The Deficit Approach

This suggests that women’s language is weaker than men’s, less effective.  This is where language, gender and spoken interaction all began.

Robin Lakoff’s work on the language of women is often seen as the starting point…

In 1975 Robin Lakoff published an influential account of women’s language in her book Language and Woman’s Place. In a related article, Woman’s Language, she published a set of basic assumptions about what marks out the language of women.  She did not base this on actual research, but on assumptions of people she interviewed.
 Among these assumptions are claims that women:
· hedge: using phrases such as “sort of”, “kind of”, “it seems like” and so on, to soften the edge of what they say

· hesitate more
· use (super) polite forms: “would you mind …”, “I’d appreciate it if …”, “… if you don’t mind”

· use tag questions: “You’re going to dinner, aren’t you?”

· speak “in italics”, using intonational emphasis that is the equivalent of underlining words: “so”, “very”, “quite”

· use “empty” adjectives: “divine”, “lovely”, “adorable” and so on

· use hypercorrect grammar and pronunciation (English “prestige” grammar and enunciation

· use direct quotation: men paraphrase more often

· have a special lexicon: women, for example, have more words for colours, men for sports

· use question intonation in declarative statements: that is, women make declarative statements into questions by raising the pitch of their voices at the end of a statement, expressing uncertainty. For example, “What school do you attend? You’re at Eton College?”

· use “wh” imperatives such as “Why don’t you open the door?” (instead of “Open the door.”)
· speak less frequently

· overuse qualifiers (for example, “I think that …”)

· apologise more (“I’m sorry, but I think that …”)

· use modal constructions such as “can”, “would”, “should”, “ought”: “Should we turn up the heat?”

· avoid coarse language or expletives
· use indirect commands and requests (“My, isn’t it cold in here?” – really a request to turn the heat on or close the window)

· use more intensifiers, especially “so” and “very” (for instance, “I’m so glad you came!”)

· lack a sense of humour: women do not tell jokes well and often don’t understand the punch lines of jokes.

Note that these are not judgements that Robin Lakoff necessarily shares. Rather, she observes them in the assumptions made by people investigated in her research.

The Dominance Approach

About the same time (the 1970s) another wave of researchers came along to suggest that the best way to look at this is that men being dominant in society has meant that they have developed ways to dominate conversations.
In 1975, Zimmerman and West found that (in a small sample) 96% of interruptions in mixed sex conversations were made by men.

Other research suggests that, in conversations between men and women, men:

· are more likely to initiate topic shifts or developments within topics
· show reluctance to pursue topics introduced by others
· use the first person singular and the declarative mood more assertively
· use the imperative mood more often
· hesitate less often
· use more assertive body-language
· interrupt more
· pay fewer compliments
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