
What do I need to know?

Deficit theory of women’s language: Robin Lakoff (1973) 

• Women taught to use language in limited way.

• Avoid expressing opinions by hedging, tag questions, avoidance of taboo lexis and humour, use 
of mild expletives empty adjectives. 

• Women’s spoken language is also hypercorrect.

• Less expressive except when the topic is feminine, such as colours. 

 
Dominance theory: McConnell-Ginet, Zimmerman & West, Holmes, Fishman (1970s-1990s)

• Men dominate mixed sex conversations: holding floor, controlling topic, use of imperatives, lack 
of mitigation. 

• Class and race also affect language behaviour: female doctors used mitigated requests with 
white male patients; male doctors used imperatives consistently (West, 1984).

 
Difference theory: Tannen (1990)

• Men and women are brought up in different cultures and as a result have different 
communication styles: genderlect. 

• Women value community and interaction, while men value status, which explains why both sexes 
behave the same whether they’re in mixed sex conversations or not. 

 
Challenges: Cameron (2008)

• More similarities than differences between male and female speech. 

• Power is real issue – sometimes linked to gender. 

 
Intersectionality:

• Race, class, gender etc. combine to create status & power for speakers. 

 
Performativity: Butler (1990) 

• Gender is a performance which we are taught to act out in clothes, speech, etc.

1. Lexical choices:

• ‘Surgeon’ appears gender-neutral yet connotes male. 

• Asymmetrical lexical pairs such as ‘actor’ and ‘actress’, where male form is 
unmarked, and the female form marked through morphological changes. 

• When female forms are the ‘norm’ (e.g. ‘nurse’) this is marked through premodification 
– ‘male nurse’. 

• Generic terms (such as ‘mankind’, ‘man’, etc.) can be read as referring to humans 
generally, unlike ‘woman’. 

 
2. Semantic derogation:

• Process by which words take on less positive, even negative connotations and 
meanings, e.g. ‘lady’ (no longer just equivalent of ‘lord’), ‘woman’, ‘slut’, ‘mistress’.  

3. Grammar:

• 3rd person pronoun singular is gendered ‘he’ / ‘she’ – generic ‘he’. 

• In 21st C, ‘they’ – a non-gendered 3rd person singular pronoun. Word order, especially 
of collocations: ‘men, women, and children’, ‘boys and girls’, but ‘ladies and 
gentlemen’. 

4. Discourse: 

• Male point of view implied; male as norm – women compared to men. 

• Noun ‘man’ occurs 2.7 times more frequently than ‘woman’ in average English usage. 

• ‘Man’ as subject has mostly dynamic verbs (90%), while ‘woman’ as subject has more 
stative verbs (30%) and fewer dynamic verbs (70%). 

• Female subjects described in terms of appearance & relationship to male (e.g. wife, 
mother). Data from British National Corpus (2007). 

Spoken Language Written Language

Sample Analysis: (Extract from www.mirror.co.uk): ‘She’s one of the most successful women in the 
music business - but when it comes to being lucky in love Kylie Minogue has had more than her fair 
share of heartbreak. The 52-year-old pop princess has dated some of the most famous men on the 
planet but been left devastated each time her relationships ended.’

Superlative ‘most successful’ & ‘women’: attention on Minogue’s gender. Contrasts 
professional success with romance and implies that this matters to women. 
Tabloidese collocation: age as modifier implies she’s old for romance; marked form 
‘princess’; connotations of ‘happily ever after’ fairy-tale narrative. Contrast ‘dating’ with 
‘devastation’: implies Minogue must want relationship. ‘been left devastated’ – passive 
voice implies Minogue’s lack of agency, implication: she must want a relationship.
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