each social type in the material, except for that of ‘feminist’ 

(see section 4.4.5), in terms of social types these numbers are even more tentative and 

indicative than with stances and permanent qualities. They require a deeper understanding and 

draw from larger aspects of the artists’ lives than can be portrayed in the context of Twitter, 

meaning they are not measurable in the same sense.  

4.4.1 That Bitch 

 

 

 

Variety Instances  

AAE 17  6.5 % 

Other AmE 7 5.6 % 

total 24 6.1 % 

Table 11. The number of instances and percentage of explicit mentions of the social type ‘that 
bitch’ in the material. 
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‘That bitch’ can mean various things depending on the context, but when it comes to the 

amelioration of the word pairing, the pejorative connotations of ‘that bitch’ indicating ‘your 

average girl’ or someone mean and whiny– someone ‘bitchy’ – are reappropriated to index 

something else.  Urban Dictionary (ThatBitch212, 2010 and jlvwii, 2018) defines ‘that bitch’ 

as “a woman that men want and women are jealous of”, she is the “most high” and the “most 

exalted” one, and that is what the artists are channelling on Twitter. While ‘that bitch’ is 

something the artists are building towards with the less permanent indexicalities of bitch, such 

as confidence, independence, successfulness and strength, there were altogether 24 mentions 

of ‘that bitch’, 17 (6.5%) of which were by AAE speakers and 7 (5.6%) by other AmE 

speakers (Table 11).  

In example 24, Cardi B illustrates very well what ‘that bitch’ can index. The tweet is a 

come back to the negative rumours and attention she has been getting. Although said in a 

sarcastic tone, she is turning meaning of ‘that bitch’ around and using it to index something 

desirable and empowering. ‘That bitch’ is someone who has the power to grab people’s 

attention, the person who everyone talks about and is jealous of just by existing. The effect is 

further emphasised by the capitalised “IM THAT BITCH !” and punctuated with an 

exclamation mark.  

(24) I do feel really powerful.The fact that I haven’t dropped music in 8 months .I 

haven’t announced none of the projects I been workin on .All I been doing is eating 

food & people have to make fake edits to cancel me it makes me feel like IM THAT 

BITCH ! 
 (AAE. @iamcardib, June 25, 2020. 1276164971395768322)  

In a similar manner, Bebe Rexha uses ‘that bitch’ to empower her followers (example 

25).  She exemplifies well where ‘that bitch’ fits in the social hierarchy: they are a person who 

is strong, independent and free to exist as they are. The message and the point she wishes to 

convey, is punctuated with capitalised letters. In fact, in example 26 Lizzo comments The 

Intercept news organisation’s tweet where Tucker Carlson is reported to say he is “100 

percent Rupert Murdoch’s bitch”. Lizzo tweets that it is the “complete opposite of being 100 

% THAT BITCH” – ‘that bitch’ is independent and their own authority, not someone else’s.  

(25) You are STRONG. You are THAT BITCH. You don’t need ANYONES 

approval. So today you better do YOU. 
(Other AmE variety. @bebrexha, August 24, 2020. 1165228409594757122) 
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(26) The complete opposite of being 100% THAT bitch 
(AAE. @lizzo, March 13, 2019. 1105639798499364864) 

Example 27 is another good example of how ‘that bitch’ is used in a reappropriating 

manner. Lizzo sings in her son Truth Hurts about being ‘100 % that bitch’, the song 

empowering women after break up and encouraging them to be independent and ‘that bitch’ 

who needs no man. Example 27 is a tweet that was posted together with a video, in which The 

Breakfast Club interviewer, undoubtedly aiming for a compliment, says to Lizzo how he 

thinks she “would be one of those women who would look stupid skinny”. Lizzo looks 

baffled, when she says: “What?” I look god at any size. And that’s the thing about me, I look 

good in any way. Period”.  Her tweet “100% that bitch at any size” has a layered meaning.  

She is speaking from a place of body positivity, the emoji with cross hands indicating she 

thinks such comments are unacceptable; women’s worth and beauty is not related to their 

size. By saying she is ‘that bitch’ she also associates herself with the indexicalities of the 

social type, she is attractive, independent, successful and strong. All those things ‘that bitch’ 

indicates. In addition to that, she is also referring to the interaction seen in the video; she is 

‘that bitch’ who snaps back and is not afraid to defend herself. In other words, that bitch is an 

independent and attractive woman, the kind that everyone is jealous of.  

 (27) 100% THAT BITCH AT ANY SIZE 🙅  @breakfastclubam 

 (AAE. @lizzo, May 25, 2019. 1132290920454475778) 

4.4.2 Bad Bitch 

 

 

 

 

Bad bitch is another popular social type bitch is used to index. In a similar manner to ‘that 

bitch’, the social type of ‘bad bitch’ is also something that can be channelled through 

language use and the less permanent indexicalities of bitch without explicitly naming it. 

Especially the confrontational and empowering stances built towards the enregistered voices 

Variety Instances  

AAE 14 5.4% 

Other AmE 5 3.8 % 

total 19 4.8 % 

Table 12. The number of instances and percentage of explicit mentions of the social type ‘bad 
bitch’ in the material.  
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of a ‘bad bitch’, but also the permanent qualities indexing confidence, independence, 

sexuality and strength. Still, there were 19 explicit mentions of ‘bad bitch’, 14 (5.4 %) of 

them by AAE speakers and 5 (3.8 %) by other AmE speakers (Table 12).  

While ‘that bitch’ indexes someone who everyone talks about and is jealous of, ‘bad 

bitch’ has more prominently to do with the confidence and the attractiveness of the person, as 

already seen in the examples 14 and 16. In fact, in Urban Dictionary ‘bad bitch’ is defined as 

a woman who is “very very bad ass” (intense sneezers, 2019), but also someone who “strives 

for herself”, “can control herself and her feelings” and is “irresistible” (mbreezh, 2016). So, 

the social type of ‘bad bitch’ is already conventionalised and when the artists say they are a 

‘bad bitch’ they are indexing the characteristics associated with the concept. When Lizzo 

tweets she “love[s] being a bad bitch” (example 28) she expects people to already know what 

that concept entails. She self-labels herself as one, indicating that it is something desirable. At 

the same time, she is silencing anyone criticising her for the characteristics of a ‘bad bitch’ – 

for being uncompromising, tough and confident.  

(28) I love being a bad bitch ! 
(AAE. @lizzo, July 29, 2019. 1155618367144787970) 

Example 29 also demonstrates what indexicalities are associated with ‘bad bitch’.  

Cardi B tweets how she has never seen “a bad bitch popping shit under comments”, indicating 

that ‘bad bitches’ do not need to put others down and can mind their own business. The 

“lizards”, in turn, can be seen as referring to women who are not confident and content with 

themselves, the insecurities manifesting in hate speech –  a ‘bad bitch’ is the opposite of that. 

The idea of ‘bad bitch’ as ‘emotionally stable’ strong is also presented in a previous Example 

18 (section 4.3.5) where Bebe Rexha tweets “bad bitches don’t cry”. Such control, strength 

and confidence are characteristics of a ‘bad bitch’.    

(29) I never seen a bad bitch mad and poppin shit under comments.Its always the 

lizards waking up choosin violence 
(AAE. @iamcardib, December 14, 2020. 1338280106620579840) 

The ‘irresistibleness’ of ‘bad bitches’ is also represented in example 16 (section 4.2.1) 

where Megan Thee Stallion tweets about all the boys wanting to “spank” her. A ‘bad bitch’ is 

a confident woman in her sexuality as well. In fact, when Bebe Rexha tweets a smiling 

childhood picture of her, captioning the tweet as “before I came the glorious bad bitch I’m 

today” (example 30), she is also juxtaposing the innocence of a child with the maturity of a 
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grown, ‘bad bitch’. This suggests ‘bad bitches’ are strong, attractive and desirable, and draws 

attention to the premodifier ‘bad’, which next to the pureness of a child can be read almost as 

a suggestion of a moral or sexual badness.  

(30) before I came the glorious bad bitch I’m today #Throwback 
(Other AmE variety. @beberexha, August 25, 2018. 1033161415123783680) 

4.4.3 Friend 

 

 

 

 

 

The social type of ‘friend’ draws a lot from the stances of communality and affection, as 

touched upon in section 4.2.1. The social type was indexed very evenly by both AAE 

speakers and speakers of other AmE varieties who both use bitch as an address term for their 

friends (Table13). It can be seen as aiming to index endearment, proximity and friendship that 

are drawn from the stance of affection and communality. It is very much context bound – not 

all ‘bitches’ are friends – as indexicalities typically are. As the artists are all public figures 

with a high following on Twitter, this social type was not so pronounced, possibly to protect 

the privacy of their friends. However, it was evident in the material, as already seen in 

example 3, where Bea Miller says her friend is a “dumbass bitch” but she loves her.  

Similarly, in example 31, Stallion replies to a tweet claiming there is some ‘drama’ going on 

with Stallion and Doja Cat, another American singer, telling the tweeter not to “make that up 

that’s my bitch lol”. She is indicating Doja Cat is her friend – her ‘bitch’. 

(31) Don’t make that up that’s my bitch lol 
(AAE. @theestallion, March 1, 2020. 1234189563591036929) 

In example 32, Bebe Rexha tweets she was trying to type “bitch” to her best friend, but the 

autocorrect had changed it to “birch”. Now, we cannot know for sure that bitch was used as a 

direct index to her friend, but the wording “to your best friend” and the context do imply so. 

Variety Instances  

AAE 12 4.6% 

Other AmE 6 4.5 % 

total 19 4.8 % 

Table 13. The number of instances and percentage of bitch indexing the social type ‘friend’ in 
the material.  
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This would also suggest that a ‘bitch’ is not just any friend, but a very close one, perhaps the 

best. 

(32) When you try to type the word “bitch” to your best friend and auto correct 

changes it to “birch” 
 (Other AmE. @beberexha, March 27, 2018. 1067285570437574661) 

 

4.4.4 Feminist 

‘Feminist’ is another social type that the stances and permanent qualities of bitch index. 

While the social types ‘that bitch’ and ‘bad bitch’ are conventionalised collocates and rather 

frequently named in the material, a ‘feminist’ is a social type that is not explicitly stated in the 

material. Rather, the indexicalities of bitch together build towards indexing the women as 

feminists. Even the simple act of self-labelling oneself or others as a ‘bitch’ is a protest 

against the misogynist and derogative connotations the word still largely carries.  

For this social type I have chosen not to indicate the frequency in quantitative terms: 

while there were instances where bitch can be seen overtly indexing a ‘feminist’, even the 

simple act of labeling oneself as a ‘bitch’ can be seen as supporting the feminist ideologies 

(e.g. examples 22 and 23). This social type requires a deeper understanding and analysis of 

the word and cannot be properly measured by numbers in this context. So, while not explicitly 

stated that a ‘bitch’ is a feminist, it is very much indicated in the material: the reappropriated 

meanings of bitch, the stances and permanent qualities, such as confrontationality, 

empowerment, confidence, independence, sexuality and strength culminate to index the artists 

as feminists. When the artists say “bitch […] since when do you need dick” (example 15), 

empower other ‘bitches’ and label themselves as “confrontational bitch[es]” (example 13), 

they are acting out the ‘feminist’ social type of bitch.  

Bea Miller tweets about the double standards of men in example 33. She is talking 

about how men use bitch to derogate women who have “strong confidence and intelligence” – 

in other words, a ‘bitch’ is someone with those characteristics. Miller’s tweet speaks against 

misogynist ideologies, indexing her alignment with feminism and thus, as a person who both 

uses bitch a lot as well as has self-labelled herself as one, it indirectly indexes a ‘bitch’ as a 

feminist as well. So, while she is discussing how bitch is used in a negative sense, the tweet 

nevertheless assigns confidence and intelligence as the indexicalities of bitch. Taking the 

larger context into consideration, this example can be seen as the precise reason for the 
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reappropriation of the word. Miller and the other artists in the data, are using bitch to protest 

again the sexist treatment of women.  

(33) when women assert themselves with strong confidence and intelligence they are 

often ridiculed by men who claim they’re being a bitch but when men present 

themselves in the same way they’re praised and promoted 
(Other AmE. @beamiller, November 1, 2019. 1190119474780868609 

In example 34 Cardi B replies to a tweet which asks what kind of men let the women 

they are associated with to walk around in public with little clothing, which suggests that men 

are entitled to control what ‘their women’ do or wear. Now, feminism is not only about 

women’s rights, but about equal rights, which means that instead of putting men down, it is 

also important to advocate against patriarchal norms limiting masculinities. So, here Cadi B is 

indicating that men who are confident in their masculinity and selves, do not need to act 

possessively and can support the women they are dating. She is turning to the gendered social 

roles upside down, the woman is the “star” – the ‘bad bitch’ – and the man is the one 

supporting her, instead of other way around as we are often socially conditioned to think.   

(34) A confident one who know his bitch a star and bad  

(AAE. @iamcardib, January 31. 2021. 1353042327011422208) 

In example 35, Lizzo is drawing from both empowering and confrontational stances, 

when she tweets about her feature in the Vogue magazine. The text is tweeted together with a 

video of Lizzo opening the said magazine to a double paged photograph of her face.  She is 

using her moment of pride to empower other Black women like her, speaking from a place of 

intersectional feminism. 

(35) I’m in @voguemagazine PRINT! I need to digest why this is crazy-I’m a FAT 

BLACK WOMAN. There are literal “statistics” (google it) claiming black women are 

the ‘least desirable’ demographic. WELL THIS SAYS 🗣FUCK UR STATISTICS 

BITCH. Stand up. Be seen. Be beautiful. Its a new day!  
(AAE. @lizzo, March 31, 2019. 1112156929340506112) 

4.4.5 Indexical Field 

In the previous sections I have presented the most prominent indexicalities of bitch in relation 

to its reappropriation found in the material. Accordingly, I have illustrated how the stance, 

permanent qualities and social types together form an ideologically linked indexical field. 
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Although there were slight differences in the incidence of the indexicalities between speakers 

of AAE and other AmE varieties, the reappropriated indexicalities of bitch still largely 

correlated with each other and are represented in Figure 5 to stand for all the women in the 

data. How the results compare with AAE and other AmE speakers, and what the differences 

might indicate, will be discussed further in the next chapter. 

 As already demonstrated in the previous sections, indexical field is fluid and ever-

changing. The indexicalities oft bitch are dependent on the context in which the word is used 

– the indexical field is reconstructed in every new communicative situation. People can also 

consciously utilise these indexicalities, draw from confident or confrontational speech styles 

to index the social type of ‘bad bitch’, for instance (Figure 5). Similarly, new ideological links 

create new indexicalities. While ‘successful’ and ‘independent’ are placed in the immediate 

proximity to ‘that bitch’ in the indexical field of bitch (Figure 5), depending on the context 

those can as well be indexicalities of ‘friend’ or a ‘feminist’.  Some of these indexicalities 

have also been drawn from wider umbrella terms, such as ‘assertive’ or ‘sassy’ which both 

fall under the stance of confrontationality.  

  

 

 

Figure 5. The indexical field for the reappropriated indexicalities of bitch by American female singers on Twitter. 
Boxes = social types, black = permanent qualities and grey = stances. 
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5. Discussion  

The results of this study illustrate how American female singer reappropriate bitch through 

the vibrant and varied indexicalities of the word. The indexicalities by both the speakers 

African American English and speakers of other American English varieties are varied and 

largely correlate with each other. Still, there were some differences and variation between the 

indexicalities. In this chapter I will discuss the results in the light of the research questions, 

first considering how the artists reappropriate bitch with the indexicalities of the word, before 

moving onto discussing how the indexicalities compare between AAE speakers and speakers 

of other AmE varieties and the possible reasons for that. I will also reflect on theory of 

indexicality itself in terms of lexical items and consider the limitations of this study.  

5.1 Indexicalities and Reappropriation of Bitch 

In reappropriation, the members of the in-group are together constructing their identities by 

reappropriating the previously derogative term (Ritchie 2017, p. 163). Reappropriation does 

not happen overnight and takes multiple people who share the same goal. Indeed, the most 

prominent indexicalities of bitch in the material were affection and communality, both of 

which are key elements in creating collective identities, which in turn contribute to the 

development of enregistered voices – the social types – of ‘bitches’.  

The goal of reappropriation is to weaken the stigmatising force of the label (Galinsky 

2013, p. 2020) and by publicly participating in the creation of the more recent indexicalities 

of bitch, the artists aim to do just that. As already mentioned earlier, the indexicalities found 

in this material only represent they key findings and are by no means exhaustive. Similarly, 

while I have presented confrontationality, for example, as a stance, through stance accretion it 

may very well become regarded as a permanent quality of the speaker. The reappropriation of 

the word does not only mean amelioration, as seen in regard to the confrontational stance or 

humorous usage, but the reappropriation by the in-group also means they get to decide how 

the term is used themselves. The confrontational stance, reflecting back to the users, gives the 

women leverage over the situation, illustrating ‘bitches’ as assertive, uncompromising and 

confident.  

The derogative usage of bitch aims to put down women, who break the gender norms 

by acting out traditionally more masculine traits (Freeman, 2000, p. 228; Felmlee et al., 2020, 

p. p. 18). By using bitch to index the very features they are derogated for, such as strength, 

confidence and independence, the women are owning the characteristics that were used 
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against them to remind them of ‘their place’ in the gender hierarchy. In other words, bitch is 

used to derogate them for being ‘unfeminine’ and in reappropriating bitch, using it to come 

across as confrontational, sassy and opinionated, the women are breaking gendered norms and 

creating new kind of femininity. In fact, even the act of using ‘bad language’ at all can be 

seen as diverting from the societal norms that women are expected to follow, and as enacting 

“new modes and versions” (Stapleton, 2004, p. 23) of womanhood. The premodifying ‘bad' in 

the social type of ‘bad bitch’ is also interesting in that sense. Feminine identities are often 

built around features such as softness, nurturing and overall ‘goodness’ and by identifying as 

‘bad bitches’, the artists and women are deliberately breaking the gender norms and 

“expanding the list of possibilities for women” (Westmoreland, 2001, p. 206).  

Although primarily indexing women, the use of bitch or the plural bitches targeted at 

the general public or fans as an affectionate term of endearment lifts the negative connotations 

of it and creates communality between the speaker and the addressee. Still, while targeted to 

include everyone, it is important to acknowledge that it has happened on the terms of the 

derogated in-group of women. In fact, even when used confrontationally to ‘one-up’ the 

addressee, it can be regarded as ‘acceptable’ as it happens between women and allows the 

person using it to gain certain momentum as a ‘bitch’ (examples 4 and 5). In other words, by 

calling the referent a ‘bitch’ the person in the in-group of ‘bitches’ is also labeling themselves 

as one and drawing on the confrontational and confident indexicalities of the word. If a person 

representing the opposite gender would do so, the term would be considered more derogative 

and offensive.  It is also interesting to consider how previously bitch shifted to reference 

women only, and as often happens on such occasions, the shift resulted in the pejorative 

meaning of the word (Norri, 2019, p. 869; Rawson 1989, p. 44).  To extend the reference to 

include everyone again invites both the derogated women, and men the derogators, to share 

the communality indexed by the term. Still, it is the women reappropriating the word in this 

context and it is up to the women using it to negotiate the meaning and referents of the word.  

By using positive stances of affection, communality, admiration and empowerment, 

women are not only enhancing their in-group identity with bitch, but also showing their 

support to other women. In fact, being public figures, the artists have an even more 

pronounced role in carrying the torch for others. By using bitch to show admiration to other 

women for their success or strength, or by empowering their followers and fans, the artists are 

publicly setting an example for other women.  
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Bitch is also used to index one’s sexuality. As mentioned in chapter 2, the term as a slur 

emerged as a metaphorical extension from “bitch in heat” (Hughes, 2006, p. 24) to describe 

promiscuous women. The female sexuality is still widely a taboo; while men are often praised 

for the number of their sexual partners, women are shamed for it. By self-labelling themselves 

as ‘bitches’ in sexual contexts, such as in examples 16 and 17, the artists are once again 

renegotiating the meaning of the word and owning their sexuality.  

5.2 The Differences Between AAE and Other AmE Varieties 

As already mentioned, the indexicalities of bitch by both artists speaking AAE and other 

AmE varieties are largely similar with each other. Yet, there were still some occasions where 

they did not correlate as clearly. Most prominent of those is the considerable difference in the 

total number of bitch in the material (Table 1), which indicates bitch is indeed more frequent 

in the language use of female artists speaking AAE. Furthermore, the only instances of bitch 

to index gender only were by the speakers of AAE. Both of these factors support Spears’s 

(1988 and 2007) notions about bitch being a more stable, an already ameliorated (Widawski 

2013, p. 41), feature in AAE, allowing it to be used neutrally to reference women in general. 

Similarly, this also suggests that bitch overall is not necessarily as much of a taboo feature in 

AAE as it still is in other AmE varieties to some extent. While using bitch in other AmE 

varieties might come across as more conscious and deliberate, in AAE the word is already 

more established in the vocabulary.  

The contrast between the two sample groups, when it came to bitch indexing affection 

and communality, and confrontationality on the other hand, was also intriguing. While the 

speakers of other AmE varieties used bitch more frequently to index stances of affection and 

communality (other AmE varieties ca. 35 % and AAE 21%), the confrontational stance was 

considerably more pronounced in the tweets by AAE speakers (AAE ca.19% and other AmE 

varieties 8%). This supports previous notions about Black women of hip-hop actively 

reappropriating bitch to publicly shape their own representation, using bitch to counter the 

views of them as simply ‘loud’, ‘aggressive’ or as ‘having an attitude’ (Halliday and Payne, 

2020, p. 10; March 2020, p. 20) and representing themselves according to their own terms. 

This goes for other women as well, but is especially pronounced, when it comes to those of 

colour, as already mentioned in section 2.3.1. In fact, Lizzo explicitly states she is “definitely 

a confrontational bitch” (example 13), suggesting she is aware of the stereotype and owning 
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it. In fact, confrontationality being more frequent indexicality by AAE speakers also 

correlates with Troutman’s (2001) notions of ‘assertive’ verbal strategies of AAWL.   

Similarly, while AAE speakers used bitch more frequently to express their admiration (ca. 

14% and 6%) towards other women, the artists speaking other AmE varieties had slightly more 

instances proportionally indexing empowerment (other AmE varieties 6,9 % and AAE 9,0%). 

Now, the individual differences between the artists might affect in the background, and the 

difference is only slight.  Still, read together with the notions of communality and affection, this 

nevertheless can be seen as indicating more of a deliberate usage of bitch by speakers of other 

AmE varieties, who use it instrumentally to empower other women. The more conscious usage 

speaks for more careful consideration of the impact of the word and could be seen either as 

deliberately aiming to reappropriate, or to appear ‘cool’. In fact, the more frequent indexing of 

confidence and independence by speakers of other AmE varieties (other AmE varieties ca. 29% 

vs. AAE 20%) could also suggest more deliberate indexing of those characteristics.  

Successfulness was also more frequently indexed by speakers of AAE (AAE 8% and other 

AmE varieties 3%). A possible reason for this might be found in the social discrimination and 

prejudices held against Black speakers of AAE: indexing successfulness might be used to target 

such stereotyped and racist images of Black people as socially and economically disadvantaged. 

Individual backgrounds, however, might also offer an explanation.  

5.3 Bitch and Linguistic Appropriation 

While linguistic reappropriation might be too strong a word solely on the basis of the 

material, there were some factors that do hint in that direction. Obviously, bitch is by no 

means exclusive to AAE. Yet, there are some characteristics to the use of it that are either 

unique to or more common in AAE. 

As noted, bitch indexing the confrontational stance is considerably more frequent by 

AAE speakers. While the ‘sassy queen’ persona often associated with Black women is not 

directly indexed by bitch in this material, the social type of ‘bad bitch’ does share some 

indexicalities with it. For the white speakers of other AmE varieties to use bitch to come 

across ‘sassy’ and ‘provocative’ can be seen as drawing from the “sassy queen” persona, 

largely reflecting the stereotype of Black women as strong or angry (Ilbury, 2020 p. 257; 

Lopez 2014, p. 292; Troutman, 2001, p. 212).  While all the women are attacking the 

derogative meaning of ‘bitches’ as ‘bossy’ and ‘loud’, the Black women as a social group 

have even more prominently faced discrimination and racism for those very features.  Thus, 
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for non-Black women, not speaking AAE, to jump on the ‘bandwagon’ is not entirely 

problem-free. 

The usage of bitch can also be seen as related to the larger phenomenon of 

appropriation of AAE on social media and the Internet (Ilbury, 2020). There are some 

instances in the material where bitch is used in a linguistic environment that makes use of 

features associated with AAE. For example, Bea Miller uses pressed, an AAE-originated 

slang term for being upset or angry, in some of her tweets accompanied with bitch and Demi 

Lovato tweets “I ain't goin nowhere bitches”, dropping the -g from going and using double 

negation – both of which are features of AAE.  Similarly, the trendy expression ‘bitches be 

like’ that both speakers of AAE and other AmE varieties employ, makes use of the habitual 

be characteristic to AAE. Although quite isolated in the material, when non-Black people use 

AAE features to appear ‘cool’, relatable, funny or sassy, they are cherry-picking the features 

they deem ‘cool’ and using them as instrumental for their own purposes. In fact, building on 

Troutman's (2001, p. 212) notions about AAE being associated with masculinity, speakers of 

other AmE varieties taking influence from AAE to reappropriate bitch is interesting. This 

supports the idea that bitch is reappropriated with indexicalities aiming to build new kind of 

womanhood by ‘normalising’ traits traditionally considered masculine.  This also raises 

issues: (white) women speaking other AmE varieties adapting AAE women's speech styles is 

problematic, when (Black) speakers of AAE are judged for the same ones. 

When looking at the division between the individual artists, Demi Lovato and Ariana 

Grande both have only five to seven instances. In all of those cases, the indexicalities of bitch 

had largely to do with affection, communality or humour. And when indexing a ‘sassier’ 

stance, like in “I ain’t goin nowhere bitches”, the sassiness seems to be drawn from features 

of AAE, supporting Lopez’s notions about AAE being appropriated to indicate power and 

toughness (Lopez, 2014, p. 300). This suggests they are putting on a momentary ‘persona’ 

rather than completely aligning themselves with the indexicalities of bitch. So, even though 

using it for feminist purposes, this phenomenon of reappropriating bitch is also largely 

considered ‘cool,’ as feminism today is ‘trendy’. Such examples indicate that there indeed 

might be a link in the reappropriation of bitch and the instrumental usage of AAE to appear 

‘cool’, ‘funny’ or ‘sassy’ on social media.  Celebrities and public figures are not any less 

affected by the popular culture around us – in fact they have a significant role in participating 

in the creation of the very culture people consume, and although the material is not enough to 

confirm that the artists are blatantly appropriating AAE, it does suggest there is a connection 
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between the way bitch is being reappropriated by women and linguistic appropriation of 

AAE.  

5.4. Indexicality and Lexical Items 

As mentioned in the chapter 3, when discussing Beaton and study of favela, the theory of 

indexicality has not been widely used to study lexical items. When applying indexicality to 

bitch, I am studying a lexical item, not a typical linguistic variable, such as the /t/ release in 

Eckert’s indexical field (2008). For this reason, discussing different speech styles, for 

example, is not as relevant in terms of lexical items as in terms of linguistic variables which 

are directly associated with the alternative ways of producing speech. 

Beaton and Washington (2015) argue that lexical items “with referential value 

function primarily to index things in the world rather than the attitude or identity of the 

speaker” (2015, p. 16), and thus omitted the stance in their study. Having studied the 

reappropriation of bitch, including the stances along with the permanent qualities and social 

types bitch indexes, I have to disagree with them. Semantic relations in a communicative 

situation are constructed interactively, and even though using a lexical item to “index things 

in the world”, the word choices one makes always reflect back to the user and their attitudes 

and identities. This study has demonstrated how the stances bitch indexes are also crucial in 

the process of reappropriation.  

Constructing the indexical field for bitch, however, was a bit challenging as it does not 

read the same way as the indexical field for a linguistic variable. For instance, while bitch is 

used in an admiring manner, a ‘bitch’ as a person is not necessarily admiring. Had I not 

included the stances bitch indexes in the study, forming the indexical field might have been 

more straight forward, but the thesis would have missed an essential part in the 

reappropriation of bitch.  

5.5 Limitations of the study  

Although using mixed methods, this thesis is very qualitative oriented.  While the percentages 

of each indexicality offer some perspective to the frequency in which they occur, the initial 

categorisation and the following analysis was done using qualitative methods. This always 

runs the risk of misinterpretation, as the analysis is done based on the researcher’s subjective 

interpretation. People with different (linguistic) backgrounds and abilities might interpret the 

language use differently.  
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 In retrospect, there also might be more efficient and clearer methods to collect and 

categorise the data. Vicinitas only allows one to download 3,200 most recent tweets of a 

Twitter user, including the retweets. In other words, the number of the original tweets of a 

user might vary quite a lot depending on how much the user retweets. Using Python or similar 

methods to collect the data might allow the researcher to get rid of the retweets in advance 

and thus collect a more equal number of the original tweets of a user. Similarly, other than for 

the normalised frequency, I chose to use the total instances of bitch in my analysis rather than 

the number of tweets. While this allowed me to better target the actual number of the 

instances, the readability of the results drawn from AntConc was rather poor and I was forced 

to go back and forth between the Excel file drawn from AntConc and the file of the tweets 

including bitch. This was rather time consuming and presents a higher risk of errors. In terms 

of the uniqueness of Twitter (see section 3.2), using only tweets in the analysis might have 

been very well justified.  

It is also good to remember that all the AAE artists in the study have a connection to 

the genre of hip-hop, which might play a role in the higher number of instances of bitch. Even 

so, the hip-hop culture draws strongly from African American (Vernacular) English and those 

two are not mutually exclusive. Similarly, while I have studied the two respective groups as 

collectives, the total instances of bitch varied considerably between the individual study 

subjects. As there were only five artists of each sample groups, their unique discourse styles, 

identities, and usage of the word bitch do affect the outcome of the results. Still, the results 

can be taken as suggestive of how bitch is being reappropriated and how the indexicalities 

compare between the varieties.  
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6. Conclusion 

This thesis has illustrated the vibrant and versatile indexicalities of bitch through which the 

female artists included in the study reappropriate the slur on Twitter. While there were some 

differences between the speakers of AAE and other AmE varieties, both groups of women 

reappropriate the word largely through similar indexicalities.  

The results provided answers to all my initial research questions. The artists 

reappropriate bitch through reactivating the ideologically linked indexicalities of bitch, 

creating new links between them and thus expanding the indexical field of the slur. They use 

bitch to indicate stances of affection, communality, confrontationality, admiration, 

empowerment, and humour. Those build towards more permanent qualities of bitch, indexing 

bitch as confident, independent, sexual and strong woman. The reappropriation of bitch 

culminates to the social types that bitch indexes: ‘that bitch’, ‘bad bitch’, ‘friend’ or 

‘feminist’. With these indexicalities, the women are protesting against the conventional 

gender roles, stretching the boundaries and creating new kind of femininity.  

The results corresponded with previous research and literature when it comes to the 

speakers of AAE, indicating that bitch truly is both a more established feature in AAE 

discourse, as well as more normalised when it comes to indexing female gender. Besides that, 

there were some differences in the incidence of the indexicalities by speakers of AAE and 

other AmE varieties.  Those suggest that women speaking other AmE varieties than AAE use 

bitch more instrumentally to come across as ‘bad ass’ feminists that are reappropriating the 

word by drawing from the confrontational and sassy indexicalities of the word that are more 

pronouncedly indexed by speakers of AAE. In doing do, they are momentarily putting on a 

persona that is made accessible to them through appropriating some features of AAE. 

Similarly, the speakers of other AmE varieties used bitch more widely to create feelings of 

communality and affection, which indicate more instrumental and lighter usage in the sense 

that it is easier to access. So, although tentative, this suggests that the reappropriation of bitch 

does draw to some extent from the indexicalities of bitch by women speaking AAE.  

This thesis has focused on the synchronic variation of bitch in American English in a 

very specific context of 10 female singers on Twitter. To get a better understanding of how 

women in general reappropriate bitch, and whether these results correlate with general 

audiences, more comprehensive studies are in order. Diachronic studies would shed light on 

the process of reappropriation and illustrate how the available indexicalities have developed. 
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The positive usage of bitch is not only exclusive to women in the society today: gay men and 

drag queens also use the word in a reappropriating sense and diachronic studies would help to 

indicate who has influenced whom in the reappropriation. Similarly, although not the focus of 

this thesis, during the analysis the considerable difference in the usage of bitch as a discourse 

marker between speakers of AAE and other AmE varieties caught my attention. To better 

understand the functions of bitch by the two respective study groups, the language use needs 

to be studied beyond indexicalities. This study does not either evaluate whether the 

reappropriation of bitch is successful or has the means to change the power balance in the 

male-dominant society, which means more detailed and large-scale research is needed in the 

future to better understand the reappropriation of the word. Nevertheless, this thesis does 

demonstrate that by activating new ideological links between the indexicalities of bitch, the 

women are creating new possibilities for femininity and womanhood. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A 

The artists included in the study 

 

 

Table A1. The artists included in the study. Speakers of African American English are marked with ‘AAE’ 
and speakers of other American English varieties are marked with ‘Other AmE’.  

 

 

 

 

ARTIST Username on 
Twitter 

Genre Followers 
on Twitter 

Speech 
Variety  

Ariana Grande @arianagrande pop / R&B 82.3 mil.  Other AmE 

Bea Miller @beamiller pop / pop rock 735.4 K  Other AmE 

Bebe Rexha @beberexha pop / pop rock  2 mil.  Other AmE 

Demi Lovato @ddlovato pop / pop rock / R&B 55.3 mil.  Other AmE 

Miley Cyrus @mileycyrus pop / country pop/ 
rock / hip-hop  

46.1 mil  Other AmE 

Cardi B @iamcardib hip-hop/ rap 17.3 mil.  AAE 

Kehlani @kehlani R&B / hip-hop / pop 
/neo soul  

2.3 mil. AAE 

Lizzo @lizzo R&B /soul /hip-hop 1.5 mil. AAE 

Megan Thee 
Stallion 

@theestallion hip-hop / rap 5.9 mil. AAE 

SZA @sza Alternative R&B / neo 
soul / hip-hop/ trap 

4.5 mil.  AAE 
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Appendix B 

The division of the instances of bitch between the artists 

 
Artist Tweets 

Included 
Tweets 
including  
bitch 

Total instances 
of bitch 

Speech Variety 

Cardi B 1858 64  67 AAE 

Kehlani 2121 24 24 AAE 

Lizzo 1466 93 101 AAE 

Megan Thee 
Stallion 

1289 25 27 AAE 

SZA 2728 38 42 AAE 

TOTAL 9462 244 261  

Table B1. The division of instances of bitch by artists speaking AAE. 

 

Artist Tweets 
Included 

Tweets 
including bitch 

Total Instances 
of bitch 

Speech Variety 

Ariana Grande 2979 7 7 Other AmE  

Bea Miller 2601 68 70 Other AmE  

Bebe Rexha 2456 30 31 Other AmE  

Demi Lovato 2298 5 5 Other AmE  

Miley Cyrus 2289 20 20 Other AmE  

TOTAL 12628 130 133  

Table B2. The division of instances of bitch by artists speaking other AmE varieties. 



 68 

 

Appendix C  

The first four rows of the analysis file on Excel.  

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

   

Figure C1. A screenshot of the analysis file showing the left and right context of bitch and the tweeter/ artist. 

Figure C2. A screenshot of the categorisation of the material. As all the columns could not fit the width of the page, the 
columns for plural ‘bitches’, and ‘everyone’ were cropped out of the screenshot. The other columns from left to right 
stand for ‘positive’, ‘negative’, ‘affection and communality’, ‘admiring’, ‘empowering’, ‘’humour’, ‘confidence and 
independence’, ‘women’ (neutral reference), ‘sexuality’, ‘strength’, ‘successfulness’, ‘that bitch’ and ‘bad bitch’.   


