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Gender Differences in Using Strategies:

From the Pragmatic Perspectives

Keiko SaTO

INTRODUCTION

Every culture has, in some degree, different ways in which men and women use language.
Sex is indeed one of the factors differentiating language use in some respect from feminis-
tic, sociolinguistic, sociopragmatic and pedagogigal perspectives.

R. Lakoff (1975), a study based on her hypothesis that women speak in a different
way from the way men do (e. . in discrimimating color names, and using particles, adjec-
tives, tag questions and polite expressions), accelerated the woman liberation movement
in the seventies from the feministic perspective of language use. Some researchers sup-
port her basic argument on one hand and many others propose empirical evidence against
her hypothesis on the other hand.

Japan is one of the particular societies in which social norms exercise great influence
over language use in terms of sexes. No one would reject that there are linguistic differ-
ences in use between men and women in Japan. Admitting the existence of sociolinguistic
difference in gender, are there also any pragma-linguistic differences between both sexes
in Japan? If there are any, to what extent are there differences cross-sexually in the spe-
cific speech acts? Are they universal or culture-specific?

This paper is intended as an investigation of pragmatic differences in language use be-
tween men and women through the previous studies in this field. Literature review is
presented concerning cross-cultural research on pragmatic differences between men’s and
women’s speech in these two decades. The focus is particularly on adjectives, directives,
rising intonation, interruption and politeness in the different degree of use by women and
men. An attempt to obtain some corraborative evidence from the Japanese societay will be
made on the next stage.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Lakoff (1975), by her introspection and intuition, offers some examples of speech aspects
as characteristics of language used by women. Among them, two groups of adjectives are
listed as neutral use and women use only. Wolfson (1984) finds that numerous examples
which Lakoff domonstrated were used by women, but which were used by men when
addressing or referring to women are used by both sexes. Lakoff also claims that tag
questions and rising intonation assertions are for women. However, a number of empiric-
al research has been conducted so far to find definite counter-evidence from sociolinguis-
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tic perspective.
1) Adjectives

Lakoff (1975) shows the following adjectives differentiated for women only from those
for neutral use;
Table 1 Adjectives Differentiated by Sexes

neutral use women only

great adorable

terrific charming

cool sweet

neat lovely
devine

(Lakoff, 1975; 22)

Taking an example from Lakoff, (la) can be used freely by a male or female, while
(1b) is restricted in use to a female speaker.

(1) (a) What a terrific idea!

(b) What a divine idea! (Lakoff, 1975; 22)
(2) (a) Sugoi kangae da!

(b) Sutekina kangae ne!

Free from considering the particles ‘da’ and ‘ne’ at the sentence end in (2), a user of
(2b) is most possibly a female, otherwise the speaker may be imitating a woman's way of
talking or a homosexual, as Lakoff stated 20 years ago.

15 years later from Lakoff’s offer of this issues, Wolfson (1984), with the analysis of
adjectives in compliment in American English, analyzed whether the sex and status of the
addressee had something to do with compliment realization.While a female uses the
speech act of compliment to her peer or boss of the same sex, a male frequently uses com-
ments on physical shape or outfit to his female colleagues or subordinates like this:

(3) I love your skirt and your blouse.
(4) I'm impressed with your figure.

With (3) or (4) may be followed by “you should wear them more often” or “you don’t have
to worry about the calories.” Such comments imply the social etiquette that men should
make some comments as a form of compliment to women. The conclusion, which is again
the counter-evidence to Lakoff's argument on speaking like a lady, is that “the way a
woman is spoken to, no matter what her status, is a subtle and powerful way of perpe-
tuating her subordinate role in society” (243).
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Homes (1988) examines men’s and women’s complimenting behavior from the corpus of
over 450 samples in New Zealand English in terms of sex of compliment responses. Her
study gives further evidence to the basic assumption that “women tend to use and per-
ceive compliments as solidality signals, while men are more likely to experience them as
FTAs” (462; 464). There are some differences in men’s perspectives to women and in
women'’s perception when receiving compliments.

2) Directives

Differences of directives and assertions are seen between men and women in use. Koike
(1986) investigates the directive expressions used by adult middle-class male and female
speakers in Carioca Brazilian Portuguese. 45 informants were asked to tell someone not
to sit in a chair reserved for their father. There were three different relationships shown
between the addresser and addressee: to a higher social ranking stranger, a same sex and
sociala ranking friend, and an acquainted child. The variations in the form of the direc-
tive are (1) order, (2) assertions, (3) suggestions, (4) requests, (5) hints, (6) silence by the
order from the strongest to the weakest in the ordinary situation. This study suggests
that there are differences between men’s and women’s language in certain types of direc-
tives and that men and women use politeness stragegies in different ways. The differ-
ences reflect social order. Lakoff’s claim, which states that men’s and women'’s languages
are different in directiveness and assertiveness, can be said, although subtle and context-
specific, to be supported. by Koike’s investigation.

Smith (1992) compares the directives used by women in higher positions with the
directives by men in similar positions in terms of linguistic politeness scales. Her data
from television cartoons oriented toward boys and toward girls and television shows by
a female cooking instructor and a make carpentry instructor support the claim that
women are more polite than men. She suggests that there may be new strategies emerging
relating to ‘power’. She names them the ‘Motherese Strategy’ and the ‘Passive Power
Strategy’. She concludes that “women may rather attempt to resolve the (linguistic) con-
flict (between gender and status) by empowering their own speech..and that they are
creating new and powerful strategies on the female power continuum that is distinct from
the male power continuum” (79).

3) Intonation and Tag Question

According to Lakoff (1975), tag questions are only one syntactic structure in Englich
used more frequently by women than by men. The syntactic structure is placed between
a statement and a yes-no question; that is, the speaker has some knowledge about the
subject of the topics but has no or little confidence in the truth. She wants confirmation
by the hearer. Lakoff's logic is that women have less confidence in anything than men,
then women use more tag questions.

And that women use more tag qustions with more rising intonation than men do. Rising
intonation implies the request of confirmation by yes or no. Besides women use this in-
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tonation pattern not only with tag questions but with wh-questions, which usually re-
quire falling intonation because the structure is replied neither by yes nor no, but also
with declaratives, which usually are spoken with falling intonation for the same reason
as wh-questions. After all, women use rising intonation in all kinds of syntactic structure,
while men use less such intonation in the same situation.

Intonation is indeed one of the indicators of a speaker’s sex. Brend (1972) states that
men are likely to terminate at the lowest level, using rising intonation at final position
only for special effects. Pike (1946) suggests that women frequently use intonation with
final rise for many sentence patterns. McConnell-Ginet (1983) explains six differences in
intonation by using the two different terms, “variation” and “selection”. The former refers
to ‘alternative ways of uttering the “same” linguistic unit,” while the latter term refers to
selective ways of uttering the “different” linguistic units. For example, women use the
most dynamic rising intonation when they answer the phone by ‘Hello’, while men may
also use rising intonation in the same situation. These are variation. The second kinds
are that women more often answer the phone by ‘Hello’ with rising intonation, whereas
men may prefer hello with falling intonation. These are examples of ‘selection’ (72) . Fi-
gure 2 shows such sex-difference.

Table 2 Intonation Differentiation of “Hello” by Sexes

Variation Selection

1 1
female y y
H— H=

1 0 H
|
male H’yl M

Conducted from McConnell-Ginet (1983)

It is clear that there is a distinct difference in intonational preference between both
sexes. Why do men and women have different preference in using intonational patterns?
What causes women to use rising intonation more often than men? Lakoff (1975) pre-
sents the following example in order to maintain that women use rising intonation in the
declarative answer to a question:

(5) (a) When will dinner be ready?
(b) Oh, ...around six o’clock...? (Lakoff, 1975; 29)

According to Lakoff, (b) sounds 1) unsure of herself, 2) unwilling to assert an opinion,
3) hesitant to give a definite answer, or 4) of no confidence in making up her mind.
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Brend (1975) characterizes the intonation patterns often used by women as “polite and
cheerful,” “unexpectedness and surprise,” “hesitation,” and “incomplete and unexpected.”
There are many interpretations for (5b) . It might mean “why do you need to know?” or
“are you listening to me ?” or “do you want to eat earlier?” as McConnell-Ginet provides
as some examples (79). The speaker of (b) might only desire to continue the conversa-
tion. It is possible that original intonation pattern started being used only by women for
the feministic reasons, but the reason no longer seems to reflect on the sex defference in
selecting intonation patterns. It may be “a product of our ‘learning’ to sound like women
and men” (83) and “intonational ‘habits’ are establised without conscious consideration
of available options.”

4) Interruption

Another indicator of a speaker’s sex is a degree of frequency in overlapping or interrurt-
ing the ongoing speech by the other party of conversation. There are some research sup-
porting the assertion that me freely and frequently interrupt women and not vice versa
in cross-sex interactions. West (1979) investigates deep intrusions by male and female
college students. Deep intrusion is defined as “more than two syllables away from the ter-
minal boundaries of a possibly complete utterance” (82). Deep intrusions by overlapping
a female speaker’s current speech may be considered as a male intruder’s attempt to con-
trol the conversation. In the following example,

(6) Male: Where the hell have you been?
Female: Well I had to find Foster n’ { then

Male: Do } you realize
What time it is?

(West, 1979; 83)

a man asked a question of a woman. She tried to reply sincerely to the question. Never-
theless he did not listen to her answer as far as the end, but interrupted her ongoing
speech by another question unrelated to the current topic. Such examples can be easily
found in the real world. West discovered that “males were found to interrupt females
three times as often as females interrupted males” (78; Editors’ abstract). However, some
other observational studies show that a female's reactions to a male interruption are to .
cede her right to keep the turn to an interrupter, to drop out the rest of her speech, and
to wait for a chance to take her turn of speaking. West’s results show that there are no
different patterns of response to interruption by the other sex. “These results do not
generate displays of ‘submission’ by female” (79).

West and Zimmerman (1983) define interruption as “violations of speakers’ turns at
talk” (103). They investigate interruption in twenty-minute free talking in the laboratory
by five male and five female university students. Subjects were designed to be unac-
quainted with one another. This study reveals the same finding as their earlier research;
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men'’s initiation of interruption is three times more frequent than women’s initiated inter-
ruption in the cross-sex exchanges. There have been discussions to find out why men in-
terrupt women. Several suggestions are offered; relationship between interruption and
dominance, women’s talkativeness, different talking styles, showing interest or disin-
terest, and others. West and Zimmerman concludes that interruption is “a way of ‘doing’
power in face-to-face interaction, and to the extent that power is implicated in what it
means to be a man vis-a-vis a woman, it is a way of ‘doing’ gender as well” (111).

It was Tannen (1990) who proposed that mechanical criteria used in studies to iden-
tify interruptions are controvertial in that the counting method does not take into account
contents of topics, speakers’ intentions, reactions to interactors, and effects of interrup-
tions. She argues that all overlappings are not always instances caused by the intention
of interruption. They might be reinforcement or contradiction or change in topic. Besides,
some people may be injured by overlapping, feeling interruped,"and some others may do
not. A same person may be harmed in mind by feeling interrupted in a certain time or
occasion, and may not in another occasion. She maintains that “interruption is not a
mechanical category” but “a matter of individual percepions of rights and obligations”
(192). There are interruption without overlap and overlap without interruption. It is dif-
ficult to identify interrupting instances. There are two styles of talking; rapport-talk and
report-talk. And there are two types of speakers; of high involvement, who are likely to
“show support and participation by enthusiastic involvement”, and of high considerate-
ness, who are likely to “give priority to being considerate of others by not imposing”
(196) . The speakers who have similar talking styles take overlapping as support and
participation, while those who do not regard overlapping as interruption and a show of
disinterest. However, there is a definite tendency that women are highly considerate of
others and have reapport-talk style, while men are highly involved in conversations by
controling them and have report-talk style. If a woman interrupt a man, she intends to
show a sign of agreement, but he interpréts it as her control of the conversation. If a man
interrupts a woman, he intends to compete with her, expecting her opinion, but she yields
the floor to him because she is not accustomed to competing for the floor. Tannen does
not attribute the greater frequency of interruption of women by men to men’s dominance
over men.

Another explanation for men’s more interruption of women is that men are ruder and
women are politer in language use. Is it true that there is a distinct difference in polite-
ness between the ways of talking of men and women? A great many of studies report
supporting data.

5) Politeness

Ide et al (1986) makes a part modification of Lakoff’s hypothesis that women are politer
than men in language use. Women's politer speech is attributed to women’s lower status
in society. They attempt to investigate the correlation of linguistic forms of politenéss
and factors causing polite attitude in order to find the mechanism of women’'s politer
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speech. A scale of politeness was made in the five point continuum.

In the first question, the variations of ‘iku’ (meaning ‘go’) were decided to fail on what
level of the scale by Japanese subjects aged 40-70, mostly businessmen and housewives.
By the second question, the types of addressees to whom the subjects would use each
politeness level were investigated. By the third question, the choice of linguistic forms
which the subjects would use to the addressees mentioned earlier. Computational multi-
analyses were done in terms of politeness levels, interactions, and cross-sex. They con-
clude that “speakers make linguistic choices not because of their sex, but because of the
function ... e. g. the function of keeping distance or the function of creating rapport” (35).

The reason of differences in politeness between male and female might come from the
differences in judgement of proper politeness in various situations. Baroni and D'Urso
(1984) attempt two experiments in order to make a distinction between subordinate role
and female gender. Recordings of a male and a female voice were prepared, for which in
the first experiment subjects were asked to answer a written questionaire on the speak-
er’s social distance, financial status, occupation, appearance, and the forth. Their judge-
ment of male and female voice was analyzed. In the second experiment, two different
texts in degree of politeness were prepared. Each of four groups devided was asked to
listen to one of the four versions (male basic, female basic, polite male, and polite female)
and to answer the same questionnaire as the experiment I. These experiments disprove
Lakoff’s hypotheses, making a conclusion that “neither sex nor linguistic politeness seems
to affect to a great extent the speaker’s profiles elicited from the judging subjects” (71).

The difference of politeness in language use between males and females is supportedly

influenced by the social way of thinking. There may be some differences between mod-
ernized by the social way of thinking. There may be some differences between mod-
ernized societies and less modernized ones. Smith-Hefner (1988) attempts to explore the
relationship between the status of Javanese woman informants. Their perception to
women’s status reflects their speech. Smith-Hefner has no desire to recognize that it is a
signal of the lower position of Javanese women to offer polite deference to their hus-
bands. This phenomenon is very similar to that of the past Japan in spite of the differ-
ence of religions. Polite speech serves “both as an index of politeness and a mechanism of
potentially coercive in reactional power” (552).
" In the public situation, women tend to fail to use appropriate polite expressions be-
cause of their lesser experience (542) . Smith-Hefner maintains that although women are
required to be more polite toward men within the family setting, “men are publicly more
polite, while women, their political subordinates, speak less politely and with less power”
(552) . Judging from my experience and observation, Javanese phenomenon seems to be
due to the difference in formal and public experience between men and women in Java.

Japan, a more modernized society in Asia, still today, demands relatively a great differ-
ence in language use between men and women. It appears at sentence-final position.
McGloin (1990) classifies Japanese sentence-final particles zo, ze, sa, yo (type 1), na, ne,
(type 1), na, ne, (type 1), and further wa and no. She investigates their maleness and
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femaleness in use, and concludes that “wa and no are essentially positive politeness

” o

strategies,” “a very important aspect of women’s speech in Japanese” (37). She explains
that wa expresses emotional feeling and w0 adds a feminine tone. The contextualization
with these particles differentiates expressions to be used by men and women that the
society demands.

Japan looks particularly westernized in the conservative and Confucian Asia. Language
use in a society, however, may reveal the remaining concept or changed concept that the
people have had. Wetzel (1988) examines the superficial similarities of Japanese com-
munication strategies and Western female communication strategies using the notion of
power. She contrasts the statements on female interaction patterns in the West and
Japanese (not particularly female) patterns by citing from Maltz and Borker (1982), Leb-
ra (1976, 1984) , and others (see Wetzel, 1988) . They explain the parallels between
Western women's communication strategies and Japanese people’s communication
strategies by ‘powerless language’, Wetzel attempts to suggest the supposedly misleading
explanation by pointing out the culturally different concept of ‘power’ between Western
and Japanese societies. This attempt of explanation fails to persuade Japanese people why
they use ‘powerless language.” The reason cannot be concluded without further research.

Ide (1990) investigates how and why Japanese women speak more politely based on
the data gained in Ide et al. (1986). Her co-researcher work found three reasons of sex
differences in the use of liguistic forms, women’s lower assessment or approprriate
politeness level, and women'’s frequent use of interactional pattern calling for higher ling-
uistic forms. She summarizes the features of women’s politer speech in terms of Brown
and Levinson’s positive and negative politeness and Goffman's deference and demeanor,
in which she suggests that sex differences involving politeness are universal and com-
plex.

CONCLUSION

The differences of language use by different genders are recognized cross-culturally from
the pragmatic perspective as well as from the socio-linguistic perspective. In this litera-
ture survey, there were differences in directive and assertive expressions {Koike, Smith),
compliment realization (Wolfson, Holmes) , intonation (McConnell-Ginet, Brend) , inter-
ruption (West, West and Zimmerman, Tannen), degree of polite expressions used (Ide et
al., Ide, Smith-Hefner), conversational control (Singh and Lele), and contextualization of
particles (McGloin) . There were no differences in judgement of politeness (Baroni and
D'Urso) and use of adjectives (Wolson). The existence of gender differences in language
use is proved in many aspects. However, more research is needed for a definite con-
clusion.
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