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Text One You Are What You Say

ideration

Robin Lakoff, a linguistics professor, argues that women are socially limited by the
language they have been taught to speak and that it’ s time for women to speak up. With this
argument in mind, you are supposed to take into consideration the following points displayed in
the text:

1. the writing skills used to develop the central idea into a coherent text;

2. the author’s attitude towards “women’s language”;

3. the stylistic features of the quoted expressions in the text.

Think about the following questions and discuss them with your group members. After your
discussion, work out the research report and share it with other groups.
1. What do you think of the title “You Are What You Say”? Work out a brief report about
some facts that you are what you say.
2. What do you think of Lakoff’ s assertion in Paragraph 1 that there is a “women’ s

language”?
3. What are the social consequences of a man using “women’ s language”™— or vice versa?

You Are What You Say
@E}B}I Robin Lakoff @X@

“Women’s language” is that pleasant (dainty?), euphemistic, never-aggressive way of
talking we learned as little girls. Cultural bias was built into the language we were allowed
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to speak, the subjects we were allowed to speak about, and the ways we were spoken of.
Having learned our linguistic lesson well, we go out in the world, only to discover that we
are communicative cripples— damned if we do, and damned if we don’t.

If we refuse to talk “like a lady,” we are ridiculed and criticized for being unfeminine.
If we do learn all the fuzzy-headed, unassertive language of our sex, we are ridiculed for
being unable to think clearly, unable to take part in a serious discussion, and therefore
unfit to hold a position of power.

It doesn’t take much of this for a man to begin feeling she deserves such treatment
because of inadequacies in her own intelligence and education.

“Women’ s language” shows up in all levels of English. For example, women are
encouraged and allowed to make far more precise discriminations in naming colors than
men do. Words like mauve, beige, ecru, aquamarine, lavender, and so on, are
unremarkable in a woman’ s active vocabulary, but largely absent from that most men. I
know of no evidence suggesting that women actually see a wider range of colors than
men do. It is simply that fine discriminations of this sort are relevant to women’ s
vocabularies, but not to men’s; to men, who control most of the interesting affairs of the
world, such distinctions are trivial— irrelevant.

In the area of syntax, we find similar gender-related peculiarities of speech. There is
one construction, in particular, that women use conversationally far more than men: the
tag question. A tag is midway between an outright statement and a yes-no question; it is
less assertive than the former, but more confident than the latter.

A flat statement indicates confidence in the speaker’s knowledge and is fairly certain
to be believed; a question indicates a lack of knowledge on some point and implies that
the gap in the speaker’s knowledge can and will be remedied by an answer. For example,
if, at a little league game, I have had my glasses off, I can legitimately ask someone else:
“Was the player out at third?” A tag question, being intermediate between statement and
question, is used when the speaker is stating a claim, but lacks full confidence in the truth
of that claim. So if I say, “Is Joan here?” 1 will probably not be surprised if my respondent
answers “no”; but if I say, “Joan is here, isn’t she?” instead, chances are 1 am already
biased in favor of a positive answer, wanting only confirmation. I still want a response. A
tag question, then, might be thought of as a statement that doesn’t demand to be
believed by anyone but the speaker, a way of giving leeway, of not forcing the addressee
to go along with the views of the speaker.

Another common use of the tag question is in small talk when the speaker is trying to
elicit conversation: “Sure is not here, isn’t it?”

But in discussing personal feelings or opinions, only the speaker normally has any
way of knowing the correct answer. Sentences such as “I have a headache, don’t I?” are
clearly ridiculous. But there are other examples where it is the speaker’s opinions, rather
than perceptions, for which corroboration is sought, as in “The situation in Southeast
Asia is terrible, isn’t it?”
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While there are, of course, other possible interpretations of a sentence like this, one
possibility is that the speaker has a particular answer in kind—“yes” or “no” — but is
reluctant to state it baldly. This sort of tag question is much more apt to be used by
women than by men in conversation. Why is this case?

The tag question allows a speaker to avoid commitment, and thereby avoid conflict
with the addressee. The problem is that, by so doing, speakers may also give the
impression of not really being sure of themselves, or looking to the addressee for
confirmation of their views. This uncertainty is reinforced in more subliminal ways, too.
There is a peculiar sentence-intonation pattern, used almost exclusively by women, as far
as I know, which changes a declarative answer into a question. The effect of using the
rising inflection typical of a yes-no question is to imply that the speaker is seeking
confirmation, even though the speaker is clearly the only one who has the requisite
information, which is why the question was put to her in the first place:

Q: When will dinner be ready?

A: Oh... around six o’ clock...?

It is as though the second speaker were saying, “Six o’ clock— if that’ s okay with
you, if you agree.” The person being addressed is put in the position of having to provide
confirmation. One likely consequence of this sort of speech pattern in a woman is that,
often unbeknownst to herself, the speaker builds a reputation of tentativeness, and others
will refrain from taking her seriously or trusting her with any real responsibilities, since she
“can’t make up her mind,” and “isn’t sure of herself.”

Such idiosyncrasies may explain why women’s language sounds much more “polite”
than men’s. It is polite to leave a decision open, not impose your mind, or views, or
claims, on anyone else. So a tag question is a kind of polite statement, in that it does not
force agreement or belief on the addressee. In the same a request is a polite command, in
that it does not force obedience on the addressee, but rather suggests something be done
as favor to the speaker. A clearly stated order implies a threat of certain consequences if it
is not followed, and—even more impolite—implies that the speaker is in a superior
position and able to enforce the order. By couching wishes in the form of a request, on
the other hand, a speaker implies that if the request is not carried out, only the speaker
will suffer; noncompliance cannot harm the addressee. So the decision is really left up to
the addressee.

In the same ways as words and speech patterns used by women undermine her
image, those used to describe women make matters even worse. Often a word may be
used of both men and women; it assumes a special meaning that, by implication rather
than outright assertion, is derogatory to women as a group.

The use of euphemisms has this effect. A euphemism is a substitute for a word that has
acquired a bad connotation by association with something unpleasant or embarrassing. But
almost as soon as the new word comes into common usage, it takes on the same old bad
connotations, since feelings about the things or people referred to are not altered by a change
of name; thus new euphemisms must be constantly found.
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For instance, a common substitute for woman is girl. One seldom hears a man past
the age of adolescence referred to as a boy, save in expressions like “going out with the
boys,” which are meant to suggest an air of adolescent frivolity and irresponsibility. But
women of all ages are “girls”: one can have a man Friday (not a boy Friday), but only a
girl Friday (never a woman Friday or even a lady Friday); women have girlfriends, but men
do not—in a nonsexual sense—have boyfriends. It may be that this use of girl is
euphemistic in the same way the use of lady is: in stressing the idea of immaturity, it
removes the sexual connotations lurking in woman. Girl brings to mind irresponsibility:
you don’t send a girl to do a woman’s errand. She is a person who is both too immature
and too far from real life to be entrusted with responsibilities or with decisions of any
serious or important nature.

Now let’ s take a pair of words which, in terms of the possible relationships in an
earlier society, were simple male-female equivalents, analogous to bull: cow. Suppose we
find that, for independent reasons, society has changed in such a way that the original
meanings now are irrelevant. Yet the words have not been discarded, but have acquired
new meanings, metaphorically related to their original senses. But suppose these new
metaphorical uses are no longer parallel to each other. By seeing where the parallelism
breaks down, we discover something about the different roles played by men and women
in this culture. One good example of such a divergence through time is found in the pair,
master: mistress. Once used with reference to one’s power over servants, these words
have become unusable today in their original master—servant sense as the relationship has
become less prevalent in our society. But the words are still common.

Unless used with reference to animals, master now generally refers to a man who has
acquired consummate ability in some field, normally nonsexual. But its feminine
counterpart cannot be used this way. It is practically restricted to its sexual sense of
“paramour.” We start out with two terms, both roughly paraphrasable as “one who has
power over another.” But the masculine form, once one person is no longer able to have
absolute power over another, becomes usable metaphorically in the sense of “having
power over something.” Master requires as its object only the name of some activity,
something inanimate and abstract. But mistress requires a masculine noun in the
possessive to precede it. One cannot say: “Rhonda is a mistress.” One must be someone’s
mistress. A man is defined by what he does, a woman by her sexuality, that is, in terms of
one particular aspect of her relationship to men. It is one thing to be an old master like
Hans Holbein, and another to be an old mistress.

The same is true of the words spinster and bachelor—gender words for “one who is not
married.” The resemblance ends with the definition. While bachelor is a neuter term, often
used as a compliment, spinster normally is used pejoratively, with connotations of prissiness,
fussiness, and so on. To be a bachelor implies that one has the choice of marrying or not, and
this is what makes the idea of a bachelor existence attractive, in the popular literature. He has
been pursued and has successfully eluded his pursuers. But a spinster is one who has not been
pursued, or at least not seriously. She is old, unwanted goods. The metaphorical connotations
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of bachelor generally suggest sexual freedom; of spinster, Puritanism of celibacy.

These examples could be multiplied. It is generally considered a faux pas, in society,
to congratulate a woman on her engagement, while it is correct to congratulate her
fiancé. Why is this? The reason seems to be that it is impolite to remind people of things
that may be uncomfortable to them. To congratulate a woman on her engagement is
really to say, “Thank goodness! You had a close call!” For the man, on the other hand,
there was no such danger. His choosing to marry is viewed as a good thing, but not
something essential.

The linguistic double standard holds throughout the life of the relationship. After
marriage, bachelor and spinster become man and wife, not man and woman. The woman
whose husband dies remains “John’ s widow”; John, however, is never “Mary’ s
widower.”

Finally, why is it that salesclerks and others are so quick to call women customers

“dear,” “honey,” and other terms of endearment they really have no business using? A
male customer would never put up with it. But women, like children, are supposed to
enjoy these endearments, rather than being offended by them.

In more ways than one, its’ time to speak up.

view Assistance

.build into to make something into something else, as by adding

showup to be easily seen

mauve n.  a moderate grayish violet to moderate reddish purple

beige n. a light grayish brown or yellowish brown to grayish yellow; a soft fabric of undyed,

unbleached wool

ecrun.  a grayish to pale yellow or light grayish-yellowish brown

6. aquamarine n. a transparent blue-green variety of beryl, used as a gemstone; a pale blue to light
greenish blue

7. lavender n. any of various aromatic Old World plants of the genus Lavandula, especially L.
angustifolia, having clusters of small purplish flowers that vield an oil used in perfumery; the fragrant
dried leaves, stems, and flowers of this plant; a pale to light purple to very light or very pale violet

8. tag question n. a question used after a statement when seeking or expecting confirmation of that

e

th

statement
9. outright adj. complete

10. assertive adj. inclined to bold or confident assertion; aggressively self-assured

11.leeway n. a margin of freedom or variation, as of activity, time, or expenditure

12. corroboration .  certification; verification

13. subliminal adj. below the threshold of conscious perception

14. inflection . alteration in pitch or tone of the voice; an alteration of the form of a word by the
addition of an affix, as in English dogs from dog

15. requisite adj. required; essential

16. unbeknownst adj.  without being known; unbeknown

17.idiosyncrasy n. a structural or behavioral characteristic peculiar to an individual or group

18. frivolity n. the quality or condition of being silly, frivolous, or not serious; a frivolous act or thing

19. divergence n. the act of diverging; the state of being divergent: difference

‘l.l'l.tl‘.i...'l..!ll’l..'l!l!.lllhll.;.l'-‘l.".l'l.ll...ll.bl.llli.ll‘lt.;i’.li.‘.
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s

20. consummate adj. extremely skillful

21. paramour n. a lover, especially one in an adulterous relationship

22. pejoratively adv. derogatoril

23. prissiness n. a noun derived from the word prissy which means “fastidious, easily been shocked
by anything improper”

24, celibacy n. the condition of being unmarried

25. faux pas n.  a clumsy mistake, especially one made in public; a social blunder

26. endearment n. an expression of affection, such as a caress
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rential Points

Robin Lakoff (1942— ) A professor of linguistics at the University of California,
Berkeley. She was once married to the cognitive linguist George Lakoff, but they have since
divorced. Robin Lakoff’ s writings have become the basis for much research on the subject of
women’ s language. In a 1975 article, she published ten basic assumptions about what she felt
constituted a special women’ s language. Much of what Lakoff proposed agreed with theories
originally proposed in the 1920s by Otto Jespersen in Growsk and Structure of the English
Language (1905, revised and republished several times). Lakoff’ s most famous work, Language
and Woman’ s Place, introduced to the field of sociolinguistics many ideas about women’ s
language that are now commonplace.

You are what you say. This sentence has become a popular saying in the world. It means
that the words we write or speak are an expression of our inner thoughts and personalities. By
imitating the sentence pattern, people have made such sentences as “You are what you eat,”
“You are what you wear,” “You are what you read,” “You are what you do,” etc.

syntax A branch of general linguistics. In linguistics, syntax (from Ancient Greek covtagis
“arrangement” from v syn, “together,” and TG£1s taxis, “an ordering”) is the study of the principles
and rules for constructing sentences in natural languages. In addition to referring to the discipline,
the term syntax is also used to refer directly to the rules and principles that govern the sentence
structure of any individual language, as in “The Syntax of Modern Irish.”

girl Friday Also, gal Friday. An efficient and faithful female assistant, as in “I’ 11 have
my girl Friday get the papers together.” The expression plays on man Friday, a name for a
devoted male servant or assistant. The name Friday comes from Daniel Defoe’ s Robinson
Crusoe, whose shipwrecked hero named the young native who became his faithful companion
for the day of the week when he found him. In the mid-1900s Friday was applied to a male
servant and then a women secretary or clerk who works for a man. The expression girl Friday
gained currency through a motion picture starring Cary Grant and Rosalind Russell, His Girl
Friday (1940). Today it tends to be considered condescending and, applied to a woman, sexist.
The term Man Friday has become an idiom, still in mainstream usage, to describe an especially
faithful servant, or even one’ s best servant or right-hand man. The female equivalents are
Woman Friday and Girl Friday. In the United States, in particular, the latter term is regarded as
outdated, and patronizing when used to refer to an adult; however Girl Friday is still a common
term in the UK. The title of the movie His Girl Friday alludes to it and may have popularized it.

mistress English has no shortage of terms for women whose behavior is viewed as
licentious, but it is difficult to come up with a list of comparable terms used of men. One
researcher, Julia Penelope, stopped counting after she reached 220 such labels for women, both
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current and historical, but managed to locate only 20 names for promiscuous men. Murial R.
Schultz found more than 500 slang terms for prostitute but could find just 65 for the male terms
whoremonger and pimp. A further imbalance appears in the connotations of many of these terms.
While the terms generally applying only to women, like tramp and slut, are almost always
strongly negative, corresponding terms used for men, such as stud and Casanova, often carry
positive associations. Curiously, many of the negative terms used for women derive from words
that once had neutral or even positive associations. For instance, the word mistress, now mainly
used to refer to a woman who is involved in an extramarital sexual relationship, originally served
simply as a neutral counterpart to mister or master. The term madam, while still a respectful form
of address, has had sexual connotations since the early 1700s and has been used to refer to the
owner of a brothel since the early 1900s.

Puritanism Puritans was the name given in the 16th century to the more extreme
Protestants within the Church of England who thought the English Reformation had not gone far
enough in reforming the doctrines and structure of the church. They wanted to purify their
national church by eliminating every shred of Catholic influence. In the 17th century many
Puritans emigrated to the New World, where they sought to found a holy Commonwealth in New
England. Puritanism remained the dominant cultural force in that area into the 19th century.
Puritans believed that human beings were predestined by God before they were born. Some were
God’ s chosen people (God’ s elect) while others were predestined to be damned to hell. The
success of one’ s work or the prosperity in his calling given by God was the sign of being God’s
elect. Therefore, everyone must work hard, spend little and invest for more business. Working
hard and living a moral life were their ethics. They regarded Bible to be the authority of their
doctrine. To be able to read the Bible and understand God’ s will, education was essential for
Puritans. Puritanism in New England (Massachusetts, Connecticut, New Hampshire, Vermont,
Maine and Rhode Island) made a great influence on American culture.

psoiivduﬂon Work

I. Fill in the blanks with the words and expressions provided, making changes when
necessary.

;‘;‘ undermine  faux pas " buildinto  assertive show up endearment
. leeway pejoratively  corroboration paraphrasable apt to idiosyncrasy
fﬁvélity consummate girl Friday
1.LA cost him his legs, but his passion for life and his love of the mountains pushed
him to the summit of Mont Blanc, standing on an artificial foot and supported by crutches.
2. Nothing is given to man on earth — struggle the nature of life, and conflict is

possible — the hero is the man who lets no obstacle prevent him from pursuing the values
he has chosen.

3. An is something someone says to show love to someone else. I like it when he
says “darling” and “honey” and other words of this kind to me.
4. Banks are demanding greater to charge more for underwriting buyout debt after

global credit market turmoil led to a backlog of unsold deals.
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5. Michael Simons was first sentenced in 2004 to the 98-year term but Oregon’s Court of Appeals

10.

overturned that conviction, ruling there was no for Simons’ recorded confession to the
crimes.

. He is the most approachable of the major modernists; I suspect because his paintings are not
only modest in scale but contain the kind of verbally ___ content that makes them easily
describable, if not explicable.

. At a time when every musician has to find his own to distinguish himself from all

the others on the market, performances like that of Angela Hewitt have become rare.

. Robert J. Sternberg’ s triangular theory of love considers three independent components of a

9

complete, enduring, and romantic love he calls *
intimacy, passion, and commitment.

love.” The three components are

. But women of all ages are “girls”: one can have a man Friday (not a boy Friday), but only a

, never a woman Friday or even a lady Friday.
You spend ten years of your life being trained to do one thing, and you’ re being taught to
think that it’ s the most serious thing that anyone could possibly do, and then suddenly you
find yourself doing something that in some respects is the epitome of

11. As for charity, it is a matter in which the immediate effect on the persons directly concerned,

12.

13.

14,

15.

and the ultimate consequence to the general good, are____be at complete war with one another.
“The first thing we do. Let’ s kill all the lawyers.” The often misquoted portion of statement
in the Shakespeare play, King Henry VI, is frequently used against lawyers without
an awareness of the context from which these words are taken.

Basins of attraction, of self organization, as well in our complex social
environment, in human organizations. Here again, while we cannot predict the result of any
given input, we can say that it will likely fall within one of several areas.

No one can become more assertive overnight, and it’s certainly easy to fall into old habits
of apologizing and changing statements to questions. A big part of being is being
determined. Tenacity is a quality of an assertive person.

I agree that we must expand opportunities for retirement saving, but we must not

this worthy effort with a flawed privatization scheme that takes the ‘security’ out of Social
Security.

IL. Use the appropriate form of the words given in the brackets to fill in the blanks.

1.

Most of the mistakes in thinking are of perception rather than mistakes of logic.
(adequate)

. The main of the writer is towards truthfulness; therefore he must keep his mind and
his judgment free. (engage)

. Throughout the Cold War, the Allies their right to move freely between the two
Berlins. (assertive)

. For so many people, this thing with the nurse was that I must be mad or
mentally ill. (confirm)

. If the grace of God miraculously operates, it probably operates through the door.
(sublime)

. Today more than ever we need creative minds to the issues of the age. (addressee)

. He felt a kind of pride in the fact that he had stolen more than his friends.

(maturity)



