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Gender & Language

Page 2
                        

Derivational Thinking (DT)
 Linguistic Postulates:
 –number (use of singular/plural structures)
 –sex-based gender (with the masculine form as the root and the feminine derived from the masculine)
 – ranking comparative/absolute (e.g. better, best)
 e.g. Hardman (1996)
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When I first started going out with you, we never had misunderstandings
 about where to go & what to do. Now, after 2 years together,
 it happens all the time.How come?
 I never know what you want to do.
 1 2
 We know each other so well, you will know what I want
 without my telling you
 3
 We know each other so well that we can tell each other
 what we want
 4
 Aaaagghh!!5
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Social FeaturesSocial Features•In new M/F groups, men become less competitive In new M/F groups, men become less competitive
 •In new M/F groups, women become more competitive In new M/F groups, women become more competitive
 –Social significance of other women in the group is low
 –Women talk more to men than among each other
 •Social GroupingSocial Grouping
 –Boys are more into groups & away from teachers
 –Girls are more in pairs and closer to teachers/buildings
 –Boys form ‘all-inclusive hierarchies” (everybody plays a role)
 –Girls are more with “exclusive coalitions” (not everybody plays)
 –Girls argue less directly but for a longer time
 –Boys argue more directly and quickly
 OTHERS:OTHERS: Reading disabilities more common among boys
 Clark, Pfeiffer
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Talking the TalkTalking the Talk
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Conversational Roles•Independent •Dependent (Intimacy)
 •Symmetrical (interdependent) •Asymmetrical (dependent)
 •Leader •Subordinate
 •Informing (Advice) •Connecting (Understanding)
 •Competitive (Status) •Supportive
 •Commanding •Questioning
 •Message Centered •Relationship Centered
 •Orders •Proposals
 •Conflict •Compromise

Page 7
                        

Conversational featuresConversational featuresFEATUREFEATURE [+female][+female] [+male][+male]
 Holding the floor Seeks reassurance Control talk
 Is interrupted Interrupts more
 Talkative woman= average man
 Talks more
 Asking questions “D’you know what?”(Looks for permission to talk)
 N/A
 Addressing Are first-named
 (Diana)
 Are last-named (+title)
 Dr. Miller
 Group=individuals Group=collective
 Encourage others Resists contribution
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Some Grammatical FeaturesSome Grammatical Features
 FEATUREFEATURE [+FEMALE][+FEMALE] [+MALE][+MALE]
 Generics(man, he) Addressed by s/he Addressed by he
 1stperson narrative No Yes
 Voice tone High (not only anatomy)
 low
 Intonation Tuneful, question Monotone
 Emotive Adjectives Yes No
 Exclamations
 (Oh my!)
 Yes No
 Intensifiers (so…) frequent Not frequent
 Diminutives Recipient & users Users
 Swearing less more
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What do you think?What do you think?
 • In Living Language (p. 222), George Keith and John Shuttleworth record suggestions that:
 • womenwomen - talk more than men, talk too much, are more polite, are indecisive/hesitant, complain and nag, ask more questions, support each other, are more co-operative, whereas
 • menmen - swear more, don't talk about emotions, talk about sport more, talk about women and machines in the same way, insult each other frequently, are competitive in conversation, dominate conversation, speak with more authority, give more commands, interrupt more.

Page 10
                        

Do we mean what we say?Do we mean what we say?
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These are pairs of terms that historically differentiated by sex alone, but which, over time, have gained different connotations (e.g. of status or value) and in some cases different denotations. Examples include:
 •dame/knight •bride/(bride)groom •Madam/Sir •Queen/King •matron/patron •husband/wife •author/authoress •dog/bitch
 •Mrs, Ms/Mr •Miss/Master, Mr •mistress/master •governess/governor •spinster/bachelor •tomboy/sissy •Lady/Lord •lady/gentleman
 The Semantic Derogation of WomenThe Semantic Derogation of Women
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“A master is in control, but a mistress is kept for sex. Compare old master and old mistress. A bachelor is an approving term, but a spinster is a sad thing to be. Compare bachelor pad and spinster pad. A patron is a business client, but a matron is an old nurse. If a man has a client, he is a businessman; if a woman has a client, she is a prostitute. If a man is a pro, he is competent; if a woman is a pro, she is a prostitute. If a man is a tramp, he is a homeless scruff; if a woman, a prostitute.”
 You can easily explain these distinctions (and others that you can find for yourself). Howard Jackson and Peter Stockwell, in An Introduction to the Nature and Functions of Language (p. 124) do this quite entertainingly:
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MJ Hardman, Univ. of Florida
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Gender and SexGender and Sex
 • Do they mean the same thing?• English marks gender on pronouns:
 • he/she• his/hers• him/her
 • Other languages– Some marker gender irrespective of actual
 biological differences (sex)– Some make no distinctions (Bali, for example)
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A man was driving with his son, when the car was struck by another vehicle. The man was killed instantly, but his son, injured, was rushed to hospital. The surgeon came into the operating theatre, gasped and said: “But this is my son”.
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A woman was driving with her son, when the car was struck by another vehicle. The woman was killed instantly, but her son, injured, was rushed to hospital. The theatre nurse looked at the surgeon, gasped and said: “But this is my son”
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Can Can hehe mean mean sheshe??
 • What’s wrong with generic masculine terms?What’s wrong with generic masculine terms?
 – Generic term is a hypernymhypernym meant to refer to all members of a class.
 – Example: Furniture is a generic term (hypernym) referring the the hyponymshyponyms table, chair, beds, desks.
 – This works well with pairs like: • Animals: fish, mammals, birds or • Cars: Ford, Jaguar, Toyota
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ManMan as Hypernym as Hypernym
 • Man: woman, girl, boyMan: woman, girl, boy– ?A man is a man.– ?Girls and boys are man/men– ?Half of all men are women.– ?Man, being a mammal, breastfeed his
 young.
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The “Elsewhere” GenderThe “Elsewhere” Gender
 • ManMan includes womanwoman
 • WomanWoman does not include manman– Therefore, womanwoman is the “marked” term,
 the more restricted.– ManMan is, therefore, the “unmarked”, the
 “elsewhere” term:
 • Conclusion:Conclusion: Man Man is the “humanhuman” and womanwoman the “allohumanallohuman” (so to speak).

Page 20
                        

Man can do several things Man can do several things that the animal cannot do…that the animal cannot do…
 his vital interests are not only his vital interests are not only life, food, access to females, life, food, access to females,
 etc.etc.
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And so….?And so….?
 • Where do we go from here?Where do we go from here?– Be aware of gender-laden inferences in our
 language– Realize that conversational styles are more
 resistant to change than other language features.
 – Seek positive, non-derogatory communicative strategies
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Word Order Implications?Word Order Implications?
 • Does saying “men and womenmen and women” mean the same thing as “women and menwomen and men”?
 • Does saying “he and shehe and she” mean the same thing as saying “she and heshe and he”?
 • Does saying “Adam and Eve” mean the same thing as saying “Eve and AdamEve and Adam”
 Why or Why not?Why or Why not?
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