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If humankind had listened to Plato’s advice and had tried to lay the foundations of the ideal state, in which women would have had the same equality of status as men and where sex wouldn’t have been a criterion for discrimination, I wouldn’t be presenting this paper today. Unfortunately this was not the case, and difference has been a theme that dominated the study of gender and language. Almost everybody has an opinion regarding the way in which men and women differ in communication, therefore stereotypes about men and women’s conversational styles abound. I would like to underline from the very beginning the fact that such beliefs and mythology about sex-role differences in language are as important as the actual differences since we all know that such stereotyped perceptions may cause male/female differences. Gender role standards exert a real influence on people who try to speak or behave in a certain way so as not to be seen deviant.
One more thing should be made clear before moving on: none of the stereotyped perceptions of gender differences presented in this paper are immutable, some findings support the existing stereotypes, while others may not. And since stereotypes in this field abound, I will focus on talkativeness versus silence, interruptions and gossip.
To start with I will attempt to provide a definition of the word ‘stereotype’ which from the start has a negative connotation. “Stereotypes are ideas held by some individuals about members of particular groups, based solely on membership in that group. They are often used in a negative or prejudicial sense and are frequently used to justify certain discriminatory behaviours. Stereotyping is most often suffered by minority groups. Therefore, in the case of gender, it is women who get stereotyped. 

We all grow up with different preconceptions regarding what women or men talk/behave like. We are raised to believe that women talk more, that men use swear words, that only women gossip and gossip is bad, that women interrupt and apologize more in a conversation etc. But research in this area challenges our cultural stereotypes, proving them wrong.

Stereotypes, however false, tend to persist as long as they reflect important social inequalities. As long as women are dominated by men, their language will be characterized as immature, trivial, and subservient and there will be the false stereotype that women talk incessantly.

  There has been a joke widely translated in different languages in which a man and a woman are having a divorce, on the basis that the man did not talk to the woman for two years. When the judge asked the man why he hadn’t talked to his wife for two years, his answer was ‘I did not want to interrupt her’.  This joke perpetuates the deeply rooted stereotype that women talk more.
If the question “Who talks more?” came up, or the idea of labelling the two sexes as ‘shouters’ versus ‘listeners’, most of us would bet on women as shouters. There are many proverbs, though they aren’t heard as often as they used to, which reinforce  this conviction that women talk more “Nothing is so unnatural as a talkative man and a silent women”. Silence is the best ornament of the woman. Many women, many words. Foxes are all tail and women are all tongue. Women’s tongues are like lamb’s tails; they are never still.

A Gallup poll recently confirmed that men and women both believe that it is women who are most likely to possess the gift of gab. Some even believe that women are biologically built for conversation. Different studies came up with humorous findings: even in discussions where men dominated two thirds of the conversation, they still felt that women talked more. The problem here is men’s expectation as to the amount of talk women should provide.
There has been a wealth of studies and books to sustain this stereotypical point of view. According to Dr. Scott Halzman in Psychology Today, women use about 7,000 words a day, and men use about 2,000. On the other hand, Ruth E. Masters, in her book `”Counseling Criminal Justice Offenders”, tells us that `”Females use an estimated 25,000 words per day and males use an estimated 12,000 words per day”.  And according to James Dobson's book `”Love for a Lifetime”, research tells us that God gives a woman 50,000 words a day, while her husband only gets 25,000. The most recent to join the chorus is Dr. Louann Brizendine, clinical professor of psychiatry at the University of California, San Francisco. In her current best-seller, `”The Female Brain”, Brizendine tells us that `”A woman uses about 20,000 words per day while a man uses about 7,000.”

A group of researchers from the University of Arizona set out to test the assertion made by Louann Brizendine. In a six-year se​ries of stud​ies, Mehl’s team re​cord​ed con​versa​t​ions of nearly 400 U.S. and Mex​i​can male and fe​male un​ivers​ity stu​dents. To catch all this chat​ter, they de​vel​oped an elec​tron​ic​ally-activated re​cord​er (EAR) that dig​it​al​ly, and un​ob​tru​sive​ly, logged the daily con​versa​t​ions of those wear​ing it. They recorded these college students every 12 1/2 minutes, which amounts to 4 percent of a person's daily utterances. 

Their findings were published in the July Issue of the Science journal (5th July 2007) , findings which  debunked the popular myth that women talk more than men, the stereotype of the female chatterbox and the silent man. The conclusion they came to? “The wide​spread and highly pub​li​cized ster​e​o​type about fe​male talk​a​tive​ness and male ret​i​cence is un​found​ed,” wrote psy​chol​o​gist Mat​thi​as Mehl of The Un​ivers​ity of Ar​i​zo​na and col​leagues. They found that women speak a little more than 16,000 words a day. Men speak a little less than 16,000 words. The difference is not statistically significant. The idea that wom​en use nearly three times as many words a day as men has tak​en on “ur​ban leg​end” sta​tus, Mehl said. (It seems that after this study has been published, Brizendine disavowed her statistic, as there was no study to back it up) So, apparently, at the question ‘Which gender is the most talkative?’, no matter your answer, you are partially right.
 But unfortunately the study is far from laying to rest, once and for all, the stereotype, because more questions appeared. Can measure how talkative someone is, or how talkative one sex is quantitatively? Can someone by simply counting the words uttered by men and women tell whether on e sex is more talkative than the other? I think not. Silence and talkativeness cannot be analysed on their own since there are many variables that can influence a person’s volubility: the setting, the culture, the type of person etc. 

When trying to answer this delicate question, besides the number of words, - which can point to certain facts – one must also take into account the context in which the situation takes place, the persons involved – age, relation among them etc, as well as the cultural setting.

Studies on gender and talkativeness have already pointed out that men talk more in public contexts – at faculty meetings, for instance, men talk more – it has been proved that even the man who talks the least still talks more than a woman - , on comment shows they appear to be the ones to call first, etc. In the arena of public speaking men seem to feel at ease, since this is where they have been fighting their battles since the beginning of time – it is a medium they created to perpetuate their values. They see language, and in consequence the opportunity of public speaking as a means of negotiating status, of preserving independence.

Women, on the other hand, are champions at private speaking, for them the language of conversation is a language of rapport, a way of establishing connections. That is why at home we have the silent man and the talkative woman. This is the classic situation in which women complain that men do not talk too much. Imagine the following setting: it is in the evening, everybody has returned home and the woman starts talking about her day – what she has done, whom she has met etc. But when she asks the man about his day, all he can say is something like “Same old, same old.” But if by any chance they go out the same evening, and meet some friends, the man might start telling them about something that happened to him during the day, which obviously leaves the woman feeling hurt and confused. Home is for men the place where they feel comfortable, where they can relax, where they don’t have to prove themselves anymore, where they don’t need to fight for status, where they can remain silent. And so they do. For women, home is the place where they can talk without anyone judging them. The "how was your day?" conversation typifies the kind of talk women tend to do more of: spoken to intimates and focusing on personal experience, your own or others. This is what Deborah Tannen calls ‘rapport talk’  - that is talking about personal experience in order to establish connections - as opposed to men’s ‘report talk’ – that is exchanging  information about impersonal topics. Women tend to see conversation as an opportunity to discuss problems, share experience and offer reassurance and support. For men the discussion of personal problems is not a normal component of conversation. Most women enjoy talk and regard talking as an important means of keeping in touch, especially with friends and intimates. They use language to establish, nurture and develop personal relationship. Men tend to see language more as a tool for obtaining and conveying information. Women are more likely to discuss interrelational topics and to personalize conversations, a discursive style that males satirically define as gossiping. Males have been found to keep their distance from relational and human issues by reducing them to theories and abstractions.
Researchers came up with another explanation for the incongruity between the belief that women talk more and the fact, proven by research evidence, that actually men talk more. It has been suggested that the fact that women talk more doesn’t necessarily stem from the place of talking, but from the yardstick against which women’s talkativeness is judged and measured. Dale Spender
 suggests that women’s talkativeness has not been measured in comparison with men’s talkativeness, but in comparison with silence. Therefore, a woman who does any talking at all is automatically considered talkative. It is also interesting to note that whereas the deficient language of women was studied by many linguists, including men, only women have pursued research in the area of male/female talkativeness.

Different expectations from a conversation may account as another reason why women are seen as the talkative sex. For women, talking is an essential part of a relationship, it is the glue that holds the relationship together. That is why they may talk for hours on the telephone, with their best friends or mothers, about unimportant things. What is important for them is not necessarily what they say, but the fact that they care. It goes without saying that for men this doesn’t make sense. It’s easy to imagine why men, hearing women talk incessantly over the phone about nothing important have  labelled women as chatterboxes who talk more and say less, that women use language without saying anything of any importance, dealing in trivial and unimportant matters. This closely linked to another stereotype – that women gossip gossip more than men. Whether we admit it or not, we all gossip. Goldsmith and Baxter
 asked over one hundred Americans to record in their diaries their daily conversations. Their conclusion was that gossip was the most frequent speech during the two weeks of the research. People gossip a lot. Together with ‘joking around’, ‘catching up’, ‘small talk’, and ‘recapping the day’s events’, people spent 48.9% of their daily conversations to ‘informal talk’.


Gossip is commonly seen as a negative habit, as inappropriate behaviour. Anthropologist Gluckman defines gossip as “general interest in the doings, the virtues and vices of others”.
 and most often this ‘bad behaviour’ is associated with women. Labelling women’s talk as trivial is another way in which men try to intimidate women and deny them access to power. 


Suzanne Romaine suggests that the fact that men labelled women’s talk as gossip, and the topics they cover (details, emotions etc) as trivial, shows that women’s talk about social relationships represents a threat to male social order. “Women’s talk can be fatal and therefore must be contained.”
  The fact that women’s conversations are continuously trivialized by terms such as girl talk, bitching, bickering, while the same type of talk with men is termed shop talk and is regarded as important/serious talk, clearly shows our society’s values regarding women and men.

The meaning of the word gossip changed throughout the years. It appears that the term gossip didn’t always have a negative connotation. Gossip was originally a god sip, that is, a god parent.  Back then, the term godparent did not have the restricted meaning it has today, but it referred to the large network of relationships a family had. During the Elizabethan period gossip referred to individual relationships, typically masculine, men’s drinking, gathering of male friends in bars, raising the glass. The female variant of gossip pointed to the gathering of family and friends during childbirth. When a woman gave birth, her female family and friends came together to give her support, and that is what gossip was about in the 19th century; meeting with family and friends, socializing with each other.
 Jan Steen’s painting from 1664, originally entitled ‘Gossiping’, confirms this usage.

During the Reformation, men were anxious about women’s gossiping and the power of female tongue. In their roles of housewives and midwives, women dominated the informal and domestic webs of information and power, thus posing a threat to men’s social order. 
By the end of the 19th century the connotation changed, gossip was redefined as ‘idle talk’ and ‘tattling’, an action that did no longer refer to the social act of gathering, but to a an ordinary, rather negative form of communication.

Deborah Jones
 defines gossip as “essentially talk between women in our common role as women.” Gossip describes the kind of relaxed in-group talk that goes on between people in informal contexts. It conveys information about people, events, but in the same time it has a cohesive social function, binding together people belonging to the same group. It is not talking against, but talking about something.
Men do not keep in touch with their friends. They don’t know what has been going on in their friend’s life; they simply know their friends are there if they need them and that is enough. And men do not waste their time talking about insignificant things. Women talk about everything: from what colour of shoes they should buy, to split-ups and serious issues.

“If two people engage in the same behaviour, talking too much, the woman is likely to be called a gossip, while the man will not. Ironically, a man who talks too much is often called “an old woman”, a phrase that manages to blame womankind for man’s verbosity”. 
 

The male equivalent of women’s gossip is difficult to identify. In parallel situations the topics men discuss tend to focus on things and activities rather than personal experiences and feelings. Topics like sports, cars, business, stock market, politics and possessions turn up regularly. They do not talk about other people’s lives because it is not in their conversational style. The focus is on information and facts, rather than on feelings and reactions. Their style, even in gossip is competitive; their strategies for amusing each other are often to cap the previous speaker’s utterance or to put them down. In other words, their talk contrasts completely with the cooperative, agreeing, supportive, topically coherent talk of women. It seems possible that for men mock-insults and abuse serve the same function: expressing solidarity and maintaining social relationship, as complements and agreeing comments do for women.

Women’s gossip underlines their desire not to be left out from their friend’s life. Men’s way of gossip reflects their fear of being left out from what is going on in the world. 

Women consider their gossip as talking about something/somebody. For them gossiping about a third person that is not present only reinforces shared values and world views. Men see women’s gossip as talking against someone/something. But “the fact that topics such as sports, politics, cars are seen as serious while topics such as child-bearing, personal relationships are labelled trivial, is simply a reflection of social values which define what men do, as important and conversely, what women do as less important”.
 

 The fact that people are gossip-prone nowadays can be accounted for by the fact that the whole society has become lately more private than public. Everything you see on TV, hear on the news, press conferences, and advertisements – everything tends to focus on the private rather than public aspect of life. As a result, there is an increased interest in people’s lives – that is an increased interest in gossip. All magazines, newspapers abound in details about famous people’s private lives, their marriages, divorces, affairs etc, invading thus their privacy. 

Different conversational styles, different settings, different expectations may give us an insight into why such stereotypes came into being. In using the language women are more emotional as opposed to men’s talk which is seen as bold and straightforward, focusing only on important matters. In all female conversations, women talk about a certain topic extensively, sharing a wealth of information about themselves. Men on the other hand jump from one topic to another, rarely providing information about themselves. Abstaining from self-revelation and withholding personal information contribute to the maintenance of power, of a superior status. Disclosing personal details means you are no longer in control, you are vulnerable. That is why men prefer to stay aloof, while the others, by disclosing their secrets, facilitate their dominance.

For centuries women were seen as the talkative sex, though recently research has pointed the other way. Then where does this firmly rooted believe that women talk more come from? And how come women complain men do not talk, if they seem to talk more than women?  “The uncomfortable truth seems to be that the amount of talk by women has been measured less against the amount of men’s talk than against the expectations of female silence”.

Many will have trouble believing and accepting the results of these studies, since on the one hand the findings challenged their own perceptions and on the other hand it’s fairly easy to see what you want to see. What is important is the fact that all this research in the field of language and gender has led to the concepts of masculinity and femininity being challenged. “People are re-evaluating what is ‘right’ and ‘good’ in practical terms of what is real… 
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