
International Journal of Social Science Archives | Vol 7• Issue 3• July-September, 2024 Page 695 

 
 

 

 

International Journal of Social Science Archives 

 
ISSN: 2707-8892 

 
Available at www.ijssa.com 

 

International Journal of Social Science Archives, July-September, 2024, 7(3), 695-705 

 

 

A Feminist Study of Watson’s United Nations Address (2014) Through 

Politeness Maxims 

Sumara Mehmood
a
, Saeed Ur Rahman

b*
, Sabawoon Ubaid

c
, Huma Khan

d
 

a
M.Phil Scholar, Qurtuba University of Science and Information Technology, Peshawar (Pakistan). 

b,d
PhD Scholars, 

Qurtuba University of Science and Information Technology, Peshawar (Pakistan). 
c
M.Phil Scholar, Abdul Wali 

Khan University Mardan (Pakistan) 

 
*
Email: sesedu7@gmail.com 

 

Abstract: This research analyzes Watson‟s (2014) United Nations address, focusing on her strategic use of politeness norms 

within the gender equality discourse. The primary aim is to investigate Watson‟s deployment of politeness strategies to 

enhance communication and persuasion. It examines how her use of polite language functions as a rhetorical tool and assesses 

the effectiveness of adhering to politeness standards in shaping the discourse on gender equality. The study focuses on 

politeness strategies while excluding broader contextual factors like historical, political, or public reactions. One key finding is 

Watson's use of modesty to defensively address audience doubts. By admitting possible skepticism and responding humbly, 

Watson adheres to the modesty maxim, skillfully diffusing potential resistance and establishing rapport with her audience. This 

rhetorical choice reflects her ability to foster trust and enhance the persuasiveness of her speech. 
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1. Introduction 

The HeForShe (2014) campaign, initiated by Watson as the United Nations Women‟s Goodwill Ambassador, 

featured a speech delivered on September 20, 2014, at the United Nations Headquarters in New York. In her 

address, Watson highlighted the issue of gender inequality and called on men to support women‟s rights. Watson 

employs politeness strategies to foster interaction, persuade her audience, and inspire action. Drawing on Politeness 

Theory, as developed by linguist Brown and philosopher Leech (2014), this study analyzes the linguistic and 

rhetorical techniques used to mitigate conflict and maintain social harmony. Focusing on politeness maxims, the 

study examines the strategies that Watson employed to present an inclusive argument.By applying this framework, 

the study explores how Watson garnered support for gender equality and how politeness theory can illuminate the 

persuasive strategies used in contexts where extremism is a potential obstacle. 

 

1.1 Statement of Problem 

The research gap in this study lies in the limited exploration of how politeness strategies contribute specifically to 

the persuasiveness of gender equality discourse, particularly in contexts where extremism or resistance to change is 

prevalent. While previous studies have addressed the rhetorical effectiveness of public speeches, few have focused 

on politeness maxims as a tool for overcoming potential opposition in advocacy for gender equality, leaving this 

area underexplored. 

http://www.ijssa.com/
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1.2 Research Question 

How does Watson's use of politeness maxims influence audience engagement and enhance the impact of her gender 

equality message? 

1.3 Research Objective 

To analyze how Watson's use of politeness maxims influences audience engagement and enhances the effectiveness 

of her gender equality message in her 2014 United Nations address 

 

1.4 Significance of the Study 

This study fills a gap in the linguistic and communication fields, providing knowledge that can help in organizing 

social change and supporting women's rights. It highlights the role of context and audience reception in activism. 

Additionally, it focuses on language as a social tool, showing how it can address gender stereotypes and related 

issues, making the study relevant and practical. 

 

1.5 Rationale of the Study 

Watson's speech at the UN is worth analyzing through the prism of manners maxims because it can promote 

peaceful communication, which is crucial for advancing gender equality. This study analyses Watson's remarks, 

showing how politeness rules are used to properly address a delicate social topic. Through this kind of analysis, 

academics can identify particular speaking strategies that improve the efficacy of advocacy communication. 

This paper contributes to understanding the linguistic choices made and their implications for community 

perceptions of gender equality. Additionally, examining Watson‟s approach provides valuable insights for 

practitioners, advocates, and policymakers on how their language can facilitate communication and garner public 

support for social justice initiatives. This analysis of Watson‟s speech offers significant lessons about the 

constructive role of civil, non-confrontational language in influencing societal behaviour and advancing global 

efforts to achieve women‟s rights. 

2. Literature Review 

Spencer-Oatey, H., & Jiang, W. (2003) conducted a study that explores culture as an explanatory variable in cross- 

cultural pragmatic studies, reviewing pragmatic maxims and their limitations. It presents findings from a British- 

Chinese replication of Kim's study on conversational constraints, advocating for a re-conceptualisation of maxims 

as sociopragmatic interactional principles (SIPs). The paper defines SIPs, referencing sociopragmatic- 

pragmalinguistic distinctions and cross-cultural approaches, and discusses their relation to Brown and Levinson's 

work on cultural impacts on language. It concludes with a call for empirical research on interactional principles and 

their interrelationships. 

Pfister, J. (2010) presents two arguments supporting a maxim of politeness. First, it suggests that a maxim provides 

a better explanation for polite behaviour, addressing the shortcomings of Brown and Levinson's theory and Fraser 

and Nolen's conversational contract theory. Second, it posits that the maxim of politeness facilitates rational 

conversation among potentially aggressive parties, leading to a new Gricean theory that incorporates face theory. 

Another study critiques Brown and Levinson‟s (1987) assertion regarding the necessity of violating cooperative 

principles (CP) to generate politeness implicatures. It provides evidence from Persian offers and invitations in texts 

from 10 Iranian movies. To address the lack of alternative frameworks, the researchers employed Leech's (1983) 

politeness principles of „tact‟ and „generosity‟ along with cost-benefit and directness-indirectness scales. Findings 

indicate that generosity and tact maxims significantly influence direct and indirect offers and that the cost-benefit 

scale better explains politeness implicatures in these speech acts (Yaqubi et al. 2016). 

Puspita, R., &Antoni, C. (2019) analyze transitivity, social wrongs, and problem-solving in Emma Watson's 

HeForShe campaign speech using Fairclough's critical discourse analysis framework. Their study reveals how 

Watson employs language to convey her ideology and assert her views, identifying social issues and obstacles to 

achieving gender equality. The findings emphasize the need for unity between women and men, redefining 

feminism away from man-hating perceptions, and leveraging public figures to raise awareness of gender inequality 

through social media. 

A study in 2020 explored the social and cultural concepts in Emma Watson's speech on gender equality to identify 

applicable semiotic rules and their functions. Utilizing van Leeuwen's (2004) theory of semiotic rules with five 
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subcategories, a descriptive qualitative method was employed for data collection and analysis. Findings revealed 

that four of the five rules were utilized by Watson, with one absent due to her assumptions and ambassadorial 

pressures. The results indicated that the speech functioned more as a promotional campaign than as a catalyst for 

addressing societal inequality (Ahmad, Q. 2020). 

Avinia, D. (2015) examines illocutionary acts and their contextual influences in Emma Watson's HeForShe 

campaign speech. It addresses two key questions: (1) What types of illocutionary acts are present in the speech? (2) 

How does context shape these acts? Using a qualitative approach, the research analyzes speech transcription 

through Searle‟s (1969) illocutionary act classification and Hymes‟ (1974) SPEAKING model. The findings reveal 

that representatives are the most frequently used illocutionary acts, followed by directives, commissives, and 

expressive, each influenced by contextual factors. The study encourages further research on the politeness aspects 

of Watson‟s speech about illocutionary acts and context. 

Brown and Levinson‟s (1987) politeness theory is a foundational theoretical framework for understanding how 

individuals manage interactions. Central to this theory is the concept of „face,‟ which refers to a person's public 

image and emotional dealings at any given moment. There are two main types of face: positive face, which reflects 

an individual‟s desire for approval and acceptance from others, and negative face, which denotes the wish to act 

without interference from others. Geoffrey Leech further developed the concept of politeness by introducing several 

maxims, including Tact, Generosity, Approbation, Modesty, Agreement, and Sympathy. These maxims help 

mitigate face-threatening acts (FTAs) that can disrupt socially acceptable interactions and soften requests to ensure 

appropriate communication (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Leech, 1983). 

Language, including English, Spanish, French, and others, serves as a vital tool for facilitating human 

communication. Many countries have numerous regional languages alongside their official ones. Hartman and 

Stork (1973, p. 124, as cited in Kaswan&Suprijadi, 2011, p. 9) describe language as a systematically constructed 

set of symbols used to express ideas, emotions, and desires. They also assert that utterances are organized 

sequences of words produced by vocal organs and are fundamental components of human communication. 

The study of rhetoric and its practical applications in speeches has gained considerable attention due to the essential 

role of public speaking in contemporary society. The tradition of formal, face-to-face communication aimed at 

teaching, persuading, entertaining, or sharing experiences has been prevalent since ancient Greece (Ziran, 

2000).Public speeches heavily rely on English rhetoric, which utilizes a variety of rhetorical strategies to inform, 

persuade, or entertain audiences (Brooks, 1979). Understanding the practical roles of English rhetoric in public 

speaking, as highlighted by Ziran (2000), can enhance one's communication skills in everyday life. 

Feng (1983), Gao (1999), Xia (2009), Yu (2009), Hu (2011), and Fan (2013) have advanced readers‟ understanding 

of English rhetoric and its theoretical and practical foundations. However, there remains a gap in research 

concerning the practical applications of English rhetoric in public speeches, indicating a need for further 

exploration in this area (Ziran, 2000). 

Figurative language allows speakers to effectively convey their intentions (Zou, 1993; Yen & Chang, 1997a). 

Specifically, figurative language involves changing the syntactic structure of sentences or rearranging words and 

phrases to create deeper meanings. Metaphors and similes can enhance the lexical meanings of words. For example, 

the word "grab" can mean "to firmly grasp," but through metaphor, it can also imply understanding something 

complex (Kroeger, 2018).Metaphors and similes have the potential to persuade and influence audiences 

(Alshammari, 2016; Heracleous&Klaering, 2014), enhancing comprehension and aesthetic appeal. Political 

speeches serve as prime examples of this phenomenon. Numerous scholars have conducted thorough analyses of 

political speeches from various perspectives, such as structural analysis, emotional expression, and gestures. For 

instance, Gunawan (2017) examined Hillary Rodham Clinton's presidential campaign speeches, while Ardhyanti 

and Supriyatiningsih (2020) identified metaphor, personification, simile, symbolism, and imagery as effective tools 

for analyzing Clinton's political beliefs. Additionally, Areef (2016) noted the use of contradiction and 

personification in Simon & Garfunkel's song "The Sound of Silence." 

Politicians frequently incorporate metaphors and similes in their speeches. According to Li et al. (2016), Obama 

often used metaphors, metonymy, and parallelism in his addresses. His use of figurative language not only 

improved his public speaking but also bolstered his support. Sheveleva (2012) suggests that politicians utilize these 

rhetorical techniques to establish a connection with the public.During her speech for the HeForShe campaign at the 

UN headquarters, Emma Watson, the UN Women's Goodwill Ambassador, effectively employed rhetorical 

strategies such as contrast, irony, rhetorical questions, and parallelism (Yuan, 2018). These devices transformed the 

HeForShe initiative into a passionate discourse aimed at garnering global support for gender equality. Figurative 
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language serves multiple functions beyond public speaking, including in advertising, writing, and online 

communication. Advertising has a long-standing history as a marketing tool, spanning several decades (Salko, 

2017). 

Zhang and Zhao (2005) discovered that popular songs frequently incorporate various forms of figurative language, 

including metaphor, metonymy, antithesis, parallelism, and repetition. According to Partch and Kinnier (2011), 

speakers typically convey specific meanings through their addresses. These messages may encompass themes such 

as altruism, appropriate behaviour, broadening perspectives, authenticity, and resilience, embracing differences, 

valuing others, and fostering strong connections. Sigl (2015) analyzed Ellen DeGeneres's 2009 commencement 

address at Tulane University, revealing that genre and humour can enhance the impact and emotional resonance of 

speeches delivered to graduating students. Svetlana (2017) conducted a discourse analysis of 100 US 

commencement speeches and found that the language used in these addresses is adaptable, influenced by context 

and style. 

 

3. Research Methodology 

3.1 Research Design 

This study employs qualitative research as the method of choice for a comprehensive analysis of Watson‟s 

HeForShe (2014), focusing on language use and politeness maxims. Qualitative research allows for an in-depth 

examination of the data and the context in which it is produced, facilitating an analysis of how politeness maxims 

may be utilized in persuasive communication. This approach is appropriate as it enables researchers to explore the 

meanings, intentions, and contextual factors that influence the production and interpretation of speech. 

 

3.2 Data Collection 

The primary data for this research study is derived from Watson's HeForShe campaign speech delivered at the 

United Nations in 2014. To ensure accuracy and completeness, the speech has been transcribed verbatim. 

Additionally, the analysis incorporates clips or transcripts from various sources, such as news outlets or official 

records, to capture the speech‟s delivery, including gestures and audience reactions, when available. 

3.3 Data Analysis 

The collected data is analyzed using thematic analysis to identify recurring themes and patterns within the speech. 

Initially, the researcher reads the speech multiple times to familiarize themselves with the material. The data is then 

coded to highlight segments that reflect politeness maxims and related features. This coding approach facilitates the 

identification of thematic patterns, allowing for a comprehensive exploration of topics related to politeness maxims 

within the specific components of the speech. 

3.4 Theoretical Framework 

Brown and Leech‟s theory of politeness maxims builds upon the foundational work of H.P. Grice‟s cooperative 

principles and explores the social dynamics of communication. This theory posits that politeness operates through a 

set of maxims, which individuals adhere to in conversation to maintain social harmony and manage interpersonal 

relationships. Brown and Leech (1987) identified several key maxims that individuals use to navigate the 

complexities of polite discourse. 

The first of these maxims is the Tact Maxim, which suggests that speakers should minimize the imposition on their 

listeners. This entails choosing language that is considerate of the listener's feelings and circumstances, thereby 

fostering a respectful dialogue. For instance, when making requests, speakers often soften their language or use 

indirect forms to avoid appearing demanding (Brown & Leech, 1987).Another important maxim is the Generosity 

Maxim, which encourages speakers to maximize the benefit to their listeners. This principle emphasizes the 

importance of being helpful and accommodating, which can enhance the quality of interaction. For example, a 

speaker might offer assistance or support, thereby positioning themselves as considerate and supportive (Leech, 

1983).Approbation Maxim is also central to their theory, where speakers are encouraged to minimize dispraise and 

maximize praise of the listener. This maxim highlights the role of positive reinforcement in social interactions. 

When speakers express admiration or appreciation, they contribute to a more positive communicative atmosphere, 

which is vital for effective relationships (Brown & Leech, 1987).Lastly, the Modesty Maxim suggests that speakers 

should minimize their own praise while maximizing criticism of themselves. This principle serves to create an 

environment of humility and reliability, encouraging listeners to perceive the speaker as modest and approachable 
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(Leech, 1983). 

In short, Brown and Leech's politeness maxims provide a framework for understanding how individuals use 

language strategically to navigate social interactions. By adhering to these maxims, speakers can effectively 

manage their relationships and promote positive communication. This approach enriches the study of pragmatics 

and offers valuable insights into the social functions of language. 

 

4. Discussion and Analysis 

The Agreement Maxim is an idea suggesting that one should avoid statements that might lead to disagreement and 

instead focus on agreeable expressions can also be observed in Watson‟s speech. She often employs inclusive 

language, using pronouns like "we" and "our" to foster a sense of togetherness and a shared goal. For example, she 

states, “If we‟re no longer drawn to what we‟re not, but to what we are—that we‟re all equals—one can be free” 

(Watson, 2014). This choice of language minimizes the risk of offending others or provoking disagreement, aiming 

instead to present ideas in a broadly acceptable manner. 

Additionally, the Sympathy Maxim, which emphasizes minimizing antipathy and maximizing sympathy, is 

reflected in Watson's empathetic tone and expressions of understanding. She acknowledges the challenges and 

stereotypes faced by both men and women, promoting a sense of mutual support. Watson asserts, "Both men and 

women should feel free to be sensitive. Both men and women should feel free to be strong" (Watson, 2014). This 

balanced approach cultivates empathy and solidarity among her audience (Leech, 1983). 

The Tact Maxim, which emphasizes minimizing intrusion into lives of others while maximizing the benefits for 

them, is evident in Watson‟s communication with men as she invites them to join the gender equality movement. 

Watson approaches her argument carefully, aiming to respect men‟s autonomy while highlighting how their 

involvement can be beneficial for everyone. For instance, she states, “Men—I want to directly address you. It is 

your issue too: gender equality” (Watson, 2014). This phrasing reduces the sense of imposition by presenting the 

invitation as a favour to the speaker rather than a direct request (Leech, 1983). 

These principles align with the Generosity Maxim, which fundamentally calls for minimizing one‟s self-interest 

while maximizing the benefits for others. Throughout her speech, Watson highlights the advantages of equality for 

everyone, including men. She states, “I want men to take up this mantle so their daughters, sisters, and mothers can 

be free from prejudice” (Watson, 2014). By emphasizing the positive outcomes associated with this action, Watson 

takes Leech‟s (1983) Generosity Maxim, which enhances the likelihood of gaining the audience's agreement. 

Watson strategically employs the Approbation Maxim, which suggests minimizing criticism of others while 

amplifying their praise, to gain favour with her audience. She acknowledges the contributions of men who support 

gender equality by stating, “We don‟t often get a chance to discuss how being locked into and defined by gender 

stereotypes is imprisoning men, but I can see that it is” (Watson, 2014). This approach not only recognizes those 

who have begun to advocate for equal rights but also encourages others to avoid feeling criticized while inspiring 

them to initiate change (Leech, 1983). Furthermore, she exemplifies the Modesty Maxim by downplaying self- 

praise and emphasizing self-deprecation. She shares her own experiences with humility, expressing her uncertainty 

about her qualifications to address gender issues: “This is the Harry Potter girl speaking. What is she doing at the 

UN, you may ask” (Watson, 2014)? This use of humour makes her appear less arrogant, enhancing her friendliness 

and credibility (Leech, 1983). 

Positive politeness involves strategies that emphasize equality and similarity, acceptance of values, and fostering a 

sense of community. For example, Watson framed her address not just as a message to individuals but as a call to 

participate in a collective effort: "Today we are starting something that we are calling HeForShe. By using the term 

"we" at the outset of the campaign, Watson ensured that the responsibility for advocating women's rights extends to 

all men, thereby inviting them to join the cause.Additionally, Watson's positive politeness included affirming 

respect for and considering the views of various stakeholders in gender equity. 

The more I have talked about feminism, the more I began to understand that advocacy for women’s rights 

has regrettably turned into hatred for men (Watson, 2014). 

Such remarks not only helped alleviate the concerns of those who might have a different perception of feminism 

but also filled the apparent gap by emphasizing that the goal should be achieving equality for all genders. 

Moreover, even without specific knowledge of cultural norms, Watson (2014) effectively utilized positive 

politeness. Through her use of negative politeness, she tries to avoidviolating sensitive subjects. Negative 

politeness involves techniques aimed at not infringing on the beliefs and wishes of others while still achieving one's 

own goals in maintaining control over the discussion. Throughout her speech, Watson adeptly navigated this 
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tension, particularly when addressing the implications of patriarchy with a focus on gender. For instance, she said, 

“It is time that we all perceive gender on a spectrum, instead of two opposing sets of ideals” (Watson, 2014). This 

statement exemplifies negative politeness, as it does not outright reject the audience's current understanding of 

gender but instead encourages them to reconsider it from a new perspective. In arguing for a shift in tone, Watson 

demonstrated great respect for people's opinions while insisting on the need to acknowledge the existence of 

individuals with different roles in society, aligning with the principles of equality. 

Watson strategically employed manners, including appeals to pathos, throughout her speech, emphasizing our 

shared humanity. She encouraged both women and men to embrace each other's sexual orientations and 

emotionally accept the vulnerable aspects of their respective genders, stating that “both men and women should feel 

free to be sensitive,” and “both men and women should feel free to be strong” (Watson 2014). This approach 

prompts the audience to view the argument from an emotional and personal standpoint, which is an effective 

method of persuasion. 

In addition to the foregoing individual-level tactics, Watson‟s rhetoric within the HeForShe speech demonstrates an 

understanding of audience characteristics and the theory of change effected through language. In her interactions 

within the context of the show with her audience, she could use words that created understanding from within and 

that created a climate from where actual change could happen. It helped to ensure that all the stakeholders, such as 

policymakers, activists, and members of the general public, would be reached, given that they all have different 

opinions and expectations regarding gender equality. 

Watson effectively sustains the element of addressivity and addresses the audience in the second person frequently 

enough to make the viewer‟s feel involved in the process. For instance, she states: 

Today we are launching a campaign called HeForShe. I am reaching out to you because we need your 

help. We want to end gender inequality—and to do that we need everyone to be involved (Watson, 2014). 

In this statement, Watson employs the word “we” to invite the audience to become part of a team focused on 

driving change for women. This choice of language serves to encourage others to engage in the process, as she 

asserts that they all share a common goal. She elevates this message further by highlighting the audience‟s 

involvement with the phrase, “I am reaching out to you because we need your help” (Watson, 2014). This statement 

not only reinforces the necessary inclusiveness of the first-person address but also directly engages the listeners 

with the second-person pronoun “you.” This approach makes the audience feel personally invested in the 

significance of the goals of the campaign. 

A key aspect of analyzing Watson‟s message lies in understanding her assertion, “We want to end gender 

inequality—and to do that we need everyone to be involved” (Watson, 2014). This statement summarizes the idea 

and direction of her speech, while also being clear and inclusive. The use of “we” and “everyone” emphasizes that 

gender equality is a global issue requiring the involvement of all people. By framing the fight against gender 

inequality as a collective societal challenge, she cultivates a sense of community among her listeners and reinforces 

that the process of change begins with them.Thus, her effective use of pronouns and direct appeals in her speech 

not only energizes the target audience but also strengthens the message about a collaborative approach to 

combating gender bias. This strategy empowers individuals, encouraging them to not only respond to her message 

but also to act as agents of change, contributing to a better world for everyone. 

Watson expresses gratitude toward various groups and individuals who have contributed to the advancement of 

gender equality. Her deliberate use of thankfulness not only acknowledges the efforts of those who provide 

resources but also fosters a positive relationship between her and her audience, promoting harmony within her 

social circle.Watson‟s appreciation for the progress made in achieving gender equality reflects a sincere sense of 

gratitude, though it remains quite intricate. Adopting a collective perspective, she states, “I would like to thank 

those who supported me and other members of UN Women” (Watson, 2014). By mentioning “colleagues at UN 

Women,” she highlights the importance of organizational support and collaboration in making processes effective 

and achieving meaningful results. "I want to thank you all for being here today. It is an honour for me to be 

speaking to you, but it is also terrifying" (Watson, 2014). 

“I want to thank you all for being here today. It is an honour for me to be speaking to you, but it is also terrifying” 

(Watson, 2014). This expression captures gratitude, humility, and fear, highlighting her feelings and the 

significance of addressing the audience. First, her words of gratitude regarding the audience's presence demonstrate 

her appreciation. By acknowledging their attendance, Watson conveys her happiness at having their support for the 

cause she advocates. This acknowledgement helps to establish a positive relationship between her and her listeners 

from the beginning of her speech. Second, Watson‟s expression of gratitude, indicating that it is an honour to speak 
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to the audience, reflects her humility. By recognizing the opportunity she has as a public figure and gender equality 

activist, she embraces the responsibilities that come with this role. This approach makes her relatable, positioning 

her as someone willing to engage with her audience rather than as a distant authority figure.Third, her admission 

that speaking to the audience is both enjoyable and intimidating showcases her strength. She expresses the 

nervousness that often accompanies public speaking, regardless of her experience as a journalist. This vulnerability 

makes her more relatable and underscores the personal nature of the issue, demonstrating that she has a genuine 

stake in the matter. 

Watson‟s remarks convey gratitude toward the audience while simultaneously reflecting her humility. It embodies 

politeness, simplicity, and confidence, revealing her sincerity throughout the conversation. This approach enhances 

her credibility and emotionally resonates with the audience, as her experience as female advocates for gender 

equality supports her call for equal rights for women. 

Watson carefully articulates her ideas, fully aware that some may perceive her negatively, yet she consistently 

emphasizes the necessity for change. This section illustrates that her strategies for addressing counterarguments 

with politeness and compassion are as thoughtfully crafted as her critique of prejudice in the fight against 

discrimination. For instance, in many of her speeches and public appearances, Watson takes the time to address 

various objections that people may have regarding feminist and pro-feminism themes, demonstrating her awareness 

of the diverse opinions surrounding gender equality issues. She states, “I realize that there are people out there that 

may have a different opinion on this subject, and I respect them” (Watson, 2014). This statement not only 

acknowledges the existence of differing viewpoints but also incorporates them into the discussion of gender equity 

and equality. 

By recognizing potential opposition, Watson helps to prevent individuals, such as members of Senior Technical 

Management, from feeling offended, which could hinder constructive dialogue. Her approach reinforces a policy of 

dignity and tolerance, as meaningful change must consider people's opinions and concerns. 

I know, I am preaching to the choir. But I am asking you to ask yourself: Such a social image implies a call 

‘if not me, who? If not now when (Watson, 2014)? 

Thus, this tagline reflects both the call to action and a challenge to personal commitment to fight for the cause of 

gender equality. Firstly, denying the fact that she is „‟addressing the choir‟‟, meaning she knows that many 

supporters of the ideas of gender equality are in the audience. This phase seems to imply that the problems that the 

lady in question talks about are perhaps familiar and understood by the listeners already. Nevertheless, instead of 

presuming consensus or inertia, Watson proceeds from this recognition to call her audience to action by probing 

one‟s responsibilities.Secondly, the questions articulated — if not me who, if not now when — are self-reflecting 

and employ time-beggaring methodology among her followers. These questions can be explained as rhetorical 

since they make people consider their measures‟ relevance and promptness in fighting gender biases. The question 

„if not me, who?‟ addresses people‟s consciousness and calls for the audience‟s action, pointing out that each 

person can do something for equality. 

Watson‟s advocacy for gender equality employs negative politeness strategies, particularly through the use of 

modality to convey tentativeness or uncertainty. By utilizing these linguistic tools, Watson navigates complex 

linguistic situations to foster positive relationships and connections with her audience. In her public speeches and 

addresses, modality expressions such as "could," "would," and "might" frequently appear, providing possibilities, 

suggestions, or indications of hesitation in her statements. For example, she might say, “New strategies can be 

employed regarding gender stereotypes,” which implies her openness to other viewpoints and approaches. This 

tactic effectively allows Watson to avoid conflict, especially when presenting ideas that may not align with the 

beliefs of the audience. Similarly, she incorporates hedges that soften the certainty of her statements. Phrases like 

“In my opinion, it implies that,” “Maybe it means that,” and “It can be stated that” (Watson, 2014) enable her to 

express her views with caution and an openness to alternative perspectives. 

"I am inviting you to step forward, to be seen, and to ask yourself, 'If not me, who? If not now, when" (Watson, 

2014)? Her statement serves as a powerful call to action and encourages self-reflection among her audience, 

promoting personal responsibility in the fight for women‟s rights. Firstly, by urging her audience to “step forward,” 

she challenges both women and men to move beyond the private sphere and become active participants in the 

struggle for women‟s rights. This phrase establishes an assertive and proactive tone, calling for individuals not just 

to offer support but to visibly advocate for change. It suggests that people must take action to contribute to the 

cause and play a role in creating that change. Secondly, the phrase “to be seen” highlights the importance of 

visibility, implying that individuals must be recognized to be held accountable. By speaking directly to her 
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audience, she encourages them not only to take action but also to openly demonstrate their commitment to fighting 

for gender equality. This call to visibility suggests that their actions can inspire others to join the movement for 

equal opportunities. Thirdly, the rhetorical questions, “If not me, who? If not now, when?” challenge the 

consciences of the listeners. These questions compel individuals to consider their responsibilities and the urgency 

of addressing gender equality. The phrase “If not me, who?” encourages the audience to recognize their capacity to 

contribute to improved equality, while “If not now, when?” emphasizes the need to act against gender inequality 

immediately, urging people not to delay. 

Watsonavoids directly confronting potential critics or using harsh language regarding stereotypes, gender 

prejudices, and other crucial topics. This communication style allows her to engage constructively with individuals, 

particularly in situations where there may be conflicting viewpoints, as she seeks to resolve issues rather than 

escalate animosity. 

As a women's rights activist, Watson tends to frame the discourse on stereotyping and gender prejudice in ways that 

invite questions and encourage participation. For instance, rather than presenting blunt statements about 

stereotypes, she uses tentative language, such as “Stereotypes reduce the chances of individuals getting a shot at a 

certain line of work,” or “Regarding gender prejudice, there may be various opinions on the matter” (Watson, 

2014). This softer approach encourages dialogue and understanding. 

Watson focuses on shared values and goals that unite people. For example, she says, “We all are better off when 

stereotypes are questioned and diversity is encouraged” (Watson, 2014). Such statements emphasize the common 

good rather than highlighting conflict. 

Furthermore, Watson incorporates humour and personal anecdotes, as well as stories from others, into her speeches. 

By sharing real-life experiences, she presents her points in a relatable manner without diluting the truth to cater to a 

specific audience, thereby reducing potential hostility from differing perspectives. 

Both men and women should feel free to be sensitive. Both men and women should feel free to be strong. It 

is time that we all perceive gender on a spectrum, instead of two opposing sets of ideals(Watson, 2014). 

These words can be seen as a call to broaden people's understanding of gender, encouraging them to embrace rather 

than categorize, and to appreciate differences instead of pigeonholing individuals.First, by stating, “Both men and 

women should feel free to be sensitive,” Watson challenges traditional notions of masculinity that dictate men 

should not express sensitivity. This assertion counters stereotypes by conveying that individuals with tender or 

gentle hearts are inherently human and not confined by male or female prejudice. It encourages everyone, 

regardless of gender, to acknowledge their feelings and express them freely, as there should be no social stigma 

attached to doing so.Secondly, when she asserts that “boys should be allowed to be soft and girls should be allowed 

to be powerful,” she confronts another stereotype that equates strength solely with physicality or aggressive 

behaviour, often associated with male dominance. By advocating for an understanding of strength, she supports the 

acceptance of diverse expressions of strength that include emotional resilience, the ability to advocate for the 

vulnerable, and perseverance qualities that transcend traditional gender roles. 

The idea of viewing gender as a continuum rather than as rigidly defined poles of “this is how women should 

behave” and “this is how men ought to behave” (Watson, 2014) represents a significant shift.Watson critiques 

conventional thinking that confines gender to binary categories of male or female. Instead, she promotes what she 

calls a new perspective that recognizes gender as a fluid attribute. This call to understand gender on a spectrum 

implies the acceptance of diverse identities and acknowledges that individuals may have unique ways of self- 

identifying and representing themselves. 

In short, the message conveyed in Watson's speech is both progressive and liberal concerning issues of stereotyping 

and the segregation of roles based on gender. She advocates for the right of individuals of any gender to express 

both sensitivity and strength. She challenges restrictive gender boundaries. Her message fosters self-affirmation for 

each person and contributes to the cultural shift needed in a society that often fails to respect differences. 

Watson consistently employs a civil approach and sound reasoning when addressing issues of gender stereotypes 

and inequality. She enhances her statements with personal experiences, data, and the integration of gender-neutral 

language. This strategy not only captures attention but also conveys the importance of these issues without solely 

relying on her authority as a speaker; instead, she develops a sense of pathos regarding the causes she discusses.An 

example of this narrative technique can be seen when Watson shares stories related to the impact of gender 

stereotyping on individuals. For instance, she might recount an experience of a friend or colleague who faced 

sexism in the workplace, illustrating how such prejudices manifest in real life. By using relatable examples, Watson 

enables her audience to empathize with those involved in the situations she describes. 
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Furthermore, Watson supports her key arguments about universal gender inequality with debates, research studies, 

and statistics. She might address issues like the gender pay gap or women's representation on boards, and provide 

statistics on violence against women to emphasize the need for change. This evidence not only strengthens her 

arguments but also appeals to the audience's logical reasoning by highlighting how structural issues perpetuate 

misogyny. Importantly, her use of open-ended and non-judgemental language is crucial when tackling sensitive 

subjects. Phrases such as “people” and “our society” foster a sense of unity and collective responsibility in 

addressing these issues.She emphasizes that the goal of gender equality is to enhance the lives of both girls and 

boys, ensuring mutual benefits from the proposed changes. 

Furthermore, civil disobedience is evident in Watson's approach, as she refrains from imposing her views or those 

of others as the only correct ones, instead acknowledging diverse experiences. She often presents an argument and 

immediately raises potential objections or concerns that may arise if certain procedures are followed. This method 

helps to minimize hostility and encourages engagement in reasoned discourse, allowing for the exploration of 

significant questions without alienating members of the audience who may hold differing political perspectives. 

Gender equality is your issue too. Because to date, I’ve seen my father’s role as a parent being valued less 

by society despite my needing his presence as a child as much as my mother’s (Watson, 2014). 

Watson articulates the fundamental gender issue that supports humanity, combining a global perspective on the 

problem with a human focus on the changes needed within families and communities. Firstly, Watson addresses the 

value placed on fatherhood in society compared to the high regard often given to motherhood. She states, “I have 

noticed that the role of the father as a parent is devalued” (Watson, 2014), which raises awareness about how 

contemporary culture assigns most caregiving and emotional support responsibilities to mothers. This observation 

challenges traditional beliefs regarding gender-orientated parenting roles and highlights the importance of 

recognizing all parents' contribution to development of their children. Secondly, by emphasizing personal 

experiences, Watson emphasizes the impact of societal prejudice.Her assertion, “I needed his presence as a child as 

much as my mother‟s, if not more,” highlights the significance of both parents being involved in a child's life, 

regardless of their gender. This challenges the prevailing notion that mothers are inherently more nurturing or 

essential to a child's upbringing than fathers, thereby reinforcing existing gender-based stereotypes regarding 

caregiving and parenting roles. 

Overall, Watson‟s words convey the connection between gender equality, personal experiences, and social actions. 

By sharing her subjective perspective on parental roles and societal expectations of women, she humanizes the 

issue of gender equality and gender roles, prompting listeners to reflect on their own beliefs. Her statement 

advocates for a transformation in social perceptions and beliefs that hinder progress and perpetuate inequality, 

asserting that “together we can” create change. 

 

5. Conclusion, Recommendations and Findings 

Watson's speech at the United Nations in 2014, where she introduced the HeForShe movement, serves as an 

example of employing politeness maxims to advocate for women's rights. The speech transitions into a technique of 

positive politeness as Watson addresses the audience and expresses gratitude for their support, emphasizing that 

they are collectively responsible for the cause. Simultaneously, she employs passive-aggressive communication 

through negative politeness strategies, such as acknowledging differing viewpoints, which fosters a polite and 

constructive dialogue. By reaching a broad and diverse global audience, these methods emphasize cooperation and 

social inclusion. 

Advocates can learn from Emma Watson's effective use of politeness maxims in promoting women's rights. They 

should prioritize inclusive language to encourage diverse viewpoints, recognize opposing opinions to foster 

acceptance and utilize storytelling to engage audiences. Additionally, maintaining interaction with stakeholders and 

regularly reporting on progress can help keep advocacy efforts on track. Researchers could further explore the 

impact of these strategies on advocacy effectiveness and community engagement in gender equality initiatives. 

Here are key findings based on the analysis of Emma Watson's speeches and advocacy strategies for gender 

equality: 

1. Watson effectively employs politeness maxims and inclusive language to engage the audience, fostering 

acceptance of diverse viewpoints and enhancing the overall impact of her message. 

2. By recognizing and respecting opposing views, she creates a constructive dialogue that reduces hostility 

and encourages engagement in discussions about gender equality. 
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3. Her strategic use of modal verbs and hedging reflects her awareness of the complexity of gender issues, 

allowing her to express strong attitudes while remaining open to dialogue and differing perspectives. 

4. Incorporating personal experiences and stories helps Watson resonate with her audience, making her 

arguments more relatable and emotionally impactful. 

5. Her advocacy emphasizes the importance of collective action and accountability, encouraging both men 

and women to actively participate in the fight for gender equality and challenge societal norms that 

reinforce stereotypes. 
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