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Introduction

Do men and women speak differently? What is the relationship between sex and gender in the use of language? Gender studies, a subfield of sociolinguistics which analyses the phenomenon of gender, is looking for the answers to these and other similar questions. It gained a foothold in Western Europe and Northern America a long time ago and is becoming a focus of attention in Hungary as well. This is manifested in the increasing number of publications, studies, conferences and courses offered by the institutes of higher education on the topic of language and gender. 

As a preliminary of this paper I wish to clarify some concepts in terms of gender studies. Scholarly papers emphasise the distinction between the terms ’sex’ and ’gender’. Sex is based on biology, while gender is a social construct which refers to the social roles, expectations, beliefs and cultural standards associated with sex. In this paper I will present the results of my quantitative study, whose aim was to map the relationship of language and gender. 


During our everyday interactions we can observe that there are notable differences in the communicative behaviour and communication styles of men and women. Gender differences in conversational habits have been a favoured subject matter of scientists, researchers and lay people for a long time. However, gendered language was not taken as a serious topic of study until the publication of Robin Lakoff's book Language and Woman's Place in 1975. This groundbreaking book created a stream of research conducted on women’s language, although most of her claims proved to be empirically invalid.
Research Purpose

My research purpose in this paper is twofold: First, I investigate the interrelationship of language and gender with the help of an empirical study. In particular, I focus on the features of women’s language identified by Robin Lakoff. The empirical part of my study is a quantitative approach to analyzing the corpus with the help of questionnaires. The aims of the questionnaires used in this study are to find the answers to the following questions: 
(1) Do the informants recognize the features of women’s language in English conversations identified by Lakoff? 
(2) Are gender-specific conversational strategies (e.g. interruptions) valid? 
(3) How accurately can the Hungarian informants identify the sex of the interlocutors after reading excerpts from English dialogues? 

Second, I investigate the stereotypes of men and women with the help of an attitude test. Comparing the results of the two questionnaires, I shed some light on the relationship between stereotypes and gender differences in conversation.
The overall aim of my research is to check the validity of hypotheses on gender differences in conversation with the help of my research findings as well as to examine the degree of impact that stereotypes have on our notions of identity.

Lakoff’s Study (1973)
Lakoff argued that there are several visible areas of English grammar and usage which are gender-marked. She identified some expressions which are used primarily by women and ”these taken together add up to a variety of English that is distinctively female, and which she termed ’Women's Language.’” (http://www.hamline.edu/personal/aschramm/ linguistics2001/gender.html) Some of these features are the use of lexical hedges or fillers (you know, sort of, well, you see), tag questions (She's very nice, isn't she?), ’empty’ adjectives (divine, charming, cute), intensifiers (I like him so much.), 'superpolite' forms (indirect requests, euphemism) and the avoidance of strong swear words (my goodness). Lakoff’s claims, later called the deficit theory, pointed out the weaknesses in women’s language. In her view women’s language is powerless, uncertain, too polite and loaded with empty adjectives.

I hypothesise that certain gender stereotypes act like gender markers and they enter our minds linked to gender-preferences. These gender stereotypes also infiltrate into our language use and we learn to use the variety of language that is expected from our gender. In my view we use these stereotypes sub-consciously when we have to judge the gender of speakers in a written dialogue. I assume that women are better at this task than men.

Description of Research

In this section I wish to describe my research and its results. The aim of my research was to confirm or to confute the hypothesis about gender differences in conversational style with the help of questionnaires.

The empirical part of my study is based on data collected from 61 informants (21 men and 40 women), all of whom are second-year English major students at University of Debrecen in Hungary. They constitute a homogeneous group since they are at a similar level of English, they have similar background knowledge of sociolinguistics, having never learnt it so far, and except for a 30-year-old student, they belong to the same age group. The participants range in age from 19 to 23, with a mean age of 20.8 years. Figure 1. illustrates the mean age distribution of the informants according to sex and groups:

[image: image1.emf]Control group Experimental group Overall

19

19,5

20

20,5

21

21,5

22

Men

Women


Figure 1. Mean Age Distribution of Informants According to Sex and Groups

As can be seen the male informants are a year older than their female counterparts.

The corpus I compiled for my empirical research consists of 12 English excerpts of conversations taken from Larry King Live, the popular talk show broadcast on CNN. I selected the excerpts according to the following criteria:
· they should not be too long: the 12 excerpts consists of 1272 words and the average word number per excerpt is 106
· there should be same-sex and mixed-sex conversations as well: there are 8 same-sex and 4 mixed-sex dialogues on the questionnaires

· they should not contain any forms of address
· the should contain gender-specific linguistic items, some of them misleading (e.g. words mainly used by women uttered by men)

The questionnaires were filled in by two groups of informants: an experimental group consisting of 46 students and a control group that consisted of 15 students.
The task of the experimental group was to identify the sex of interlocutors after reading excerpts from English dialogues. Besides the sex-identification, the informants were to mark the grammatical elements that aided the identification process. The only task of the control group was the sex-identification of speakers. With the help of this group, which functioned as a monitor, we can find out whether the fact that we do not call attention to gender-specific linguistic items has any influence on the results. I presume that the control group will achieve worse results in the sex-identification task since we do not draw their attention to gender-specific linguistic items.
Findings

Before presenting the results of my research, I must note here that the sex-identification process is not an easy task, because while in everyday communication we get information through several channels, such as voice, speech style, topic and nonverbal signs, in this task the reader can base his/her judgement on the topic and conversational style only.
Topic can be a major guideline in identifying the sex of the speaker. Kramer (1974) analysed cartoons taken form The New Yorker magazine and the analysis showed that the topics that women engaged in were about social life, food and drinks, lifestyle, life troubles and books. On the other hand, the topics men talked about were business, politics, sports, legal issues and finance. Deborah Tannen also claims that women prefer topics concerning emotions, relationships and family (2001). 
Topic plays a vital role in some of the excerpts on my questionnaires as well and the informants’ sex-identification reflects stereotypical topics, since 88.5% of them managed to identify the two interlocutors as females in the conversation where hairstyle and make-up were the central topics. Similarly, 75.5% of the interlocutors marked the speaker who inquired about the behaviour of the other speaker’s son female mistakenly. This is not surprising, since the topics of family and motherhood are associated with female speakers. Based on the answers of the experimental group it can be observed that the informants assign a male role to guns, cars and politics whereas a female role is assigned to appearance, family, feelings, clothes and shopping. Accordingly, the majority of informants ascribed the words makeup, hair, boutique, losing weight and scarf to women, while the words car, wife, moose, tote guns, Obama and Clinton to men.
Relating to gender-preferential topics and vocabulary, most of the informants judged the speaker who used words denoting emotions such as ’like’ and ’love’ as female. Similarly, they assigned the Lakoffian empty adjectives (cute, lovely, sweet, wonderful) to women speakers. Out of the four adjectives only two were uttered by women and this had a major influence on the accuracy of the sex-identification results.
Lakoff identified the use of intensifiers like so or such as one of the main features of women’s speech. The informants also assigned the words very, really, so combined with an adjective or an adverb (e.g. very beautiful, so sweet) to women and they were right.
 
One of the most prevalent stereotypes is that women are more polite than men, consequently female speakers avoid using bad language. On the other hand, men are more likely to use swear words, which could be the manifestation of the macho image. In my study, 78% of the informants associated the exclamation ’Oh, my gosh’ with a female speaker, while 65% of the students identified the speaker who used expressions such as blankety blank, mess up and What the hell as male. And their judgement was correct. 
 
Furthermore, as the representatives of macho speech style men tend to use slangs and vocatives like ’man’, while women avoid using non-standard linguistic items including slangs. This claim was supported by the research findings of Deborah James (1998) and Janet Holmes (1995) as well. This stereotype is reflected in the answers of the informants, since they assigned the use of man and guy to male speakers. Trudgill (1995) proposes that men use low-prestige forms because these, as opposed to standard forms, have a covert or hidden prestige, that is power (in the sense of assymetry in conversation), humour and sincerity.

The next Lakoffian feature of women’s speech is the use of lexical hedges or fillers (e.g. you know, well, I think), which in her opinion reflect the general insecurity and uncertainty of the speaker. Many researchers, including Holmes, alluded to the fact that this may not be independent of the social pressure and expectations on women. These fillers occur several times in the excerpts of the questionnaires as well. Out of the eighteen tokens eleven were uttered by women. However, only nine (19%) members of the experimental group marked them as language items that helped them in the sex-identification process and only six of them (66%) judged the speaker female. Thus these fillers influenced the decision of few informants, but those whose decision was affected by them could judge the male-female ratio of the speakers almost accurately.

The last Lakoffian feature that was a subject of my study was the use of tag questions that she largely attributed to women. She claims that the reason why women use much more tag questions than men is that women lack confidence, they are uncertain and insecure. In the excerpts there was only one tag question (’It is beautiful too, isn’t it?’) and it was uttered by a male speaker. Only six of the informants marked this tag question and only one of them judged the speaker male. Hence question tags did not really help informants with the sex-identification, and the majority of those who marked it a clue associated it with a female speaker. I have to note here that this is the excerpt I mentioned earlier. The topic of the conversation was motherhood and this may have caused the poor results of sex-identification of the speaker. Therefore the results concerning the gender-preferential use of tag questions are not objective.
Other researchers did not confirm what Lakoff had proposed regarding the functions and frequency of tag questions used by women. For example, Holmes (1993) found out that certain types of tag question are used more by men than by women, while certain other types are used more by women. She also concluded that there are gender differences in the function of tag questions. I must note here that despite the remarkable number of studies emphasising the frequent use of tag questions by women, while compiling the corpus for my research I observed just the opposite. Having read fifteen interviews, each consisting of an average of 8000 words, I did not find a single tag question uttered by a woman.

Regarding gender-differences in conversational style, I wish to study the phenomenon of interruptions. Zimmerman and West (1975) were among the first researchers to investigate the topic by observing casual conversations between same and mixed-gender pairs. They concluded that in mixed-gender interactions men made nearly all of the interruptions of women's speech while in same-sex conversations women interrupted each other more frequently than men. Since West and Zimmerman's early work, many studies have replicated their findings (e.g., James and Clarke 1993, Tannen 2001).

In my research there is only one instance where a man interrupts a woman, two instances where a man interrupts a man, three instances of a woman interrupting a woman and no instances of a woman interrupting a man. Among the interrupters were six men and nine women, although the proportion/division of interrupter sex was estimated seven males to eight females by the informants. As can be seen, there is an overlap between reality and the judgement of informants regarding the sex of interrupter, although few students marked interruptions as cues to sex of speaker.

On the whole we can state the followings about the accuracy of sex-identification and the sex of informants as illustrated in Figure 2.:
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Figure 2. Accuracy of sex-identification
After reading the excerpts of English conversations, the informants judged the sex of the speaker with nearly 65% accuracy. This proportion is significant and it cannot be the result of mere guesswork. Contrary to my hypothesis, women did not better men in the sex-identification task, with men outdoing women by 3%.
However, there are big individual differences in the proportion of hits: men scored between 9 and 19 out of 24, while women had 13 to 20 correct answers. It can be seen that the person who got the lowest score was a man, while the one who scored the highest was a woman. Perhaps there are some people who are more reactive/sensitive to gender differences in conversational style.
Comparing the results of the experimental and the control group, we find that the members of the experimental group excel those of the other group by 7%. This correlates with my original hypothesis and possibly it is due to the fact that the attention of the experimental group was drawn to gender differences, since they had to justify their decision by marking the linguistic items that aided their sex-identification process.
Figure 3. summarises the relationship of age and accuracy of sex-identification:
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Figure 3. Age and Accuracy of Sex-Identification
From this figure it is clear that the 19-year-olds scored the highest, while the 21-year-olds got the worst results. The second worst scores can be assigned to the 22-year-olds, while the 30-year-old informant achieved the second best results. Thus these results do not support my hypothesis, since there is no linear relationship between the experience people have and their results on the sex-identification test.
Conclusion of First Research

As a conclusion to the first stage of my research I can claim that although language is a subject to constant change, my empirical study confirmed the vast majority of the stereotypes about the features of women’s speech identified by Lakoff. Even if not all my hypotheses were verified, statements such as women are more polite, they ascribe importance to feelings and relationships, and that they use characteristic adjectives for expressing emotions, were proven right. However, it seems that few people consider fillers and tag questions gender-markers, but those who do regard them as feminine attributes. Interruptions did not prove to be gender-preferential conversational differences either. 

Although in the light of my research findings some of my suppositions proved to be wrong, these common beliefs are important sociolinguistic subjects of research, since they reveal linguistic ideologies concerning gender and gender differences. For instance, what is considered to be feminine and masculine in a certain community. Similarly to Lakoff, I also studied the English language, but the informants I used were Hungarian, not English. With this my aim was to map the gender stereotypes of Hungarian students in my research. Since my results are similar to Lakoff’s, the stereotypes about men and women are presumably intercultural.
Second Study: An Attitude Test

Previous studies indicate that there are gender stereotypes related to the communicative style and that beliefs about gender-related differences in speech style can affect the way women and men interact. Women are particularly subject to a complex array of stereotypes. Spender summed up beliefs about gender and talk in the following way: "In short, feminine talk is a lot of polite talk about silly things; whereas masculine talk is a little blunt talk about important things" (Spender, 1979:41).
In my complementary research I investigated the stereotypes of men and women with the help of an attitude test, consisting of a six-grade scale on which the same informants were asked to mark the extent they thought the given statements were true for the communicative style of both men and women. The questionnaires consisted of 14 statements including 4 distractors (in italics) that were either not in the focus of my study or are unmarked. The statements are listed in Figure 4:
	Statements

	They are likely to…

1. talk a lot, but in a friendly way.

	2. speak in an uncertain, not confident way.

	3. use rude, offensive language, swear words..

	4. be cooperative in speech.

	5. have a lot of empathy (the ability to understand another person’s feelings, experience, etc.)

	6. interrupt the other speaker’s speech.

	7. talk without much information content.

	8. be entertaining and humorous.

	9. talk about other people’s private lives, often in an unkind way.

	10. avoid saying sth in a clear, straightforward, obvious way.

	11. use only a few words, short sentences to express themselves.

	12. govern the conversation, contol its topics.

	13. hesitate and use verbal fillers such as ’um’, ’er’, etc.

	14. glorify themselves in speech, talk in a self-admiring way.


Figure 4. Statements of The Attitude Test

The informants were the same as in my previous research and this study was conducted a few months later.
Findings and Conclusions

The goal of this research was to examine the degree of impact that stereotypes have on our notions/perceptions of identity as well as the correlation between the results of the two studies.
The findings are presented in the following figure:
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Figure 5. Communicative Style of Men
As shown in Figure 5, according to male informants men are likely to be entertaining and humorous; they use verbal fillers such as ’um’ and ’er’; and they tend to use swear words. Women also think that men have a good sense of humour and they use offensive language, but females gave the third highest score to the feature of using short sentences to express ideas. The least characteristic feature of men proved to be uncertainty.
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Figure 6. Communicative Style of Women
Informants’ answers on the communicative style of women can be seen in Figure 6 which shows that according to men women are gossipy and they avoid saying something in a clear, obvious way, but they have a lot of empathy. Women also think that females have a lot of empathy and they consider themselves to be chatty and gossipy. The least characteristic feature of women proved to be impoliteness, since it scored less than three points.

Thus the stereotypes which my second study shed light on, overlap with the findings of my first one. Both women and men agree on the suppositions that women are more polite than men, females give great importance to feelings and relationships, and they speak in a less certain and straightforward way. Men also judge themselves to be likely to hesitate and use verbal fillers like ‘er’ and this can be in relation with politeness as well, since using these verbal fillers is considered to be non-grammatical or non-standard. 
Limitations

Finally, I would like to note that naturally my first research has some limitations due to the source of the corpus I compiled. Since they were taken from talk shows, the excerpts I used do not represent the intimacy and spontaneity of everyday conversations, still they are much more authentic than written speech, such as movie subtitles or dialogues in a novel. Furthermore, the interlocutors are not acquaintances and their conversation is semi-planned and these also constrain the validity of my findings.
Naturally, it would be a mistake to make generalisations about the features of men’s and women’s speech based on a small-scale research such as mine. A more profound investigation of the topic with the help of a corpus containing various topics as well as more informants would ensure more representative results.
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