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Gender is a pervasive feature of our everyday lives. Everywhere we look, we see different displays of gender: in the way we get dressed, in the way we behave, in the way we talk, in our choice of words, in newspapers, magazines, ads etc. It is impossible to escape it. 

The issue of men and women’s language has been a source of disagreement over the years for linguists. Grammarians and linguists who have written about the language throughout the years have contributed – whether consciously or not – to the misconception that Eve’s language is not Adam’s and therefore is not as good as Adam’s. The fact that men and women differ in their communicative competence (including features such as interruptions, questions, polite forms, prosodic features etc.) is now an established sociolinguistic fact. The problem occurs when grammarians and sociolinguists try account for this difference. There are two conflicting views on why men and women possess different communicative forms.       

The first point of view sees women as a minority group which is oppressed and marginalized. This approach – the dominance approach – interprets the difference between men and women’s communication styles as stemming from men’s dominance and women’s subordination. Robin Lakoff was one of the first writers to adopt this point of view. She published in 1975 her well-known study Language and Women’s Place which stimulated discussions both inside and outside linguistics. She claims that the difference in men and women’s conversational styles reflects a power imbalance between the sexes. 

The second point of view – the difference approach – points out that women are simply different from men as a result of belonging to different subcultures, and their differing conversational styles reflect these subcultures. 

According to the difference approach, men and women speak differently because they were brought up in different sociolinguistic subcultures. The socialization process, including family, school, games, friends etc. contributed to our femaleness and maleness. And we continue to be socialized throughout our lives. This approach appeared later than the dominance approach, as a result of the growing awareness among linguists that viewing men’s language as strong, and women’s language as weak would actually mean to accept an androcentric point of view to the issue of gender in language.

The difference approach (emphasizing sub-cultural differences between men and women) and the dominance approach (emphasizing the hierarchical nature of gender relations) do not necessarily exclude each other. For example to analyse the interaction in the workplace without taking into account the dominance/subordination dimension would have little explanatory power. Therefore, in any account of male and female linguistic behaviour both power and subculture approaches must be incorporated.

Lakoff claims that women are denied access to the “powerful style” that characterizes not only the male’s linguistic creativity, but also the male’s authority. She also underlines that gender-specific linguistic differences lead to gender-specific conversational strategies. Keeping in mind that a linguistic exchange is the result of the relationship between the interlocutors, and that male and female have disparate social statuses, conversational patterns between males and females have been found to reflect social inequalities existing between them. She published Language and Woman’s Place in 1975, an influential account on women’s language, a representative book for the dominance approach, a book that equated subordinate with weak and describes women’s language as inferior to that of men.

According to her, a woman is taught from early childhood to behave like a lady, not to talk rough which finally results in the fact that later on in life she will not be taken seriously exactly because of the way she speaks; she will be blamed for not being able to express herself more forcefully, exactly what she was discouraged from in her childhood. If girls learn their lessons well (behave properly, talk properly etc.) they will not be rewarded by society; on the contrary, their learning the lesson too well will be the reason why they won’t be taken seriously and will be kept in a demeaning position. As a result, “women are systematically denied access to power”
 because of their linguistic behaviour which presents them as powerless, incapable of holding power or of presenting their point of view forcefully.

Lakoff
 published a set of basic assumptions about what marks out the language of women. Women’s language differs from that of men, which is seen as standard, in all levels of grammar: lexicology, syntax,  phonology. Thus women:

· use hedge-phrases like “sort o”, “kind of”, “it seems like”

· have a large stock of words related to their own interests; if men use these words, it is generally tongue-in-cheek

· use super polite forms “if you don’t mind”, “I’d appreciate if”, “would you mind”

· use tag-questions

· use empty adjectives e.g. divine, lovely, adorable

· use hyper-correct grammar and pronunciation

· use ‘wh-‘ imperatives e.g. “Why don’t you open the window?”

· speak less fluently

· apologize more

· use modal constructions

· use indirect commands and requests “My, isn’t it cold in here?”

· use more intensifiers and emphasis in order to make their statements more convincing by doubling its force, which is the cause of another stereotype that women are more emotional than men

· use super polite forms

· lack a sense of humour, do not tell jokes well and often don’t understand jokes, bringing to light another stereotype that women are humourless

According to Lakoff, what links all these disparate linguistic phenomena is their common function in communication: i.e. they weaken or mitigate the force of an utterance, thus expressing uncertainty and giving away an unconfident speaker. In explaining women’s use of a non-assertive language, Lakoff brings up social norm according to which women are brought up in a male-dominated society, thinking that authority, forcefulness and assertiveness are male characteristics, therefore they should be avoided in a feminine behaviour. Lakoff claims that instead, women were taught to be passive and to display ‘feminine’ qualities such as weakness and deference to men.

All the features identified by Lakoff as characterizing women’s speech, may be divided into two groups. First there are linguistic devices which may be used for hedging or reducing the force of an utterance. Secondly there are features which may intensify a proposition’s force. Both groups are evidence of an unconfident speaker. Hedging devices signal lack of confidence, while boosting devices reflect the speaker’s anticipation that the addressee may remain unconvinced and therefore supply extra reassurance. In conclusion women use hedging devices to express uncertainty and they use intensifying devices to persuade their addressees to take them seriously.

Lakoff postulated two styles of speech: neutral language (used mainly by men, sometimes by women) and women’s language, this style being an outcome of normative pressure on women to be lady-like, not to talk rough. Therefore women have to be bi-lingual, they have to learn two ‘dialects’ and always shifting from one ‘dialect’ to another can be very exhausting. Thus the concept of hesitancy, which is said to characterize women’s speech, may acquire new dimensions. When individuals are required to transform the language they use so that it fits with the norm, it is normal to be hesitant. Like Lakoff suggested, having to speak two different languages/dialects you may be master of none, you may never be comfortable using neither of them. Furthermore, just like Dennis Baron suggested  
“…the linguistic insecurity or self-hatred created by a situation in which one must trade a native dialect for an adopted one can lead any subordinated social group -  for example, women, students, immigrants, and racial or religious minorities – either to hyper-correction, the creation of new and by definition nonstandard linguistic forms by those who are trying as hard as they can simply to be correct, or, in the opposite direction altogether, to silence, that most alien of tongues.” 

This cluster of characteristics has been termed women’s style/language. But this terminology is disputed by O’Barr and Atkins. They studied the speech of male and female witnesses in a Caroline courtroom, looking for features of Lakoff’s ‘women’s language’. They found out that the features enumerated by Lakoff as characterizing women’s language seemed not to be typical of women at all. Women’s language is not restricted only to the speech of women. Their finding was that the use of women’s language does not have very often to do with the sex of the person speaking, but with his/her social status. “A better determinant of whether some individual scored highly on the features (i.e. women’s language features) was his or her status, both in general (social class and occupation) and in relation to local courtroom norms.”
  Therefore, O’Barr and Atkins concluded that “women’s language” is a misnomer and proposed to change this concept from women’s language to powerless language.
 They consider that powerless language has been confused with women’s language because of women’s position in society, less powerful than men. As a result, women tend to use women’s language not necessarily because of their sex, but because of their position in society. What’s more, this powerless language, when used in female conversations seems to be a powerful sign of support and involvement. So, when used mutually, powerless language is not that powerless as it may seem. 

How we say something is at least as important, or perhaps more important than what we say (i.e. the content of our message). Non-verbal behaviour provides important clues as to our attitude towards what is communicated, towards the addressee, towards the situation etc Nonverbal cues are also instrumental in communicating messages about sex and gender.

Proxemics (the human use of space) was recognized as important as early as 1966 by E.T. Hall in his book The Hidden Dimension
. Personal space represents the area one maintains between herself/himself and the others. Though people may rarely give a second thought to their personal space, they are likely to become very aware of it when it is invaded (e.g. when other people stand too close). Research pointed out that women tend to need smaller personal space than men, that is why, quite often in female-to-female conversations they sit very close to each other, sometimes even nose to nose.

While proxemics refers to our use of space, kinesics refers to bodily movement, facial expressions and gestures. Researchers demonstrated that our facial expression conveys basic types of emotions, such as happiness, anger etc. while our body movement and positions convey how intensely we feel these emotions.

Most commonly, eye contact expresses interest or attention. However, context is crucial in this case too, because eye contact may express all too well anger or threat, for example. Additionally, eye contact may reveal status or dominance. Research in the field of gender differences in eye contact suggests that women have more often eye contact during conversations. Posture and bearing reveal other instances of sex-differentiated behaviour. It has been shown that men take up more space while women sit and stand in a more closed position.

In order to pin down the differences in the way men and women talk, in the way they use their posture, body language, etc.—differences which may discriminate against women and eventually lead to dominance—I decided to focus on talk-shows, since they mirror a society’s attitudes, concepts, preconceptions etc., being considered social histories of their times. As social texts, talk shows are highly sensitive to the topics of their social and cultural moment.

Talk shows are an invention of twentieth century broadcasting, having conversation at their basis. But conversation has been turned into a very popular form of information and entertainment, and a low cost one too.


Although talk shows appear to us, the viewers, as mainly spontaneously generated talk, I am perfectly aware that, though they resemble everyday speech up to a point, the kind of talk that occurs on talk shows does not represent unfettered conversation. What we see and what we hear has been shaped by stage managers, producers, technical crew, etc. Despite these shortcomings, talk shows still offer us a mirror of our contemporary society with all its good or bad parts. “Talk shows are indeed forums in which society tests out and comes to terms with the topics, issues and themes that define its basic values”.


In order to pin down the speech differences that appear in male-female communications, and to identify any possible characteristics of male/female speech, I decided to watch two talk-shows: an American talk show (Jay Leno show) and a Romanian talk show (Naşul). I took as a starting point Lakoff’s account of women’s language, bearing in mind that, although her claim in relation to women’s language in the USA in the 1970s might have been accurate up to a point, women have come a long way since then. Therefore, if women’s position in society has changed, if society has been altered, then women’s language must have changed too to reflect both the new social status and the new image of women. 


I was also aware that talk shows are not synonymous with naturally occurring everyday conversations, since both the host and the guests know all the time that they are in the spotlight, that they are watched by thousands of people, etc., therefore, their replies, their reactions might not always be natural. Another thing that I was conscious of was the different format of these talk shows; although they followed the same host-guests pattern, each show was unique in its own way, the host leaving his/her mark upon the show.


Taking into account Jay Leno’s former training as a comedian, it comes as no surprise the fact that he starts shows with a humorous note that automatically puts him in a one-up position, since humour is one of the most efficient ways in which to control a crowd. He talks about gas prices, solar power, and gossips about VIPs making fun of them. He shows, even if humorously, that he is on top of everything, he knows every little piece of news, every little gossip that has been going on. He addresses the crowd “Hey, have you heard this?” the question implying that the crowd might not be really up to date with everything. Actually, he gossips a lot for a man and provides all kinds of details about topics which are not really present in a man’s repertoire, such as feminine underwear, Victoria’s secret, for example. But being able to talk at ease about things that are not really masculine, reinforces his one-up position. And if we take into consideration the fact that there are women in the audience, who are enchanted to hear a man speaking “their language”, Leno’s speech doesn’t seem that inappropriate.


But if everything seems humorous and entertaining, a closer look brought to light sexist approaches to different issues. (28.07.2006) First of all he ridiculed Paula Abdul’s attempt to write some sort of dictionary, poking thus fun at all women writers who attempt to write something. Then he presents all kinds of gadgets, making fun of baby security and women’s concern in keeping their children safe, as if this were a topic that could never preoccupy men. 


But when his guests appear, the comedian disappears and the host takes central stage. His first guest is the actor Hugh Jackman and the first thing that they do is validate their worth, measured in the amount of prizes won by each of them, so typical of men.  Their alignment is imposed by the setting; therefore they are not really facing each other, but they aren’t sitting side by side either. Hugh appears to be very relaxed, comfortable with public talking, his posture conveying the same attitude – he sits with one leg over the other. If Jay Leno lost his one-up positioning at the beginning, acknowledging Hugh’s superiority (Hugh won one Emmy award over Leno) he does not seem to give up and fights to regain his position. In order to achieve this he brings into discussion the show in which Hugh was “punked”—a well-known show on MTV in which the host plays different tricks on famous people, making fun of the situation. Actually, he focuses his attention on a little gesture that Hugh did—gasping—considered by Leno very feminine. (In fact, the Cambridge online dictionary illustrates the meaning of the verb ‘to gasp’ with the following sentence: When she saw the money hidden in the box she gasped in surprise
.)


Leno’s next guest is Bruce Parry and he is invited to talk about his manly experience in the jungle, in remote parts of the world. He appears quite comfortable, with one knee up in the armchair, talking about his adventures. But again, the two men start wrestling for the floor. Like in the previous case, Jay Leno puts his guest in a one down position, diminishing his achievements, by calling him “a crazy white man that walks naked in the village”. This fighting for the one up position continues throughout their discussion: at a certain point Bruce corrects Jay, drawing his attention to the fact that he cannot say ‘primitive tribe’ since it is not politically correct.


The last guest is in charge with entertainment and surprisingly it is a woman. She kisses the other guests – but not Jay – as if saying ‘We are in the same boat’ sailing under Lay Leno’s command. She does not engage in any discussions, she doesn’t even take a seat next to the other guests; she is there only to sing.


With the other two Jay Leno shows (1.08.2006 and 2.08.2006) under scrutiny here, history repeats itself. At the beginning of the show Leno makes his comedian act, shifting from politics to VIP gossip, speaking tongue in cheek about everything. While doing this he is standing, facing the audience and moving around the stage, either gesturing or keeping his hands in his pockets, always with the “know-everything” look upon his face, dominating the audience through his gestures, words, choice of topics, etc. Nothing escapes his sharp tongue, starting from president Bush to actors, football players, editorials, etc. As the next chapter will point out, sex seems to be the subject that catches quickly the audience, therefore sexual innuendos are always present in Jay’s discussions.


As to his guests, the same pattern gets repeated over and over again. Jay makes them feel at home, praising them, letting them be in the spotlight, but not for long. He always finds some details, events that embarrass his guests, automatically relegating them in a one-down position. William H. Macy is first presented as one of the greatest actors so that afterwards Jay could  present facts that allow him to regain his position. What is different this time is the fact that William H. Macy does not seem to react like other guests who automatically find a way to regain their lost position; on the contrary, he plays along with Jay Leno and continues in the same direction, telling vicious jokes about family life – this is his way of continuing the battle, of not giving up.


The next guest – Jules Sylvester - appears with a handful of snakes – again something considered very manly. Jay Leno starts asking stupid questions, fooling around, patronising him, asking him if he has drunk before coming to the show etc. Unlike William H. Macy, Jules fights back, thus the whole conversation is a sort of negotiation of the floor.


The third show brings forth something new – finally a female guest: Lisa Kudrow. Unlike the male guests presented above, she does not seem very expansive – she sits with her legs crossed, does not occupy the whole armchair, does not avoid eye contact like some of the other guests, does not gesture a lot. Leno’s attitude is changed too; everything he says is tongue in cheek, he asks stupid questions, makes fun of her directly – which never happened with his male guests. There is no need to fight for the floor since Lisa does not overtly challenge him. It’s true that she answers him back, but she does it in a polite, ironic way.


I paid special attention to Lisa’s speech to see if there are any clues of female insecurity or if her way of talking fit the female pattern presented before. She used hedges and fillers – sort of, uh, you know, I mean etc.-, specific feminine vocabulary – cute -, super correct grammar, she is super polite, supporting Leno’s comments and adding to his ideas. Although these characteristics appear in Lakoff’s description of female speech, they nevertheless do not betray an unconfident speaker, insecure of her remarks. On the contrary, she appears quite self-confident, she is very fluent, maintains contact by looking the other person into the eyes when talking, making it clear that she values involvement rather than independence. She obeys Grice’s maxims, answers to the point, does not interrupt the interlocutor etc.


The shows under scrutiny clearly point out the fact that men do not comply with authority and with being patronised, which results in a continuous wrestling for the floor. Women on the other hand, even if they do not comply with authority, they do not do it in an overt manner, they do it in a polite, ironic way. Women pay attention to their interlocutor, respond and support his/her ideas without any interruption, thus fighting for involvement. But probably in a men’s world, fighting for the floor is a way of showing involvement, so the main difference stems from the way in which they achieve it.


Naşul (The Godfather) is a Romanian talk show addressing a very large audience, tackling issues such as politics, culture, scandals etc. Issues that are dealt with on the first page of morning newspapers may be found live, in the evening, in this talk show.


The first talk show (20.02.2007) is about sports and politics; the guest is Dumitru Dragomir, the president of the Football League and Member of Parliament, nicknamed Corleone. The talk show begins as a perfectly normal conversation: regular turn taking, no interruptions, no overlaps etc. They are sitting at a round table, symbolising equality, but it is clear who the host is (he has a different kind of chair than his guests). As they get involved in the conversation, they start interrupting each other: Dragomir starts answering questions before the host finishes them, Moraru (the host of the show) interrupts him by asking questions without letting him finish his ideas, etc. Of course there is also positive overlap, when they support and continue each other’s ideas. Dragomir stammers at times and doesn’t seem very fluent, but this is by no means a sign of insecurity; it might be because he wants to say too many things and cannot decide which ones to include. On the contrary, he is very sure of himself when he claims different things and makes different assumptions.  He is so self-confident that he does not hesitate to attack the Prime Minister and the President and since scandal is the perfect recipe for high ratings, Moraru encourages him to reveal new things.


Since scandal appears to keep viewers stuck to the screen, the second guest brings forward a topic that has occupied the first page of tabloids for some time: Petre Roman (a well-known Romanian politician) and his love affair. The guest is the editor of a paparazzi magazine who presents to the public new details of this scandal. He is very self-confident, very fluent, knows what he is talking about, even contradicts and corrects the host.


The second show (26.02.2007) continues with the same scandalous love affair. This time there are three guests:  Gaby Raica, the ex-fiancé of Petre Roman’s mistress and two women editors (Liliana Levintza and Izabela Ionita) for two different newspapers. The first one who starts speaking is Gaby, offering new insights into this story. While he is speaking, women wait for their turn; the host is the one that interrupts him by asking new questions. After approximately ten minutes, no feminine voice has been heard yet. Gaby gives a detailed account of the story, sometimes using tag-questions but only to confirm something that is already known.


At one point Liliana Levintza intervenes, even if she wasn’t addressed any question, and states her point of view on the whole story, contradicting the host. As if reminded that he has other guests in his show, Moraru asks Izabela Ionita for her opinion. Her whole speech expresses insecurity, as if she weren’t well acquainted with the subject. All her statements are preceded by hedging devices that signal lack of confidence: “I don’t know….”, “As far as I’m concerned…”, “I don’t think that…” etc.


The whole conversation starts to resemble a cross-examination at one point: the host starts asking them different questions in order to bring to light a spectacular twist of events – in fact this is precisely what he promised his viewers at the very beginning of the show. It looks as if the host is solely concerned with ensuring high ratings to his show and bringing to light juicy details. That would explain his frequent use of words such as: spectacular, phenomenal, I repeat, it’s for the first time that such a statement, etc., words meant to attract attention.


What drew my attention was also the fact that Moraru uses second person singular pronouns when addressing the women (tu) and second person plural pronouns (dumeavoastra) when addressing the man, a sign of respect, deference. But again, this has to be analysed in context. Probably the two women and Moraru go back a long time, probably they have been invited before at his show, therefore a certain relationship might have been established among them which may account for the use of the pronouns. The problem is that the women did not address Moraru directly, so we do not know if this practice was reciprocal. We also have to bear in mind that women value involvement and not independence, and being addressed by second person singular pronouns is a sign of involvement.


The third talk show (21.02.2007) deals with a cultural event: Evgheny Plushenko and Edwin Marton who have come to perform in Romania. What is different in this talk show is the fact that they speak English, and since English is not their native language, we must be aware of the language barrier (by talking in a foreign language it will probably be difficult for them to convey everything they want). The whole conversation is very respectful, friendly, positive overlapping occurs from time to time, each of them supporting the others’ ideas. It was interesting to note that there was no interruption, although normally Moraru does interrupt his Romanian guests. Could it be the language barrier? Could it be that he is not feeling that secure when speaking in English? Another interesting thing was that they started talking about their kids – which was quite irrelevant to the topic and which is a feminine topic by excellence, but which reinforced the feeling of involvement.


For the host of this show, holding a superior position is not essential; he does not embarrass his guests to gain this position and he even willingly puts himself in a one-down position, accepting to let Edwin Marton teach him how to play the violin.


The two guests appear quite modest, despite their reputation, unlike other Romanian guests who are very full of themselves and try to impose their point of view even if they are not always right.


To conclude with, both shows (Jay Leno and Naşul) had a slightly different format and as mentioned before, the host of the show put his/her mark on it. Jay Leno’s formation as a comedian led to a humorous approach of daily events. For him, being in charge appears to be quite important, since all his conversations with his guests eventually turn into a wrestling for the floor and for the one-up position. His favourite method of relegating his guests in an inferior position seems to be digging up some embarrassing details from their lives; and it always works. While his male guests fight him back, his female guests do not do it so blatantly, but in an ironic but polite way. He never involves his audience in his show (though we hear them laugh at his jokes they are never visible during the show) and the main aim of his show is to provide entertainment to his viewers. What I considered worth noticing was the fact that most of his guests were male. From the three shows I picked up, there was only one female guest. If other women appeared, they did it only for entertainment purposes – singing.


When analysing Naşul, I expected quite many interruptions, since the show tackles quite often scandalous news, and each guest has the right to fight for the floor and defend his point of view. And indeed, interruptions did occur, but despite these interruptions the overall impression I have got was that of a polite, respectful conversation. He pays attention to his guests’ face, doesn’t seem eager to hold the one-up position; he is rather interested in revealing new, unexpected details that would automatically ensure his ratings.


In what women’s speech is concerned, I did not find out any evidence that would back up Lakoff’s account of women’s language. The women present in these shows were very articulate, fluent, self-confident, with a keen sense of humour. Nothing in their way of talking or behaving gave away an unconfident speaker. Of course, there were differences between their way of speaking/behaving and men’s way of speaking/behaving: women were more polite, they did not overtly fight for the floor, they were more aware of the other person’s face, they sought involvement, not independence, they did not gesture as much as the men did, they sat with legs crossed, without occupying the whole space etc. But none of these betrayed what Robin Lakoff called an unconfident speaker.


Analysing these talk shows reinforced one more time my belief that every linguistic/non-linguistic item is always context-dependent. We cannot attach a fixed interpretation to such an item and expect it to work. Although in the talk shows that I analysed, there occurred different items form Lakoff’s list of features that betray women as unconfident speakers, the context proved her wrong. 

In conclusion, as society changed, women’s position has changed too and this is obvious in their way of speaking, acting, etc. We are no longer dealing with women who are afraid to present their point of view forcefully, who are intimidated by men and are afraid to hold the floor. Today’s women are aware of their value, are self-confident and are taking part in a previously men’s world without playing by their rules.        
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