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Language and Gender

Learner Resource 2 Language and gender theorists

Robin Lakoff
In 1975, Robin Lakoff published an account of women’s language, which is often cited in discussions about language 
and gender theory. The book is called Language and Woman’s Place and in an article called Woman’s Language, Lakoff 
made a number of claims about the language women use and what makes it different to the language used by men. 
She stated that women’s language consists of a prevalence of the following: 

• Hedges: using phrases like “sort of”, “kind of”.

• (super) polite forms: “Would you mind...”, “If you don’t mind.” 

• Tag questions: “You’re going to lunch, aren’t you?”

• Speaking in italics: Emphasis is placed on certain words such as ‘very’ and ‘so’, emulating the written function of 
italics.

• Empty adjectives: ‘lovely’ and ‘adorable’.

• Hypercorrect grammar and pronunciation.

• Whereas women use direct quotations, men paraphrase more often.

• Men and women have special lexicons. Whereas women have more words for colours, men have more words for 
sports.

• Women speak less frequently than men.

• Women overuse qualifiers in conversation.

• Apologies: Women apologise more.

• Expletives: Women avoid expletives and taboo lexis.

• Humour: Women lack a sense of humour and can’t tell jokes.

• Indirect requests: Women use more indirect requests.

• Modal Constructions: Women use more modal constructions such as “Should we open the door to let in some 
air?”

• Intensifiers: Women use more intensifiers such as “I’m so happy you could make it.”

• Imperatives: Women use more ‘wh’ imperatives such as “Why don’t we go out to dinner?”

Of course, these statements are open to debate and students may vehemently disagree about some of them. Also, 
some forty years have passed since this research took place, so it could be deemed outdated (and sexist?). Students 
should be encouraged to research these claims in class, amongst their peers and at home to see how relevant they 
are in today’s society.

Dale Spender, Pamela Fishman, Don Zimmerman and Candace West

Dominance Theory
The dominance theory is that men are more likely to interrupt than women when engaged in mixed-sex conversation. 
Again, this study was conducted in 1975 on a small sample of conversations, which were undertaken at the University 
of California. All participants were under 35, white and middle class. Unsurprisingly, the conclusion than men are more 
dominant because of the fact that in 11 conversations between men and women, men used 46 interruptions whilst 
women used only two, has led to criticisms of the study and its claims. Students should be encouraged to consider 
what some of those criticisms could be. 
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Deborah Tannen

Difference Theory
One oft-cited work when discussing language and gender is You Just Don’t Understand by Professor Tannen, published 
in 1990. She summarized her book in an article in which she states that there are a series of contrasts between the 
ways in which males and females communicate. 

Status vs. support

Tannen claims that men grow up in a world in which conversation is competitive and therefore strive to ensure that 
others don’t dominate them. Women however, use conversation to gain support and confirmation rather than status. 

Independence vs. intimacy

Tannen claims that due to the fact that men are concerned with status, they focus more on independence. Women, 
on the other hand, think in terms of intimacy, seeking support and closeness from their partner. 

Advice vs. understanding

Men like to find solutions whereas women seek sympathy and understanding. Whilst a man might seek to find a way 
of solving a problem that their wife or girlfriend might have, Tannen claims that what the wife or girlfriend really wants 
is sympathy. 

Information vs. feelings

Men exchange information briefly, for example in a telephone conversation to arrange a meeting. However, women 
will spend an hour on the telephone talking about feelings and emotions. 

Orders vs. proposals

Tannen claims that men make orders by using more direct imperatives whilst women suggest things in more indirect 
ways. 

Conflict vs. compromise

Whilst men are more likely to voice their opposition to a suggestion in the workplace or home, according to Tannen, 
women are less likely to object and assert themselves. They might delay their opposition to the suggestions and 
complain later. 

Students and teachers can use Tannen’s claims for discussion and debate. They can also see how much they link or 
contradict Robin Lakoff’s earlier claims about the differences between male and female language use. Students should 
be encouraged to conduct their own investigations to see how far they agree. 


