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ABSTRACT

Numerous studies in conversational styles have claimed that
men and women differ in their linguistic expressions. In
addition, western behavioural constructs of masculinity and
feminity are mirrorred in language where men's ianguage is
considered powerful while women's language is powerless.
This paper reports the findings of a study on gender and speech
style. The study involves text analysis. It seeks to examine the
portrayal of the western perceptions of male and female
Iinguistic expressions through the lexical and syntaclic­
pragmatic traits of male and female speech in literary texts.
Conversations of male and female characters as portrayed by the
writers in an American novel, 'The Great Gatsby' and a
Malaysian novel, 'Salina' were analysed. The analysis focuses
on the use of special lexicon, imprecise intensifiers, super polite
forms, expletives, tag questions, hedges and direct quotations by
the characters in these two novels.

INTRODUCTION

Members of certain cultures hold beliefs or have certain perceptions and expectations
of how a man and woman should conduct themselves in that particular society. These
might .Involve characteristics of gender-biased costumes, activities, areas of expertise
and social roles in society as well as differences in ways of communicating. Our
constructs of masculinity and feminity influence our reactions to men and women,
that IS, once we have categorized someone as a male or female, ' ....our gender
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constructs come into play, providing us with judgemental standards against which to
compare a person in forming impression about their masculinity and feminity' (Smith,
1985 : 28).

In relation to this, research has shown that society plays an important pari on the
social function of the language (Frank and Anshen, 1983; http://www.og.ohio­
tatc.cdu/-ohiolinc/h ·o-fact/5000/5280.html). In other words, language differences

are due in part to our social experiences. These differences are consistently reflected
in the varied social and communicative styles of men and women.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Therc have been numerous studies that appear to support the idea of stylistic sex
differences in conversation. One of the earliest observations made regarding this issue
is that of Jesperson's, who describes in his book. The Woman, differences in
women's compared to men's speech and voice speech. Cited in Smiths (1985 : 14),
Jesperson claims that:

...... women exercise a great and universal influence on
linguistic development through their instinctive shrinking from
coarse and gross expressions and their preference for refined
and (in certain spheres) veiled and indirect expressions.

(1922: 246).

[n addition, he also claims that the periphery of language and the development of new
words are only for men's speech. Jesperson relates this as

... men are wary of the language becoming insipid at the
words of women; and in striving to avoid the banal, men thus
become the chief renovators of language.

(in Smiths, 1985 : 14).

Most of Jesperson's observations have provided some useful starting points for the
study of language and relations between the sexes. Lakoffs observations (1975, 1977)
on what she claims as women's language, for example, are in line with some of
Jesperson's earlier theories. Similarly, she points out that the differences in speech
styles between men and women are the consequences of social inequalities between
the sexes; that women have been taught to be respectful and unassertive which are
expressed through a variety of Iingu istic variables, which, in turn reflect women's
place in society. In relation to this, Lakoff (1975) puts forward her ten basic
assumptions on what she thinks as the characteristics of women's speech style. Lakoff
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observes that in their speech, women tend to use hedges, (super) polite forms, tag
questions, empty adjectives, hypercorrect grammar and pronunciation, special
lexicon, direct quotation. and question intonation in declarative statements. In
addition, she also finds that women speak in italic and lack sense of humour in
conversation. Lakoff further (1977) characterizes these ten basic assumptions of
women's style under three main categories', namely Lexical Traits, Phonological
Traits and Syntactic-Pragmatic Traits. These are tabulated as in Table 1.

THE STUDY.

Any written product, especially creative writing, is often seen or thought of as an
individual enterprise or venture. However, most creative writings, in terms of plots,
contexts and characters, are mostly created based on the writers' observations on the
reality of their surroundings. It has been observed that members of most cultures' and
societies have certain perceptions or stereotype views of the behaviour of men and
women. These perceptions may include styles in dressing, activities, career and social
roles in society. All writers, to a certain extent, if not heavily, rely on these usually
stereotyped and generalized observations and thus, portray these traits in their
writing, for instance, in the pOltrayal of their characters to make their written
products bel ievable, real and effective.

In addition, the stereotype view of gender characteristics in the society is also
portrayed by the differences in ways of communicating between men and women.
Thus, speech characteristics that are often associated with either men or women are
often crafted by authors in their stories to make the fictitious characters seem real and
acceptable to the audience besides other desriptions such as activities and social roles.

However, most of the examinations of male and female speech have been conducted
primarily based on real life conversations that are unprepared and spontaneous
(Zi mmerman, 1978~ Frank, 1983; Coates, 1986; Tannen, 1991; Githens, 1991). There
has been little information about male and female speech as portrayed in literary
texts.

This study is a focus on the analysis of strereotyped characteristics of male and
female speech styles as portrayed in American and Malaysian literary texts. Since
most of the empirical studies done in this area are based on the western perceptions of
male and female speech, this study will also examine the portrayal of these
perceptions in Eastern literacy, namely Malaysian.
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Table 1. Three Categories of women's speech style.

Goding

SPEECH CHARACTERISTICS EXAMPLES
LEXICAL TRAITS

Special Lexicon purplish-blue, it.\y-bit:;y, teeny-Weeny
(elaborated use ofvocabulary when
defining certain objects or situatiom)

Imprecise Intensifiers so, much, divine, f{orgeous, lovely,
(emphasizers which have general adorable, around, about, more or less
heightening effect on making the
statement stronf{er)

Polite Forms Would you mind... , I'd appreciate it
(\'haring re:;pect for the person to if.,/fyou don't mind.., Please ...
whom one is talking to by using
softeninf{ device:;)

Strong Expletives - damn, I'll be
Expletives damned, Shit..

(words used to express emotiom) Weak Expletives - Oh dear, My
f{oodness, ,..

PHONOLOGICAL TRAITS The use of traditional English
Hypercorrect Grammar & grammar, clear enunciation, the use of
Pronunciation 'charming 'foreign accent:;)

SYNTACTIC-PRAGMATIC
TRAITS modal auxiliary - may, might' could

Hedges modal adverbs - perhaps, may be,
(using lexical items indicating possibly,
uncertainty and politenes:;) qualifying adjectives - so, very

egocentric sequences -1 believe, 1
think ...

Tag Questions She likes you, doesn't she?
(a question added at the end ofa She's the one, right?
sentence)

. \

Direct Quotations "She was angry and shouted at me
(a repetition of speech [of words 'You are a bad girl! ",
previously said by another person])   

~

•
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DesiK/1 (~ltlle StlU(V
This study is qualitative in nature. Since the purpose of this study is to examine the
speech styks of men and women as portrayed by writers in litcrHry texts, this study
employed a text analysis method involving two novels, 'The Great Gatsby' and
'Salina'. It is also a deductive study; begins with hypotheses or theories, then
searches for evidence to support them. This study is based on Lakoffs and several
other researchers' hypotheses on thc gender differenccs in the conversations and then
exam ines whether the cia ims and hypothcses are illustrated in the selected literary
texts.

Data Collectio/1
Two novels were, elected in this study, namely, an American novel, 'The Great
Gatsby', writtcn by F Scott Fitzgerald, and a Malaysian novel. 'Salina' by A Samad
Said. This novel is also selected becausc there are some similarities with the
Malaysian novel, 'Salina'. Both 'The Great Gatsby' and 'Salina' were written by
mak writers. In addition, the stories were set after the World War I and II, hence, the
\var \\ as n persistent echo throughout the novels. The novels al 0 depict the male
dom inated world where n1(;n were seen as powerful and women were the weaker sex.
Ilowever. there had been changes that took place in terms of social institutions,
economic expansions, workplace and education.

Data A /1a(l'sis
In analysing the male and female speech styles in the literary texts, a checklist of the
conversat iona I styles was formed. Th is cheekl is!. \Vh ieh consisted of all the criteria
and styles highlighted in this study, was adapted f1'om Lakoffs categories of speech
styles. For the purpose of the analysis, the above characteristics were tabulated as in
table 2.

RESULTS A DDISCUSSIO S

Table 3 summarizes the finding of this study. The results of the analyses of speech
styles portrayed by the writers in 'The Great Gatsby' and 'Salina' present several
interesting conclusions. The features in the checklist, that is, specht! lexicon,
adjectives. sllper polite/orllls. expletives. hedges, tag (Illestio/ls and direct quotations;
have been perceived by previous researchers to be associated specifically to female
speech styles. However, the findings show that although the analysed speeches do
exhibit the features mentioned, they are not exclusively used by one gender. The
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findings from the analysis of both the American and Malaysian novels illustrate that
both male and female characters are portrayed to use the speech stylistic features.

Table 2. Checklist Sheet.

ENove xcerpt:
Characteristics Male Examples Female Examples

A. LEXICAL TRAITS
I. Special Lexicon
2. Adjectives
3. Super Polite Forms
4. Expletives
B. SYNTACTIC-
PRAGMATIC TRAITS
I. Hedges
2. Tag Questions
3. Direct Quotations

df Ia e le resu ts 0 t le stuly.
Characteristics The Great Gatsby Salina

Male Female Male Female
Special Lexicon / / / /
Adjectives / / / /

Super Polite Forms / / / /
Expletives / / / /
I-ledges / / / /
Tag Questions / / / /
Direct Quotations X / / /

T bl 3 TI

* / - portrayed in the novel X - not portrayed in the novel

In 'The Great Gatsby', the results of the study illustrate that only tliree out of the
seven Iisted features: special lexicon, adjectives or intenst{iers and.-expletives, are
portrayed to have been used in the text by the female characters. However, as for the
other features, it seems that all speakers, regardless of sex or gender, use them in
comparable ways. These findings indicate that these characteristics of gender speech
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styles cannot be generalized as the characteristics of female's speech only. The
writer, himself, when writing the speech does not portray these perceptions in his
writing.

Meanwhile, in 'Salina', none of the features seems to be exclusively male or female
speech. The findings in this Malaysian context also indicate that gender is not a factor
affecting the speech behaviour. All the evidence appears to contradict the earliest
claims on this subject. This suggests that the results from the studies of male and
female speech styles investigated in the west. cannot be generalized in all contexts or
background.

There are many factors that may contribute to the findings of this study. First, the
roles of women in both societies have changed. Women are no longer seen as the
weaker sex. They are seen as equals to men. The education received may also change
their worldview, thus, affecting their conversational styles. Furthermore, the need to
survive after the war may also have shaped the way they speak. This seems to verify
Jesperson's (1922) prediction that "the social changes taking place at the time may
evcntually modify even the linguistic relations of the two sexes"
(h It D://W\VW.gcorgctow n.cel u/bassr/githcns/otto/I922.htm).

Second, the structure of the language used itself need to be examined carefully. For
example, the nature of the Malay colloquial language may not be ex[ressive as the
English Language. This may have affected the results of the study.

In addition, only several features of the speech styles are examined. These features
are not adequate to determine the styles that belong to a stereotype gender. Several
other features like the length of speech by a speaker, interruptions done by a speaker
and the domination of the conversation by a speaker, are also significant features that
need to be considered.

CONCLUSION

It is reasonably fair to suggest that the findings in the study do not really conform to
the claims made by earlier studies. The hypothesis and assumptions made on the
gender differences in conversation seems to have arisen from prejudices in social
behaviour and representation. As Tavard (1977: 36) suspects that " ....much
denunciation of sexist language in others reveals the bias of the hearer rather than the
speaker." This could support the findings of this study that the gender of the speaker
(s) is not a major determinant of speech behavioural styles. .
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Having looked at the results of this study and the factors that may have affected the
use of the speech style features, it can be concluded that this study is similar to
Eckert's view (1989:253) that:

... gender does not have a uniform effect on linguistic
behaviour for the community as a whole, across variables, or
for the matter for any individual. Gender, like ethnicity and
class and indeed age, is a social construction and may enter
into any of a variety of interactions with other social
phenomena. And although sociolinguists have had some
success in perceiving the social practice that constitutes
class, they have yet to think of gcnder in terms of social
practice.

*(paper presented at the Second Malu)'sian Internutional Conference Oil LWlguuges,
Literature and Cultures [MICOLLAC 20()1])

BIBLIOGRAPHY

A. Samad Said. 1991. Salina (Translated by Hawa Abdullah). Dewan Bahasa dan
Pustaka. Kuala Lumpur.

Arliss, L.P. 1991. Gender COll/lIlunication. New Jersey: Prentice Hall.
Coates, J. 1986. Women, Men and Language: A Sociolinguistic Account (~lGender

Differences in Language. Second Edition. Longman. London.
Demetriades, C. 1997. Language Gender and Identity: A Social-P.\ychological Study.

[On-line] Available: hit ://www.surrc/.ac.uk/ELI/dcmetc.html
Dubois, B.L. and Crouch, 1. 1975. The Question of Tag Questions in Women's

Speech: They don't really use more of them, do they? Language in Society,
4,289 - 294.

Edelsky, C. 1976. Subjective Reactions to Sex-Linked Language. Journal ofSocial
Psychology, 99,97 - 104.

Fishman, P.M. 1983. Interaction: The Work women Do. in B. Thorne, C. Kramarae
and N. Henley (eds). Language. Gender and Society. (pp89 - 101 ).
Cambridge: Newbury House Publishers.

Fitzgerald, F. 1998. The Great Gatsby. Oxford University Press. Glasgow.
Frank, F. and Anshen, F. 1983. Language and the Sexes. University of New York

Press. Albany.



KlImi.mll & Sabllrillll 49

Freed, A. and Greenwo()d, A. 19!)(1. Women, Men and the Type of Talk: What
Makes the Di fferencc') I.ullgl/I/,!.!.<' ill .\'ocidy. 25. 1-26.

Githens, S. 1991. Mell w/(I WOII/ell ill ('(}II\'('I'\'(/Iioll : :111 11111//.I'sis o/(i('lId('/' Slyies in

Lallgl/(/ge. IOn-line] Available:
J.l!lj2.J/\\ \\,.\\ .!lellr"eto\·\ n.edu.bassr/!lilhen:-'/Qtto I922.tlli!!

Hartmann, M. 1976. A Descriptive Study of the Language of Men and Women Born
in Maine around 1900. In B.L. Dubois and I ('much (Eds). San Antonio,
Te:xas : Trinity University Press.

Henley, . and Tlmrne. 13. (Eds) 1975. Language and Sex : Dijf'('/'ellce ulld
!JOIlliliullel'. Rowley, Mass: Newbury I louse.

Ilcrri ng. S. I <)()-\. (;elld('/' IJi/l('/'elices ill ( 'oil/pliler-Mediated ('01111111111 ical iOIl :
Bringill,!.!. I'-wllili{fl: Bugg(/ge 10 Ihe New Frolllier. [On-I ine] A vai lable :
[1 tIp:C( p.;r.Q!:g{IJ)srI~ender/herri nQ!txt

Holmes. ./. 1995. WOII/ell, Mell {fI/(1 Fotileness. Longman. London.
Ilughes, M. 1995. (;ellder Di/!'erellces in COll1l11l1nicalioll. [On-line I Available:

ttl ):!/~~~.~...J:~.!!.;inesselhics.ord/pasICl)nv/9 21 95.htm

Key, l'v1. 1975 . .\Il/le / Fell/ule Lungl/age. MCluchen. ./: Scarecrow Press.
Kramer. C. 197-1. Slereotypes of Women's Speech: The Word From Carloons .

.Jol/rllal oj'f'oplllar CI/III/re, 8, 624 - 630.
Kramcr, C. 1978. Male and Female Perceptions of Male and Female Speech.

I>allgl/(/ge (/lid .\iJeech. 20 (2), 15 I -161.
La ko IT, R. 197'5. 1.i1llgl/llge lIlld WOJl/lIll 's PllIce. Iialver and Row. ew York
McCormick. K.M. 1994. Gender and Language. In R.E. Asher (Ed). The

DlcF!of!lIedill o/LlIllgIIllge (/1/£1 !.illgl/islin. VolA. p 1353 - 1360. Oxford:
Pergamon Press.

Mi,enLT, A. (Ed). 1963.1". Scolt Fit::.gerold: A ('ollectioll !?fCritil'lll Essays. Prentice
Hall. Nc\\ Jersey.

Parsons. .I., Frieze. I. and Ruble, C. 1976. Introduction . .!o[(l'I/ol olSociollssues, 32
(3),1-5.

Poynton. C. 1989. l>lIlIgulIge 01/(1 Gender: Making tlte D!fji,,.ellce. Oxford University
Pre s.

Roselli. P. 1997. C;ellcler Issues Oil Ihe In/ormation llighwoy : All AI/o/l'sis ol
COlIlIl/ullicotiun Stvles iI/ Electronic Discussion Groups. lOn-line] Available:
hUll/!\\ \\\\ .~lllr/v01Icr!,c/ro ('ljj ..b..1o.!l

Siegler, D. and Siegler, R. 1976. SterL'Olypes of Maks' and Females' Speech.
PSI/cholugiml Reports. 39, 167 -70.

Sachs, M. (No Dale) /IIole / Fel//lIle COlIl/lIl/lIicl/tioli Stvll's. IOn-linel Available:
hllp://~~\~\ .a n .oh in stale.~Q!!L·ohi()1 ind~· 1~lq/~..ll(!!'i28J.2.h..!.!!l1

ShasL'1. P. 1997. Reslore Malay / Islamic Courtliness. [On-linel Available:
1ill1l://w\\'\\'. ioi. ie/-/ali lill ~ICNc\Vs!sha.·cl/shasel3.hUll

Smilh, P. 1985. LOl/gllllge, The Sexes olld Society. Basil Blackwell. Cornwall



50 Gadin!:

Spence, J. and Helmreich, R. 1978. Masculinity and Feminity : Their P.\ychological
Dimensions. Correlates and Antecedents. Austin, Texas: University of Texas
Press.

Spender, D. 1980. Manmade Language. London. Boston and I Ienley : Routledge and
Kegan Paul.

Swacker, M .1975. The Sex of Speaker as a Sociolinguistic Variable. In B. Thorne
and N. Henley (Eds). Language and Sex: Difference and Dominance.
Rowley, Mass: Newbury House.

Tannen, D. 1991. YOli Just Don't Understand: Men and Women in Conversation.
[On-I ine] Avai lab Ie : http://vvww.gcorgetown.edli/bassr/githcns/tannenbk.htJII
Taylor, M. and Hall, J. 1982. Psychological Androgyny: Theories, Methods and

Conclusions. P.\ychological Blllletin, 92 (2), 347 - 66.
Worrel, J. 1978. Sex Roles and Psychological Well-being: Perspectives on

Methodology. Journal ofConsulting and Clinical P.\ycholugy, 46 (4), 777­
91.

Zimmerman, D. and West, D. 1975. Sex Roles, Interruptions and Silences in
Conversations. In B. Thorne and N. Henley (Eds). Language and Sex:
Difference and Dominance. Rowley, Mass: Newbury House.

Men and Women Talking: The Differential Use of Speech and Language by Gender.
[On-line] Available:
http://www.cco.caltech.edu/-wcenter/chillv/di tTerential language.htm I

Politeness and Gender. [On-line] Available:
http://logos.lIoregon.edu/explore/sociolingigender.ht1111

Speech Gender and Coml11unication. [On-line] Available:
http://www.indiana.cdu/-deanfac/blspr98/spchs4503896.html




