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The Effect of Gender Identity on Language

One of my main interests in all my study of linguistics is sociolinguistics.  In this area, I am drawn to the topic of identity.  For this project, I wanted to focus on gender identity and how one’s gender identity affects their linguistic behavior.  I am using this query to answer Jim Lantolf’s question, “What agreement has been achieved seems to point to applied linguistics as a field whose scope of interest is the development of solutions to language-based problems in the real world” (2002, p.24).  I will use the vice presidential debate as the medium to discover gender identity effects.   

Before I watched the debate, I needed to know what I was looking for.  I began with a background on gendered language.  According to Joan Swann in Introducing Sociolinguistics, some American Indian languages, Japanese, and the African language Xhosa have gendered language.  This means that men and women have different vocabulary and grammar rules.  In the American Indian language, Caribs, one tenth of their vocabulary show distinct female and male forms.  The American Indian language, Koasati, has different verb forms for men and women speech: for example, lakawwil (women’s) vs. lakawwís (men’s) to mean “I am lifting it.”  In Japanese, woman’s speech has a different phonology, morphology, and lexis than men’s speech: for example, watasi (women’s) vs. boku (men’s) for “I.”  In Japan, women’s speech gives the impression that “women are relatively polite, gentle, soft-spoken, non-assertive, and empathetic.”  Interestingly, research shows that younger women frequently use men’s speech or neutral forms to fight against this idea of the “ideal feminine.”  In Xhosa, married women use what is called Hlonipha.  This is the avoidance of any syllable that occurs in the names of their in-laws via deleting consonants, replacing one consonant with another, replacing a word with one that is semantically related, paraphrase, or use the English or Afrikaans translation.  According to Swann, hlonipha, like Japanese women’s speech, is associated with powerlessness, inferior social status, and traditional society.  (Swann, 2000 p.217-221).  

Obviously not all languages are gendered, but there are still differences in the way that men and women use language.  Perer Trudgill and William Labov studied social class groups in Norwich and New York City, respectively.  They found that women use more prestigious forms of English, where men use more working-class vernacular of English.  When participants were asked which forms they used, women claimed to use prestigious forms more often that they did and men claimed to use nonprestigious forms more often than they did.  Their research found an association between masculinity and working-class speech, and femininity and middle-class speech.  (Swann, 2000 pp.222-223).  There has been much research on differences of gender use for English in Western context: USA, UK, New Zealand.   
Here are some basic differences between the way woman and men use language in Western context.  Woman’s language is more cooperative and demonstrative of concern for their conversational partner in a variety of ways (Swann, 2000 p.229).  Men tend to dominate talking time, interrupt more, and focus on content of interaction and task at hand sometimes with the expense of attention to the addressee (p.229).  Women tend to use features that encourage the speaker, like “mmh,” “yeah,” and “right,” more often than men; which could be explained by the fact that women are expected to keep conversations rolling (pp.230-231).  Women pay more compliments than men and also receive more compliments than men do, from both men and women.  Woman use more hedging and certain types of tag questions more than men do, like “It’s so hot, isn’t it?”  (p.230).  Regardless of the old stereotype that women talk a lot, men are actually found to talk more than women, especially in formal and public settings (p.230).  One of the most interesting differences I found is in the way that men and women understand language differently: “women speak and hear a language of connection and intimacy, while men speak and hear a language of status and independence” (p.233).
I watched the entire vice presidential debate and found that the most interesting and diverse parts were about ten minutes into the debate and towards the end.  I chose the 15:00-25:00, ten minute section to focus on because I feel that it highlights all these diversities repeated throughout the debate.  The results found from this debate are much different than results that would be found in casual conversation, which makes this study more interesting and challenging.  A debate is a formal, structured setting where things like tag questions are not going to occur because opponents are not speaking directly to each other.  In this debate, Governor Sarah Palin and (now) Vice President Joe Biden are answering questions and responding to each other in turns, looking at the camera rather than each other.  Interrupting is not allowed, and casual speech acts like tag questions and encouraging features like “yeah,” “mmh” are inexistent.  The need for encouraging features are gone because Palin is not expected to keep the conversation rolling, Gwen, the woman asking questions, is.  In such a formal, static setting, do gender identities still affect language?  
In the formal setting of this vice presidential debate, it is difficult to find linguistic changes influenced by gender identity.  Some of the differences between women and men’s speech were not clear, but I could find some underlying gestures, facial expressions, and styles of speech.  I believe that the easiest difference to spot was that, “women speak and hear a language of connection and intimacy, while men speak and hear a language of status and independence.”  Palin’s style of speech shows that she feels a connection with her audience and a certain amount of mutual trust and intimacy.  Her style of speech matches the middle-lower class people she is trying to reach.  She speaks this way because she feels a connection with these people.  She uses much more propaganda and a spirit of togetherness in her debates than Biden does: 

Now, you said recently…that paying higher taxes, is patriotic.  Um, in the middle class of America, which is where Todd and I have been, you know, all our lives, that’s not patriotic.  Patriotic is sayin’, you know, government, you’re not always the solution, in fact, too often you’re the problem.  (16:07-16:27)
Biden should, then, speak as if he hears status and independence.  Throughout the debate, Biden uses facts and even when he speaks to the audience, he doesn’t have the same since of unity and connection that Palin has.  Biden is straightforward and to the facts.  This supports the research that men are more focused on task and content than their conversational partner.  He says that McCain’s healthcare plan is “the ultimate bridge to nowhere,” not caring about how McCain might react to hearing this, only concentrating on his task (19:27-19:30).  Biden used more gestures than Palin, like moving his hands to follow straight lines or arrows to help visualize his points.  Palin used more facial expressions, like winking and smiling to help her audience feel more comfortable and to feel a connection with her.  The way that the vice presidential candidates used language—both verbal and non-verbal—shows the effects of gender identity.

Although English is not a gendered language, there are still many important gender differences.  These differences are made clear in every-day speech, but what about speech in formal settings?  I found that although the differences were not clear-cut between Palin and Biden in the vice presidential debate, differences were still there.  There were not as many differences in women’s and men’s speech in this debate as I found in my research, but there were enough differences in speech style, gestures, and facial expressions to suggest the influence of gender identities.  
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