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Forget Blago—Illinois
has bigger problems.
BY DAVID BERNSTEIN
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GENDER STUDIES

N JANUARY THE CHICAGO
Christian Industrial League fired Patti
Blagojevich, the governor’s wife, from
her job as the homeless shelter’s de-
velopment director. One reason cited
by her bosses: distracting headlines.
The state’s First Lady, of course,

made headlines after snippets of her
foulmouthed remarks were captured on
wiretap transcripts as part of the federal
corruption case against her husband.
“Hold up that [expletive] Cubs [exple-

tive]—[expletive] ’em,” Patti Blago-
jevich was heard saying on the
tape, referring to an alleged
plot to get Chicago Tribune ed-
itorial writers fired in exchange
for the governor’s support for
the sale of Wrigley Field to
the state.

Patti Blagojevich’s
salty language came as
a surprise to some. One
State Journal-Register
columnist wrote that
some of her friends

were appalled: “Can you believe her lan-
guage?” said one. “And she has kids at
home.” The Daily Herald noted that the
profanity caught on tape “certainly isn’t
typical of what’s expected to come out
of the mouths of First Ladies.” Even
Barbara Walters piled on, calling her a
“potty mouth.”

But why were people more
taken aback by Patti Blago-
jevich’s foul language than by
her husband’s? The governor
dropped plenty of f-bombs of his
own, according to the 76-page
criminal complaint.

Deborah Tannen, a linguis-
tics professor at Georgetown
University who wrote the best-
seller You Just Don’t Under-
stand: Women and Men in Conversation
(Harper; 2001), says that when it comes
to swearing, there’s a clear double stan-
dard. “Men can use profanity and it’s not
noticed as much,” she says. ”For women
it’s considered more inappropriate, so it
jumps out and is viewed negatively.”

Tannen adds, “People immediately
think ofwomen asmothers, nomatter the
context.” In the case of the Blagojeviches,
she wonders, “Why aren’t people asking
what kind of father the governor is?”

According to Timothy Jay, the author

of Cursing in America (John Benjamins;
2000), swearing can be a show of
strength. “It’s about power,” says Jay. “As
women gain more power, they start to
use the language of power.”

Jay explains that women began using
more obscenities when they moved be-

yond their traditional roles of
housewives. When Rosie the
Riveter sent them to work in
factories during World War II,
women started talking like fac-
tory workers. The women’s lib
movement of the sixties and
seventies extended the notion
of gender equality to swearing:
If men can swear, dammit, so
can women.

Yet, when it comes to
cussing, men and women

aren’t at all equal. “Men are still seen as
assertive when they swear,” Jay says.
“Women are viewed as losing control.”

A 2006 Associated Press–Ipsos poll
found that women don’t swear as often
as men, but that profanity bothers
women more. Fifty-four percent of men
admitted to swearing a few times a week,
compared with just 34 percent of
women, and 60 percent of men said they
were bothered by cussing, with the num-
ber rising to 74 percent for women. �
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SO, HOW BAD ARE THINGS, REALLY? Sorry to say, pretty bad.
Take a look for yourself:

69.3

MEDIAN HOME SALE PRICE, Illinois
Source: Illinois Association of Realtors (3rd qtr. 2008 compared to 3rd qtr. 2007)

RESIDENTIAL BUILDING INDEX, Chicago MSA
(building permits, housing starts, housing completions)
Source: U.S. Census Bureau

7.6%
Unemployment rate
Source: IL Dept. of
Employment Security
(Jan 2009)

30.7%
Initial jobless claims
Source: IL Dept. of
Commerce & Eco-
nomic Opportunity

6.6%
Total tax collected
Source: IL Comptroller

$469
miLLion
Projected City
of Chicago deficit

$5
BiLLion
Projected State
of Illinois deficit
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POTTY-MOUTH PATTI

if men
can
swear,
dammit,
so can
women.

A double standard for the First Lady?
BY BEN STRAUSS
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