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ABSTRACT 

This study contributes to the growing body of research 

on gender and writing and extends previous research 

suggesting that women adapt diverse discourses as they write 

for the academic discourse community. This study asserts 

that college women writers attempt to present themselves as 

more powerful writers by suppressing gender-typical 

linguistic features in their writing. This tendency to 

suppress linguistic politeness strategies, which are 

associated with female-typical language use, provides 

specific evidence in support of this assertion. 

In the introductory chapter, I indicate the source of 

my personal interest in the issue of women writing for the 

academy. I then review the literature that depicts women 

literary writers as a muted group and attests to the 

suppression of women's voices in the academy. Chapter 2 

provides a critical review of the essentializing tendencies 

of the research on gender and language. In this chapter, I 

also review studies on women's epistemology and present an 

alternative metaphor for representing gender differences. 

Finally, I review the research on linguistic politeness 
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theory. In Chapter 3, I indicate the purpose and 

limitations of the study, and I describe the methods and 

procedures for this study. In Chapter 4, I discuss my 

findings, which reveal only limited evidence of gender 

differences in the use of politeness strategies. I interpret 

these results in light of current reviews of research in 

gender and writing that report similar disparate results. I 

conclude my study with a discussion of the various theories 

that may account for gender differences in written discourse 

as well as some suggested pedagogical implications for these 

theories of gender difference. The significance of this 

study is that it provides a functionally oriented analysis 

of gender and writing; that is, it describes the social 

functions indicated by gender-typical syntactic features. 

In this way, it provides insight into the ways that 

discursive practices construct gender identity. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE DISCURSIVE SILENCING OF WOMEN ACADEMIC WRITERS 

Phrases of men who lectured her 

drift and rustle in piles 

Why don't you speak up? 

-Marge Piercy 

Much of my interest in the issue of women writing for 

the academy springs from my personal experience as an 

Assistant Professor of English at the United States Air 

Force Academy. Each day, I observed the female cadets pass 

beneath a bridge as they marched to my class. Inscribed on 

this bridge in large, silver letters are the words, "Bring 

me men." These words are indeed emblematic of the dilemma 

of female cadets and female faculty at the Air Force 

Academy. To survive, we subscribe to a patriarchal system 

and its resultant masculinist discursive practices. As Julia 

Kristeva has suggested, we become "women inhaled by power 

systems" (27) . Indeed, women at the Air Force Academy 

provide empirical support for the work of Janet Lever who 

has found that the ethic of sensitivity and care that girls 

learn through their play has little market value and can 
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even impede professional success. We learn, as Lever has 

implied, to play like a boy ("Games" 484, "Complexity" 481-

482) . 

Although we eventually learn how to play like a boy, we 

play the game poorly. Unsure of the rules, we either assert 

ourselves in ways that are perceived to be overly aggressive 

by our male peers, or we try to reshape our gender identity 

into some kind of androgynous, genderless entity. Others 

among us just give up and become passive and faceless. The 

few of us who succeed walk a tricky tightrope between 

affirming our femininity and functioning effectively within 

the patriarchy. 

Who are we? Initially, at least, we may be 

characterized as Belenky's "separate knowers"(103) . By 

choosing and having been chosen by an institution such as 

the Air Force Academy, we have manifested a penchant for 

separate knowing. In one sense, we are highly conventional 

women. We have met the standards of academic achievement and 

have conformed to the expectations set by our parents and 

our teachers. Yet, in other ways, we have also violated 
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conventional feminine stereotypes by choosing a career in 

the United States Air Force. 

How is our epistemological stance re-visioned once we 

enter the Air Force? If the icons that surround us are any 

indication, we are systematically moved away from an ethic 

of care and responsibility toward a masculinist ethic of 

autonomy and justice. As my colleague Captain Edith Disler 

has noted, the static aircraft displays, the memorials, and 

monuments that grace the Academy campus express the deferred 

presence of the male, especially the elite male (4). For 

instance, static displays of fighter aircraft, which until 

just recently were off-limits to female fliers, are more 

prominently displayed than cargo aircraft. Add to this 

numerous portraits of male Medal of Honor winners and a 

bronze monument on the terrazzo that honors distinguished 

Air Force fighter pilots, and it becomes glaringly obvious 

that females at the Air Force Academy find themselves 

confined to a masculinist environment. 

Even more disconcerting to me as a writing teacher, 

however, are the ways that female cadets and faculty 

systematically shun gender-typical features in their written 
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discourse. In an apparent attempt to adapt to the 

patriarchal discourse of our military environment, we 

suppress our feminine voice. Rather than affirm and 

valorize our feminine presence among our male peers, we 

actively participate in the perpetuation of masculinist 

discursive practices by muting our own voices. Although I 

realize that these practices are unlikely to change 

significantly without first upsetting the masculinist 

epistemology of military doctrine, at least we can become 

more fully conscious of the ways in which we adapt diverse 

discourses in the interest of personal success in 

institutional settings. We can become more fully aware of 

the ways that the dominant male discourse at the Air Force 

Academy systematically silences our ways of knowing, ways of 

speaking, and ways of writing. We can also become more 

cognizant of the difficulties that we may have with knowing 

exactly what we are thinking or feeling because, as Berger 

and Luckmann suggest, the language we know and think in runs 

counter to our perceptions (168). 

As a writing teacher, then, I must remain vigilant to 

the icons and discursive practices that silence me and my 



female students, and I must constantly be on the look out 

for ways to help our writers' voices swell into rich, 

resonant, resounding expressions of self. As Cinthia 

Gannett reminds me, "Those of us who deal with students on 

regular basis must start to acknowledge the ways in which 

insidious forms of muting and silencing affect our students 

and our own sense of self as speakers, writers, and knowers 

(83) . 

I am aware, of course, that this tendency to adapt 

diverse discourses may only be heightened in the case of 

females at the Air Force Academy. I suspect that this 

proclivity to "write like a man" is true of other female 

college writers. I acknowledge, too, that this inclination 

is evident in the discourse of professional women writers. 

Many women in academia have realized that to attain 

positions of power in institutions that have historically 

been controlled by men, they must first adopt masculiuist 

discursive practices. Such women recognize that "power is 

the ability to take one's place in whatever discourse is 

essential to action and the right to have one's part matter 

(Heilbmn 18) . These women realize that, if they are to 
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attain positions of power, they must take their place in the 

discourse of power. Rather than defy this predominantly 

tnasculinist discourse, they have succumbed to these 

hegemonic practices. 

In making such a claim, I realize that I am, in fact, 

reflecting on my own personal experiences in academia. In 

some ways, I am not unlike the woman who seeks to become 

what Robin Lakoff describes as "an elder in the tribal 

sweathouse, discussing the rites of initiation the next 

generation is to undergo" ("Grooves of Academe" 143). As a 

graduate student, I am undergoing a ritual initiation rite 

that will certify me to take my place as an "elder" in 

academia, and if I am not careful, I will find myself 

engaged in teaching practices designed to initiate the next 

generation of female academics into the same discourse of 

power that threatens to inhale me. 

As I prepare to assume my place as an elder in 

academia, I struggle to resist these hegemonic practices, 

but I find that I am consumed by the sense that I am an 

"impostor." Lakoff describes this common feeling among 

women in academia, suggesting that they feel like "impostors 



17 

in their knowledge and in their adoption of rhetorical 

forms" (26). Aisenberg and Harrington also comment on this 

phenomenon in their book. Women of Academe. They observe 

that, even after years of successful teaching and 

publishing, many women still feel "inadequate, 

uncomfortable, [like] impostor [s] (64)." 

Perhaps this sense that I am harboring a terrible 

secret about my own professional capabilities and that, at 

some point, I will be found out stems from having radically 

transformed my ways of knowing and writing to conform to 

masculinist ideologies and discursive practices. In so 

doing, I have come to present an academic persona that 

sometimes feels counterfeit. 

These ambivalent feelings about assuming my place in 

academia are exacerbated by what Wendy Goulston describes as 

"conflicting role pressures" (20). My effort to develop a 

public, professional self pulls against my sense of 

obligation to domestic responsibilities and constraints. As 

Goulston observes, "learning to speak and to write and in 

all ways that present oneself as a doer and thinker in 

academia and in the labor market involves for many women a 
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challenge to their very sense of self" (20) . Often, I feel 

like a tightrope walker on a high wire as I try to balance 

the pressures of academia and my professional life with my 

own domestic and familial responsibilities. I find that I 

identify with Sharon Crowley's complaints about conflicts 

between career paths and family in her co-authored essay, 

"Women in the Profession of Composition" (202-203) . As a 

graduate student, for instance, I can recall writing papers 

for seminars with my daughter perched on my lap; I would 

stretch my arms around her cuddly, squirming body as I 

composed at the keyboard. Now, I sometimes write with my 

infant son on my lap while my other three children play at 

my feet. I have developed a very high tolerance for noise 

and blindness to household chores that aren't getting done. 

(Admittedly, though, some of my best insights come as I fold 

laundry or empty the dishwasher.) And, in spite of the help 

and encouragement of a wonderfully supportive spouse, I 

struggle daily with the constantly conflicting demands of 

soccer practices. Little League games, and P.T.A. meetings. 

Certainly, such a chaotic and fragmented lifestyle 

cannot be that uncommon among many women in academic 
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settings. According to Gesa Kirsch, a growing number of 

women academics find themselves confronted with the 

achievement of two conflicting goals: the first goal is 

breaking the traditional female norms (referred to by 

Aisenberg and Harrington as the "marriage plot") and the 

second conflicting goal is living according to traditional 

male norms (called the "quest plot") (3). Such women, 

explain Kirsch, struggle to maintain cultural definitions of 

womanhood while achieving standards of academic success (5). 

This struggle results in their occupying "contradictory 

cultural spaces;" they must "become 'men-like' in order to 

succeed as professionals . . . [and] they often have to deny 

their gender in order to gain professional recognition" (6). 

Curiously, then, professional women in academia are not 

unlike the female cadets and faculty at the Air Force 

Academy that I described at the beginning of this chapter. 

Both our lives are fraught with concerns, conflicts, and 

ambivalence as we adapt our written discourse to our 

decidedly masculinist environment. As Dale Spender has 

observed, "the dominant group . . . has determined the 

ideas, the vocabularies, the images, and the beliefs . . . 
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[it] has decreed and promulgated the ideologically 

sanctioned form of social relations." Into this framework, 

we "have been required to fit" (Man Made Language 199-200) . 

Surprisingly, though, little has been written about the 

process by which women learn to write the masculinist 

discourse of the academy. As Gesa Kirsch points out, while 

there are many studies in literary criticism on women as 

writers of fiction, there is no parallel scholarship on 

women as writers of professional discourse in the academy. 

Thus, I first will turn to research on women in the literary 

domain as I attempt to understand what it is that women 

writers do as they adapt to the masculinist discourse of the 

academy. In this next section, I will use the term 

"literary writing" in its most traditional sense to mean the 

imaginative or creative writing of prose and verse for 

artistic purposes. 

Women Literary Writers as a Muted Group 

Dale Spender summarizes the contention of the research 

on women's literary writing that society has long imposed a 

taboo on serious public writing by women while tolerating 

private, superficial writing, leaving many women writers 
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unpublished, forgotten, or marginalized ("Man Made Language" 

193-194) . In a later work. Spender asserts that the public 

world of writing has been almost solely the province of men 

who have been able to maintain their discursive 

territoriality by excluding or strictly controlling women's 

access to literacy and formal education ("Writing" 26-28). 

Jean Bethke Elshtain also documents the public 

silencing of women throughout history as a conscious effort 

to ensure men's linguistic, political hegemony. For 

supporting evidence, Elshtain points to Greek society which 

confined women's discourse to the private, domestic sphere 

but which provided men with unlimited access to public, 

political forums. Even contemporary cultures, Elshtain 

notes, silence women through a sexual division of labor 

(14) . 

Cinthia Gannett also supports this contention, 

claiming that, because women are a muted group discursively, 

their writing has been muted in the same multileveled way as 

their speech. Gannett asserts that the public world of 

writing has been a male province; men have been the creators 

of public written forms and have controlled access to 



writing and publishing as well as the evaluation of 

published writing. They have been the "gatekeepers"; more 

males than females have been granted access to public 

written discourse (96). 

By contrast, women have historically been denied the 

basic tools of literacy and schooling that would allow them 

to write. For centuries, says Gannett, women have been 

denied access to the world of formal education; "schooling" 

for women happened at home and centered on the development 

of domestic and social skills. Outside the convent and 

homes of the very wealthy or noble, the literacy rate for 

women was very low; until the eighteenth century, almost all 

women who wrote were of the upper class. Even with the 

advent of mass literacy, notes Gannett, far fewer women than 

men became literate. In fact, women were not granted access 

to a university education in substantial numbers until the 

middle of the nineteenth century. Moreover, many women were 

frustrated in their attempts to write by the constant 

fragmentation entailed by domestic responsibilities (87-89). 

Regardless of these obstacles, however, Gannett observes 

that women have written; literate and even literary (that 
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is, classically trained women) appear in every age. The 

price of this learning was great, however. Many women had 

to give up any semblance of being a woman, choosing celibacy 

instead (89-90),. 

Even when women did write, their work tended to get 

lost, to be ignored by literary critics, excised from 

literary traditions, and excluded from the literary canon. 

Many women were forced to publish anonymously. Others wrote 

in the seams between the public and private spheres; they 

limited their writing to specific genres such as diaries, 

autobiographies, memoirs, protest letters and essays, poems, 

short stories, novels, and plays (Gannett 94). 

As Elaine Showalter rightly points out, this histoary of 

the suppression of women's writing has left large gaps in 

the development of certain traditions (Literature 11-12) . 

Nevertheless, women have exploited the genres that have come 

to be associated with the legacy of women's writing in an 

effort to write on their own terms, if only in a muted way, 

about the truth of their experience. The form of such 

discourse, says Cinthia Gannett, has typically been 

characterized as fluid rather than rigidly defined. Such 



24 

writing, which was largely intended for domestic and social 

purposes, typically employed a plain, vernacular style and 

sprang from subjects garnered from daily life and family 

events. 

In her 1977 book, The Way Women Write. Mary Hiatt 

describes her effort to ascertain if an empirical basis 

could be found for stereotypes of female literary style. She 

sampled works by 50 male and 50 female authors and found a 

wide array of linguistic features presumed to reflect 

stereotypes of gender-typical literairy style (e.g. verbs of 

conjecture and perception, similes, exclamation points, 

dashes, and adverbs). However, Hiatt reported her findings 

only as raw frequencies, offering no indication of variation 

within gender and often inferring gender differences from 

small numerical differences in frequencies. 

Thus, the research on women's literary writing (i.e. 

imaginative or creative writing of prose and verse for 

artistic purposes) reveals to me a history of suppression. 

It suggests to me that women writers of academic discourse 

might share a similar history of discursive silencing. 

However, as Gesa Kirsch has pointed out, the scholarship in 
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this area is sparse and inconclusive. Moreover, exactly what 

constitutes "academic discourse" is not clearly defined. 

In this study, I will think of academic discourse as oral 

and written texts that adhere to particular textual 

conventions agreed upon by scholars who produce them in a 

formal academic setting for the purpose of constructing 

knowledge. 

In the succeeding paragraphs, I will attempt to 

summarize some of the existing scholarship on women's 

academic discourse. This body of writing claims that women 

learn to adapt diverse discourses as they attempt to succeed 

at academic writing. 

The Suppression of Women's Voices in the Academy 

Composition scholars have made the general claim that 

undergraduates entering the university learn to adapt their 

written discourse to meet the demands of their new academic 

writing environment. David Bartholomae has suggested, for 

instance, that students "invent the university" as they 

struggle to define its discourse conventions. In order to 

write, Bartholomae says, writers must "imagine for 

themselves the privilege of being 'insiders' . . . the 
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privilege of being inside a powerful discourse and of being 

granted a special right to speak" (143). By self

consciously locating themselves within a discourse, they 

often face the challenge, as Patricia Bizzell points out, of 

acquiring a whole new world view, often at the expense of 

their ties to the home community ("Basic Writers" 299). 

Mike Rose notes that, in the process, historically 

marginalized groups like basic writers, often find that 

their knowledge of academic discourse conventions is 

incomplete, fragmented, and therefore not readily usable in 

academic writing situations (353). 

I have observed my own students as they learn to adapt 

their written discourse to the conventions of the academic 

discourse community, and I have noted that this adaptive 

process is especially pronounced among women because, as the 

literature has shown, women are a historically marginalized 

and publicly silenced group. While learning to write for 

the academy is difficult for all students--both men and 

women--I think it is particularly difficult for women who 

must learn to adapt diverse discourses as they attempt to 

succeed at academic writing. Gesa Kirsch has made a similar 
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claim in her recent book by arguing that women face 

particular challenges in asserting their authority to speak 

within the academic discourse community. Kirsch proposes 

that, "because a woman's sense of authority is more easily 

questioned than a man's--because she occupies a marginal 

position in the dominant culture and its institutions--a 

woman's writing experiences magnify or highlight issues of 

authority that concern all writers" (56). 

Numerous other scholars also provide support for my 

claim that women writers adapt their voice as they acquire 

the masculinist discourse of academia. Pamela Annas, for 

instance, suggests that many women student writers learn to 

turn out "polished, correct, and fluent essays which 

generally engage in the surface of their selves, which are 

detached, objective, passionless and take few risks" (369) . 

Other women student writers, says Annas, produce prose and 

poetry in a "diffuse and scattered way." Such women tend to 

write for themselves rather than an audience, and although 

they write about what really matters to them, they protect 

themselves by "writing almost in a private code" (369) . 

Both kinds of women, implies Annas, adapt diverse discourses 
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as they write for the academic discourse community. 

Elizabeth Flynn concurs with this assertion, noting that, 

because women student writers are subject to such extensive 

discursive silencing, they must engage in the "recreation" 

of their identity and they must "recuperate" their lived 

experience as a woman if they are to "write from the power 

of their experience" (435). Similarly, Phyllis Lassner 

observes that, in adopting the rational, positivistic style 

of academic argumentation with its emphasis on objectivity 

and evidence a woman loses not only her voice but also a 

"sense of herself" (226). 

How do college women writers adapt their voice? I 

suggest that, in the interests of academic success, women 

college writers either consciously or unconsciously suppress 

gender-typical features in their prose. My hypothesis finds 

support in studies that examine writing in the workplace. 

In a 1986 study that examines the way that men and women 

describe communication difficulties in the workplace, Tony 

M. Lentz finds that "to succeed in the workplace, women 

adapt ways of expressing themselves that predominate among 

males" (314). Lentz' finding that differences between men 
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and women blur as they describe the nature of communication 

problems in the workplace leads him to suggest that women 

tend to "obliterate relationships" in their discourse about 

the workplace. Not only does Lentz conclude that the women 

in his sample separate such discourse from issues of self 

and morality, but also that they may have compromised their 

ability to maintain intimacy as the price for success in 

competing with others. As women rise in the power 

structure, laments Lentz, "they may have accepted the loss 

of feminine caring and concern, along with a breakdown in 

the web of relationships that seems vital to their 

development" (317). 

Another investigation that lends support to my 

hypothesis is Karen Sterkel's 1988 study that examines the 

relationship between gender and writing styles in business 

communications. Sterkel analyzed letters written by 

undergraduate business students along 18 dimensions 

identified as gender-typical features of language but found 

no significant interaction between the writer's gender and 

these 18 dimensions, leading her to conclude that the women 

writers in her sample may be adapting their communication 
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style more than men. Sterkel reasoned that because men hold 

the power in business situations and because the less 

powerful group usually adopts the language of the powerful 

group, women change their style of communication in business 

writing situations to gain more power (35). 

In a 1988 study, Paul Hunter, Nadine Pearce and their 

colleagues report that more proficient college women writers 

rely less on a subjective/interpersonal style associated 

with a female-typical epistemology. This empirical study is 

significant because it provides preliminary support for my 

assertion that academically successful college women writers 

suppress gender-typical linguistic features in their 

writing. In this study, the researchers analyzed 180 

written drafts from 20 female writers (10 in basic writing 

classes and 10 in freshman composition classes). Focusing 

on the female students' abilities to respond to both 

reflexive (personal, informal) and extensive (public, 

formal) topics, they concluded that the female basic writers 

were much more fluent in the reflexive than in the extensive 

mode and that they were often alienated by extensive topics 

(19-20). The researchers in this study found that a 
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subjective epistemology pervaded the private/reflexive 

discourse of the female basic writers; however, the more 

proficient female freshman writers produced public/extensive 

prose that resembled more closely the language and reasoning 

of an intersubjective epistemology that reconciles both the 

personal and the political, the private and the public. 

Such an intersubjective epistemology, suggest the 

researchers, is consonant with the discourse of the academy 

(76-78). 

This study, then, lends support to my claim that more 

academically successful female college writers tend to 

produce prose that more closely resembles the masculinist 

discourse of the academy. In their attempt to represent 

themselves as powerful writers, I suggest, they suppress 

gender-typical linguistic features associated with female 

language. 

The suppressed voice hypothesis is certainly one that 

is vulnerable to vigorous debate. It may be argued, for 

instance, that women do not suppress their writer's voice 

but rather draw upon a repertoire of multiple voices as they 

adapt their writing to changing discursive contexts. Indeed, 



32 

to suggest that women suppress their "natural" writer's 

voices is to tread precariously close to the precipice of 

reductivist, essentialist thinking. However, I do believe 

that women are socialized to write in culturally approved 

ways. The questions that I struggle with as I debate this 

issue are: do we learn to write with a "core" voice that we 

alter in volume, tone, and timbre as we adapt to a 

particular discourse community? Or do we represent our 

dynamic, ever-changing, and ephemeral social identities by 

using a multiplicity of writer's voices? I do believe 

that, while the discourse community frequently constrains 

the expression of a particular writer's voice, it may also 

enable and empower its expression. I also believe in human 

agency and its power to exert at least some limited 

influence over social conditions and discursive practices. 

Thus, I maintain a belief in the potential for the female 

subject to define and control both her position and her 

discursive practices within a social context. Therefore, 

while the female subject may write in a multiplicity of 

voices within shifting contexts, she is still able to exert 

some control over the "sound" of that voice; she may choose 
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to reject a voice that presents a counterfeit persona in 

favor of a voice that better represents her perceived social 

identity. She may also choose a particular voice for a 

particular rhetorical purpose--as I believe is often the 

case for college women writers who wish to present 

themselves as powerful writers in a masculinist academic 

discourse community. 

As I investigate the validity of the suppressed voice 

hypothesis in this dissertation, I will distinguish between 

masculine and feminine discourse by focusing on linguistic 

politeness strategies that have come to be associated with 

female-typical language use. These strategies include 

complimenting, intensified complimenting, questioning, 

hedging, and using-personal pronouns to depict interpersonal 

involvement. Although a growing body of empirical research 

has established that females use these polite discursive 

strategies with greater frequency than men do, I will 

maintain that college women writers avoid them in their 

attempt to represent themselves as powerful writers in a 

decidedly masculine academic environment. Admittedly, I have 
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not observed in this study how gender and linguistic 

politeness also interact with such factors as culture, race, 

class, age, and ethnicity. Indeed, these factors may well 

complicate and problematize my findings, but they were 

beyond the scope of this particular study. Nevertheless, I 

acknowledge the importance of these complex interactions and 

will make them the subject of future research on the 

relative effect of gender on linguistic politeness in 

written discourse. 

I have specifically chosen to focus on linguistic 

politeness to test this claim about college women writers 

because it unifies numerous gender-typical linguistic 

features--which have been previously catalogued in the 

literature as seemingly unrelated "linguistic minutiae"--

into a larger framework that is suggestive of a rhetorical 

strategy for written communication. Moreover, this 

framework, which provides a detailed description of 

linguistic features, is grounded in a more general theory of 

language that considers syntactic structures as social 

semiotics; it represents units of politeness as semantic 
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rather than syntactic structures as it examines the 

relationship between language and social meaning. 

Because linguistic politeness theory situates language 

use in the larger socio-political system, the study of 

linguistic politeness has enormous potential for informing 

the study of gender and written communication. This 

semantically-based, rhetorical strategy reveals non-

reciprocal or asymmetrical power relations between speakers 

and addressees; it is the linguistic realization of basic 

inequalities between interactants and reveals those 

instances where women function as relatively powerless 

speakers. 

Because linguistic politeness in is an indicator of 

asymmetrical, gendered power relationships in both oral and 

written discourse, I assert that that academically 

successful female college writers will refrain from both 

positive and negative politeness strategies as they attempt 

to present themselves as powerful writers. In so doing, 

however, they also succeed in reproducing the masculinist 

discourse of the academy. 
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This study, then, extends previous research which 

suggests that women learn to adapt diverse discourses as 

they attempt to succeed at academic writing; it asserts that 

college women writers will attempt to present themselves as 

more powerful writers by suppressing gender-typical 

linguistic features in their writing. Their tendency to 

suppress linguistic politeness strategies, which have come 

to be associated with female-typical language use, provides 

specific evidence in support of this assertion. 

The instrument of my analysis in this study is the 

University of Arizona Upper-Division Writing Proficiency 

Examination (UDWPE). This exam is intended to provide 

academic departments with a diagnostic assessment of the 

writing skills of their lower-division students. It is a 

prerequisite for enrolling in a writing emphasis course and 

provides the basis for recommending additional course work 

in writing. Students taking the UDWPE employ critical 

reading, thinking, and writing skills as they compose an 

essay in response to one of three questions derived from a 

brief non-fiction article on a topic of general interest 

(UDWPE Information). 
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For this study, the representatives from the University-

Composition Board and I designed writing prompt that I felt 

would best elicit persuasive discourse; I asked students to 

compose a persuasive letter to Professor Susan Gablik that 

either agrees or disagrees with her positive valuation of 

empathic art. 

I asked students to respond in the form of a letter 

because I knew that this mode of discourse would encourage 

students to address a specific audience and to employ 

politeness strategies associated with direct address. 

I analyzed these essays in an attempt to discern the 

extent to which the male and female participants used 

particular politeness strategies. I sought a different goal 

in my analysis than I had in the 19 95 study that I conducted 

with Duane Roen and Chere Peguesse. In the previous study, 

we tested the claim that female academic writers would tend 

to use politeness strategies more frequently than male 

academic writers, and we found statistically significant 

evidence in support of our claim. In this study, however, I 

hypothesized that these same gender differences would not be 

apparent. Rather, I hypothesized that the participants in 
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this second study would suppress these gender-typical 

linguistic features in an attempt to present themselves as 

powerful writers. The difference in the two studies rests 

largely in the age of the participants: in the first study, 

the participants were eleventh graders, but in the second 

study, the participants were college writers. Both my 

personal experience as a writing teacher and my review of 

the literature led me to conclude that these older writers 

would shun gender-typical features such as linguistic 

politeness in an apparent attempt to assimilate to the 

masculinist discourse of the academy. 

In this study, I attended to very particular 

linguistic realizations of positive and negative politeness 

strategies (i.e. compliments, questions, hedges, 

intensifiers, and pronouns) in the very specific social 

context of the March 1993 administration of the University 

of Arizona's Upper Division Writing Proficiency Examination 

(UDWPE). In a product-based analysis of the UDWPE, I 

attempted to understand the social context and social 

relationships depicted in these student essays by describing 

some of the rule-governed, largely unconscious discourse 
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routines that embody the values and expectations of this 

particular academic culture. My analysis of these 

linguistically polite discourse strategies provided 

empirical evidence of the ways that discursive practices not 

only reflect but also reproduce the ideology of gender. 

In this way, my research supported a feminist agenda. 

It provided me with a window into the workings of the 

ideological formations of institutional settings; that is, 

my analysis of the academic writing that women produce as 

university students helped me discern how gendered power 

relations influence the production of written discourse in 

academic settings. 

I readily acknowledge the inherent flaws in my research 

design. The first and most important has been a tendency to 

make overly simplistic, binary distinctions between males 

and females. Because I have come to understand gender as a 

socially constructed and situationally conditioned 

phenomenon, I realize that it can never be accurately 

characterized in terms of absolute dichotomies. Yet, I 

sometimes find myself ensnared by the seemingly inescapable 
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human tendency to construct reality in terms of binary 

distinctions. I realize that I must remain vigilant in 

detecting and resisting this proclivity in my own research 

and writing and to succumb to this tendency only in the 

service of a feminist agenda. I do recognize that 

essentializing can be a productive activity when the 

feminist researcher is consciously attempting to resist the 

deleterious effects associated with viewing the non-

essentialized female subject as ultimately undecidable, 

ambiguous, elusive, and potentially invisible. 

Indeed, the feminist researcher may find it necessary to 

conceptualize the female subject as she is constituted by 

her position in a particular social context and to invoke 

the term "woman" for the purposes of advancing a feminist 

political agenda. 

The other major flaw in my research design has been my 

failure to account for the ways that gender interacts with 

other social factors such as race, ethnicity, age, and 

class. Indeed, gender interacts with these variables in very 

complex ways to fashion a potentially infinite number of 
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categories that are reflected by changing and ephemeral 

discursive practices. 

In this study, I also apply the cumulative grade point 

as an imperfect, incomplete measure of academic success. Not 

only is it important to consider other factors as indicators 

of academic success, but it would also be more accurate to 

think in terms of degrees of academic success rather than 

academic success as a binary distinction. 

Other flaws in my research design include: the use of a 

product-based analysis that does not readily capture the 

process by which students suppress gender-typical features 

in their writing; my failure to adhere to strict random 

sampling techniques; and even more importantly, my tendency 

to treat the participants in this study as objectified 

informants by failing to interact with them as speaking 

subjectivities. Nevertheless, I defend my employment of 

sociolinguistic methods. Such seemingly dispassionate and 

disinterested empirical research, I would argue, can be 

appropriated to advance a feminist agenda because discourse 

analysis provides empirical evidence of the ways that 

discursive practices not only reflect but also reproduce the 
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ideologies of gender. This mode of inquiry, I think, 

provides a lens by which the feminist researcher may examine 

the gendered power relations in a society. In particular, 

discourse analysis provides a window into the workings of 

the ideological formations of institutional settings. 

Although I rely primarily on sociolinguistic methods, I 

locate my work within the larger, all-encompassing 

discipline of rhetoric that I have come to understand as a 

general theory of language as effective discourse. As 

Bizzell and Herzberg observe, this comprehensive theory 

encompasses language as a form of social behavior; that is, 

it describes "the way that ideology and power are extended 

through discourse" (899). 

Thus, I view the sociolinguistic method of discourse 

analysis that I have used in this study as a specific form 

of rhetorical analysis. Discourse analysis may be broadly 

defined as an analysis of the way that sentences are 

organized and related to one another to form a meaningful 

whole. Typically, discourse analysis examines such things as 

how syntactic choices affect the structure of the discourse 

(cohesion); the relationship between utterances in the 
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discourse (coherence); or che moves speakers or writers make 

to introduce a new topic, change the topic, or assert a 

higher role relationship to the other participants 

(Richards, Piatt, and Weber 84). Rhetorical analysis, on 

the other hand, may be more broadly defined as the 

examination of the choices a writer makes in an attempt to 

identify the message in a social text, to explain how the 

message is communicated, and to evaluate the effectiveness 

of that message. In addition to a linguistic analysis of 

discourse, it may consider other, more global features such 

as audience; ethical, logical, and emotional appeals; and 

organizational structure (Student Guide 47-51). 

Because I focus my inquiry on a specific genre of 

writcen academic discourse in an attempt to contribute in 

some small way to a larger project that seeks to uncover the 

ideology of gender in academia, I define myself as a student 

of rhetoric from the point of view of scholarship in 

composition. That is, I have chosen to study written 

discourse as one aspect of the larger, all-encompassing 

discipline of rhetoric. 
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Before I report the results of this analysis of written 

discourse, I must first establish that gender does indeed 

influence the way we construct oral and written discourse. I 

provide support for the assumption that that women learn to 

write in culturally approved ways and that they employ 

diverse, gender-typical discourses. Therefore, I will 

devote the next chapter to a critical review of the decades 

of research on gender and both oral and written discourse. 

In the course of this review, I will also provide a critical 

reflection on the essentializing tendency of this research. 

To resolve this dilemma, I will turn to previous studies on 

women's epistemology as I struggle to develop an alternative 

metaphor for understanding gender differences. Finally, I 

will review the growing body of scholarship that attests to 

the influence of gender on linguistic politeness in both 

spoken and written discourse. This review provides the 

theoretical foundation for the study described in chapters 3 

and 4 and precedes a critical discussion in chapter 5 of the 

theories that researchers have advanced to account for 

gender differences. Finally, this work concludes with a 
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discussion of the pedagogical implications of a non-

essentialized theory of gender difference. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE FALLACY OF ESSENTIALISM IN RESEARCH 

ON GENDER AND LANGUAGE 

Pure wimmin's spaces can't exist--we are 

Interlarded everywhere with patriarchy 

-Joyce Treblicott (10) 

As I read and reflect on the research in gender and 

language, I am troubled by the essentializing tendency of 

this work. In my view, this body of scholarship has been 

plagued by what feminists have called the fallacy of 

"essentialism"--the notion that there is some readily 

enumerated hegemonic set of female traits to which all women 

would revert were it not for social and political forces to 

the contrary. Composition researcher Joy Ritchie observes 

that many feminist theorists have denounced the idea that 

any dichotomy of female and male styles can be delimited and 

determined by a dichotomous notion of sex; indeed, feminist 

theorists find such a stance "reductive" and "dangerous" 

(250). Ritchie argues "that the essentialist position leaves 

women trapped in a separate idealistic, but ultimately 
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powerless position as 'other'" (255) . Thus, what has begun 

to emerge from the most recent scholarship in gender and 

writing is a proposal for new frontiers in research. Donald 

Rubin and Kathryn Greene, for instance, have suggested a 

continuum of linguistic variation along dimensions of 

expressiveness and instrumentality to replace polarized 

views of male and female modes of rhetoric (17). Such a 

continuum not only attempts to dispute the essentialist 

view, but it also recognizes the potential for an 

androgynous mode of rhetoric that integrates both highly 

expressive and highly instrumental discursive practices. 

In this chapter, I will examine the literature on 

gender and language in a critical attempt to point out its 

dichotomizing tendencies. Next, I will embrace the concept 

of a continuum as a metaphor for understanding gender 

differences. However, I will also complicate and 

problematize this view of gender differences by recognizing 

its limitations. Finally, I will suggest the kaleidoscope as 

an alternative metaphor for understanding gender 

differences. 
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The Dichotomizing Tendency of Gender and Language Research 

The notion that the construct of gender varies along a 

continuum suggests a view of gender as a socially-

constructed phenomenon. I use the term "gender" in the way 

that Sally McConnell-Ginet intends when she defines it as 

"the complex of social, cultural, and psychological 

phenomena attached to sex" (76). This definition suggests 

both an arbitrary and conventional meaning of the term 

gender; that is, it implies that gender is a construct that 

is created socially and culturally. As Mary Crawford and 

Roger Chaffin point out, it is "the product of sex-role 

socialization that results in sex-role identification (4). 

Thus, I believe that gender must never be viewed as an 

immutable given, nor can it be characterized in terms of 

absolute dichotomies. As Nancy Chodorow reminds us, gender 

must be conceptualized as both psychologically and socially 

situated; it must be represented as differences that grow 

out of experience, learning, and self-definition in the 

family and in the culture ("Psychoanalytic" 100-101) . 

Moreover, gender differences do not necessarily imply 

distinctness and separateness; rather, they represent a 
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particular way of being connected to others (107). Finally, 

these differences are "processual;" they are created and 

situated rather than permanent (112-113). 

Not only do I view gender as a socially constructed 

phenomenon, but I also believe that gender necessarily 

interacts with the social context and variables such as 

class and ethnicity to fashion a potentially infinite number 

of categories. I believe that, as socially constructed 

beings, individuals will vary along dimensions of 

expressiveness (which many call "femininity") and 

instrumentality (which many think of as "masculinity") 

(Rubin and Greene "Gender-Typical Style"17). As a result, 

individuals will also reveal variances in their discursive 

preferences—in some social contexts, they will engage in 

collaborative, cooperative, connected discourse, but and in 

other social contexts, they will employ competitive, 

authoritarian, and separate modes of discourse. In 

addition, these individual discursive preferences will not 

remain fixed; rather, they will shift as the individual 

moves from one discourse community to another. 
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I realiz'=^ that this assertion contradicts the claims of 

previous sociolinguistic studies that have tended to 

polarize male and female modes of discourse. As early as 

1922, Jespersen's work asserted that women's speech is more 

refined, euphemistic, and hyperbolic while men used more 

slang and innovative language (246-251). However, Jespersen 

even claims that "women much more often than men break off 

without finishing their sentences, because they start 

talking without having thought out what they are going to 

say" (250). 

Although feminists have condemned Jespersen's work for 

statements such as these, they have welcomed the research of 

American linguist Robin Lakoff whose work reflects similar 

polarizing tendencies. In 1975, in her germinal text, 

Language and a Woman's Place. Lakoff identified a cluster of 

stylistic features stereotypically associated with women's 

speech (e.g. qualifiers, hedges, intensifiers, politeness) 

that reflect their devalued status vis a vis the dominant 

culture (7-8) . Although Lakoff's essay relies on 

introspection and casual observation, Jennifer Coates and 

Deborah Cameron note that: 
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Her confident listing of particular linguistic forms as 

being markers of [a]...demeaning 'special style of 

speech' has passed into folklinguistic lore, and much 

subsequent research has referred to these forms as 

'women's features' without question, and has assumed 

that they imply weakness. ("Introduction" 66) 

In this way, Lakoff opened the floodgate of research on 

women's language; in spite of its glaring limitations, the 

merit of her work is that it has made women's language an 

issue in linguistics. 

Subsequent sociolinguistic studies have dichotomized 

male and female modes of discourse into competitive and 

cooperative styles. These studies have documented 

linguistic differences consistent with the proactive, 

dominant position of men and the social-emotional, 

responsive orientation of women. They have also suggested 

that men put a greater emphasis on hierarchical organization 

and on interactions that assert direction and dominance. 

Women, on the other hand, participate in more egalitarian 

and cooperative discourse as well as more expressive, 

receptive, encouraging, and supportive interactions. 
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Notably, however, these studies have been riddled with 

important design limitations. As Elizabeth Aries has 

pointed out in her 1987 review article, many have been 

largely based on anecdotal observations, speculation, and 

untested hypotheses, offering little direct evidence to 

validate inferences ("Gender" 169-70). Moreover, these 

early studies have also tended to interpret behavior in a 

particular way without direct evidence to validate 

inferences (e.g. equating interruptions with dominance). In 

addition, these studies differ considerably in their 

operational definitions for specific behaviors, settings, 

topic, sex, and numbers of participants, resulting in 

inconsistent research findings. An even more serious 

problem has been the failure to account for the fact that a 

single linguistic form may perform more than one function,-

early researchers tended to ignore the social context of 

oral communication (Aries "Gender" 153-155). 

These studies suggest that men typically adopt a 

competitive style in conversation which is based on power 

and which reflects the hierarchical nature of male groups 

all male groups are typically concerned with establishing 
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their relative position in the group, sizing up the 

competition and finding out who is the best informed (Aries 

"Gender" 163). The chief aim of these all-male groups, 

Jennifer Coates claims, is to exchange information and to 

make individual assertions. In these groups, the 

conversants employ an adversarial style of interaction based 

on power by asserting an unequal right to talk and control 

topics ("Gossip" 115). Specifically, they employ discursive 

strategies such as vying for turns and ignoring or 

contradicting each other's utterances, and they employ 

linguistic devices such as imperatives, interruptions, 

tricking, practical joking, and one-upsmanship. Typically, 

all male groups will achieve camaraderie and closeness 

through stories and laughter and will tend to talk more 

about entertainment-related topics such as sports. A 1976 

study by Elizabeth Aries also found that the themes of 

aggression, competition, victimization, and practical joking 

prevail in all-male groups (Aries "Interaction Patterns" 

16). In addition, members of all male groups typically 

respond to another speaker's disclosure as if it were a 

request for advice (Coates 153). 
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On the other hand, sociolinguistic studies claim that 

women typically adopt a cooperative, interactional style 

based on solidarity and support (Coates 115) . This style 

reflects the non-hierarchical nature of female groups and 

aims at the maintaining social relationships, consolidating 

friendships, working out a group point of view, and 

producing shared meanings. Typically, women employ 

discursive strategies such as gradual topic development, 

minimal responses, overlapping speech, compliments, 

questions, intensifiers, modals, and hedges. These 

strategies reflect their interest in drawing out more 

reticent speakers and their desire to express affection and 

interpersonal concern. In general, these studies claim that 

women tend to see a conversation as an opportunity to 

discuss problems, share experiences, and offer reassurance 

and advice; their chief aim is the maintenance of social 

relationships and the consolidation of friendships. For 

instance, a 1980 study by Deborah Jones describes "gossip" 

as the language of intimacy between women; gossip functions 

as a means of exchanging information, as a cathartic 

expression of anger, and as emotional sustenance through 
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intimate mutual self-disclosure (196-197) . However, these 

studies also recognize that the linguistic devices that 

women typically employ to produce shared meanings commonly 

have led to the common perception of women's speech as less 

assertive, commanding, competent, and intelligent, and 

knowledgeable (Aries "Gender" 166). 

In stark contrast to these studies, Pamela Fishman's 

research has adopted a functional approach to gendered 

language use. Her 1978 study indicates that women employ a 

variety of linguistic devices (e.g. questions, minimal 

responses) to keep a conversation going. Fishman also found 

that women have a more difficult time initiating and 

maintaining a conversation. Fishman concludes that women's 

faltering or failed attempts at conversations force them 

into performing the "shitwork" of routine interaction in 

order to maintain a conversation (157) . 

Recent studies in women's rhetoric have also tended to 

dichotomize male and female modes of discourse into two 

distinctive argumentative styles. In a 1979 article, Thomas 

Farrell postulated a female mode of rhetoric that is less 

inclined toward closure and less likely to rely on 
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antithesis to structure reasoning (919). Farrell 

characterizes this mode of discourse as low key, 

integrative, supportive, open-ended, and less concerned with 

maintaining boundaries because of generative-process 

orientation and respect for audience (919). He points to 

Virginia Woolf's A Room of One's Own as paradigmatic of 

women's rhetoric (915) . He suggests that, by employing 

devices as narrative structure, analogies, and first and 

second person pronouns, it provides at least one acceptable 

alternative to male-dominated norms of essay writing; it is 

indirect rather than confrontational, digressive rather than 

linear, and open-ended rather than conclusive (919) . Farrell 

concludes, however, that writers in college composition 

courses should master the male mode of rhetoric first 

because the female mode "requires and even greater degree of 

control than required in the female mode" (921) . 

Sally Gearhart, on the other hand, rejects the 

"insidious violence" of the belief in rhetoric as persuasion 

and proposes an alternative to what she calls a conquest/ 

conversion model of rhetoric (195). In her 1979 article, 

Gearhart proposes a dialogic model of communication 
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concerned with listening and receiving in a collective 

rather than a competitive mode. She suggests the metaphor of 

"womb-like matrix" to describe an ideal communication 

environment where ideas can be nurtured and where growth and 

change can take place (199) . Nevertheless, her model still 

reveals a polarizing tendency. In addition, Susan Jarratt 

critiques Gearhart's model for ignoring actual inequalities 

in the classroom, providing few suggestions for handling 

genuine disagreements, failing to account for the way other 

struggling voices can be drowned out, paying no attention to 

power of institutions to reproduce ideology, and failing to 

acknowledge the multiplicity of discourses that speak 

through members of a culture (107-108). 

This dichotomizing tendency is also evident in the work 

of Shiela Taylor whose 1978 study laments the negative 

criticism of women's writing that supposedly blunts the keen 

"argumentative edge" of traditional exposition (387) . 

Interestingly enough, Catherine Lynch and Mary Strauss-

Noll's 1987 study disputes Taylor's assumption. They found 

that male and female first-year students are equally 
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distributed among writers of "forceful" or "mild" 

argumentative compositions (92). 

Elizabeth Flynn, too, polarizes women's rhetoric into a 

category that she claims reflects women's affillative rather 

than competitive interests. Flynn's 1990 article suggests 

that women rely on identification and collaboration rather 

than stasis and refutation to resolve conflict (117-119). 

Even Andrea Lunsford and Lisa Ede's 1990 article endorses 

collaboration as a distinctively "feminine mode of 

composing" (236). Thus, Lunsford and Ede join numerous other 

scholars such as Elizabeth Flynn (1991), Sally Gearhart 

(1978), Catherine Lamb (1991), and Marilyn Cooper (1989) in 

criticizing the argumentative essay as a male-typical mode 

of writing. These scholars claim that the male mode of 

discourse casts alternative positions as diametrically 

opposed to one another, thereby distorting their actual 

similarities. Moreover, they assert that agonistic 

argumentation is antithetical to feminine ways of knowing. 

Composition researchers have also tended to suggest 

dichotomous categories for written discourse. Their first 

major claim is that female students prefer connected modes 
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of discourse while male students favor writing tasks 

emphasizing autonomy. In 1975, Janet Emig found that female 

twelfth graders preferred expressive writing assignments 

while their male age-mates favored informative writing tasks 

(82, 92) . Also in 1975, James Britton. and his colleagues 

observed that females like to write for an audience of 

trusted adults, but males prefer an audience of teacher 

evaluators (11-18). Jo Keroes' 1990 study has provided 

recent evidence that, while men and women alike most often 

wrote in an "autonomous" mode than in a "connected" mode, 

women are more likely to select topics focusing on 

interpersonal themes like family ties, relationships, and 

responsibilities toward others while males tend to choose 

topics emphasizing more autonomous themes (255). This 

finding is consistent with a 1979 study by Margaret Pigott 

and a 1982 dissertation by Carol Scates which found that 

women and men adopt different topical foci; women focus on 

interpersonal relationships and affect while men focus on 

denotative detail. (Pigott 927; Scates 52). 
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Transcending the Essentialist Fiction: 

An Examination of Women's Epistemological Studies 

Because I am troubled by the dichotomizing tendency of 

previous scholarship on gender and language, I turn to the 

work in women's epistemology in an attempt to transcend 

these polarizing tendencies. I find, however, that these 

early studies in women's epistemology still reflect an 

unfortunate tendency to polarize and totalize gender 

differences. Notably, Nancy Chodorow's early work 

hypothesizes that, as a result of having been parented 

primarily by a woman, men and women develop different gender 

identities. Through their early relationship with their 

mother, women develop a sense of self that is continuous 

with others. As a result, "feminine personality comes to 

define itself in relation and connection to other people 

more than masculine personality does" ("Reproduction" 43-

44) . Men, on the other hand, separate from themselves from 

their mothers, resulting in "a more emphatic individuation 

and a more defensive firming of experienced ego boundaries" 

(16 6-67). Thus, the female gender identity is based on a 
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basic sense of connectedness, while the male gender identity-

is grounded in the belief in a separate self. 

Carol Gilligan's 1982 work makes great strides toward 

upsetting this dichotomous view of gender by positing a 

continuum of moral development which is grounded in an ethic 

of care and responsibility rather than an ethic of autonomy 

and justice. Admittedly, Gilligan intended this continuum 

to describe the pattern of moral development for women, but 

if we think of gender as a socially constructed phenomenon, 

her metaphor can be extended in a way that does not restrict 

itself to a particular sex. Rather, Gilligan's continuum of 

moral development may describe a distinctly feminine 

psychological orientation rather than a pattern of moral 

development that is wholly restricted to women. 

In positing this alternative pattern of moral 

development, Gilligan contradicts Kohlberg's stages of moral 

development, which emphasize separation rather than 

connection and which assign primacy to the individual rather 

than to the relationship. Gilligan describes the first 

point on the continuum of moral development as 

"preconventional moral judgement." In this stage, the woman 
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frequently displays an inability to construct a shared or 

societal viewpoint. Egocentricity restricts the development 

of moral constructs to those that respond to individual 

needs and ensure individual survival. This focus on the 

self, which is the sole object of concern, is constrained by 

a sense of powerlessness stemming from a feeling of being 

disconnected and alone. Relationships, therefore, are 

largely disappointing because these women are primarily 

concerned with survival and freedom from harm (73-75). 

Gilligan's continuum is not entirely a series of 

discrete points, however. Gilligan suggests an overlap 

between stages that she calls "the first transition." In 

this interim position, the woman begins to relinquish 

concern only for the self and embarks on a new understanding 

of the connection between the self and others. She begins to 

elaborate a concept of responsibility based on a maternal 

morality that seeks to ensure care for the dependent and 

unequal. In this epiphany of cognitive reconstruction, the 

wish to "do something for myself" remains, but the 

possibility of "doing the right thing" also emerges. This 

transition, then, signals an enhancement of self-worth, the 
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recognition of the potential for being good, and a movement 

toward social participation (74-79). 

Gilligan calls the next point on the continuum of moral 

development "conventional moral judgement." At this stage, 

judgment is based on shared norms and values designed to 

sustain relationships, groups, communities, and societies. 

Although the woman equates good with caring for others, 

moral judgement relies on shared norms and expectations 

because the claim to social membership is based on the 

adoption of societal values. At this point, the woman's 

very survival seems to depend on acceptance by others, and 

she proclaims self-worth through self-sacrifice in caring 

for and protecting and protecting others. However, a 

morality of mutual care constrains self-assertiveness 

because of its power to hurt. Thus, the woman remains 

trapped by the passivity of a dependence on societal values, 

the strenuousness of her activity of care, and the paralysis 

of her ability to act (73-74) . 

Once again, Gilligan proposes an overlap between the 

discrete points on her continuum of moral development. She 

calls this interim position on the continuum "the second 
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transition." Here, the individual attempts to sort out 

confused feelings about the conventions of goodness that 

demand self-sacrifice and an ethic of care (74). The fifth 

and final stage, postconventional moral development, follows 

this transition. In this stage, the woman is able to 

resolve the conflict between selfishness and responsibility 

by focusing on the dynamics of the relations of the self and 

the other. The central insight of this stage is the 

interdependence of the self and other; the woman realizes 

that the activity of care benefits both the self and the 

other. Thus, the ethic of care becomes the self-chosen 

principle of moral judgement (74). 

I find that if I translate Gilligan's model of moral 

development for women into a model that describes socially 

constructed gender differences in patterns of moral 

development, I free myself from the essentializing tendency 

of her work. In this way, I can begin to describe gender 

differences as socially constructed phenomena that vary 

along a continuum. Although I am now able to move beyond a 

dichotomous view of gender, I recognize the limitations of 

this view, too. The concept of a continuum suggests a 
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linear movement between discrete points. Also, a continuum 

does not necessarily account for reversals or overlaps. In 

addition, such a model also tends to privilege particular 

points on the continuum, suggesting a hierarchical structure 

by proposing a linear progression toward an identifiable 

end. It seems to me that the concept of gender differences 

is much more complicated than that. 

As I attempt to problematize my understanding of 

gender, I turn to the 1986 work of Mary Belenky, Blithe 

Clinchy, Nancy Goldberger, and Jill Tarule. It seems to me 

that their research represents an early attempt to overcome 

the linearity of a continuum by grouping perspectives into 

five major epistemological stances: silence, received 

knowledge, subjective knowledge, procedural knowledge, and 

constructed knowledge. Belenky and her colleagues are 

careful to refer to these perspectives as "stances" or 

"positions" rather than "stages" of development as Kohlberg 

and Gilligan have done. This careful choice of terms 

represents to me an overt attempt to subvert the 

hierarchical structuring of the male paradigm. This 

alternative model also suggests flexible positioning in 
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particular epistemological stances and provides for more 

fluidity of movement between these positions. 

I realize that Belenky and her colleagues intended this 

model as a way of describing women's ways of knowing, but if 

we consider gender as a socially constructed phenomenon that 

is not necessarily restricted to biological sex, then this 

model can be explored as a way of describing socially 

constructed gender differences in ways of knowing. 

The Belenky model postulates that some women position 

themselves in an epistemology of silence. In this position, 

the woman experiences herself as mindless and voiceless, 

subject to whims of external authority (15). The woman has 

little awareness of her own intellectual capacities; 

external authorities know the truth and are all-powerful 

(134) . 

Belenky and her colleagues also posit the position of 

received knowledge in which the woman conceives of herself 

as capable of receiving, even reproducing, knowledge for the 

all-knowing, external authorities. However, in this 

position, the woman does not feel capable of creating 

knowledge. Other voices and external truths prevail; the 
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sense of self is embedded either in external definitions and 

roles or in identifications with institutions, disciplines 

and methods. This sense of authority arises primarily 

through identification with the power of a group and its 

agreed-upon ways for knowing (134). 

Some women, according to Belenky and her colleagues, 

position themselves as subjective knowers. In this position, 

truth and knowledge are conceived of as personal, private, 

and subjectively known or intuited (15). The quest for self, 

or at least the attempt to garner a space for growth of 

self, is primary. The woman rejects external authorities in 

favor of private authority, believing that truth is private 

and subjectively known (134) . 

In the stance of procedural knowledge, the woman is 

interested in learning and applying objective procedures for 

obtaining and communicating knowledge (15). This position is 

subdivided into separate knowing and connected knowing. 

Separate knowing implies that the woman tries to subtract 

her personality from the perception because the personality 

is seen as slanting the perception or adding "noise" that 

must be filtered out. However, this way of knowing provides 
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the woman with explicit formal instruction about how to 

adopt different lens (115) . Connected knowing, on the other 

hand, sees personality as adding to perception (119) . This 

way of knowing highlights collaborative exploration (119) 

and learning through empathy (115) . 

In the position of constructed knowledge, the woman 

views all knowledge as contextual. She begins to experience 

the self as a creator of knowledge, and she values both 

subjective and objective strategies for knowing (15). Also, 

as a constructed knower, she makes an effort to reclaim the 

self by attempting to integrate knowledge that she 

intuitively feels is personally important with knowledge she 

learns from others (134). 

By extending the Belenky model of epistemological 

stances for women into a more general model for individual 

epistemological growth, I find that I am able to describe 

socially constructed gender differences in ways that are not 

limited to linear movements along a continuum. I am 

suddenly free to describe fluid movements between particular 

stances rather than a lockstep, forward movement. The 

difficulty that I find with Belenky's model, however, is 
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that it still tends to privilege a particular way of knowing 

and therefore suggests a view of gender differences in terms 

of progressive continuities. Moreover, as Janice Hays 

suggests, "it seems to suggest that people are only separate 

or only connected knowers, when in fact they are more apt to 

be combinations of the two, or apt to function differently 

in different domains" (15 9) . 

It might be more accurate to think of gender 

differences in terms of a kaleidoscope--dynamic and 

ephemeral multiplicities. The kaleidoscopic image forms 

from a magnificent riot of color that manifests itself for a 

moment as an astonishingly beautiful, perfectly symmetrical 

pattern and then amazes the viewer before it is transformed 

yet again into another startling, extraordinarily beautiful 

design. 

Who turns the kaleidoscope? I suggest that the 

individual--a human agent capable of exerting an influence 

upon social conditions and discursive practices--manipulates 

the kaleidoscope. However, the formation of these images are 

sometimes constrained but sometimes enabled and empowered by 

the social environment. 
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The kaleidoscope is a powerful metaphor for describing 

gender differences because, as Linda Alcoff suggests, it 

promises "the *free play' of a plurality of differences 

unhampered by any predetermined gender identity" (418). The 

limitation of this model is that it completely deconstructs 

the female subject. The undecidability, ambiguity, and 

elusiveness of gender identity suggested by this model has, 

as Alcoff maintains, "the deleterious effect of . . . making 

gender invisible once more" (420) . Nevertheless, such a 

dynamic, shifting view of gender allows for the interaction 

of race and class. Also, as Theresa De Lauretis suggests, 

it "gives agency to the individual while at the same time 

placing her within particular discursive configurations" 

(9). This model situates gender identity in relation to 

concrete discursive practices, yet recognizes the fluid 

nature of gendered subjectivity. The gendered subject is 

thereby nonessentialized and situated in a constantly 

shifting social context without being ultimately undecidable 

or arbitrary. This model affirms the existence of women as 

individual agents who are nevertheless subject to the 

influence of particular social conditions and discursive 
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practices. The concept of woman, then, is not defined by a 

particular set of attributes, but is constituted, as Alcoff 

proposes, by positionality within a particular social 

context. Thus, we can continue to invoke the term "woman" 

for the purposes of a feminist political agenda. 

As I experiment with the kaleidoscope as a metaphor for 

representing gender identity, I acknowledge the possibility 

of an infinite variety of gender differences that manifest 

themselves differently in different domains, and I also 

begin to understand that gender differences in the written 

discourse of my students will manifest themselves as 

linguistic variances that are modified according to social 

context. Because of the potentially infinite number of 

linguistic variances, I am not surprised that the findings 

of previous studies in gender and writing have been 

inconclusive. In Donald Rubin and Kathryn Greene's 1992 

review of the literature, they point out that empirical 

studies are sparse and often inadequately designed. 

Moreover, these studies have yet to yield dramatic findings. 

Rubin and Greene conclude that these studies suggest that if 

gender differences in writing do exist, they are suppressed 
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in some genres and accentuated in others. Indeed, their own 

research suggests that differences due to mode of discourse 

are more widespread than differences due to gender, 

confirming Hiatt's 1977 claim that most differences emerge 

only in fiction writing, not in conventionalized essay 

writing ("Gender Typical Style" 15). 

Numerous other scholars such as Patricia Annas (1985, 

1987) , Lillian Bridwell-Bowles (1995) , Elizabeth Flynn 

(1988) , and Phyllis Lassner (1990) concur with Rubin and 

Greene's conclusions, claiming that female students are 

taught to adapt diverse discourses if they wish to succeed 

at academic writing. Other researchers, such as Tony Lentz 

(1986), Dale Spender (1980, 1989) and Karen Sterkel (1988) 

hypothesize that, in fact, "good" (academically successful) 

women writers tend to edit out women's features in their 

prose. 

This finding leads me to the assertion that successful 

college female writers consciously refrain from using 

gender-typical linguistic features in their academic essays. 

Such a hypothesis would be consistent with Paul Hunter and 

Nadine Pearce's 1988 finding that more proficient college 
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women writers rely less on a subjective/interpersonal style 

associated with a female-typical epistemology (78) . I 

predicate such a claim, of course, on the assumption that 

language is a social and cultural artifact and that socially 

constructed gender differences are represented 

linguistically. That is, I assume that gender is reflected 

in the patterns of language use, which have become 

conventionally associated with males and females in our 

culture. Sally McConnell-Ginet refers to these patterns as 

"gender markers" which she defines as "the actual 

association between occurrence of linguistic units and 

gender phenomena that are informative for (and therefore 

potentially manipulable by) community members, even though 

the association might not be a matter of conscious 

knowledge" (81). 

Specifically, I assert that successful female college 

writers would tend to suppress linguistic politeness 

strategies--discourse strategies or "gender markers" 

associated with female-typical language use. I believe that 

successful college female writers (and successful male 

writers for that matter) have learned to position themselves 
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discursively in a stance that reflects competitive, 

autonomous interests and have moved away from more 

cooperative, connected interactions suggested by 

linguistically polite discourse strategies. The assumption 

upon which this claim is based, of course, is that 

linguistic politeness is, in fact, a gender-typical 

linguistic feature. In the subsequent paragraphs, I will 

provide support for this assumption by reviewing the growing 

body of research that establishes the influence of gender 

upon linguistic politeness in both oral and written 

discourse. This review will provide the theoretical 

foundations upon which this study is built. 

Linguistic Politeness as a Gender-Typical Discourse Strategy 

In the most general sense, linguistic politeness is 

concerned with "a special way of treating people, saying and 

doing things in such a way that takes into account another 

person's feelings" (Brown "Polite" 114). The concept of 

"face" describes the specific way that a speaker considers 

another person's feelings. In their germinal 1978 work on 

the subject, Penelope Brown and Stephen C. Levinson propose 

that all competent adult members of society have a public 
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self-image that can be lost, maintained, or enhanced and 

must be attended to in interactions. This public self-image 

consists, further, of positive face (desire for one's self-

image to be appreciated and approved of by others) and 

negative face (freedom of action and freedom from 

imposition) (Brown and Levinson 66). 

Three factors are involved in the decision to attend to 

another person's positive or negative face. First, a person 

tends to be more polite with people who are socially 

superior to oneself or socially important: a boss, a pastor, 

a doctor, or a politician. Second, a person will be more 

polite with people who are socially distant: strangers, or 

acquaintances from other professions. Third, a person will 

tend toward politeness when they perceive an act to be face-

threatening (Brown "Polite" 115) . 

Thus, in an effort to maintain their "face" or public 

self-image, interactants employ both positive and negative 

politeness strategies, which are defined as "redressive 

actions," to counteract "the potential face damage" of a 

face threatening act (FTA) (Brown and Levinson 74-75). 



76 

Positive politeness strategies are solidarity-oriented 

strategies directed toward the hearer's positive self-image; 

they anoint the face of the addressee by indicating that, in 

some respects, the speaker's and the addressee's wants are 

similar. Positive politeness strategies enable the speaker 

to treat the addressee as a member of an in-group, a friend, 

or a person whose wants and personality traits are known and 

liked (Brown and Levinson 75). Especially clear examples of 

positive politeness include: expressions of interest in the 

addressee ("What a beautiful hat you have on! Where did you 

get it?"); exaggerated expressions of approval ("What a 

fabulous dress!"); use of in-group identity markers (slang, 

code-switching into the "we" code); in-group address forms 

and endearments ("Hey buddy, can you give me a hand with 

this?"); seeking agreement and avoidance of disagreement 

(discussing safe topics such as the weather and stressing 

similarity of points of view); joking; claiming reflexivity 

of goals ("I want what you want and you want what I want") ; 

claiming reciprocity ("You scratch my back and I'll scratch 

yours."); and giving gifts in the form of goods, sympathy, 

understanding and cooperation (Brown "Polite" 116). 
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On the other hand, negative politeness strategies are 

"avoidance based," deference-oriented strategies which 

recognize the addressee's basic desire to "maintain claims 

of territory and self-determination" (Brown and Levinson 

75). They consist of "assurances that the speaker 

recognizes and respects the addressee's negative face wants 

and will not (or will only minimally) interfere with the 

addressee's freedom of action" (75). Classic negative 

politeness strategies are characterized by: self-effacement, 

formality, and restraint where potential threats to face are 

redressed with apologies for interfering and transgressing 

("Forgive me for bothering you, but I . . ."); linguistic or 

non-linguistic deference ("Excuse me, sir . . ."); hedges on 

the force of a speech act (expressions like "maybe," 

"perhaps," "possibly,"); questioning rather than asserting 

("Would you mind closing the door for me?"); impersonal 

devices that distance the speaker from the addressee (use of 

the passive voice) (Brown "Polite" 116). 

Presumably, these speech acts are quantifiable; the 

more face-saving strategies a person uses, the more polite 
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he or she is. These speech acts are also discernable 

because they contrast to segments of speech that follow 

H. R. Grice's Maxims of Conversation which declare that the 

speaker must express him or herself in the most direct, 

clear, unambiguous way possible (e.g. "Hand over that book 

right now"). In the interest of clarity and efficiency, 

however, such "bald" expressions risk damage to the 

addressee's face and politeness strategies redress this 

potential threat. (Brown "Polite" 116-17). 

Because politeness strategies are tied to social 

relationships, they tend to be fairly stable. However, 

notable shifts may occur in some instances: a sudden 

increase in respect for the addressee or a perceived lack of 

power vis a vis the addressee; a sudden increase in social 

distance from the addressee; or a sudden topic shift (Brown 

"Polite" 117). Thus, politeness strategies provide a 

complex but highly sensitive index of verbal interactions in 

particular social contexts and social relationships. 

Notably, Brown and Levinson's work is based on the 

linguistic theory of M. A. K. Halliday and Halliday and 
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Hasan, which emphasizes the importance of the social 

functions of language. Because of their functional basis, 

units of politeness must necessarily be understood as 

semantic rather than syntactic phenomena. As Gate Poynton 

has observed, linguistic politeness represents "a 

semantically driven grammar, which, while not denying that 

certain principles of syntax do apply, seeks to consider and 

identify the role of various linguistic items in any text in 

terms of their function in building meaning" (ix). 

Specifically, politeness theory is grounded in speech 

act theory developed by Austin and Searle in 1955. In 

articulating this theory, Searle has insisted that: 

The unit of linguistic communication is not, as has 

generally been supposed the symbol, word, or sentence 

. . . but rather the production or the issuance of the 

symbol, word, or sentence in the performance of a 

speech act. (16) 

Speech acts, according to this theory, perform both 

"locutionary" and "performative" functions. "Locutionary" or 

referential meaning asks whether a statement is true or 

false. "Performative" meanings, however, are not subject to 
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judgements of truth or falsity but are concerned with the 

intentions and consequences of a statement. The intended 

consequence of a speech act is called its "illocutionary 

force." Every genuine speech act, Austin and Searle insist, 

have both locutionary meaning and illocutionary force. 

Sometimes, the illocutionary force of a statement may not be 

apparent from the form of the message; for instance, a 

request such as "Please close the door" may in fact be 

intended and interpreted as a command. Such utterances are 

called "indirect speech acts" (Goody 17-19). 

Thus, the practice of labeling and interpreting 

linguistic politeness units is functionally, not 

syntactically based. In addition, Poynton has suggested 

that politeness strategies constitute "tenor choices." 

Linguistic politeness, says Poynton, represents one of the 

many options in a network of culturally meaningful 

alternatives that speakers use in relating to addressees. 

Poynton proposes that these semantic structures are 

"manifested, or realized, in culturally significant 

communicative behavior" (79). Thus, as Halliday has 

suggested, politeness units are linguistic choices which are 



81 

"acts of meaning"; they are "the realization of choices at 

some higher level, somewhere in the semiotic systems of 

culture" ("Language as Code" 10) . 

Brown and Levinson's 1978 germinal work on linguistic 

politeness, then, is significant because it provides a 

detailed description of linguistic structures within a more 

general theory of language. As Sally McConnell-Ginet has 

pointed out. Brown and Levinson's work on politeness "uses a 

general theory of social relations ... in combination with 

detailed analysis of speech actions--of linguistic forms and 

their uses" ("Review" 3 86). 

Penelope Brown also points to significance of her 

theoretical framework. Linguistic politeness theory, she 

says, accounts for the "rational linguistic choices" that 

lie behind the rules of language ("Polite" 113). Rather 

than simply catalogue the "linguistic minutiae" of 

utterances, Brown's framework seeks to "probe below the 

surface and identify the strategies that actors are pursuing 

when they speak." ("Polite" 129); her model provides the 

means for examining the relations between language and 

social meaning, helping the researcher think in terms of "a 
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complex web of social meanings being conveyed when 

individuals speak" ("Politeness" 125) . In this way, her 

model suggests the existence of social networks within which 

individuals use communicative strategies in response to 

social motivations--goals and desires that motivate their 

actions ("Polite" 113) . In sum, politeness theory situates 

language use in its proper social context; it represents the 

strategic use of language for particular social purposes. 

The study of this rational, strategic, face-oriented 

use of language is particularly significant, I think, 

because it situates language use in the larger socio

political system. For me, the particular importance of 

linguistic politeness theory is its potential for revealing 

power relations between speakers and addressees. To my 

mind, linguistic politeness uncovers non-reciprocal or 

asymmetrical power relations; it is the linguistic 

realization of basic inequalities between interactants. It 

is precisely for this reason, I believe, that study of 

linguistic politeness is a powerful tool with enormous 

potential for informing the study of gender: it reveals 

those instances where women function as relatively powerless 
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speakers. It indicates, as Margaret Deuchar has suggested, 

that "women will receive little attention to own faces, and 

will damage their own while paying attention to the face of 

others" (31) . 

According to Penelope Brown, the association between 

gender and linguistic politeness may be attributed to two 

separate lines of linguistic inquiry. On the one hand, 

sociolinguists like William Labov have documented the 

tendency of women to "hypercorrect." Women, claims Labov in 

his 1974 work, tend to speak more formally, using a higher 

proportion of standard or prestige forms than men in similar 

situations: "in formal styles [women]...show an excess of 

hypercorrect behavior . . . v/omen are far more prone to 

stigmatize non-standard usage" (33). Another strand of 

linguistic inquiry that has had perhaps a more direct 

bearing on the association between gender and linguistic 

politeness has been the 1975 work of Robin Lakoff. In 

Language and Woman's Place. Lakoff identifies a cluster of 

stylistic features stereotypically associated with women's 

speech (e.g. qualifiers, hedges, intensifiers, politeness) 

that reflect their devalued status vis a vis the dominant 
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culture. These features constitute a more polite style that 

Lakoff claims is characterized by uncertainty, hesitancy, 

and tentativeness (7-8) , 

Penelope Brown partially concurs with this Lakoff's 

assessment: 

Intuitively it seems reasonable that women, in 

general, will speak more formally and more politely, 

since women are culturally relegated to a secondary 

status relative to men and since a higher level of 

politeness is expected from inferiors than superiors. 

("Polite" 112) 

However, Brown insists that the relationship between women 

and polite usage is "by no means as simple and 

straightforward as has been assumed ("Polite" 112). In 

fact, she renders a harsh critique of previous studies, 

noting that linguistic features which have been identified 

to differentiate women's and men's speech are little more 

than a mere "collection of random linguistic facts" 

("Polite" 113). Moreover, says Brown, the sociological 

concepts used to describe and interpret these linguistic 

features have been equally random and arbitrary. Brown 
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complains that "there has been no explicit connections drawn 

between linguistic facts (traits of women's speech) and 

sociological facts (the secondary position of women in 

society) . Brown claims that the theoretical framework that 

she developed in collaboration with Stephen Levinson to 

describe linguistic politeness satisfies the need to relate 

the strategic use of language to social relationships in a 

particular society. She claims that her model, therefore, 

provides a useful tool for examining women's language in its 

social context. 

Brown also aclcnowledges several other benefits of her 

theoretical framework: it links a woman's strategic 

linguistic behavior to the articulation of her ethos. This 

point is very important, I think, because it suggests to me 

that linguistic politeness strategies provide a window into 

the ways that women in the academy construct their 

authority. In addition. Brown points out, linguistic 

politeness allows the researcher to work from the point of 

view of the woman. This "woman's-eye view" is also important 

in that it offers insight into the ways in which a woman 

constructs her identity within the academy. Finally, notes 



Brown, her model permits us to predict linguistic universal 

that cut across cultures. Brown posits that "to the extent 

that women occupy similar social-structural loci with 

similar social-structural constraints on behavior, women 

will behave similarly at the strategic level" ("Polite" 

134); that is, while it would be difficult to predict 

similarities in linguistic usage in two dissimilar cultures 

this model would be able to predict linguistic similarities 

in societies with similar socio-structural features. 

Indeed, suggests Brown, further cross-cultural research may 

find that deferential, negative politeness strategies 

prevail in a society where women are considered to be 

inferior and positive politeness may be more common in 

egalitarian societies where social networks involve 

multiplex or many-sided relationships ("Polite" 134). This 

last point suggests to me that, to a certain extent. Brown 

and Levinson's framework of analysis may minimize the 

interference of cultural differences for researchers 

attempting to describe and define women's discourse. 

Thus, Brown and Levinson's model would appear to offer 

a powerful tool which not only analyzes the discourse of 
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women but which also reveals the truth of their social 

relationships and status in society. It proposes not only 

that women tend to use more polite forms, but it suggests 

specific instances when they are either speaking to 

superiors, socially distant persons, or if they are 

discussing a face-threatening topic. This framework 

provides important clues about power relations and social 

distance. 

This framework also suggests an interesting hypothesis 

about gender markers in language. While it draws important 

connections between gender and language usage, it suggests, 

as Brown has pointed out, that these markers or indexes are, 

at best, indirect. They depend also on other factors as the 

specific speech act, the social event, social roles, and the 

goals of both the speaker and addressee. Thus, gender 

indexing is context-dependent in very interesting, patterned 

ways. 

Finally, this framework poses questions about the 

relative importance of gender in social contexts. How 

salient is gender? Is it indeed the "master trope" in 

social discourse? And how does gender interact with other 
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factors such as culture, ethnicity, and class? To what 

extent does it enable or constrain behavior in particular 

social contexts? These are some of the themes that will 

certainly be the subject of future research in language and 

gender. For the purposes of this study, however, I will 

focus my attention on the effect of gender on some very 

specific politeness phenomena. I will attend to very 

particular linguistic realizations of politeness (i.e. 

compliments, questions, hedges, intensifiers, and pronouns) 

in a very specific social context. I will examine the 

effect of gender on the use of politeness in the written 

discourse of college female writers. My work will seek to 

extend the findings of scholars who have already done 

considerable research to establish a positive correlation 

between gender and linguistic politeness in oral and written 

discourse. Therefore, I will first review, in some detail, 

their work as it has directly influenced the design of this 

study. I will attend specifically to previous research on 

compliments, questions, intensifiers, hedges, and pronouns 

as indicators of personal involvement. These linguistically 

polite discourse features have indicated a particular 
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sensitivity to the effect of gender in both oral and written 

discourse. 

Compliments 

Current research on gender and complimenting behavior 

is based largely on a 1988 study by Janet Holmes that 

examined complimenting behavior in New Zealand. Drawing on 

a corpus of data of over 450 compliment exchanges. Holmes 

hypothesizes that women tend to use compliments as 

positively affective speech acts while men more often 

perceive them as face threatening acts. She contends that 

her view is consistent with the research showing that 

women's linguistic behavior is affiliative and cooperative 

rather than competitive and control-oriented. Women's 

speech, says Holmes, is faciliative and positive politeness-

oriented. 

Holmes defines a compliment as "a speech act which 

explicitly or implicitly attributes credit to someone other 

than the speaker, usually the person addressed, for some 

'good' (possession, characteristic, skill etc.) which is 

positively valued by the speaker and the hearer" ("Paying 

Compliments" 446). She argues that compliments "increase or 
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consolidate the solidarity between the speaker and addressee 

. . . they are social lubricants serving to 'create or 

maintain rapport' ("Paying Compliments" 447), 

Holmes finds that women use compliments with each other 

significantly more often than they do with men and more 

often than men do with each other. In her analysis, she 

also observes that compliments are remarkably formulaic 

speech acts and display a limited range of syntactic 

patterns. She finds that women exhibited a slight preference 

for the formula "I (really) like/love NP" over "PRO is 

(really) (a) ADJ NP" (e.g. "That's a nice coat"). Men, 

however, used both forms with equal frequency. The major 

sex-based differences were the markedly greater frequency of 

"What (a) ADJ NP! (e.g. What lovely earrings!) in the speech 

of women as opposed to the significant male tendency toward 

the minimal pattern (e.g. Great shoes!) ("Paying 

Compliments" 452-454). Holmes concludes that the syntactic 

form of women's compliments strengthens the positive force 

of the compliment. Men, on the other hand, tend to 

attenuate or hedge on compliment force. Holmes speculates 

that women perceive compliments as unambiguously positively 
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affective acts while men feel more ambivalent about using 

them. 

In her discussion of the topics of compliments. Holmes 

reports that women compliment each other on appearance as 

expressions of solidarity while men prefer compliments about 

possessions. Such compliments, in Holmes' view, are 

vulnerable to interpretation as face threatening acts since 

the complimenter expresses a desire for the object ("Paying 

Compliments" 454-455). Compliments to those of a different 

status, however, tend to focus on skills or performance. 

The almost total absence of appearance compliments in cross-

sex pairs of different status is, according to Holmes, 

suggestive of the link between appearance compliments and 

solidarity-based relationships ("Paying Compliments" 455). 

Holmes finds also that women of higher status are more 

likely to receive compliments than higher status men, 

indicating that higher status women are more receptive to 

compliments and perceive them as positively affective speech 

acts while higher status males experience compliments as 

face-threatening acts ("Paying Compliments" 457). 
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In a discussion of compliment responses, Holmes reports 

that, overall, the most frequent response is to accept the 

compliment. She observes, however, that the second most 

popular male strategy of avoiding a verbal repine by-

ignoring the compliment or responding to some other aspect 

of the speaker's utterance is consistent with the hypothesis 

that men more frequently experience compliments as face-

threatening acts . 

Holmes concludes her study by remarking that, although 

compliments are syntactically and lexically regular and 

predictable, their pragmatic and sociolinguistic features 

suggest that they are functionally complex speech acts. In 

addition, she concludes from this study that women use and 

perceive compliments as positive politeness devices; for 

women, compliments serve as "solidarity signals, cementing 

friendships, attenuating demands, smoothing ruffled feathers 

and bridging gaps created by possible offenses" ("Paying 

Compliments" 464). Men, on the other hand, are more likely 

to interpret compliments as face-threatening acts; they may 

make the male addressee uncomfortable by commenting on 

possessions the speaker appears to covet or by implying that 
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a closer relationship exists between the speaker and 

addressee than the addressee wants ("Paying Compliments" 

464) . 

In a separate but related study in 1990, Robert K. 

Herbert analyzes a corpus of 1,062 compliment events and 

reports significant gender differences in the structure of 

these events. Specifically, Herbert found significant 

differences in the personal focus of compliments. He 

observed that first person compliments predominate among 

female speakers regardless of the sex of the addressee; by 

contrast, first person compliments occur rarely in the 

speech of males, especially when addressed to other males. 

Second person compliments are more common in male-female 

interactions than in male-male interactions. Third person, 

impersonal compliments predominate in male-male interactions 

but are rare in female-female interactions (205). Herbert 

notes that the personal focus of female compliments is 

consistent with research showing that women employ a more 

personal focus than men in many social contexts (204). 

Herbert also found that compliments offered by males are 

more likely to be accepted than compliments offered by 
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females, especially if offered to a female addressee (212). 

Herbert observes that this finding is consistent with the 

notion that acceptances are most common among status non-

equals and among those whose status is not being negotiated. 

He speculates, further, that the greater frequency of 

acceptance responses by female addressees to male initiated 

compliments is "another manifestation of the linguistic 

consequences of status differences apparent in cross-sex 

interactions" (217) . Indeed, suggests Herbert, male 

compliments serve a complimentary function and they 

therefore elicit acceptance. On the other hand, female 

compliments function as tokens for negotiating social 

distance and addressees respond with nonacceptance responses 

that serve as return offers of solidarity (221). 

Donna Johnson and Duane Roen have extended the work of 

Holmes and Herbert to an analysis of written discourse. 

Specifically, their 1992 study examined relationships 

between complimenting strategies associated with male and 

female language use and evaluations of effectiveness of 

written discourse. The database for this study was a set of 

47 peer reviews of academic papers written by graduate 
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students in the form of letters. In their analysis of the 

data, Roen and Johnson examined the relationship between 

complimenting strategies and perceptions of interpersonal, 

ideational, and overall effectiveness of the peer reviews. 

In this study, Johnson and Roen found significant and 

positive correlations between each of three compliment 

variables positive evaluations, intensifiers, and personal 

references and ratings of interpersonal effectiveness 

(effectiveness in addressing the affective needs of the 

addressee) . For male raters, only positive evaluations were 

related to the effectiveness ratings. Female raters not only 

valued papers with positive evaluations but also papers with 

compliments that were intensified (e.g. very interesting) 

and compliments employing personal references (e.g. I, you, 

we). These findings point to a positive interpersonal 

preference on the part of female raters for "female" 

complimenting styles ("Gender Lenses" 451-454). 

Findings in the ideational realm contrasted sharply 

with those in the interpersonal realm. Female raters tended 

to give lower scores to texts that exhibited high 

proportions of the three complimenting features. Male 
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raters, on the other hand, gave lower scores only to papers 

containing a high proportion of personal referencing. One 

striking conclusion was that females, more than males, gave 

lower scores to papers containing more complimenting 

features associated with female language use ("Gender 

Lenses" 454-455) . 

Johnson and Roen's 1992 research on complimenting 

behavior in peer review texts suggested a further study that 

I participated in with Duane Roen and Chere Peguesse that 

was published in 1995. In this study, we used persuasive 

letters written by high school students as a database. The 

previous research on compliments suggested to us a unit of 

discourse that we defined as a "politeness unit." This unit 

of discourse consisted of "a phrase or group of phrases that 

contained certain polite discourse strategies." Using a 

coding scheme suggested by Donna Johnson, we also identified 

these politeness units according to nine possible functions: 

validating the addressee's point and then driving one's own 

point home; expressing understanding, seeking understanding, 

expressing consensus or agreement, seeking consensus or 

agreement, expressing appreciation or thanks, referring to 
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understanding but disagreeing. Although the females in our 

study used seven of the nine functions with greater 

frequency, only two of them yielded significant gender 

differences: seeking understanding and expressing 

appreciation or thanks (119-120; 123-124). I intend to appl 

both the concept of "politeness unit" and the coding scheme 

developed in the previous study to the data base for this 

study. 

Intensifiers 

Empirical research has revealed a positive correlation 

betv/een gender and intensified polite utterances. Penelope 

Brown first observed this positive effect of gender on 

intensifiers in her 1530 study of v/om.en in a Mayan 

community. In this study, 3rown analyzed the relative 

frequency of women's use of strengthening particles. 

Strengthening particles in Tzeltal, the language of this 

Mayan community, provide rhetorical assurances of sincerity 

or emphatic opinion. Brown did find that the women in her 

sample used more positive politeness strategies. These 

strategies included not only emphatic particles, but also a 
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complete inventory of exaggerated empathetic intonation and 

prosodic patterns; negative questions which presuppose an 

affirmative reply ("Won't you eat now?"); repetitions that 

stress interest and agreement; irony and rhetorical 

questions to stress a shared point of view; use of directly 

quoted conversations; diminutive and in-group address forms; 

expressions claiming shared knowledge ("you know") and 

joking ("Mayan" 128). 

A 1984 study by Nessa Wolfson has suggested that 

female speakers of English tend to intensify their 

compliments more than men do. Also, in a 1992 study of 

written peer reviews, Johnson and Roen expected the use of 

intensifiers to be substantially less among female college 

writers because of the "greater formality of the academic 

setting, the seriousness of the topic, the written modality, 

and the situational eqpiality of the participants" 

("Complimenting" 41). However, they found that the women in 

their study used significantly more compliment intensifiers 

(such as "very interesting" and "really enjoyed" than men in 

their peer reviews. In the 1992 study that I conducted with 

Duane Roen and Chere Peguesse, however, we found no 
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significant differences in the use of intensifiers. We 

speculated that in politeness units other than compliments, 

personal involvement and intensifiers serve a less important 

interpersonal function (121, 126). In this current study, I 

will also analyze the use of intensifiers among female 

college writers. 

Hedges 

Although Gate Poyntcn claims that the tentativeness 

associated with women's speech is merely a stereotype (71); 

sociolinguistic research provides some support for this 

assertion. For instance, in a 1980 study of women in a 

Mayan community. Brown analyzed the frequency of weakening 

particles in Tzeltal. Brown found that the women in her 

sample used these particles as hedges to mitigate the force 

of a speech acts with greater frequency than the men in her 

study. In addition to these performative hedges, Brown 

found that negative politeness strategies in Tzeltal 

included indirect speech acts, pessimistic formulations of 

requests and offers, minimization of impositions, deference, 

and mechanisms which not only depersonalized an utterance 
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but also implied that the speaker is not taking 

responsibility for a particular speech act ("Mayan" 128). 

In English, one of the clearest examples of hedges are 

epistemic modal expressions such as "I think" or "perhaps" 

which are used to express subjective uncertainty or 

deference. Jennifer Coates suggests that, "by using 'I 

think' to express deference, by hedging the force of an 

assertion and thus taking account of the face needs of the 

addressee, speakers mark their speech as more polite . . . 

'I think' mitigates the force of a negatively affective 

utterance (Women. Men, and Language 130) . Thus, women 

exploit epistemic modal forms to respect the face needs of 

all participants, to negotiate sensitive topics, and to 

encourage open discussion because these expressions mitigate 

the force of an utterance. (Coates "Gossip" 114-115). 

Using the categories suggested by Brown and Levinson 

for the 1995 study that I conducted with Duane Roen and 

Chere Peguesse, we developed a coding scheme that accounts 

for hedges to another person's positive face: hedges on 

negative criticism, hedges on complaints, hedges on 

suggestions, hedges on insults, and hedges on assertions of 
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propositions. We also developed a category that accounted 

for hedges to another's negative face: hedges on requests 

and hedges on suggestions. Our third category accounted for 

threats to one's own positive face: hedges on suggestions 

and hedges on propositions. Finally, we accounted for 

hedges on threats to one's own negative face: hedges on 

assertions, hedges on promises, and hedges on offers. In 

this study, we found that only hedging on assertions yielded 

significant gender differences. However, a statistical 

analysis of categories that were logically related yielded 

significant gender differences in both hedges on threats to 

another's positive face and hedges on threats to one's own 

positive face (120; 125-126) . These results supported the 

earlier findings of Donna Johnson and Duane Roen that women 

do attend to positive face more than males in their peer 

reviews of student texts. In this study, we speculated 

about possible reasons for this attention: females' lack of 

social power, the desire to facilitate verbal interaction, 

or the existence of a female subculture (126). In my current 

study, I will look for significant gender differences in the 
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use of hedges, and I will attempt to discern differences 

among the female college writers in my study. 

Questions 

Esther Goody's germinal article on polite questions 

appears in the same volume as Brown and Levinson's 

theoretical framework on politeness phenomena. It has 

provided the basis for a coding scheme that I will employ to 

analyze polite questions in subsequent chapters. In this 

1978 article. Goody argues that questions function as speech 

acts "which place people in direct, immediate interaction . 

. . [and which] carry messages about relationships-- about 

relative status, assertions of status, and challenges to 

status" (39) . She identifies four main modes of questions 

and situates them along a continuum ranging from pure 

information questions which simply elicit a response, to 

deference questions which give the advantage to the one 

questioned, to rhetorical questions which tend toward a 

balance, to control questions which puts the questioner 

"one-up" (27) . Rhetorical questions, according to Goody, 

function in Gonja as joking challenges, as greetings, and as 

attempts to seek agreement or consensus. In the control 
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mode, questions are aimed at establishing responsibility for 

certain acts and decisions; such questions test, challenge, 

control, and hold the addressee accountable. In the 

deference mode, questions may (1) imply the ignorance of the 

questioner, (2) transfer the initiative to the respondent, 

(3) express interest in another person, or (4) "mask" a 

command. 

Goody concludes that, in actual practice, it is very 

difficult to ask simple "pure information" questions about 

facts; rather, questions have more to do with relationships 

and must frequently be defined in terms of status inequality 

(41). She speculates that questions have undergone a 

critical historical change from a device for seeking the 

truth to a vehicle for demonstrating authority (42). 

Jennifer Coates provides evidence that would seem to 

support Goody's assertion. She reports that research 

findings so far suggest that women use interrogative forms 

more frequently than men, and she suggests that these 

findings "may reflect women's relative weakness in 

interactive situations: they exploit questions... in order to 

keep the conversation going" (Women. Men, and Language 106). 
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Similarly, Joan Swann suggests that "Question usage... may-

function as a form of control rather than as a means of 

gaining attention or the right to a speaking turn" (130) . 

In the research I conducted with Duane Roen and Chere 

Peguesse, we used Goody's article as the basis for a coding 

scheme that identified the function of questions in the 

database of their study. Specifically, we identified eight 

specific functions: implying the ignorance of the writer, 

transferring initiative to the addressee, expressing 

interest in the addressee, masking a command or assertion, 

making a joking challenge, extending a greeting, seeking 

agreement, and asking for pure information. We found no 

significant gender differences in the frequency of questions 

or types of questions (120-121; 124) . My current study will 

also attempt to discern if there are gender differences in 

the use of polite questions and if there are differences 

among the academically successful and less proficient female 

college writers in my sample. 

Pronouns 

Using Chafe and Danielwicz' methodology, Roen and 

Johnson examined the use of personal pronouns as indicators 



10 

of personal involvement. They assessed the degree of 

explicit reference to oneself as measured by the use of 

first person pronouns X/ IQe, we, us, and our, as well as the 

degree of explicit reference to the addressee as measured by 

the use of second person pronouns you and yourself. They 

also assessed the personal focus on the addressee in the 

third person reference by coding the use of the possessive 

pronouns vour (as in "your paper") . They summed the 

occurrences of first, second, and third person reference to 

yield an overall indicator of personal involvement. In this 

study, they found significant gender differences in the 

total frequency of personal references ("Complimenting" 43-

45) . In a subsequent study that I conducted with Roen and 

Peguesse, however, we did not find significant gender 

differences in personal involvement. Again, we attributed 

these negative findings to the possibility that personal 

involvement may not be a significant feature in politeness 

strategies other than compliments (121; 126). In this 

study, I will again look for gender differences in pronoun 

usage as indicators of personal involvement, but I will also 
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attempt to find differences among the female college writers 

in my sample. 

Thus, in this study I will examine the ways that women 

learn to adapt diverse discourses as they attempt to succeed 

at academic writing. In so doing, I will argue that college 

women writers tend to suppress gender-typical linguistic 

features in their writing. I will test this claim by 

focusing on the use of linguistic politeness strategies that 

has come to be associated with female-typical language use. 

I will suggest that academically successful female college 

writers will refrain from both positive and negative 

politeness strategies as they construct their academic 

essays. In this study, I will attend to very particular 

linguistic realizations of positive and negative politeness 

strategies (i.e. compliments, questions, hedges, 

intensifiers, and pronouns) in the very specific social 

context of the March 1993 administration of the University 

of Arizona's Upper Division Writing Proficiency Examination. 

The next chapter will describe the methods and procedures 

that I employed in this study. 
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CHAPTER 3 

DISCOURSE ANALYSIS AS A FEMINIST METHODOLOGICAL TOOL 

The challenge to researchers . . . is to turn their 

attention again to products, to student writing, since 

the drama in a student's essay . . . is as intense and 

telling as the drama of an essay's mental preparation 

or physical production. A written text can be a 

telling model of the "composing process" once we 

conceive of a writer within a text and simultaneously, 

then, within a society, a history, and a culture. 

--David Bartholomae 

In this study, I have taken up David Bartholomae' s 

challenge to examine written texts in their social context 

by conducting a discourse analysis of student essays from 

the March 1993 administration of the Upper Division Writing 

Proficiency Examination (UDWPE) . I believe that we can only 

fully understand the meaning of written discourse by 

locating it in its social, cultural, and political context. 

I also believe that, to understand the social context, we 

need to understand the complex set of discourse routines 

that play an important role in social interactions. These 



108 

routines, I believe, are rule-governed and largely-

unconscious behaviors that are learned as part of the 

language acquisition process and which embody the values and 

expectations of a particular culture. In this way, I align 

my thinking with other sociolinguists that seek to analyze 

the way thinking and language use are conditioned by social 

context (Bizzell "Cognition" 224) . 

This theoretical orientation has led me to think of 

writing as necessarily situated in a discourse community and 

to suggest that, when writers write, they tap into a complex 

set of discourse conventions. I believe that an 

understanding of these conventions, which both enable and 

constrain writers, is crucial because they provide a window 

into the ideological formations of a culture. As John P. 

Thompson has suggested, the "language of everyday life [may 

be] . . . regarded as the very locus of ideology" (99) . 

Therefore, by analyzing these conventions, I think that we 

can also hope to uncover the ideological bases for cultural 

traditions. 

It is apparent to me, then, that discourse analysis is 

a useful tool for feminist research in composition because 
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it provides empirical evidence of the ways that discursive 

practices not only reflect but also reproduce the ideologies 

of gender. This mode of inquiry also provides a lens by 

which the feminist researcher may examine the gendered power 

relations in a society. 

My overt interest in contributing in some small way to 

a larger project, which seeks to uncover the ideology of 

gender that is embedded in discursive practices, suggests 

that my research is hardly disinterested. Rather, it is 

guided by the principles of a feminist methodology 

articulated by Sandra Harding. Harding suggests that 

feminist research is based on the premise that research 

methods are never neutral, impartial, or disinterested; 

rather, they directly confront the researcher's bias by 

acknowledging his or her research agenda and interests (9) . 

Thus, the research report that I generate as a part of this 

study will represent a kind of narrative--a story about a 

selected set of observations--that reflects my preferred 

methodological orientation and my particular ideological 

assumptions. 
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Specifically, I am placing gender at the very center of 

my research because I believe that any "failure to identify 

and pursue the understanding of gender as a factor in my 

research would be in itself gender-biased" (Greenwood 171). 

That is, if I were to fail to recognize gender as a salient 

feature, as an important variable of any research, my 

research would become gender-biased. Thus, to avoid gender 

bias in my work, I must not only avoid an androcentric 

perspective, but I must also adopt a feminist perspective. 

In so doing, I assume that gender profoundly influences 

both the texts and contexts of written communication. That 

is, I assume that the patriarchal structures embedded in our 

culture are manifest in everyday social interactions and 

that they frequently reflect asymmetrical power relations. 

These asymmetries, I further assume, shape a community's 

particular discursive practices. In the academic community, 

for instance, they determine not only our ways of knowing 

but also the ways that we articulate this knowledge. 

Finally, I assume that the discourse of the academic 

community is largely masculinist and that women who write 

successfully for the academy have learned, as Patricia 
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Sullivan suggests, to "cross dress." That is, women of 

academe have learned to "master the male idiom" by engaging 

in adversarial or disinterested modes of discourse (40). 

My research agenda, then, seeks to uncover the gendered 

nature of written discourse in the academy. I also seek to 

discover the teaching practices that will rectify the 

androcentrism of the academy; I hope to recuperate 

distinctively feminine modes of thinking and expression by 

valorizing women's experiences and ways of knowing. 

Finally, I seek social and political empowerment for women. 

A second principle that guides my research is one 

that Sandra Harding also suggests is characteristic of a 

feminist methodology; my research is grounded in my own 

personal experience and is relevant to my own critical 

reflection about that experience (9). In particular, it is 

grounded primarily in my experience as a reader for 

Educational Testing Services' (ETS) Test of Written English 

(TWE). The TWE is the essay component of the Test of English 

as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) and is designed to evaluate 

the English writing proficiency of college applicants whose 

native language is not English. I have always been 
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impressed by the care with which ETS has developed writing 

prompts, their concise descriptions of criteria for 

evaluating essays, and their meticulous procedures for 

calibrating the scoring among raters. Nevertheless, I have 

always believed that student writers' responses to essay 

questions are influenced by other factors for which the ETS' 

criterion-referenced evaluation standards cannot possibly 

control. I have observed, for instance, that some writers 

employ certain gender-typical discourse strategies as they 

construct their essays, and I have speculated that more 

"successful" writers suppress these gender-typical 

linguistic features in their writing. This question has 

led me to select the UDWPE, which is also a writing 

proficiency essay exam, as the database for this study. 

The specific method of analysis that I have chosen to 

employ is also grounded in my own personal experience. My 

background as an English as a Second Language teacher and my 

previous graduate work in applied linguistics has suggested 

discourse analysis as a natural mode of inquiry. Moreover, 

as my teaching and research interests have broadened into 

the discipline of rhetoric and composition, I find that this 
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method of analysis provides a constructive means for 

reflecting critically about my students' compositions. By 

increasing my understanding of the social and political 

contexts in which my students construct their texts, I find 

that I am better able to assess the effectiveness of my own 

teaching methods and to consider the dynamics of student-

teacher relationships in the classroom. 

What I find especially beneficial about discourse 

analysis as a mode of inquiry is not only its usefulness in 

describing and interpreting written texts as situated speech 

acts, but also its power to uncover the ideology of a 

culture. In my view, discourse analysis can provide 

important insight into the ways that language works to 

sustain power relations. As John P. Thompson has observed, 

"the meaning of what is said ... is infused with forms of 

power. It is this infusion of meaning with power that lends 

language so freely to the operations of ideology" (132). 

In this way, discourse analysis provides a powerful tool for 

me as a feminist researcher as I seek to uncover the 

asymmetrical power relations that often characterize mixed-

sex social interactions. It will enable me to describe the 
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powerful role that linguistic constructions play in 

sustaining the ideology of gender because, as Thompson 

points out, "the interrelations of language, knowledge and 

power . . . can be discerned in the structure of speech 

acts" (123) . 

In particular, discourse analysis provides a window 

into the workings of the ideological formations of 

institutional settings. As Thompson has noted, institutions 

function as the "loci of power and the crystallization of 

relations of domination" (Thompson 135) . Therefore, as I 

examine the academic writing that women produce as 

university students, I can hope to discern how power 

relations influence the production of written discourse in 

this institutional setting. 

Instrument: The UDWPE 

The instrument of my analysis in this study is the 

University of Arizona Upper-Division Writing Proficiency 

Examination (UDWPE). I realize that this examination 

represents only one type of academic writing for a very 

specific purpose in a unique social context; therefore, it 

will certainly not be representative of the wide variety of 
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writing that students produce for academic purposes. 

Moreover, it represents a product-based analysis and does 

not capture the process by which writers may suppress 

gender-typical features in their writing. However, as 

poststructuralist scholars from a variety of disciplines 

remind us, "all research is limited and partial, shaped by 

the cultural and historical context of the researcher as 

well as the participants, and that the meaning of the 

research is constructed, not discovered" (Kirsch 

"Methodological" 260) . I can only hope, then, that my 

analysis and the meaning that I construct from my 

examination of this particular genre of academic writing 

will contribute in some small way to our growing body of 

knowledge about the effects of gender on written discourse. 

This exam, the second of three writing requirements 

that all undergraduates must fulfill at the University of 

Arizona, is intended to provide the student's major 

department with a diagnostic assessment of his or her 

writing skills at mid-career. The UDWPE score is used only 

for advising and does not affect the student's GPA or become 

part of the student's permanent transcript; however, it is a 
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prerequisite for enrolling in a writing emphasis course and 

provides the basis for recommending additional course work 

in writing (UDWPE Information) . 

Students taking the UDWPE employ critical reading, 

thinking and writing skills as they spend two hours writing 

an essay in response to one of three questions derived from 

a brief non-fiction article on a topic of general interest. 

Then, at least two members of an evaluation committee, which 

is made up of faculty from departments across the 

University, read and score the student's essay. In their 

holistic evaluation of each essay, the raters assess the 

student's ability to formulate a thesis that addresses the 

issues raised by the exam question; construct an adequately 

developed essay with clear, convincing support; organize an 

essay so that readers can easily identify the central idea 

and structure of the argument; use a writing style and tone 

which is suitable for a faculty audience and which 

demonstrates the student's ability to write for upper-

division courses; and to construct an essay that is 

reasonably free of errors in punctuation, grammar and 

spelling. Using these criteria, two readers independently 
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rate each essay on a four-point scale. These scores are 

combined to yield a composite score that ranks each essay as 

excellent, satisfactory, or unsatisfactory. In the event of 

a significant disagreement between the two raters' scores, 

the essay is read and scored by a third rater (UDWPE 

Information). 

Participajits 

A total of 201 students chose to respond to the writing 

prompt specially designed for this study, but I have 

selected only those essays that students have agreed may be 

used for research purposes. During the administration of 

the exam, students signed a release form that gives the 

University of Arizona Composition Board permission to use 

the essay they wrote "for research purposes in studying 

various aspects of student writing." By signing this form, 

students also acknowledged that if their essay were "used 

for research purposes or is quoted in any published 

discussion of research," they would not be "identified as 

the author of essay." In this study, therefore, I protected 

the identities of writers by identifying them only according 

to gender. 
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UCB staff assisted me by providing original copies of 

permission releases for each student who responded to the 

writing prompt used in this study. I then matched these 

releases with the student essays, which were also provided 

to me by UCB staff. This procedure yielded 100 students who 

granted me permission to use their essay for research 

purposes. I then xeroxed a copy of each student essay in 

this sample and later typed each essay. 

I realize that this sampling procedure does not meet 

the requirements for a random sample; that is, my sample was 

not randomly selected using a table of random numbers. 

Rather, I selected my sample according to those individuals 

who gave me permission to use their essays for research 

purposes. This method may well have resulted in a biased 

sample which is not truly representative of the larger 

population of students taking the UDWPE exam. Therefore, to 

determine the relative seriousness of the flaw in my 

research design, I conducted a statistical description of 

the UDWPE scores in my sample. For this description, I used 

the composite UDWPE score from at least two raters. I 

reported these scores according to an eight-point scale: 
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1-3 = unsatisfactory, 4-6 = satisfactory, and 7-8 = 

excellent. This description yielded a mean UDWPE score of 

4.75. The standard deviation of each score from the mean is 

1.077, suggesting that the average UDWPE score deviates very 

little from the mean. Moreover, a Standard Error of the 

Mean score of .108 indicates that the UDWPE score in this 

sample accurately estimates the mean of the larger 

population. 

Encouraged by this finding, I also made a further 

attempt to determine the extent of my sampling error--the 

extent to which my sample fails to correspond to the larger 

population. According to Jackard and Becker, the amount of 

sampling error can be represented as the difference between 

the sample statistic and the value of the population 

parameter (147) . Therefore, to determine if the two mean 

scores differed significantly, I compared the mean UDWPE 

score for my sample (n = 100) with the mean UDWPE score for 

the larger population of students who responded to the same 

writing prompt during the March 1993 administration of the 

UDWPE (n = 201) . I knew that if a two-sample t-test 

indicated no statistical difference between the two means, 
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then I could safely say that my sample was an unbiased 

estimator of the larger population. (Jackard and Becker 

148) . That is, I could say that my sample accurately 

represents the larger population, even though it was not 

randomly selected. 

I performed a two-sample t test comparing the mean 

UDWPE score for my sample (4.75) with the mean UDWPE score 

for the larger March 19 93 population (4.49). I did not find 

this difference to be statistically significant; that is, 

t (193) = 1.52, p = .13, indicating that the mean UDWPE 

score for my sample does not differ significantly from the 

mean UDWPE score for the larger population. This finding 

suggests, further, that my sample is an unbiased estimator 

of the larger population, even though it was not randomly 

selected. Tables 3.1 and 3.2 provide a graphic 

demonstration of the similar distribution of UDWPE scores in 

my sample and the larger population. 
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Table 3.1 Histogram of UDWPE scores in the sample. 
(n = 100) 

UDWPE Score Frequency 

2 2** 

3 2** 

5 32******************************** 

V 5 * * * * * 

8 2** 

Table 3.2 Histogram of UDWPE scores in the population 
(n = 101) 

(Note: each * represents 5 observations) 

UDWPE Score Frequency 

2 3_o ********* * 
3 4 * * * * 
4 42****************************************** 
5 23*********************** 
g g ****••*****•*•*••* * 

7 5***** 
8 1* 

Another potential problem with my research design might 

have been an unbalanced representation of male and female 

participants. Fortunately, however, nearly an equal number 

of males (52) and females (48) are represented in this 
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sample. Dr. Anne Scott, Director of the Center for 

Undergraduate Education, assisted me in verifying the gender 

of each participant. Dr. Scott provided me with this data 

from the University of Arizona's Student Information System, 

a data base system that provides information on each student 

enrolled at the University of Arizona. 

In addition, the Center provided me with the following 

information about each participant: cumulative grade point 

average, SAT and/or ACT scores (converted to a standard 

score), household income, ethnicity, and age. Margie 

Silverstein, a University Composition Board staff member, 

assisted me in gathering the following information: Freshman 

Placement Exam score, Freshman Composition grade, academic 

major, names of international students, and names of basic 

writers. Demographic information such as the household 

income, ethnicity, age, and academic major will be useful in 

future studies in determining how gender interacts with 

other factors to influence the use of politeness strategies 

in the students' written discourse. The cumulative grade 

point average will provide an indicator of relative academic 

success in a university setting; the SAT and ACT scores will 
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provide a measure the student's academic preparation for 

college; and the Freshman Placement exam score and Freshman 

composition grade will provide information about each 

participant's writing ability. While all this information 

may not be immediately pertinent to the present study, it 

may prove important to future research using this same 

database. 

Perhaps the most serious flaw in my research design is 

one that would be suggested by feminist research 

methodology. The guiding principles of this methodology 

would insist that I interact with the participants in the 

study as speaking subjectivities. Feminist scholars would 

critique the tendency of my study to treat the participants 

as objectified informants. I readily admit this flaw, and 

in future studies will collaborate with my colleagues, using 

a multimodal approach; that is, I will attempt to combine 

quantitative and qualitative methodology. Although such a 

multimodal approach was beyond the scope of my current 

study, I believe that ethnographic approaches such as in-

depth interviews and participant-observation could inform 
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and deepen my understanding of the influence of gender on 

written discourse. 

At the same time, I do not wish to undermine the 

importance of feminist empirical research. This mode of 

inquiry, which Kirsch suggests "reflects the researcher's 

agendas and the social, cultural, and political contexts of 

research communities" ("Methodological Pluralism" 257), has 

much to commend it. As Patricia Sullivan has noted, it 

"generates new knowledge about the relationships between 

gender and composing that can help us counteract the 

androcentrism that leaves women's modes of thinking and 

expression suppressed and undervalued" (49). 

Thus, I would argue, as Patricia Sullivan has, that 

"feminist approaches ... to empirical research in 

composition do not represent a wholesale rejection of 

empiricism by feminists but only of the positivistic 

elements that still linger in the dominant paradigm" (57). 

The quantitative, sociolinguistic research that I do 

frequently reveals interesting gender variations in written 

discourse. Such findings, I would argue, can be used to 

support a feminist agenda in the same way that qualitative 
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research can. I believe that there is a place for seemingly-

dispassionate and disinterested quantitative methodology in 

feminist research when its situated perspective and its 

ideological agenda is made explicit. Quantitative research 

can be appropriated to advance a distinctly feminist agenda. 

Method 

The University of Axizona Composition Board (UCB) 

granted me permission to sample the essays from the March 

1993 administration of the UDWPE, which was administered to 

over 550 students. The UCB and my collaborators, Duane Roen 

and Chere Peguesse, also assisted me in designing a writing 

prompt that we felt would best elicit examples of persuasive 

discourse. We chose a prompt that asked students to compose 

a persuasive letter to Professor Susan Gablik that either 

agrees or disagrees with her positive valuation of empathic 

art. I have included the entire text of the examination 

along with the accompanying article by Professor Gablik in 

the Appendix, but the specific prompt from which I drew my 

sample is provided below: 

Gablik asserts that, like most people in our society. 
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artists see themselves as "free agents" pursuing their 

own ends. She adds that in all aspects of society, as 

in art, "self-servingness ... is the great enemy of 

community" (para. 1). To what extent do you agree or 

disagree with that claim? Discuss your position using 

examples from a field, discipline or endeavor of 

importance that you know well. Write your essay in the 

form of a letter addressed to Professor Gablik. 

This prompt asks students to respond in the form of a 

letter because we knew that this mode of discourse would 

encourage students to address a specific audience and to 

employ politeness strategies associated with direct address. 

We chose the Gablik essay specifically because we thought it 

might yield an interesting spectrum of responses that either 

favor an ethic of autonomy and justice or an ethic of 

responsibility and care. 

Initially, I analyzed these essays in an attempt to 

discern the extent to which the male and female participants 

used particular politeness strategies. This part of the 

analysis tested the claim that female writers will tend to 
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use politeness strategies more frequently than male writers 

in their academic writing. 

I then focused my analysis on a comparison between 

"academically successful" female writers and their less 

successful female peers. This analysis was intended to test 

the claim that, while successful female college writers use 

politeness strategies more frequently than their male peers, 

they will use them less than their less successful female 

counterparts. 

I adapted the term "academically successful" from the 

term "institutionally successful" used by Rubin and Greene 

in their 1993 study which suggests that "'good' (i.e. 

institutionally successful) women writers are those who edit 

out women's features in their prose (16)." I 

operationalized the definition of this term, using the 

cumulative grade point average of each participant as a 

measure of their relative academic success in a university 

setting. I realize that the GPA is not a perfect indicator; 

for instance, the average GPA may vary according to academic 

major. However, the cumulative GPA was the only measure 

that was available for all participants. FPE scores and 
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Freshman composition grades as indicators of writing ability 

were not available for many transfer students. Therefore, I 

decided to indicate "academic success," as those students 

with a cumulative grade point average of 3.25 or better. 

In this study, I used some of the same scoring 

procedures derived by Piche and Roen (1987) and Roen, 

Peguesse, and Abordonado (1992) . In an effort to avoid 

personal bias as I analyzed these essays, I conducted a 

"blind read." That is, I typed each essay and normalized 

both the spelling and punctuation to ensure that neither the 

handwriting nor mechanical features affected my ratings. I 

also assigned each essay a number to ensure that neither the 

name nor the gender of the writer affected my scoring. As I 

scored each essay, I entered the score for each measure on a 

separate score sheet (see Appendix II) . The number on this 

score sheet corresponded to the number identifying the 

student essay. Only after this "blind" analysis was 

complete, did I compare the number on each score sheet with 

the name and gender of the writer. 

Prior to scoring each essay, a group of my colleagues 

(Chere Peguesse, Daphne Desser, Julia Ferganchick-Neufang. 
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and Victoria Stein) and I independently scored six exams 

randomly selected from the sample to determine the inter-

rater reliability of the subjective measure of politeness. 

This exercise yielded an 83% agreement among the raters 

about what constitutes a unit of politeness in the student 

essays. This correlation coefficient suggested that our 

coding scheme was internally consistent; that is, 

independent raters consistently agreed about what 

constitutes politeness units in written discourse. Because 

Lauer and Asher (1988) suggest a coefficient of .70 or 

better as an indicator of inter-rater reliability (139), 

I proceeded with my analysis of the student essays with a 

certain degree of confidence about the viability of this 

coding scheme. 

In the following paragraphs, then, I will provide a 

brief description and justification for the coding scheme 

that I used in this study. 

Politeness Units 

In the study I conducted with Duane Roen and Chere Peguesse, 

we found significant gender differences in the use of 

politeness strategies (123-124). In this study, we defined 
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"politeness unit" as a phrase or group of phrases that 

contained certain polite discourse strategies (119). Using a 

coding scheme suggested by Donna Johnson, we also identified 

politeness strategies according to their social function. 

In this study, I used this same coding scheme to identify 

and classify politeness units according to social function: 

PI - validate a point then drive home own point 

P2 - express understanding 

P3 - seek understanding 

P4 - express consensus or agreement 

P5 - seek consensus, agreement or support, 

P6 - express appreciation or thanks 

P7 - refer to a future resolution, consensus, or 

understanding. 

P8 - express support 

P9 - express understanding, but disagree 

I computed the frequency of each type of politeness unit for 

each essay and then entered the totals on a separate scoring 

sheet. I expected that academically successful female 

writers will use this discourse strategy less often than 

their less successful female counterparts, indicating a 
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preference for more competitive, autonomous modes of 

discourse. 

Intensifiers 

Although the study I conducted with Roen and Peguesse 

did not find significant gender differences in the use of 

intensifiers (126), both the studies by Nessa Wolfson and 

Roen and Johnson found that females tend to intensify their 

polite discourse with words such as "really," "very," and 

"especially" more often than males. In this study, I 

computed the total frequency of intensified politeness units 

and entered this total in the section marked "INTENS" on a 

separate scoring sheet. I expected that, although the 

female writers in the study might tend to use this discourse 

strategy more frequently than men, academically successful 

women would use this strategy less often than their less 

successful female counterparts. 

Hedges 

In the 1993 study that I conducted with Duane Roen and 

Chere Peguesse, we found that females tend to hedge using 

structures like "perhaps" and "I think" more often than 

males (125-26). Such structures, according to Brown and 
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Levinson, enable the writer to avoid a commitment to 

potential threats to cooperative interaction (150) . 

Specifically, hedges are deference-oriented strategies that 

mitigate the force of threats to an individual's negative 

face. Negative face, as defined by Brown and Levinson, is 

an individual's desire to have his or her freedom of action 

unhindered and his attention unimpeded (134) . In my study, 

I used the following coding scheme to identify hedges in 

particular social contexts: 

HNC: hedge on a negative criticism 

HC: hedge on a complaint 

HR: hedge on a request 

HP: hedge on a promise 

HO: hedge on an offer 

HS: hedge on a suggestion 

HI: hedge on an insult 

HAP: hedge on an assertion 

HSA: hedge on a statement of agreement 

I computed the frequency of each type of hedge for every 

essay and entered these totals on a separate scoring sheet. 

While I expected that females would use hedges more often 
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than male writers, I anticipated that academically-

successful female writers would use this discourse strategy 

less often than their less successful female counterparts. 

Questions 

In the study I conducted with Roen and Peguesse, we 

examined the use of questions as politeness strategies, 

using a coding scheme extrapolated from 1978 research on 

polite questions by Esther Goody and from a 1978 study by 

Elinor Keenan, Bambi Scheiffelin, and Martha Pratt (120). 

Although the results of the previous study did not reach 

levels of statistical significance, I decided to use this 

same scheme to identify eight social functions that 

questions serve: 

QDl: implying the ignorance of the writer 

QD2: transferring initiative to the addressee 

QD3: expressing interest in the addressee 

QD4: masking a command or assertion 

QRl: joking challenge 

QR2: greeting 

QR3: seeking agreement or consensus 

QPI: asking for pure information 



134 

I computed the frequency of each kind of question for each 

essay and then entered the totals on a separate scoring 

sheet. I expected a higher frequency of polite questions 

from the female participants in this study, but I also 

expected that academically successful women writers would 

opt for this discourse strategy less often than the less 

successful female writers. 

Pronouns 

Although the study that I conducted with Roen and 

Peguesse did not yield statistically significant gender 

differences (126), both Robert Herbert's and Roen and 

Johnson's studies found that females tend to use personal 

pronouns as an indicator of personal involvement more often 

than males. In my study, I computed the frequency of first 

person pronouns which student writers use to make explicit 

reference to themselves. Next, I counted the number of 

second person pronouns that make explicit reference to 

Professor Gablik. Finally, I looked at the third person 

pronoun "your" which makes reference to Professor Gablik's 

article. I then computed the total frec[uency of pronouns 
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indicating personal involvement for the males and females in 

this study, using the following coding scheme: 

PROl - first person pronouns 

PR02 - second person pronouns 

PR03 - third person, pronouns 

I computed the frequency of each indicator of personal 

involvement and then entered these totals on a separate 

scoring sheet. I expected that, although the females tend 

toward a higher frequency of personal pronoun use than the 

males, academically successful women writers would use this 

linguistic feature less often than their less successful 

female counterparts. 

In the next chapter, I will report the results of these 

analyses and provide my interpretation of these findings. I 

will highlight especially those statistically significant 

findings that indicate the influence of gender on the use of 

politeness strategies in written discourse. 
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CHAPTER 4 

PRE-TEXTUAL SUPPRESSION OF GEITOER-TYPICAL LANGUAGE: 

AN ANALYSIS OF LINGUISTIC POLITENESS IN STUDENT ESSAYS 

To understand the role of data in theory-

building, we should not ask "what the data 

means" but ask "how it is used to make 

meaning" within the researcher's interpretive 

act. 

Linda Flower 

In this chapter, I will report the results of my 

analysis of politeness units, intensifiers, hedges, 

questions and pronouns. I will also attempt to interpret 

these findings in light of current research in gender and 

writing. Finally, I will provide a list of suggested areas 

for further research that has emerged from this study. 

Politeness Units 

As I indicated in Chapter 3, I have defined a 

"politeness unit" as a phrase or group of phrases that 

contain certain polite discourse strategies (Roen, 

Perguesse, and Abordonado 119). In this study, I analyzed 
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the persuasive letters that the students wrote to Professor 

Gablik to determine if gender differences exist in the 

students' use of politeness strategies. Using the a coding 

scheme suggested by Donna Johnson, I identified and 

classified politeness strategies according to their social 

function: validating Professor Gablik's point and then 

driving their own point home, expressing understanding, 

seeking understanding, expressing consensus or agreement, 

seeking consensus or agreement, expressing appreciation or 

thanks, referring to future resolution, expressing support, 

and expressing understanding but disagreeing. I then 

examined the extent to which male and female participants 

used these politeness strategies to address Professor 

Gablik. Table 5.1 provides examples of the politeness 

strategies that I found in the data. 
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Table 5.1 

Examples o£ Politeness Strategies 

PI - validate a point then drive home ova. point 
"I agree with you that giving of oneself to the 
community is a beautiful and noble idea. . . . 
However, in reality, human actions are often not in 
harmony with the ideal world, and this point must be 
taken into consideration" (Essay #51). 

P2 - express understanding 
(I didn't find any instances of this politeness 
strategy in my data.) 

P3 - seek iinderstanding 

"In conclusion. Professor Gablik, I hope I have 
effectively demonstrated that we all act in our own 
self-interest and that self-interest is not in and of 
itself a negative force"(Essay #40). 

P4 - express consensus or agreement 
"I'm writing to tell you that I strongly agree with 
your claim that artists see themselves as "free agents" 
pursuing their own ends" (Essay #9). 

PS - seek consensus, agreement or support 
"Professor Gablik, I look forward to receiving your 
favorable reply" (Essay #43). 

PS - express appreciation or thanks 
"Thank you for your time and consideration" 
(Essay #G9). 

P7 - refer to a future resolution, consensus, or understanding 
"Though I realize that your educational and ideological 
background will remain unmoved by the premises of my 
argument, my sincere hope is that you think about my 
view from a new perspective, one that will enable you 
to understand mine" (Essay # 93). 

P8 - express support 

"I am writing to you to share with you my personal 
commitment to our joint cause" (Essay #17). 

P9 - express understanding, but disagree 

"I am writing this letter in reference to an excerpt 
from your book. The Reenchantment of Art in which you 
discuss the role of modern art and its negative impact 
on community. . . I would argue strongly that self-
interest is not the enemy of society, but rather the 
element which lends cohesiveness" (Essay #40). 
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I observed that a common strategy employed by students 

was to precede a disagreement with a statement of agreement 

(AGREE + DISAGREE). For example, one student wrote, "After 

reading your article, 'Socially Conscious Creativity, ' I was 

compelled to write you a letter expressing my opinions. 

While I am sure you desire nothing but the best for society 

as a whole, I feel you are going about it the wrong way" 

(Essay #60). This student was evidently attempting to 

positively identify with Professor Gablik while at the same 

time disagreeing with her. 

I noted that another popular polite discourse strategy 

among the students was to acknowledge the legitimacy or 

validity of Professor Gablik's points, arguments or concerns 

before driving home their own points. For instance, one 

student wrote, "In this case, I agree with your idea that 

self-servingness is an enemy of the community. However, I 

strongly believe that self-servingness can also protect a 

community" (Essay #54). 

The politeness units varied in length from a phrase to 

several sentences to an occasional paragraph. Sometimes, 

students would string several politeness strategies 



together. For example, one student wrote, "I am writing to 

tell you that I strongly agree with your claim that artists 

see themselves as "free agents" pursuing their own ends 

(P4 - express consensus or agreement) . I also strongly agree 

this characteristic is true in all aspects of society as in 

art, "self-servingness ... is the great enemy of 

community" (P-4 - express agreement) . Even though I agree 

with you, I also believe that it can be a great friend" (Pi 

validate a point, then drive home own point) . (Essay #9) 

Subtle distinctions between the categories often called 

for a close reading. For example, categories PI and P9 are 

very similar. One student wrote, "I agree with your beliefs 

that self-servingness is a great enemy of our community; 

however, I do not feel that self-servingness is that great 

of an enemy in the field of art" (Essay #10) . This 

statement indicates sympathy for Professor Gablik's view but 

covertly disagrees and was categorized as a "P9" statement 

(express understanding but disagree). Another student wrote, 

"I agree that self-servingness has an ill-effect on communal 

relationships, but only when the pursuit of one's goals are 

in complete disregard for the rights and property of others 
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in society" (Essay #66). This statement was categorized as a 

"PI" statement (validate a point, then drive home own point) 

This statement validates Professor Gablik's claim by 

agreeing, in principle, with her statement; however, it also 

drives home the student's own point that self-servingness is 

an enemy of community in particular circumstances. Because 

the differences between these two categories are subtle, my 

colleagues and I encountered difficulties in distinguishing 

between the two categories in both the previous and the 

current study. Therefore, in future studies, I intend to 

collapse them into a single category that would be coded as 

"express agreement or understanding, but disagree." 

As I progressed in my analysis of the data, I noticed a 

number of distinctly impolite statements. One student 

communicated a series of thinly veiled insults: 

I have read your provocative essay, "Socially Conscious 

Creativity," and am initially struck by the 

disconcerting ability you possess to issue hypocritical 

accusations with a broad scope on the artistic 

community. I am not saying this is necessarily bad as 
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the connotation of "disconcerting" may lead you to 

infer. I myself am a great fan of hypocrisy, especially 

if it is well-written" {Essay #5) . 

Other statements were even more direct: "Who are you 

to tell me what kind of art to produce? If you want this so 

much, why don't you do it?" (Essay #44) . Still other 

statements represented failed attempts at politeness. For 

instance, one student wrote, "I have to agree that there are 

many things wrong in our society. . . but to attack the 

artists or "free agents" of our country is just plain 

ridiculous" (Essay #41). A future study might inquire about 

the rhetorical purpose for such insults and failed attempts 

at politeness as they may reveal a preference for more 

autonomous modes of communication. 

As Table 5. 2 indicates, an analysis of the data 

reveals that use of politeness strategies by females 

exceeded that of males in four categories: PI - validate a 

point, then drive home own point; P5 - seek consensus, 

agreement, or support; P6 - express appreciation or thanks; 

and P7 - refer to a future resolution, consensus, or 

understanding. Such politeness strategies may suggest a 
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preference for more connected modes of discourse and 

indicate a desire to mitigate threats to the addressee's 

positive and negative face. Overall, however, my analysis 

does not indicate significant gender differences in the use 

of politeness strategies (F = .022, p = .882). Indeed, 

females used politeness strategies less frequently than the 

males (female total = 146, male total = 152). However, it 

is important to note that fewer females were represented in 

this study than males (females = 48, males = 52), which 

certainly accounts for differences in total frequency of 

use. 

Next, I tested my prediction that academically 

successful female writers (defined as those females with a 

cumulative GPA of 3.25 or better) would use polite discourse 

strategies less often than their less successful female 

counterparts, thereby manifesting a preference for more 

competitive, autonomous modes of discourse. While the more 

academically successful females used slightly fewer 

politeness strategies (70 compared to 74), this difference 

was not statistically significant. Also, I found that 

academically successful females used politeness strategies 
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less frequently in only three out of nine categories: seek 

understanding, express appreciation or support, and express 

understanding but disagree. None of these differences were 

statistically significant. 

Notably, however, I found that academically 

successful females used politeness strategies less 

frequently in one particular category: P9 - express 

understanding but disagree. Only 8 instances were recorded 

for the academically successful females while their female 

counterparts used this strategy 33 times. This difference 

was statistically significant (F = 12.094, p = .001), 

providing evidence that academically successful females may 

be less concerned with mitigating threats to the addressee's 

positive and negative face than their less academically 

successful counterparts. In so doing, they may 

be indicating a general tendency to suppress gender-typical 

linguistic features associated with women's language in 

their written discourse as they attempt to produce prose 

that more closely resembles the masculinist discourse of the 

academy. 
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Table 5.2 

Politeness Strategies in Male/Female Persuasive Letters 

VarlcQile n M SD F p 

P-1: Validate a point 
then drive home own point 

male 10 .19 .44 3.098 .082 
female 20 .42 .79 

P-2: Express understanding 
male 0 .00 .00 
female 0 .00 .00 

P-3: Seek understanding 
male 11 .21 .57 3.679 .058 
female 2 4.26 .20 

P-4: Express consensus 
or agreement 

male 41 .79 1.13 .006 .938 
female 3 7 .77 1.12 

P-5-. Seek consensus, 
agreement or support 

male 5 .02 .36 1.272 .262 
female 12 .25 .91 

P-6: Express appreciation 
or thanks 

male 11 .21 .50 .639 .426 
female 14 .29 .50 

P-7: Refer to a future 
resolution, consensus, 
or understanding 

male 6 .12 .38 3.013 .086 
female 14 .29 .62 

P-8: Express support 
male 18 .35 1.57 .229 .633 
female 11 .23 .66 

P-9: Express understanding, 
but disagree 
male 54 1.04 1.62 .345 .558 
female 42 .83 1.08 

TOTAL 
male 154 2.96 3.26 .022 .882 
female 146 3.04 1.86 
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Intensifiers 

In this study, I found that students would occasionally 

intensify their politeness units, using expressions such as 

"strongly agree" or "wholeheartedly agree." As Johnson and 

Roen have indicated in their study of peer reviews, I might 

have expected that an infrequent use of intensifiers because 

of the "greater formality of the academic setting, the 

seriousness of the topic, the written modality, and the 

situational equality of the participants" ("Gender Lenses" 

41) . Nevertheless, I did find several instances of 

intensifiers in my data. I computed the total frequency of 

these intensified politeness units and conducted a t-test to 

determine if there were any significant differences in the 

use of intensifiers among males and females. While the 

females used slightly more intensifiers than the males in 

this study (females = 47, males = 43), this difference was 

not determined to be statistically significant (F = .387, p 

= .535). These results are consistent with the findings of 

the study I conducted with Roen and Peguesse which also did 

not find significant gender differences in the use of 

intensifiers (126). These two studies, then, do not support 
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earlier research by Nessa Wolfson and Roen and Johnson which 

found that females tend to intensify their polite discourse 

with words such as "really," "very," and "especially" more 

often than males. 

Next, I tested my hypothesis that academically 

successful women would use this strategy less often than 

their less successful female counterparts. Although the 

academically successful females recorded only 16 instances 

of intensified politeness units compared to 29 by their less 

successful female counterparts, this finding did not reach a 

level of statistical significance (F = 2.323, p = .135). 

Hedges 

In this part of the study, I analyzed the student's use 

of hedges in their persuasive letters to Professor Gablik. 

Specifically, I identified hedges that appeared in negative 

criticisms, complaints, requests, promises, offers, 

suggestions, insults, assertions, and agreement. 

The overwhelming majority of the hedges found in my 

data were hedges on assertions. For example, one student 

wrote, "You seem to be discounting the universal elements 



present in all art" (Essay #97). I have provided other 

examples of hedges found in my data in Table 5.3. 
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Table 5.3 

Examples of Hedges 

HNC: hedge on a negative criticism 

"I am inclined to disagree with your idea that 'self-
servingness is the great enemy of the community.'" 
(Essay #6) 

HC: hedge on a complaint 

(I did not find any instances of this hedge in the 
data.) 

HR: hedge on a request 

"I hope you will take my views into consideration." 
(Essay #32) 

HP: hedge on a promise 

"I may still become a doctor and do my best to 
alleviate the suffering of others as a result." 
(Essay #51) 

HO: hedge on eui offer 

"I must agree with this claim of yours and I would like 
to give you an example." (Essay #3) 

HS: hedge on a suggestion 

"Perhaps your approach would be more effective if you 
told fellow artists that attending to the plights of 
others would bring them high esteem in the art world." 
(Essay #51) 

HI: hedge on an insult 

"X believe your attitude uncovers your ignorance 
concerning the role of the artist in society." 
(Essay #74) 

HAP: hedge on em assertion 

"In my opinion, all art is a reflection of society." 
(Essay #80) 

HSA: hedge on a statement of agreement 

"For the most part, I strongly agreed with them 
[your points] and questioned myself about why I had 
never thought about it before." (Essay #4) 



150 

I expected to find that the females in this study used 

hedges more frequently than the males. Table 6.4 summarizes 

my findings with respect to the hedging strategies that I 

found in the letters to Professor Gablik. Overall, my 

analysis does not reveal statistically significant 

differences in the use of hedging strategies (F = .009, p = 

.927). In fact, fewer females than males used hedging 

strategies (females = 166, males = 183); however, this 

finding may have been affected by the fact that fewer 

females than males participated in this study (females = 48, 

males = 52). I did find that females used more hedges in 

five out of nine categories: hedges on requests, promises, 

offers, suggestions, and statements of agreements. However, 

these differences were not statistically significant. 

These findings are not consistent with the 1993 study that I 

conducted with Duane Roen and Chere Peguesse in which we 

found that, overall, females tended to hedge using 

structures like "perhaps" and "I think" more often than 

males (125-26). These findings are also inconsistent with 

the finding in the previous study that hedges on assertions 

yielded significant differences. 
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Table 5.4 

Hedging Strategies in Male/Female Persuasive Letters 

Variable n M SD F p 

HNC:hedge on a 
negative criticism 

males 15 .29 .64 1.737 1.91 
females 7 .15 .41 

HC: hedge on a complaint 
males 0 .00 .00 
females 0 .00 .00 

HR: hedge on a request 
males 2 3.85 .28 .210 .648 
females 3 6.25 .24 

HP: hedge on a promise 
males 4 7.69 .27 .491 .485 
females 15 .15 .65 

HO: hedge on an offer 
males 6 .12 .32 .765 .384 
females 15 .15 .49 

HS: hedge on a suggestion 

males 3 5.77 .24 2.927 .090 
females 16 .33 1.14 

HI: hedge on an insult 
males 1 1.92 .14 .003 .955 
females 1 2.09 .14 

HAP: hedge on an assertion 
males 156 3.00 3.33 .564 .454 
females 123 2.56 2.38 

HSA: hedge on a statement 
of agreement 

males 6 .12 .38 .723 .397 
females 10 .21 .68 

TOTAL: 

male 183 3.52 3.63 .009 .927 
female 166 3.46 2.89 
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In addition, I anticipated that academically successful 

female writers would use the hedging discourse strategy less 

often than their less successful female counterparts. My 

analysis of the data revealed that academically successful 

females recorded 71 hedges while their less successful 

female counterparts used hedges 82 times; however, these 

differences were not statistically significant (F = .052, 

p = .821), I did note that academically successful females 

used hedges less frequently than their less successful 

female peers in five of the nine categories: hedges on 

negative criticisms, requests, offers, assertions of 

propositions, and statements of agreement. However, I did 

not observe statistically significant differences in any of 

the categories. 

Questions 

In this part of my analysis, I examined the use of 

questions as politeness strategies, using a coding scheme 

extrapolated from 1978 research on polite questions by 

Esther Goody and from a 1978 study by Elinor Keenan, Bambi 

Scheiffelin, and Martha Pratt (120). I examined eight kinds 

of questions which are suggestive of eight specific social 
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functions that questions perform: implying the ignorance of 

the writer, transferring initiative to the addressee, 

expressing interest in the addressee, masking a command or 

assertion. Making a joking challenge, making a greeting, 

seeking agreement, and asking for pure information. Of these 

eight kinds of questions, I found instances of five types: 

implying ignorance of the writer, transferring the 

initiative to the addressee, masking a command or assertion, 

joking challenge, and seeking agreement or consensus. The 

large majority of these questions, however, were deferential 

questions that masked an assertion. For instance, one 

student wrote, "Why don't artists do more for humanity?" 

(Essay #2). This question prefaces an extended discussion 

arguing the need for artists to become more involved in 

charitable projects. Table 5.5 provides examples of other 

questions that I found in the data. 

I expected that my analysis would reveal a higher 

frequency of polite questions from the female participants 

in this study. However, females actually used fewer 

questions than males (females = 44, males = 66). Also, 

females slightly exceeded males in their use of questions in 
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just two categories: implying the ignorance of the writer 

and seeking agreement or consensus. However, these 

differences were not statistically significant. 

I also expected that academically successful women 

writers would opt for this discourse strategy less often 

than the less successful female writers would. Indeed, 

academically successful female writers used this strategy 

just 18 times while less academically successful women used 

it on 31 occasions. This difference was not statistically 

significant, however. (F = .529, p = .471) . Also, 

academically successful females used this strategy less 

frequently in three of the five categories: QDl-implying the 

ignorance of the writer, QD2-transferring the initiative to 

the addressee, and QD4-masking a command or assertion. 

Nevertheless, these differences were not statistically 

significant. 

Thus, these findings do not provide support for the 

commonly held belief that women tend to pose questions more 

often than men do. However, I might argue, as Roen, 

Peguesse, and Abordonado have, that women use questions as 

one of a variety of polite discourse strategies to attend to 
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both the positive face of the addressee and their ovm 

positive face (124). As I will indicate in Chapter 5, women 

may utilize such forms because they possess less social 

power than men do. 
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Table 5.5 
Examples of Questions 

QDl: implying the ignorance of the writer 
"Are you aware that the content, subject matter, 
color choice, and overall scheme[of the Sistine 
Chapel] was dictated to him [Michelangelo] ?" 
(Essay #46) 

QD2: transferring initiative to the addressee 
"What would you say about writers like Monique 
Wittig here at the University of Arizona?" 
Essay #48) 

QD3: expressing interest in the addressee 
(I did not find any instances of this kind of 
question in the data.) 

QD4: masking a commcoid or assertion 
"Can a person still be an individual and be part 
of a community, not part of its downfall?" 
(Essay #60) 

QRl: joking challenge 
"Who are you to tell me what kind of art to 
produce?" (Essay #44) 

QR2: greeting 
(I did not find any instances of this kind of 
question in the data.) 

QR3: seeking agreement or consensus 
"Isn't it true that many will learn a lot faster 
than one?" (Essay #55) 

QPI: asking for pure information 
(I did not find any instances of this kind of 
question in the data.) 
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Pronouns 

In this study, I examined the use of pronouns as 

indicators of personal involvement. I assessed the degree 

of explicit reference to oneself by counting the number of 

first-person pronouns I, me, we, us, and our as well as 

specific reference to the addressee as indicated by the use 

of second-person pronouns you and yourself. I assessed 

personal focus on the self or the addressee by counting the 

number of the third-person possessive pronouns my and your, 

as in "yo^^ essay." I summed occurrences of first, 

second, and third person reference to yield an overall 

indicator of personal involvement. 

I expected that the females would tend toward a higher 

frequency of personal pronoun use than the males. While the 

females used pronouns more frequently than males in this 

study (females = 415, males = 372), these differences were 

not statistically significant (F = 1.196, p = .277). Also, 

females exceeded the males for first and second person 

pronoun usage, but these differences were not statistically 

significant. 
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I also expected that academically successful women 

writers would use this polite linguistic feature less often 

than their less successful female counterparts. I did find 

that academically successful female writers recorded 199 

instances of pronoun usage compared to 209 instances by 

their less successful female counterparts, but these results 

were not statistically significant (F = .038, p = .847) . 

Academically successful females also used first, second, and 

third person pronouns less frequently than less successful 

females; however, these differences were not statistically 

significant. 

These results confirm the results of an earlier study 

by Roen, Peguesse, and Abordonado that also failed to yield 

statistically significant gender differences in pronoun 

usage (126) . By contrast, both Herbert's and Roen and 

Johnson's studies found that females tend to use personal 

pronouns as an indicator of personal involvement more often 

than males. 

Summary of the Findings 

The overall findings of this study may be summarized as 

follows: 
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Politeness Strategies 

Use of politeness strategies by the females in this 

study exceeded that of the males in four categories: PI -

validate a point, then drive home own point; P5 - seek 

consensus, agreement, or support; P6 - express appreciation 

or thanks; and P7 - refer to a future resolution, consensus, 

or understanding. However, these differences were not 

statistically significant 

Overall, academically successful females used 

politeness strategies less frequently than their less 

successful female peers did. They also used fewer 

politeness strategies in three out of nine categories: seek 

understanding, express appreciation or support, and express 

understanding but disagree. However, the only statistically 

significant difference was in the use of politeness 

strategies expressing understanding but disagreement. This 

particular finding suggests that academically successful 

females may be less concerned with mitigating threats to the 

addressee's positive and negative face than their less 

academically successful counterparts. They may be indicating 

a general tendency to suppress a particular gender-typical 
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linguistic feature associated with women's language in their 

written discourse as they attempt to produce prose that more 

closely resembles the masculinist discourse of the academy. 

Intensifiers 

The females in this study used slightly more 

intensifiers than the males did; however, this difference 

was not statistically significant. Academically successful 

women used intensifiers less frequently than their less 

successful counterparts; however, this difference was not 

statistically significant. 

Hedges 

The females in this study actually used fewer hedges 

than the males did. However, females used more hedges in 

five out of nine categories: hedges on requests, promises, 

offers, suggestions, and statements of agreements. 

Nevertheless, these differences were not statistically 

significant. 

Academically successful females used fewer questions 

than their less successful female counterparts; however, 

these differences were not statistically significant. Also 

academically successful females used hedges less frequently 
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than their less successful female peers in five of the nine 

categories: hedges on negative criticisms, requests, offers, 

assertions of propositions, and statements of agreement. 

However, none of these differences were statistically-

significant . 

Questions 

The females in this study actually used fewer questions 

than the males did. However, females slightly exceeded males 

in their use of questions in two categories: implying the 

ignorance of the writer and seeking agreement or consensus. 

Nevertheless, these differences were not statistically 

significant. 

Overall, academically successful females used questions 

less frequently than their less successful female peers did. 

They also used them less frequently in three of the five 

categories: QDl-implying the ignorance of the writer, QD2-

transferring the initiative to the addressee, and QD4-

masking a command or assertion. However, none of these 

differences were statistically significant. 
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Pronouns 

The females in this study used pronouns more frequently 

than the males did. Also, females exceeded the males for 

first and second person pronoun usage. Nevertheless, these 

differences were not statistically significant. 

Overall, academically successful females used pronouns 

less frequently than their less successful female peers did. 

They also used fewer first, second, and third person 

pronouns than their less successful female counterparts. 

However, none of these differences were statistically 

significant. 

Interpretation. 

This study contributes to the growing body of research 

on gender and written discourse by examining specific 

politeness strategies that males and females use to persuade 

their reader. It is not suirprising that the results of this 

study are somewhat less than dramatic. Indeed, as Donald 

Rubin points out, the findings of various empirical studies 

such as mine "are by no means unequivocal" ("Introduction 

17) . He explains that one explanation for these dissimilar 

findings are the disparate stylistic features selected for 
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analysis and the reliance of such studies on structural 

rather than functional linguistic analysis. ("Introduction 

17). Rubin and Greene also fault previous research for its 

failure to adec[uately articulate and code the textual 

features that evoke women's or men's voice ("Suppressed 

Voice" 137). 

Contextual factors like genre may also account for the 

less than substantial variation indicated by this study. 

As Rubin and Greene observe, formal argumentative writing 

seems to exhibit fewer female-typical markers than informal, 

expressive writing ("Gender-Typical Style" 32). Similarly, 

Sally Gearhart suggests that formal, conventional, 

argumentative essays are largely "androcentric" forms that 

require women to adapt to alien modes of thought (19 9) . 

I expected that, since the letters the students wrote 

to Professor Gablik were less formal and more spontaneous 

than the more highly edited texts which students typically 

submit in response to writing assignments, a number of 

gender-typical linguistic features would be present in their 

discourse. However, it is entirely possible that, in 

academic situations such as a timed writing tests, women 
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engage in pre-textual editing; that is, women may edit out 

gender-typical linguistic features even as they instantiate 

the writing task. This explanation finds support in the 

work of Stephen Witte who postulates the likelihood of 

"pretextual revision" among highly skilled writers 

("Revising" 271, "Pretext" 398). Rubin and Greene also 

posit the "suppressed voice hypothesis" which predicts that 

women will suppress their more feminine voice by 

pretextually editing out gender-typical features as they 

attempt to adapt their discourse to the male-oriented norms 

of academic writing. 

Another prospect that this study overlooks is that of 

psychological gender schema, a concept that I will discuss 

in greater detail in Chapter 5. In future studies on 

linguistic politeness in written discourse, I will explore 

the possibility that gender may be a function not only of 

biological sex but also of psychological gender roles. I 

will consider how writers construct their gender identity in 

writing without restricting myself to dichotomous notions of 

biological sex. In such a study would I would necessarily 

perform an assessment of the psychological gender role of 
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each participant in addition to analyzing their writing. 

In addition, it occurred to me as I conducted my 

analysis, that some of the strategies I had identified as 

gender-typical features associated with women's language are 

commonly considered to be indicators of effective writing. 

For instance, writing teachers typically laud the use of the 

first person pronoun in their students' essays. Similarly, 

they applaud the use of questions as a means to achieve 

variety in rhetorical forms. Finally, hedges and politeness 

strategies may be perceived by the writing teacher as a mark 

of a highly skilled writer whose is sensitive to audience 

considerations. 

Nevertheless, the significance of this particular study 

is that it represents, as Donald Rubin has already observed 

about the previous study with Roen and Peguesse, "a 

functionally-oriented analysis of gender and writing" (17). 

For instance, rather than simply tabulating syntactic 

features such as hedges, I attempted to indicate ways that 

these hedges were used to perform specific social functions. 

I suggested, for instance, that writers use hedges to modify 

social relations with their reader by minimizing threats to 
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the reader's positive and negative face. Thus, the study of 

linguistic politeness in written discourse represents 

fertile ground for further rhetorical research. It suggests 

that the most significant variations in written discourse 

may well appear at the discourse level. I think that 

researchers have focused too long on lexical and syntactic 

variations and should now turn their attention to the ways 

that males and females differentially employ rhetorical 

strategies in their written discourse. But, as Duane Roen 

has wisely observed in his 1992 study on gender and teacher 

response to student writing, "it will take much more 

additional investigation with all sorts of discourse types 

before we know how males and females may differentially use-

--both as writers and readers—particular discourse 

strategies" (137) . 

Suggestions for Further Research 

Listed below are some of the possibilities for future 

rhetorical research that I noted as I conducted my analysis 

of the data and as I reflected upon my findings. They are 

consistent with what Donald Rubin has identified as the 

major thrusts for future research on gender and writing: 



"identifying stylistic features, verifying their 

distribution by gender, determining their effect on readers' 

perception of writer's gender identity, and eventually 

determining their impact on readers' judgments of 

composition quality" ("Introduction" 17). 

1. In future studies, I would like to conduct an 

assessment of the respondents' psychological gender role 

orientation in the way that Donald Rubin and Kathryn Greene 

did in their article on "Gender Typical Style in Written 

Language." I would like to examine gender effects on the use 

of linguistic politeness by taking into account not only 

biological sex, but also psychological gender role 

orientation. 

2. In future studies, I would like to observe how 

gender interacts with other demographic factors such as 

ethnicity, age, income, and academic major in predicting the 

use of politeness strategies in the students' written 

discourse. 

3. I would like to observe to what extent gender 

combines with other academic information such as grade point 

average, Freshman Placement Exam score. Freshman Composition 



168 

grade, and academic major to influence the use of politeness 

strategies in a student's written discourse. 

4. In my analysis of the data, I noticed variations in 

the length of the politeness strategies employed by the 

students, ranging from just a few words to entire 

paragraphs. In a future study, I would like to conduct a t-

unit analysis of the politeness strategies that I have 

identified to learn if there are any significant syntactic 

variations in the use of these strategies among males and 

females. 

5. My analysis revealed several rather amusing 

instances of insults and failed attempts at politeness. In a 

future study, I would be interested to learn of any gender 

differences in these distinctly impolite discourse 

strategies. 

6. In a recent article, Duane Roen noted that "males 

focused on their own needs more than twice as many times as 

the females . . . not giving reasons for demands or 

assertions, reinforces hierarchical social structures, to 

which males tend to subscribe ("Teacher Response" 133). In a 

future study, it would be interesting to see if the UDWPE 
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exams that I analyzed in this study indicate that the males 

provide less support for their assertions. 

7. In this same article in which Duane Roen analyzed 

persuasive student letters to a school nurse, Duane noted 

that, by directly addressing the nurse, the males may have 

been establishing their separation from her. ("Teacher 

Response" 133). I, too, noted numerous instances of direct 

address in my data and would be very interested to learn of 

any positive correlation between gender and direct address. 

8. Lynn Petersen finds that women's writing is more 

anecdotal and "conductive" (210). It would be interesting 

to find out if the females in my study provided personal, 

experiential support for their assertions with greater 

frequency than the males. I would like to learn if there is 

any empirical evidence in my data to support the widely held 

belief that women use their situated knowledge to a greater 

extent as evidence in support of their arguments. 

9. I would like to collect several writing samples 

from a group of students and observe how they move across 

discourse communities and modes of discourse. I would be 

interested to learn if gender variations in the use of 
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linguistic politeness is more apparent in particular writing 

samples. For instance, I would expect that students would 

use more politeness strategies when they produce informal, 

interactional writing that is concerned with maintaining 

social relationships than they do when they write in more 

formal, purely transactional modes that are concerned with 

the transmission of information. Such a study might provide 

insight into how students construct their gender identities, 

how they perceive power relationships, and, in a larger 

sense, how they construct their social identity for 

differing writing events. 

10. Future studies should attempt to account for the 

culturally-sensitive variables postulated by Brown and 

Levinson: social distance, relative power, and absolute 

ranking (79). I have developed several interesting matrices 

that would be worth validating in an experimental study. 

For instance, I would be interested in determining the 

effect of power and social distance on politeness usage in 

written discourse. I hypothesize that as social distance 

and relative power of the addressee increase, the frequency 

of linguistic politeness strategies would increase as well. 
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social distance f 

power 

Another experimental study might provide evidence to 

support the hypothesis that as the relative power of the 

addressee and FTA's relative degree of imposition increases, 

so does the frequency of linguistic politeness strategies. 
• 

degree of 
imposition 

• 

power 

Finally, I would like to devise an experimental study 

that measures the effect of mode of discourse on the 

relative frequency of linguistic politeness. I hypothesize 

that the frequency of linguistic politeness will increase as 

the mode of discourse shifts from a transactional mode 

(emphasizing the efficient transmission of information) to a 
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more interactional mode (focusing on the establishment and 

maintenance of social relationships). (Kasper 205). 

interactional 
discourse t 

transactional 
discourse 

degree of politeness 

In the next chapter, I will focus on some possible 

explanations for the gender differences that my study has 

revealed and to suggest some of the pedagogical implications 

for this research. 
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CHAPTER 5 

PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS OF THEORIES OF GENDER DIFFERENCES 

How can we teach women to move 

beyond the desire for male approval 

and getting good grades and seek to 

write their own truths that the culture has 

distorted or made taboo? 

--Adrienne Rich 

In the review of the literature in Chapter 2, I 

observed the essentializing tendency of research in rhetoric 

and composition, which has devoted considerable attention to 

documenting gender typical linguistic features occurring at 

the phonological, lexical, syntactic, and discourse levels. 

For instance, Graddol and Swann's 1989 article describes 

phonological differences in men and women's voices that are 

acquired as speakers learn cultural norms of feminine and 

masculine behavior ("Voice" 39). Cinthia Gannett points to 

the semantic muting effect of the lexical generic masculine 

(54-55). Pamela J. Annas cites empirical research 
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contrasting women's discursive, conjunctive syntactic styles 

with male tendencies toward complex, subordinating, syntax 

("Silences" 13). At the discourse level, Elizabeth Flynn 

contrasts female student writing depicting stories of 

interaction and connection with male student narratives of 

achievement and separation ("Composing" 428). Notably, 

however, this research on gender and language has devoted 

little attention to speculating about possible explanations 

for these gender differences. 

In subsequent paragraphs, I will provide a critical review 

of three theories of gender difference: subcultural 

differences theory, power theory, and gender schema theory. 

I will also provide a discussion of the pedagogical 

implications of these theories of gender differences for the 

writing classroom. 

Doing Different Things with Words: 

Subcultural Differences Theory 

I have found that Daniel N. Maltz and Ruth A. Borker's 

19 82 essay, "A Cultural Approach to Male-Female 

Miscommunication," provides a succinct description of the 

subcultural differences theory. In this article, Maltz and 
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Borker hypothesize that "men and women come from different 

sociolinguistic subcultures, having learned to do different 

things with words in a conversation" (200) . To put it 

another way, Maltz and Borker maintain that men and women's 

differing experiences in social contexts cause them to 

develop different speech genres and skills. 

I learned, further, that an important corollary to 

this theory is that, in mixed sex verbal interactions, men 

and women apply differing rules for conversation, resulting 

in instances of cultural miscommunication. For instance, 

Maltz and Borker suggest that minimal responses have 

significantly different meanings for men and women, leading 

to instances of serious miscommunication. They hypothesize 

that, for women, a minimal response means "I'm listening to 

you; please continue." For men, however, it means "I agree 

with you" or "I follow your argument so far" (202) . Maltz 

and Borker propose that these differing rules for 

conversation maintenance often come into conflict and cause 

"massive miscommunication" (202) . However, I am concerned 

that they ignore other possible explanations, such as the 

one offered by Pamela Fishman. In her 1983 study of three 
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white, middle class heterosexual couples, Fishman attributes 

these differences to the "unequal distribution of work in 

conversation" (98). Calling the woman's part of the 

conversation, "conversational shitwork," she makes a 

powerful case for asymmetries in mixed-sex verbal 

interactions. 

I was dismayed to note that Maltz and Borker locate 

support for their hypothesis in anthropological studies, 

suggesting that men's historical involvement in agricultural 

tasks and public politics led them to develop a differing 

set of verbal skills than women whose verbal interactions 

have been typically restricted to the domestic sphere (200) . 

Again, I'm concerned that they ignore arguments such as the 

one offered by Jean Bethke Elshtain. Elshtain attributes 

women's differing patterns of verbal interaction to the 

public silencing of women throughout history. Ehlstain 

reminds us that in Greek society, for instance, women's 

discourse was forcibly confined to the private, domestic 

sphere but male citizens enjoyed unlimited access to public, 

political forums (14). This practice of suppressing women's 

voices, Cinthia Gannett observes, continued through much of 



177 

the medieval period, culminating in the Inquisition and the 

witch trials during the Middle Ages (65). Even now, Gannett 

notes, many cultures actively silence their women through a 

sexual division of labor. Thus, I join Gannett and other 

many feminist scholars in countering Maltz and Borker's 

subcultural theory as a rather simplistic explanation for 

gender differences; I would argue that relegating women's 

discourse to the private sphere throughout history has been 

a conscious effort to ensure men's political and linguistic 

hegemony. 

Maltz and Borker's view is reflected also in the work 

of other sociolinguists such as Deborah Tannen. Tannen 

grounds her 1990 studies in Gumperz and Gumperz' 1982 

analysis of cross-cultural communication which suggests that 

ways of signaling intentions and meanings and ways of 

constituting the context of communication are not universal; 

rather, they are culturally relative (12). For instance, 

Gumperz and Gumperz' note radical differences in cultural 

assumptions about appropriate behavior during committee 

negotiations in bureaucratic contexts. They also point to 

differences in the ways that Asians and Westerners structure 



178 

arguments. Finally, they cite studies of interactions among 

lower-class blacks and middle-class whites that show that 

they use linguistic conventions to make widely divergent 

claims (12-13). 

Thus, Tannen builds upon Gumperz and Gumperz work in 

her studies of adult speakers and young children by 

attempting to show that gender differences can be understood 

as cultural differences. She posits her belief that, 

"[males and females] grow up in different cultural 

environments, so they develop different habits for signaling 

their intentions and understandings" (Tannen "Topical" 75) . 

This belief, I note, is consistent with Nancy Chodorow's 

hypothesis that, as a result of having been parented 

primarily by a woman, men and women develop different gender 

identities. According to Chodorow, women's early 

relationship with their mother causes them to develop a 

sense of self that is continuous with others. As a result, 

Chodorow says, "feminine personality comes to define itself 

in relation and connection to other people more than 

masculine personality does" (43-44). On the other hand, 

Chodorow argues that men separate themselves from their 
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mothers, resulting in "a more emphatic individuation and a 

more defensive firming of experienced ego boundaries" (166-

67) . Thus, the female gender identity is based on a basic 

sense of connectedness, while the male gender identity is 

grounded in the belief in a separate self. I also note 

that, consistent with Tannen's belief, is Carol Gilligan's 

proposal that women's epistemologies are grounded in an 

ethic of care and responsibility rather than an ethic of 

autonomy and justice. 

In a 1990 article, Tannen provides evidence for this 

belief by showing that males and females accomplish 

coherence in conversations in "different but equally valid 

ways" ("Topical" 74). In a series of videotaped, single sex 

conversations, she demonstrates that female friends 

establish topics for conversation and engage in extended 

discussions on a small number of topics while male friends 

produce considerably less talk on many different topics. In 

addition, she observes that male friends typically choose 

topics that are more abstract and less personal (74) . I was 

surprised to note, however, that Tannen confined her study 

to single-sex verbal interactions. She does acknowledge, 
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however, that mixed sex verbal interaction would probably 

result in mutual negative evaluations because males and 

females have developed differing patterns for establishing 

and maintaining conversations. What she fails to 

acknowledge, though, is that these negative evaluations may-

have more to do with asymmetrical power relations between 

men and women than with simple differences in patterns of 

speech. 

Maltz and Borker specify differing rules for 

conversation that might result in miscommunication in mixed-

sex discourse. They suggest, for instance, that women see 

questions as a tool for maintaining a conversation, while 

men view them as simple requests for information. They also 

propose that women feel more compelled than men to 

acknowledge a preceding utterance and to link their comment 

to that utterance. In addition, they observe that women 

view displays of verbal aggressiveness as personally 

directed, negative, and disruptive, but men see it as a 

convention for organizing conversational flow. Moreover, 

they note that women tend to develop topics progressively 

and shift them gradually while men are more likely to define 
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topics more narrowly, adhere to them more rigidly, and shift 

them more abruptly. Finally, they suggest that women tend 

to discuss problems with one another, share experiences, and 

offer reassurances in contrast to men who respond by giving 

advice, acting as experts, and lecturing. I couldn't help 

but notice that Maltz and Borker fail to provide any 

empirical examples from mixed sex discourse to support their 

hypothesis about how cultural differences cause 

miscommunication. What is even more disconcerting is that 

Maltz and Borker fail to acknowledge that the male 

tendencies they enumerate have the effect of supporting male 

dominance in conversation. As Nancy Henley and Cheris 

Kramarae point out, these male tendencies may be seen as the 

exercise of the "perogative of power . . . the power to 

define and control a situation" (29). Rather than 

representing cultural differences, then, these differing 

rules for communication must be read as expressive of gender 

inequities. 

Similarly, Deborah Tannen's immensely popular book. You 

Just Don't Understand: Women and Men in Conversation fails 

in its attempt to show how mixed sex discourse results in 
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miscommunication. In this book, Tannen provides evidence 

from her ovm studies to show that men engage in 

conversations from the point of view of an individual in a 

hierarchical social order. In such a world, Tannen 

suggests, conversations represent negotiations in which 

people try to achieve and maintain the upper hand (24) . On 

the other hand, Tannen proposes that women view the world as 

a network of connections and therefore conceive of 

conversations as "negotiations for closeness in which people 

try to seek and give confirmation and support, and to reach 

consensus" (25). Thus, Tannen concludes, conversations 

between men and women must be viewed as cross-cultural 

communication because women speak and hear a language of 

connection and intimacy while men speak and hear a language 

of status and independence (42). While Tannen's prose is 

certainly engaging and her illustrations entertaining, I 

found her evidence to be largely anecdotal. Moreover, she 

ignores the asymmetrical power relations that frequently 

characterize such mixed sex conversations. 

Thus, I remain unconvinced that the subcultural 

differences theory provides sufficient evidence for or a 
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satisfactory explanation of gender variations in mixed sex 

interactions. I would argue for a broader socio-political 

perspective, which recognizes that male dominance is built 

into the familial, economic, political, religious, and legal 

structures of society and that these power structures are 

reflected in communication patterns that perpetuate male 

dominance. 

Gate Poynton would concur with my assessment, noting 

that the "analysis in terms of males and females belonging 

to different sociolinguistic subcultures is inadequate 

[because] it goes no further than the question of 

difference. The question of who benefits from such 

difference is never asked" (28). I turn, then, to the 

power theory, which provides me with a more satisfying 

explanation for gender variations in mixed sex discourse. 

Perpetuating Asymmetrical Discursive Practices: Power Theory 

I think that gender differences are more accurately 

accounted for by a second theory, which attributes these 

linguistic differences to asymmetrical power relations. As 

Gate Poynton observes, 
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Men are culturally legitimated as powerful and women 

are not . . . Hence, relations between women and men 

are culturally defined as between powerful and 

powerless and this shows up linguistically in a variety 

of ways. (84-85) 

In my survey of the literature, I found that some 

theorists suggest that these linguistic inequities are 

rooted in the political structure of a society that Deborah 

Cameron has called "profoundly unequal" (11) . Chodorow 

enumerates some of these political mechanisms: capitalist 

relations of work and exploitation, the state and the 

family, divisions among women or alliances among men, and 

male violence and control of women's reproductive and sexual 

capacities" ("Feminism" 1). According to Thorne and 

Henley's 1975 article, language helps to maintain these 

larger political structures, serving as the "micropolitical 

structure of male dominance (15) . To support their 

hypothesis, they point to speech genres which embody 

patterns of dominance; for instance, asymmetric patterns of 

address, nonreciprocal naming patterns, men's inclinations 

to talk more at mixed gatherings, the tendency of men to 
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interrupt women, the male proclivity for engaging in verbal 

dueling, and the male preference for nonstandard speech as a 

way of signaling male solidarity (16-18). Thorne and Henley 

also suggest that this linguistic micropolitical structure 

reflects a basic division of labor between men and women. 

They point to evidence that women, even in non-family 

settings, are defined mainly by their relationship to men 

and that conversational topics parallel much of the social 

and ideological division of labor (20-21) . 

Other theorists, like Nancy Chodorow, attribute these 

linguistic asymmetries to psychological causes: entrapment 

by the woman's own reproductive anatomy, the objectification 

of the female body, the woman's containment to the domestic 

sphere, mothering or marital relationships, or compulsory 

heterosexuality (1). Indeed, suggests Chodorow, this dread 

of womanly power and the subsequent devaluation of women's 

work roles may have is roots in "the bisexual components of 

any man's personality" (^^Feminism" 40). 

Whatever the cause, I would concur with Gate Poynton's 

conclusion that institutionalized interests are committed to 

perpetuating the ideology of gender and its resultant 
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asymmetrical discursive practices (88) . I believe that 

changes in gender-typical ways of speaking and writing would 

entail profound changes in cultural traditions. As Poynton 

astutely obser*/es. 

Such a change would revolutionize more than 

patterns of talk and relations between men and 

women: if it were to be effected it would 

necessitate discarding traditional and totally 

unquestioned ways of thinking about knowledge and 

ways of knowing and about the relationship of 

humanity to the natural and social worlds it 

inhabits. (34) 

Nevertheless, she counsels us to "Blow the whistle: 

keep naming the ideology and particularly the practices that 

realize and sustain it" (Poynton 88) . 

In any event, I remain convinced of the validity of 

this explanation for gender difference. As Elizabeth Flynn 

observes, "ultimately, questions of difference are questions 

of power, questions of whose interpretation of reality will 

prevail and of whose decisions will construct that reality 

("Composing" 124) . Some of the more persuasive evidence I 
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have found comes from a series of sociolinguistic studies 

conducted by Don H. Zimmerman and Candace West. In a 1975 

study of acquainted conversationalists, they found marked 

asymmetries in initiations of interruptions between persons 

in cross-sex dyads. These exchanges were recorded 

unobtrusively in drugstores, coffee shops, and other public 

places in a university community and in private dwellings. 

Nine of the eleven cross-sex exchanges ensued between 

previously acquainted persons, whose relationships ranged 

from casual acquaintances to intimacy. The exchanges 

selected for analysis were excerpted from longer transcripts 

and contained at least two instances of silence or 

simultaneous speech. (111-113) . 

In this study, Zimmerman and West define interruptions 

as "violations of speakers' turns at talk" (115). They base 

this definition on a model of turn-taking in conversation 

advanced by Sacks, Schelgloff and Jefferson. Sacks et al. 

define turn-taking places in terms of unit types (words, 

phrases, clauses, or sentences). They represent these turn-

transition places, further, in terms of an ordered rule 



188 

mechanism which provide for (1) the speaker to select the 

next speaker, (2) the next speaker to self-select, or 

(3) the current speaker to continue to speaking (704) . 

Interruptions, then, are incursions that have the potential 

to disrupt turns at talk, disorganize the ongoing 

construction of conversational topics, and violate the 

current speaker's right to speak. Interruptions contrast 

with overlaps--brief simultaneities occurring in the 

immediate vicinity of possible turn-transition places that 

have some facilitative warrant (114). 

Results of Zimmerman and West's analysis displayed 

gross asymmetries: males initiated 46 out of 48 or 96% of 

the interruptions. Given these marked assymmetries, 

Zimmerman and West conclude that "men deny equal status to 

women as conversational partners" and that "just as male 

dominance is exhibited through male control of macro-

institutions in society, it is also exhibited through 

control of at least a part of one micro-institution" (125) . 

In a subsequent 1977 study, they analyzed the 

transcripts of eleven adult male-female, ten adult male-

male, and ten adult female-female conversations that had 
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been recorded in coffee shops, drug stores, and other public 

places in a university community. They compared these 

results with the results of a previous 1975 study of five 

parent-child interactions recorded in a physician's office. 

They found striking similarities between the pattern of 

interruptions in male-female interchanges and those observed 

in adult-child transactions. Specifically, they found that 

while overlaps and interruptions were distributed 

symmetrically between male-male and female-female speakers, 

cross-sex conversations displayed gross asymmetries: males 

initiated 96% of all interruptions. (524) . West and 

Zimmerman observe similarities to their data on adult-child 

interactions, suggesting that, "women's time at talk is--at 

least some of the time--expendable and that women can be 

treated conversationally like "non-persons" (525). They 

conclude that women have restricted rights to speak and may 

be ignored and interrupted at will (525) . These 

interruptions constitute, in their view, "a display of 

dominance or control of the female . . . male displays of 

dominance and female displays of submission" (527). 
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Finally, in a 198 3 study Zimmerman and West compare the 

findings of their previous research with similar data from 

cross-sex interactions between previously unacquainted 

persons in a laboratory setting. This study was designed to 

reduce the plausibility of the alternative hypothesis that 

conversations between the previously acquainted persons in 

their previous studies could have been affected by the 

intimacy between the conversants. Surmising that the 

formality of a laboratory setting might actually inhibit 

interruption, they argued that the reproduction of a similar 

pattern of predominantly male-initiated interruption under 

laboratory conditions would offer evidence of the 

"robustness" of this phenomenon (107). Thus, their findings 

are based on five cross-sex conversations recorded in a 

laboratory setting. Participants in this study were second-

year university students (five males and five females) 

between the ages of eighteen and twenty-one. The students 

were all previously unacquainted and randomly paired. The 

transcripts of these conversations on a pre-selected topic 

(bicycle safety on campus) reveal the same asymmetries as 
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the previous study: 75% of the interruptions in this second 

study were male-initiated (105-107). 

In concluding remarks, Zimmerman and West suggest that 

"whenever males and females talk, there are echoes of a 

'sexual division of labor' and a quite portable one at that" 

(110) . They conclude that the observed asymmetries in the 

initiation of interruptions constitute "a power 

differential" or "a way of 'doing' power in face-to-face 

interaction" (111) . They suggest, further, that "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). 

Candace West's findings in her 1984 exploratory study 

of interruptions between physicians and patients during 

actual visits to the doctor are based on a detailed analysis 

of 21 videotaped encounters between physicians and their 

patients. Patients in these exchanges ranged in ages from 

16 to 82 years, and they came from a variety of professional 

and cultural backgrounds. These encounters, representing 

over 532 pages of transcripts, provide convincing empirical 

support for an asymmetrical view of the physician-patient 
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relationship. Specifically, West found that male physicians 

interrupt patients disproportionately and that they appear 

to use interruptions as a means of exerting control over 

their patients. However, encounters between patients and 

female physicians display markedly different patterns; when 

the doctor is a "lady," patients interrupt as much or more 

than physicians in an apparent attempt to subvert the 

physician's authority ("Doctor" 89). West concludes from 

her study that men's interruptions of women in cross-sex 

conversations constitute an exercise of power and dominance. 

She also speculates that gender may indeed be the most 

salient factor in a conversation: "gender can have primacy 

over status in face-to-face conversations ("Doctor" 102). 

O'Barr and Atkins dispute West's speculation about the 

saliency of gender in verbal interactions. In their 1980 

analysis of over 150 hours of trial transcripts from a North 

Carolina superior criminal court, they found that both men 

and women used "women's language" features in their 

courtroom testimonies. These findings suggested to the 

researchers that "so called 'women's language' is neither 

characteristic of all women nor limited only to women" 
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(103) . O'Barr and Atkins conclude, therefore, that "women's 

language" would be more accurately referred to as "powerless 

language," a term which is more descriptive of the social 

status of the speaker without the necessary link to the sex 

of the speaker (104). They argue that rather than being 

primarily sex-linked, a high incidence of "women's language" 

features appear to be more closely related to social 

position and/or social context (109) . 

Thus, O'Barr and Atkins' 198 0 study points to one of 

the major flaws in the power theory. While the power theory 

is indeed powerfully persuasive, it fails to account for 

socially constructed psychological variations between men 

and women. By dichotomizing gender differences according to 

biological sex, it ignores individual variations. As Thorne 

points out in his critique of the tendency to rigidify and 

polarize gender categories, "Gender should be conceptualized 

as a system of relationships rather than as an immutable and 

dichotomous given" (168). 

Indeed, much of what has plagued both the subcultural 

and power theories of gender difference has to do with their 

definitions of the terms "woman" and "man." Both theories 
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exhibit the unfortunate tendency to dichotomize and 

universalize the category of "woman" and "man" by 

delineating characteristics said to be true of all women and 

all men. Moreover, these theories tend to essentialize 

these terms by seeking their meaning in what they construe 

to be women's and men's essential biological nature. As 

researchers continue to universalize and dichotomize the 

meaning of these terms they also continue to ignore the 

importance of social determinants of gender. Gender is not a 

biological essence; rather, it is a socially constructed 

phenomenon that is created and re-created in ongoing social 

interactions. Thus, it is not an immutable given but rather 

a dynamic, ever-changing phenomenon. .Moreover, it is 

manifested in an infinite number of ways as it interacts 

with other important variables such as class and ethnicity. 

Therefore, we must remain alert to the influence of a 

complex of other situational variables affecting gender 

differences and its resultant discursive practices. For 

instance, factors such as age, education, occupation, ethnic 

background, socioeconomic status, and social context 

profoundly influence communicative practices. 
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For instance, in a 1987 review article, Elizabeth Aries 

cites numerous studies which suggest that gender differences 

in language vary according to social role and that they are 

related to social opportunities; women use less standard 

forms than men in situations where their educational and 

occupational opportunities are limited ("Gender" 158-159). 

Aries also points to studies indicating that gender role 

differentiation decreases as intimacy increases; people in 

established relationships display a wider repertoire of 

communicative behaviors than individuals in initial or 

developing relationships (^^Gender" 159). Additionally, the 

demands of the immediate setting influence the extent to 

which gender differences are evident; gender differences are 

not as easily discerned in formal, public setting (159). For 

instance, as Carol Edelsky observes, women are less likely 

to assume control of a conversation when taking the floor 

involves a hierarchical interaction; however, women are more 

likely to assume control when the floor represents an 

informal, collaborative venture (160) . Finally, another 

important factor, according to Aries, is the sex composition 

of the group. In mixed-sex groups, men use less 
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stereotypically male language, apparently because the 

presence of women increases the frequency of supportive, 

personal interactions and decreases combativeness ("Gender" 

160) . 

Aries observes parallel findings between studies of 

verbal communication and studies of non-verbal interactions; 

for instance, studies have found that nonverbal behaviors do 

not simply facilitate social intercourse but function as 

micropolitical gestures intimately linked to power. Also, 

gender differences are more pronounced in single sex than in 

mixed sex nonverbal interactions ("Gender" 161). 

Interestingly enough, Aries speculates that gender 

differences may indeed be more of a function of gender role 

orientation rather than the sex of the individual ("Gender" 

161-162). 

In the succeeding paragraphs, then, I will turn my attention 

to a theoretical perspective that depicts gender differences 

in terms of a variety of gender role orientations rather 

than as absolute dichotomies in an attempt to overcome what 

Joy Ritchie has called "the essentialist fiction" (255). 
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Gender as a Terministic Screen: Gender Schema Theory 

By rejecting descriptions of gender differences in 

terms of discrete categories, I have embraced the concept of 

androgynous rhetoric. This concept is predicated on the 

assumption that it is possible, at least in principle, for 

the individual to be both masculine and feminine, both 

instrumental and expressive committed to both the 

cognitive focus on getting the job done or the problem 

solved and the affective concern for the welfare of others 

and the harmony of the group (Bern "Promise" 49-50) . Nancy 

Chodorow argues for this concept by contending that, "all 

people within a culture contain within themselves both what 

are considered . . . masculine and what are considered 

feminine characteristics of that culture (36). Jennifer 

Coates suggests, further, that "androgynous behavior may 

offer many rewards for women in contemporary society, 

allowing them a wide repertoire of behavior to cope with the 

wide variety of social roles they have to take on" (76). 

Jennifer Coates and Deborah Cameron cite research which 

shows that 3 0 to 45 percent of American women college 

students score high on both feminine and masculine 
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dimensions, thereby demonstrating the empirical existence of 

psychologically androgynous behavior. Sandra Bern, however, 

is a little less convinced of the widespread possibility of 

psychological androgyny. She writes, "although I believe it 

is possible for people to be both masculine and feminine, I 

also believe that traditional sex roles prevent this 

possibility from ever becoming a reality for many 

individuals" (50). 

Nevertheless, in a self-confessed attempt to "bring the 

concept of androgyny down to empirical reality," Bem devised 

an instrument called the Bem Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI), a 

paper and pencil instrument which distinguishes between 

androgynous individuals from more sex-typed self concepts. 

She uses this instrument in a series of studies in 1976 that 

were designed to measure the impact of individual's sex role 

stereotype on the performance of simple, everyday activities 

like playing with a kitten, cuddling a baby, and lending a 

sympathetic ear to a person in distress. The results of 

these series of studies are intriguing. Men's sex role 

stereotype has the expected effect. Bem obseirves, that the 

androgynous male, for instance, "shuns no behavior just 
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because our culture happens to label it as female, and his 

competence crosses both the instrumental and the expressive 

domains. In contrast, the feminine male does well only in 

the expressive domain, and the masculine male does well only 

in the instrumental domain. However, for the women in her 

studies, the findings are much more complex. Happily, the 

androgynous female functions effectively in both the 

instrumental and expressive domains. Masculine women also 

join their androgynous sisters in functioning effectively in 

both domains. However, Bern's findings about feminine women 

are curious indeed. She found that feminine women do not 

perform effectively in either domain, especially when the 

"appropriate" behavior is ambiguous or left unspecified. 

("Promise" 58-59). These findings lead Bem to speculate 

that "the feminine woman may be overly concerned about the 

negative consequences of her behavior, regardless of whether 

that behavior is masculine-instrumental or feminine-

expressive" (59). This particular finding leads Bem then 

formulate a general conclusion about the dangers of sex-

typing and the promise of androgyny. 
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Sandra Bern reveals that the major purpose of her 

research has always been a feminist one; her political 

intent has been to "help free the human personality from the 

restricting prison of sex-role stereotyping and to develop a 

conception of mental health that is free from culturally 

imposed definitions of masculinity and femininity" (59) . 

I would concur with Sandra Bern's feminist agenda; that 

is, I would agree that we must free ourselves from the 

potentially stultifying effects of culturally imposed 

definitions of masculinity and femininity. We must avoid, at 

all costs, gender definitions that are dichotomizing and 

universalizing. Moreover, we must be especially careful to 

resist the urge to essentialize gender differences as 

immutable biological givens. We must, as Donna J. Haraway 

counsels, resist the "apparent unity of [our] own female 

identities if [we] are to find a fundamental way of 

combatting the universalizing and totalizing impulses of 

[feminist] theory" (72) . Only when we acknowledge the 

terministic screens through which we filter our multi-

faceted gender identities, can we begin to embrace what 
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Frank and Treichler refer to as the powerful diversity of 

women's lives (229). 

By freeing ourselves of constricting notions about 

gender, then, we can begin to think of gender variation in 

written discourse as situated, contextually determined 

differences. We begin to find that such differences are 

manifest in a variety of writing styles that vary according 

to the topic and the mode of discourse. Moreover, by 

defining gender differences as a way of construing reality 

that does not depend on biological differences, I think we 

can better account for individual differences as well as 

socio-cultural influences. Finally, we can also account for 

differences that occur as the individual interacts with a 

variety of discourse communities. In the discourse 

community of the classroom, for instance, the view of the 

gendered subject as a situated, contextually determined 

phenomenon implies a critical consciousness that gender 

differences do not represent simple subcultural differences, 

that they frequently reflect asymmetrical power relations, 

and that these differences are never essential. Hence, the 

gender variations that we witness in both the oral and 
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written discourse of our students must be likened to 

shifting sands along a shore; they can never be absolutely 

dichotomized, but must be understood as dynamic and ever-

changing . 

What, then, are the pedagogical implications for such a 

theoretical orientation? Simply stated, how does the 

writing teacher teach well so that her students may write 

powerfully? Such a question will certainly occupy me for 

the remainder of my career as a writing teacher, but I will 

make a humble attempt to begin articulating some of the ways 

that the writing teacher can be responsive to the socially 

situated and culturally located gender differences in the 

writing classroom. 

In so doing, I will attempt to avert the "danger of 

refining the theory and scholarship at the expense of the 

women who need to experience the fruits of research" 

(Heilbrun 19). In some small measure, I hope to make the 

often obtuse writing style of feminist thinkers accessible 

to writing teachers in the classroom, so that feminist 

theory can inform our day-to-day teaching practices. 
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Teaching Well: Pedagogical Implications of Non-Essentialized 

Theories of Gender Difference 

During a graduate seminar, Duane Roen shared his 

observation about the parallels between the work of the 

writing teacher and that of the medical midwife, and I can 

recall being quite enamored by this metaphor. Fond memories 

of the kind and competent hands of registered nurses during 

the birth of my three children convinced me, too, of the 

rich potential of this metaphor for characterizing the 

relationship between the writing teacher and his or her 

students. Together, Duane and I collaborated to author a 

draft of an unpublished manuscript that both developed the 

metaphor of the writing teacher as midwife and provided a 

scholarly examination of the midwife metaphor in literature 

and history. Phyllis Ryder and Barbara Heiffron also 

provided valuable insights as they collaborated in 

authorship of later drafts. Since the birth of my fourth 

child under the gentle nurturance of a medical midwife, I 

realize that the metaphor of the writing teacher as midwife 

continues to speak to the truth of my own experience. For 

this reason, I have obtained permission from my 
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collaborators to include excerpts from this manuscript in my 

dissertation along with a critique of my own that elucidates 

some of the limitations of the midwife metaphor. I will 

then attempt to extend this metaphor by exploiting the term 

hana'i, a Hawaiian word that describes the unique Hawaiian 

custom of giving a child to another, often childless couple, 

to raise as their own. In this way, I believe that I can 

speak to the aim of "teaching well" to the broad spectrum of 

gender identities represented in the writing classroom. 

The Writing Teacher as Midwife 

As the woman prepares for the birth of her child, the 

midwife facilitates her involvement in Lamaze and Bradley 

classes, coaching her in breathing techniques and explaining 

the various stages of labor. Similarly, the midwife writing 

teacher works with each student from the moment of 

conception, guiding each of them through the writing 

process. The teacher explains the stages of the labor of 

writing, helping the student recognize what we know about 

writing--that it is messy, recursive, and often painful. 

During the process of labor and delivery, the pregnant 

woman looks to the midwife for various kinds of support. In 
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the early stages of labor, the midwife assists the pregnant 

woman by patiently and vigilantly monitoring the progress of 

the labor, frequently offering encouraging comments and 

describing to the laboring woman what is happening in the 

birthing process. In the same way, the midwife writing 

teacher facilitates the birth of a student's ideas by 

voicing her confidence and belief in that learner's ability 

to succeed. As John Mayher, Nancy Lester, and Gordon Pradl 

suggest, the midwife teacher trusts that "the student has 

within her everything she needs to write powerfully"(126). 

Such trust enables the midwife writing teacher to function 

in the same way that Ronald Scheifer and James Comas suggest 

that a professional editor should: "the editor is there and 

not there, marginal, at hand, in preparation for what could 

occur, what is only possible tomorrow" (67). 

As the pregnant woman moves toward the transition 

stage, the discomfort increases and the midwife typically 

takes a more active role. The teacher/midwife acknowledges 

both the pain and the struggle and offers strategies for 

coping with the process. She calms the laborer with both her 
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confidence and expertise. The midwife reminds the couple of 

certain specifics and fills in some of the gaps in their 

understanding about how to proceed. 

In an analogous manner, Belenky, Clinchy, 

Goldberger, and Tarule explain that the midwife teacher 

assists by "making [the student's] tacit knowledge 

explicit and elaborating on it" (217) . The midwife writing 

teacher's role at this juncture, then, is to assist students 

in becoming empowered by "highlighting and nurturing the 

strengths students already have" (Mittan 2 07). In the same 

way, the laboring woman is reassured by the inexorable power 

of a uterus that knows just what to do. So, too, the 

midwife teacher trusts in the workings of her student's 

mind. 

In addition to providing technical expertise, the 

midwife addresses the woman's emotional, social, and 

spiritual needs ("Midwife" Academic). She coaches and coaxes 

the couple toward the birth of their child. The midwife 

also honestly responds to inquiries about problems or 

difficulties; she never glosses over the work that still 

remains. The teacher, similarly, recognizes that emotions 
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are an integral part of the writing process and does not 

ignore them. Nor does she minimize the amount of work a 

student must do to produce a strong essay. 

When labor reaches its final stages, the midwife 

frequently intercedes more forcefully, impressively 

displaying her technical and professional expertise in a 

cool, calm, confident manner. If the fetus needs some slight 

repositioning to facilitate a healthy birth, she can manage 

this or instruct the mother how to help the rotation take 

place. Similarly, there are times when interference is 

necessary to prevent an idea from entering the world 

stillborn. The midwife metaphor suggests, then, that we 

learn this timing with our students. At critical moments 

during composing, Lawrence Rosenfield suggests that the 

midwife actively "focuses and directs energies inherent in 

[the student] . . ."(8). Or, as Peter Elbow puts it, the 

midwife teacher "can listen to a discussion or read a paper 

and sniff out every good idea that comes along, no matter 

how poorly or badly expressed it is. This is the midwife 

teacher who helps students give birth to nascent good ideas" 

(286) . 
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Midwife writing teachers, then, work to nurture 

students in the ways that Elisabeth Daumer and Sandra Runzo 

suggest feminist educators should. That is, midwife 

teachers, as feminist teachers, work "to unlock the 

possibilities inherent in their [students'] work ... to 

liberate [students'] potential for personal growth and 

political transformation, and thereby foster the liberation 

of those students who have traditionally been denied equal 

participation in the creation of knowledge" (47) . They are 

willing, as Carolyn Ericksen Hill suggests, to take risks to 

work to bring into the world that which has been ignored or 

lost--ideas which, perhaps, non-midwife teachers would 

demand that students abort. Nurturing occurs most naturally 

and works most effectively when the midwife empathetically 

understands what the pregnant woman is experiencing. As 

Sarah Stone observes in her mid eighteenth-century guide to 

midwifery, "There is a tender regard one woman bears to 

another, and a natural sympathy in those that have gone 

thro' the pangs of childbearing; which, doubtless occasion a 

compassion for those that labour under these circumstances, 

which no man can be judge of" (xiv) . Likewise, the 
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effective midwife writing teacher, whether woman or man, is 

one who has been there, one who has written. Unlike the 

midwife, though, who may be biological mother to only a few 

children, a midwife writing teacher can and should bring 

many pieces of her or his own writing into the world. 

Writing teachers need to experience frequently the pangs of 

writing if they are to empathetically understand, in the 

Rogerian sense (see Rogers; see Teich), their writing 

students' struggles. 

Effective midwifery goes beyond nurturing, though. 

As Susan Jarratt argues, we sometimes need to put a student 

writer's thinking in opposition to other ideas to help give 

voice to those ideas (112-16). Feminist bell hooks argues 

similarly in Talking Back, where she reflects on her own 

coming to voice through oppositional thinking. In her more 

recent Teaching to Transgress. hooks makes it clear that 

teachers who best help students come to voice are those who 

are "on a mission" (2) to nurture intellect through a 

Freireian liberatory pedagogy. For this to work, all of us 

in the classroom must have "interest in one another, in 

hearing one another's voices, in recognizing one another's 
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presence" (8). Freire insists that such pedagogy be marked 

always by respect, never manipulation (Hope 80) . Our 

teaching must also be marked by honest responses to 

students, not the kind of false optimism that the midwife 

uttered to Rachel--"Fear not; thou shalt have this son 

also"--just before Rachel died in labor (Genesis, 35: 17) . 

Through regular practice, the midwife can, as Laurel 

Thatcher Ulrich notes, "mediate the mysteries of birth, 

procreation, illness, and death" (47). Ulrich demonstrates 

this vividly in her Pulitzer-Prize winning study of the 

diary and the life of Martha Ballard, a midwife of the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Likewise, the 

midwife writing teacher, as Donald Murray suggests, mediates 

the mysteries of writing: "Writing is a craft before it is 

an art; writing may appear magic, but it is our 

responsibility to take our students backstage to watch the 

pigeons being tucked up the magician's sleeve" (4). 

In sum, the midwife writing teacher serves as a monitor, 

a guiding hand, and a competent, confident, patient 

facilitator of learning. Such a teacher coaxes and coaches 

the writer by sometimes interceding forcefully, and by 
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sometimes taking a less active role. As Peter Elbow puts 

it, the midwife teacher functions as a "benign authority, an 

ally, a confidante, an equal who cares for her students and 

believes they know something and have a voice" (158) . 

In the midwife teacher's classroom, both the teacher 

and the student engage in what Ruddick would call "maternal 

thinking." Such thinking is committed to preserving the life 

and fostering the growth of the newborn child. Thus, in the 

writing classroom, maternal thinking involves a commitment 

to nurturing the growth of the fragile idea-child fostered 

during composing. Nevertheless, as Belenky and her 

colleagues remind us, "Midwife teachers do not administer 

anesthesia. They support their students thinking, but they 

do not do their thinking for them or expect the students to 

think as they do . . . the midwife-teacher's first concern 

is to preserve the students' fragile newborn thoughts . . . 

and to foster [the students'] growth" (217-18). 

Allusions to midwives occur frequently in literary 

history, including the well-known one that appears in Exodus 

(1:15-19), in which the Hebrew midwives, Shiphrah and 
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Purah, defied the Egyptian Pharaoh's command to kill all of 

the sons born to Hebrew women. As far as we know, though, 

Plato was the first to write about the midwife teacher. In 

his dialogue Theaetetus, Socrates invokes the midwife 

metaphor to persuade Theaetetus to engage in a philosophical 

inquiry about the nature of knowledge (Hansen 217) . Socrates 

tells Theaetetus, "I am the son of a midwife, brave and 

burly, whose name was Phaenarete" (201) and "I myself 

practice midwifery" (201) . Socrates describes his own work 

as a midwife, not like his mother as one who helps to give 

birth to children, but rather one who helps to give birth to 

ideas. He explains, "I look after their souls when they are 

in labour . . . and the triumph of my art is in thoroughly 

examining whether the thought which the mind of the young 

man brings forth is a false idol or a noble and true birth" 

(203) . 

Our discovery of the frequent references to the midwife 

in Plato's work have catalyzed my critical reflection about 

the limitations of this metaphor. As Phyllis Ryder has 

astutely observed, these references to pre-existing, nascent 

ideas that are drawn out by the midwife writing teacher. 



suggest a Platonic view of Truth and Knowledge as "fixed 

entities that are inherent and universal." Such a view 

conflicts with a postmodern, social-constructionist view of 

knowledge as dynamic and socially situated. Indeed, it migh 

be possible to compare this view to the traditional banking 

model of teaching which insists that the teacher knows what 

is best for the students and that students must eventually 

be persuaded to the teacher's view of Truth. As Plato has 

obseirved in his work Symposium, in this view, the teacher 

finds a "soul which is pregnant ... a fair and noble and 

well-nurtured soul . . . and tries to educate" that soul 

(376). 

Thus, midwife writing teachers not only assist in the 

delivery of a student's ideas but they also evaluate the 

soundness of these ideas. They practice the "art of 

midwifery" to help his students distinguish between ideas 

which are worthy "offspring" from those which are 

unproductive "false phantoms" that should be abandoned 

(Hansen 213). This metaphor, as David Hansen observes, 

"conjures up a vision of a wise, nurturing figure who can 

guide the inexperienced into knowledge" (213). 
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Notably, however, the midwife metaphor is suggestive of 

a dialogic approach to uncovering Truth. In Phaedrus. for 

instance, Socrates interacts with Phaedrus to think through 

ideas and arrive at new truth. Nonetheless, this work 

implies a pre-existent truth so that the interaction is not 

a creative act but rather a destructive one: Socrates must 

tear away the ill-conceived, false impositions in order to 

reveal an already-existing truth. In this view, then, only 

some idea-children are "worthy" and the midwife must "abort" 

those deemed unworthy. 

The Platonic view, then, would seem to suggest that the 

relationship between the midwife teacher and the student is, 

in fact, interactive and dialogic; the teacher is not 

necessarily all-knowing and the relationship is not 

necessarily one-way. Socrates, for instance, drew closer to 

the Truth through his discussions with Phaedrus. 

Nevertheless, I find the position of the "right baby" or the 

concept of a "pre-existent truth" to be untenable. Such a 

view denies the possibility that, as the teacher and the 

student interact, they create knowledge about a socially 

situated truth. I believe that writing is not only about 
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discovery; it is also about creation. As Adrienne Rich has 

observed, ''if a work is to coalesce, there has to be an 

imaginative transformation of reality" (43). Thus, writing 

is not simply an imitation of nature but a creative 

transformation of nature. Writing, is an art form,- it is 

mimetic. 

In sum, the midwife metaphor overlooks the act of 

writing as a creative act, as the active construction of 

meaning. As Janet Emig observes, writing is not only a mode 

of learning about truth, it is also a mode of thinking, 

feeling, and intuiting. Writing is, as Vygotsky suggests, 

"the deliberate structuring of the web of meaning (100). 

Perhaps the greatest impetus for my critical, self-

reflexive critique of to the midwife metaphor has been an 

enormously important article by Susan Jarratt entitled 

"Feminism and Composition: The Case for Conflict," which 

critiques a number of articles about composition pedagogy 

and which, indirectly, provides the basis for my critique of 

the midwife metaphor. In this article, Jarratt makes the 

case for conflict in the composition classroom; she argues 

that composition teachers' efforts to create a supportive 
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climate in the classroom and to validate student experience 

leads them to avoid conflict (106) . She explains that 

feminist adaptations of expressivist composition pedagogy-

promote the spirit of open-ended inquiry, emphasize the 

supportive context for writing, endorse the idea of maternal 

values and practice, and advocate a collaborative mode of 

reading and writing about women's texts and personal 

experiences. In so doing, says Jarratt, they reject an 

agonistic, adversarial approach to writing. Jarratt 

acknowledges that these approaches have much to commend 

them: they encourage students to write about what matters to 

them, they experiment with diverse styles, and they re

vision teachers as nurturing rather than authority figures. 

However, as Jarratt suggests, they fail to acknowledge 

fundamental clashes in values that underlie issues of style, 

effect, and meaning. Employing heavily gendered language, 

such approaches demand that females listen openly and 

acceptingly, thereby replicating the traditional female role 

in society. While they reject an approach to writing that 

embodies a masculine ethic of aggression and adversarial 

relationships, they are not adequately attuned to the social 
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complexities and political exigencies of our classrooms 

(108-114) . 

It is apparent to me that the midwife metaphor is 

philosophically grounded in what Jarratt terms "feminist 

adaptations of expressivist composition." Grounding it in 

this way enables me to recognize some of its limitations. 

First, by idealizing maternal teaching, the midwife metaphor 

overlooks the darker side of mothering. As Elizabeth Daumer 

and Sandra Runzo remind us, "there is another side of 

maternal teaching that most of us remember, where mothers 

silence their daughters in the name of society" (50). 

Jarratt suggests that the notion of "teacher as mother 

naively ignores the deep ambivalence toward and repression 

of the mother in our culture" (113) . My own personal 

experience does not validate this aspect of mothering: my 

mother is a free spirit and an intellectual in her own right 

who has been an enabling force in my life, and in my 

relationship with my own daughters, I have actively 

encouraged the assertion and affirmation of their feminine 

identities. Nevertheless, I realize that some individuals 

may have had a much more conflicted experience of 



218 

motherhood; some look upon mothering with ambivalence as an 

inescapably guilt-ridden experience. 

Another limitation of the midwife metaphor is its 

tendency to conceptualize the student as caring, nurturing, 

and compliant, rather than as independent, visionary and 

authoritative (Miller 181) . Jarratt characterizes this 

tendency toward assent, compliance, receptivity, and 

openness as "a rhetoric of surrender for women" and notes 

that some may men may experience difficulties in fitting 

into such a classroom. 

More importantly, the midwife model does not confront 

the assymetrical power relations in the classroom nor does 

it acknowledge the multiplicity of gender identities and 

cultural differences. In fact, Jarratt suggests that, by 

affirming ''the voice of a white, middle/upper middle class 

student" it fails "to account for the way other struggling 

voices can be drowned out" (108) . According to Jarratt, the 

maternal view does not provide a model for political 

conflict and negotiation of individual differences. Its 

emphasis on Platonic notions of dialectic perpetuates the 

ideal of homogeneity and fails to acknowledge the 
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persistence of conflict in human affairs. Therefore, Jarratt 

proposes a composition pedagogy that acknowledges "the 

complex collisions of gender, race, and class in the 

classroom" (119) and which attempts to negotiate the 

conflicts that ensue from these inequities. Jarratt 

recognizes that "in the polyphony of voices" in the writing 

classroom "not all will or should sound equally" (119). 

Thus, Susan Jarratt envisions a classroom which invites 

conflict and critical inquiry and which promotes writing as 

a means for finding both a personal and political voice. 

Such pedagogy recognizes the power of the institution to 

reproduce its ideology through written discourse and combats 

the suppression of alternative voices by experimenting with 

diverse discourses. Also, this pedagogy seeks political 

empowerment for its students by promoting a discourse of 

multiple perspectives that reflects "the different truths 

our students bring to our classes" (121) and by promoting 

argument as the discursive method for negotiating change. 

Although Jarratt's proposal should be heralded for its 

attempt to be responsive to the broad spectrum of gender 

identities in the classroom, I must ultimately reject this 
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pedagogy's belief that "the heat of argument" is the best 

way to confront "the different truths" represented by our 

students (121). I would agree with Jarratt that "we need 

more than the ideal of the harmonious nurturing composition 

class in our repertory of teaching practices" (113) to deal 

with the sea of differences in our classrooms. However, I 

fear that some students may be silenced by a pedagogy that 

professes the ideals of confrontation and conflict. 

In addition, I do not support this pedagogy's wholesale 

rejection of the midwife metaphor. As Cinthia Gannett 

observes, to date, "the nature and varieties of women's 

friendships, love, and sexual relationships, the nature of 

female physiological and cultural maturation, including 

pregnancy, mothering, nursing, raising children, marriage 

and domestic life, even the nature of women's spiritual 

experience, all have little formal linguistic 

representation"(59). I continue to believe in the 

importance of expressing the distinctively female 

experiences that have largely been ignored by those of us 

who profess and practice writing pedagogy. 
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Therefore, I continue to support midwife pedagogy as a 

powerful approach, especially for beginning writers who are 

struggling to hear the sound of their own writer's voice. 

Midwife writing teachers can assist such students with the 

birth of their new ideas, they can help nurture those ideas, 

and they can value those ideas, thereby enabling the 

beginning writer to discover and exploit the deep resonances 

of their writer's voice. Midwife pedagogy enables beginning 

writers to tell their story, and it celebrates the telling 

of that story. 

Nevertheless, I must conclude that midwife pedagogy 

must finally represent but one part of our total repertoire 

of approaches to teaching writing. We must continue our 

quest for strategies that will help us to be responsive to 

the broad spectrum of gender identities that we observe in 

our classrooms. As I struggle to envision and articulate 

such pedagogy, I find myself seeking a way to embrace gender 

differences without turning them into conflicts. I look for 

a way to acknowledge and celebrate these differences without 

resorting to a confrontational, conflict-ridden methodology 

that could silence some students. I find myself in search of 
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what Mary Louise Pratt has called "safe houses" social 

and intellectual spaces where students can address gender 

and cultural differences in a risk-free environment, where 

they can constitute themselves as "sovereign communities 

with high degrees of trust, shared understandings, and 

temporary protection from legacies of oppression" (40) . My 

quest is for the writing classroom as a safe house where my 

students and I are free to construct shared understandings, 

knowledge, and discursive practices that mediate the 

"contact zone" of clashing gender and cultural identities in 

the classroom and in the larger society. 

In so doing, I find myself barkening back to the 

Hawaiian cultural tradition from which I come. I find myself 

yearning to infuse my teaching with sentiments of intimacy, 

warmth, and affection embodied by the spirit of aloha. I 

find myself echewing conflict and coercion and seeking to 

replicate in my classroom the cultural traditions of 

collaboration, reciprocity, and egalitarianism. Finally, I 

find myself inspired by my abiding faith in the 

transformative, humanizing power of education. 
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The Hana'i Writing Teacher 

The Hawaiian culture suggests to me yet another 

metaphor that is expressive of my vision of a writing 

pedagogy that is responsive to a multiplicity of gender 

identities in the classroom. This metaphor is that of the 

mo'opuna or adoptive child in a relationship that is 

affectionately referred to as hana'i. 

Hana'i is a form of Hawaiian adoption, in which the 

child is taken into a new family by mutual consent and 

without ceremony. Jocelyn Linnekin, cultural anthropologist 

at the University of Hawaii, explains: "the apparent 

casualness with which parents give and take children in 

adoption is a distinctive characteristic of Polynesian 

societies" (184). As Linnekin points out, "the Hawaiians' 

love for children is well known," and a childless woman in 

the village was said to have "never known love" (184) . Thus, 

in the Hawaiian culture, people with children are expected 

to share them with childless households (Linnekan 184). 

In the same way, writing teachers enter into a 

relationship with their students that is similar to that of 

the adoptive parent. Students are "given" to the writing 
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teacher whose role is, as Janice Hays suggests, that of "an 

intellectual parent who is attuned to students' needs, 

'holding' them when to do so is appropriate, urging them to 

progress when they need urging, and entering with them into 

the interpersonal process of making meaning" (160). 

The obvious advantage of the hana'i metaphor is that it 

avoids essentializing and dichotomizing gender roles in the 

way that the midwife metaphor does. The image of the writing 

teacher as and adoptive parent suggests an androgynous 

individual who combines the attributes of both masculine and 

feminine gender identities and who is committed to both the 

instrumental and expressive domains of teaching the 

cognitive focus on getting the writing task done or the 

writing problem solved as well as the affective concern for 

the welfare of the student and a harmonious climate in the 

classroom. Moreover, the hana'i parent evokes the image of 

students who represent a multiplicity of dynamic and complex 

gender identities arrayed along a continuum. In this way, 

the metaphor of writing teacher as han'ai parent suggests an 

alternative to the "gendered divisions on labor in our 

schools" (Miller 188) . This metaphor simultaneously 
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celebrates the nurturing component of parenting and embraces 

the authoritative element important in any pedagogical 

practice. 

Thus, the writing teacher as hana'i parent suggests a 

pedagogy that maintains a pluralistic view of both teachers 

and students. It recognizes a wide array of individual 

gender differences and suggests that students can learn to 

engage in different modes of thinking and writing in 

different social situations. It proposes that, to write 

powerfully, students must learn to how to assume an 

epistemological stance appropriate to a particular social 

context; that is, the student must learn to write in the 

"dialect" appropriate to a particular discourse community. 

The writing teacher as hana'i parent also suggests a 

collaborative relationship between the teacher and student. 

In the Hawaiian culture, mo'opunas or adopted children are 

the recipients of family lore and traditions; they are the 

heir to a family's spiritual legacy (Linnekan 188-190). In 

the same way, the writing teacher acts as a mentor, a coach, 

an educated peer who passes along suggestions about writing 

strategies and conventions that can help the student compose 
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an essay that constructs meaning. Notably, the teacher is 

also transformed by participating in the writing process. 

Within this model, the hana'i writing teacher and 

the mo'opuna work together dialogically rather than 

hierarchically to create a synergy, a new kind of psychic 

life of the kind that Emile Durkheim describes: "When 

individual minds are not isolated but enter into close 

relation with and work upon each other, from their synthesis 

arises a new kind of psychic life" (91). 

Together, the hana'i writing teacher and the mo'opuna 

harness what Kenneth Bruffee calls the "powerful educative 

force of peer influence" (638); together they transform 

their social context into a "community of status equals" 

(642). Together, they forge a community of writers. 

In the context of such a community, the hana'i 

teacher acts in a Vygotskian zone of proximal development as 

a "more capable peer," who collaborates with the mo'opuna to 

solve writing problems (Vygotsky 86) . The hana'i parent 

provides the necessary guidance--mediations in the 

Vygotskian sense--so that the student can begin to assume 

full control of the diverse purposes for writing (Moll 61). 



In so doing, the student is empowered to advance beyond 

previous writing and thinking tasks and begins to grow in 

confidence and ability. Of course, at any given moment in 

hana'i relationship, other siblings may also serve as more 

capable peers. In the writing classroom, too, the student 

gains linguistic and cognitive insights through active 

engagement with both the writing teacher and peers 

throughout the act of composing. 

I imagine the relationship of the writing teacher and 

the student, then, to be similar to that of the hana'i 

parent and the mo'opuna as they interact in the home or 

hale. In the Hawaiian hale, the family spends many hours 

gathered around the table eating and socializing. So, too, 

the writing teacher and the students spend much of their 

time collaborating in small groups. In such private, 

intimate gatherings, participants are not only able to 

express themselves freely but they learn to think 

collectively. These groups do not champion the individual 

student whom Donald Stewart refers to as "the trailblazer, 

the pioneer, the self-sufficient person" (74) who is 

"learning to be lucid and literate in powerful and 
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convincing ways (67)Rather, it is responsive to a 

heterogeneous group of multiple gender identities that are 

neither fixed nor permanent. 

The purpose of these groups is to provide a risk-free, 

supportive learning environment where the writer can 

experiment a variety of epistemic stances and discursive 

styles. As Janice Hays has suggested, writers must feel 

"sufficiently connected to their peers, in an atmosphere of 

safety so that they can safely confront diversity" (173). In 

this way, student writers can confront multiple truths of 

their individual experiences without being silenced by 

approaches that invite conflict; they can learn to contend 

with social and political complexities and in their written 

discourse without the muting effect of confrontational 

pedagogies. 

Another way to confront gender diversity and the 

cultural diversity with which it is inextricably intertwined 

is to fashion the hana'i curriculum from texts such as 

autobiographies, fiction, and speeches by women and men from 

a wide variety of cultural backgrounds. Such texts should be 

selected in a deliberate attempt to right what Lenore 
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Hoffman has observed as a terrible inequity: "literature 

anthologies have focused on one-tenth of the world's 

population, the public lives of Western white males; the 

invisibility of nine-tenths of humanity is the result" 

(465) . By placing texts by women and minorities at the very 

center of the curriculum rather than as just an 

afterthought, students can witness how diverse groups have 

named and renamed their experiences. In this way, they will 

be encouraged to write from the power of their own 

experience and will learn to regard these experiences with 

respect and esteem. 

In the hana'i writing classroom, readers approach 

their texts eagerly in the way that Louise Rosenblatt 

suggests. As they read about multiple perspectives on social 

and political realities, they will focus on their "lived 

through experience" of the text. That is, they will anchor 

their reading of socio-political texts in their "whole past 

experience of life and literature . . . [their] memories, 

present preoccupations, sense of values, [and] aspirations 

(Reader 81) . They will construct the meaning of the text by 

filtering it through the schematics of their own gender 
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identity and by adopting an aesthetic stance in relation to 

the text. 

How does the hana'i teacher facilitate and encourage 

the students lived through experience of the text? Very 

simply, the hana'i teacher places journal writing in 

response to the readings at the very center of the 

curriculum. As Donna M. Perry has proposed, "I see it 

[journal writing] as more like underwater exploring . . . 

examining things that matter. . .issues of injustice that 

float under the surface calm of their own calm lives. . . a 

safe place in which to critically examine their worlds" 

(151). Just as the incredible peace and stillness of the 

underwater environment offers the curious explorer an 

opportunity to marvel at the brilliantly colored flora and 

fauna of this other universe, reader response journals offer 

the mo'opuna an opportunity to wonder at the resplendent 

diversity of perspectives expressed by the text. 

Additionally, the reader response journal encourages 

experimentation with diverse discourses, helps students 

develop fluency as writers, and enables them to personalize 

their experience of the text so that they are able to "make 
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sense of the raw material of their intellectual and 

emotional lives, to respond to other texts and ideas freely, 

to read themselves as potential texts, and to read and 

reread themselves as writers" (Gannett "Journal" 154). 

Indeed, the dialogic power of the reader response journal 

helps students to witness themselves as speaking 

subjectivities and to inscribe themselves upon the world, 

using an array of private and public voices. In so doing, 

though, the student does not maintain a sense of individual 

autonomy and clear boundaries between their inner and outer 

world, or between their life and the lives expressed in the 

text. Rather, reader response journals promote the blurring 

of these boundaries and the "mutual coopenetration of the 

reader and the text." (Rosenblatt 12) . The student emerges 

from this experience of reading and writing the text as a 

more confident writer whose voice is no longer stifled but 

clear and authentic. 

Another unique advantage of reader response journals is 

that they do not present undue deference to the audience. 

Rather than conjure up an image of a performance or an 
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audition for an audience, they are suggestive of a personal 

and private conversation with an interested reader. 

By carefully considering the tone of their comments (Roen 

"Teacher Response" 123), the hana'i writing teacher responds 

to student writing in the way that Olivia Frey suggests: 

"not as evaluators or as judges but as interested adults 

would react to such writing (103). The hana'i writing 

teacher resists the temptation to inspect the mo'opxma's 

writing for familiar forms that have been invested with 

"natural authority" described by Zeiger (213). Instead of 

examining the work for coherence, internal consistency, and 

persuasively structured arguments, the hana'i teacher 

listens intently for the progressive clarity, resonance, and 

authenticity in the mo'opuna's writer's voice. 

To my mind, reader response journals are best utilized 

as a bridge to more formal writing assignments. Because 

this journal invites writing about issues that really matter 

to the mo'opuna and because it contains writing that has 

been penned in a personal, authentic voice, it provides the 

raw material for critical reflections in response to formal 

writing assignments. I endorse assignments that are 
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deliberate attempts to confront diversity and are stiructured 

in the way that Pamela Annas suggests; that is, they should 

attempt "to connect students with the complexity of who they 

are, that make writing a less mysterious and more familiar 

enterprise, and that move them from silence to words and 

from private to public writing" (5). Because these 

assignments promote the use of material drawn directly from, 

their reader response journals, they suggest a way that the 

mo'opuna can contend with diversity by experimenting v/ith 

alternative discourses that move outside or subvert the 

dominant discourse. They should emphasize, as Ann Lavine 

reminds us, the free nature of the form in the way that 

Montaigne intended when he first coined the terra "essay" 

from the nominalized form of the French verb "essayer" or 

"to try" (140) . As Nancy Sommers suggests, in her classic 

article "Revision Strategies of Student Writers and 

Experienced Adult Writers," the mo'opuna should focus not on 

the product but on the process of resolving the dissonance 

that they sense in the writing (126). Writing should be 

considered as a spiraling process of meaning making, and the 

mo'opuna should engage in the progressive diminishment of 
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dissonance and a movement toward a more consonant state of 

constructing meaning that is necessarily fluid and dynamic. 

Thus, the mo'opuna. in the hana'i classroom would be 

more concerned with a variety of attempts and experiments 

with written discourse rather than with finished products. 

For instance, the hana'i teacher would invite the mo'opuna 

to experiment with narrative form for the purpose of 

convincing the reader of versimilitude or lifelikeness 

rather than always focusing on persuasive arguments designed 

to convince the reader of truth. The mo'opuna could be 

challenged to use written discourse for the purpose that 

Janice Moulton suggests: "to figure something out for 

oneself, to discuss something with like-minded thinkers, to 

convince the indifferent and the uncommitted (159). Such 

attempts, or "essais" might be designed to "induce 

cooperation" in the Burkean sense rather than to merely 

persuade. By discussing issues with "like-minded thinkers," 

the mo'opuna may also use writing for the purpose of self-

reflection. Indeed, the mo'opuna should be encouraged to 

write in the way that Joyce Treblicott suggests when she 

says, "I speak only for myself. I do not try to get other 
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wimmin to accept my beliefs in place of their own" (1) . 

Thus, the mo'opuna can learn to subvert the dominant, uni

directional, linear mode of academic discourse that insists 

on rhetoric as persuasion. Instead, the mo'opuna can 

experiment with a rhetoric that promotes connectedness among 

the conversants--a rhetoric that does not seek to alter 

another's reality but allows two situated truths to coexist 

in a rhetorical situation. 

Writing assignments in the hana'i classroom should also 

encourage movement among epistemological stances and 

demonstrate how different ways of knowing may be cultivated 

for different discourse communities and different purposes 

for writing. In this setting, the mo'opuna will learn that, 

in some social or political contexts for writing, it is 

absolutely appropriate to rely on the authority of their own 

experience. For instance, the mo'opuna might be asked to 

confront gender and cultural variations in written discourse 

by examining and reflecting on his or her own writing 

history in the way that Ann Lavine suggests (141) . This 

introspective reflection would first be recorded in their 

journals and in class discussions and then in a response to 
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a formal writing assignment. Another means by which the 

hana'i teacher might encourage the reliance on the truth of 

the mo'opuna's private, personal experience is to generate 

writing assignments from a thematically structured syllabus 

about the contemporary family such as the one proposed by 

Phyllis Radner (162). Such writing assignments are a 

practical way to infuse the hana'i teacher's teaching with a 

feminist pedagogy that valorizes and gives voice to the 

private, domestic experience in public, political contexts 

for writing. 

Finally, these writing assignments should encourage 

comfort and familiarity with writing assignments so that 

writing begins to lose its luster as a seemingly mystical 

and magical process. In this way, the mo'opuna will learn to 

be less suspicious of writing. The best way to pull back the 

veil that separates the mo'opuna from the writing process is 

to constantly encourage writing about topics that really 

matter. For instance, the mo'opuna might be asked to write 

about topics germane to his or her own academic major in a 

class that focuses on interdisciplinary perspectives on 

social or political issues (Fuss 110). Or, as Phyllis 
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Lassner has suggested, the mo'opuna might be asked to 

construct a Rogerian argument on a moral dilemma to which 

they feel particularly committed (224). 

In my search for topics for writing that really matter 

to students and for instructional activities that promote 

authentic learning, I stumbled upon an instructional 

activity that I believe represents the practice of feminist 

pedagogy and which redefines the relationship of the hana'i 

teacher and the mo'opuna as colleagues and collaborators. 

At the USAF Academy where I teach, I noticed my 

freshman cadets were engaged in a subversive activity. 

Because these cadets are confined to their squadrons and 

effectively cut off from communicating from each other, they 

resorted to the electronic mail system. Each cadet had their 

own computer and apparently wrote frequent letters to their 

friends in other squadrons. I was intrigued by this 

underground, subversive activity, which apparently earned 

them demerits on occasion, and I suddenly realized that I 

had stumbled on a gold mine. I found that, by using the e-

mail system, they were writing--a lot and often. They were 

also writing for a genuine purpose and to a real audience--
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everything that I yearn for as a teacher of writing. In the 

next composition class that I teach at the Air Force 

Academy, I intend to legalize this subversive activity by 

establishing a pen pal system whereby students would be 

required to write to each other during the semester course. 

Cadets assigned to different squadrons and different classes 

would be paired up, thus ensuring that email would be the 

only means they had of communicating with one another. At 

first, they could just get to know each other and would 

dialogue about readings and issues discussed in the course. 

Later, they would collaborate in ethnographic research via 

the electronic mail system. They would work out a plan, 

conduct research about their new community at the Academy, 

talk over their findings with each other, compose a draft 

collaboratively, do peer reviews of each other's work, and 

finally submit a collaborative paper at the end of the 

course, using the electronic mail system as their primary 

mode of communication. The challenge for me as a hana'i 

writing teacher would be define my role as a facilitator in 

this process and to ensure accountability without intruding 

upon these private conversations. One thing is for certain: 
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in my role of teacher as researcher, my interest is piqued 

by the quantitative and qualitative differences I'm likely 

to observe in this writing and the writing in other courses. 

Conclusion 

This study contributes to the growing body of research 

in gender and writing. It suggests that linguistic 

politeness is one way that we construct our gender identity 

in written discourse; that is, one way that we en-gender 

ourselves is to consciously or unconsciously employ gender-

typical rhetorical strategies that situate us along a 

continuum of female-to-male voice. Gender, I believe, 

interacts with ethnicity and other factors to construct an 

individual's social identity. This social identity is, as 

Donald Rubin has observed, something that we "enact" through 

symbolic interaction (10). As Rubin also suggests, it is 

necessarily a dynamic, fluid construct that is "to some 

degree imposed by others and to some degree embraced by the 

self" (10). Describing it in metaphorical terms, Rubin says. 

Social identity is more like a musical note played as 

middle C in this context, but B-flat in that one. And 

like a musical note, your social identity comes into 
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being only in the enactment of it. . . in quite 

variable ways — with greater or lesser intensity, 

slightly different timbre, and so on. Sometimes 

listeners hear the same note you hear yourself playing, 

and sometimes they hear only the note they expect to 

hear from you. (20) 

In addition to providing a window into gender and 

social identity, I have found that the study of linguistic 

politeness in written discourse engages me in the even 

larger project of uncovering the discursive practices of the 

academy. Specifically, the study of gender-typical 

discursive practices provides an indication of what Terry 

Eagleton refers to as the "wider social relations" that are 

embedded in the "social purposes and conditions" of the 

academy (205-206) . Thus, discourse analysis of linguistic 

politeness strategies serves me as one tool in a larger 

project that seeks to uncover the ideology of gender in the 

academy and the larger society. 

In the course of my studies, I have come to think of 

ideology as "the system of ideas, values, and beliefs common 

to any social group," (Montrose 16), and I have come to 
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believe that this system determines our ways of knowing and 

the ways that we construct knowledge. Further, I think that 

the discursive practices that result from what we know and 

the ways we know serve to perpetuate the dominant ideology 

of the academy. Therefore, by engaging in certain 

discursive practices, we may be unknowingly and unwittingly 

perpetuating assymetrical power relations. To combat this 

tendency, then, we must follow the sage advice of Kate 

Poynton who counsels us to "blow the whistle: keep naming 

the ideology and particularly the practices that realize and 

sustain it"(88). 
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APPENDIX A: UDWPE 

UPPER-DIVISION WRITING-PROFICIENCY EXAMINATION 
March 30, 1993 

Write an essay in response to one of the questions below, 
which are derived from ideas in the attached article, 
"Socially-Conscious Creativity" by Suzy Gablik. Keep in 
mind that you are not merely answering a test question; 
rather, you are constructing an essay that can stand on its 
own as something worthy of the attention of the faculty who 
will evaluate your essay. You are not required to cite the 
article unless your essay involves analysis of the article 
itself. 

Your essay should have significant content that is 
appropriately developed, and it should have a discernible, 
logical structure. It should be characterized by clear, 
appropriate, and effective language. It should follow the 
conventions of standard edited English in matters of grammar 
and usage. 

The final version of your essay must appear in the bluebook. 
Give your essay a title; put the number of the question to 
which your essay responds to the left of your title. You 
have two (2) hours to complete the essay. You may wish to 
read the questions below before reading the article. 

Select one of the following: 

1. Gablik claims that art in the "empathic mode" has a 
strong effect on its audience: "We feel responsibility and 
we are summoned to action" (para. 1). Write an essay 
analyzing the effect of a specific work of art (a literary 
work, a film, a painting, or a photograph, for example) on 
your sense of responsibility and your actions. Based on 
your experience, what power does art have to influence 
public attitudes and behavior? 

2. Gablik asserts that, like most people in our society, 
artists see themselves as "free agents" pursuing their own 
ends. She adds that in all aspects of society, as in art. 
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"self-servingness ... is the great enemy of community" 
(para. 1). To what extent do you agree or disagree with this 
claim? Discuss your position using examples from a field, 
discipline, or endeavor of importance that you know well. 
Write your essay in the form of a letter addressed to 
Professor Gablik. 

3. In her essay, Gablik analyzes the role of the artist and 
the function of art in American society. However, attitudes 
towards the function of art and the role of artists may be 
quite different in other countries. Write an essay in which 
you analyze the attitudes towards art and artists in a 
country or culture OTHER than the United States, one that 
you know well. (NOTE: Travel or media exposure may not be 
adequate preparation to address this question.) 
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Socially-Conscious Creativity-

Listening to others getting beyond merely expressing 
ourselves is the distinguishing feature of art in the 
empathic mode. When we attend to other people's plights, 
enter into their emotions, make their conditions our own, we 
then identify with their concerns. After that happens, we 
cannot remain neutral or detached observers: we feel 
responsibility and we are summoned to action. Compassionate 
action arises when we empower others, rather than merely 
seek to impose our own images upon the world. Self-
servingness, it turns out, is the great enemy of community. 
Most of us in the capitalist world, including artists, have 
never had an experience of true community. We live so much 
in an ethos of professionalism, which keeps us bound to 
individualistic modes of thought and directed toward the 
making of products that it is difficult not to discount 
achievements that manifest less ego-control and point to the 
value of co-creativity. What is compelling to me about 
artists who are creating in an empathic mode is their 
ability to respond to the cries of the world as artists, 
proving that being an artist and working for social change 
do not have to be at odds. 

"Bull !" you might be saying. "Is this supposed to 
be something 'new', some big change that's happening in our 
culture? We've always had the missionary tradition of 
people who wish to engage the world's suffering and help 
bring about relief. What those artists are doing has its 
merits in terms of social therapy and all that, but it 
wouldn't have stopped Michelangelo or Mozart from what they 
were doing, and it won't stop any great artist now." 

This belligerent comment was hurled at me by a writer 
at an artists' retreat in Illinois, where I had just talked 
about empathic art. The writer's assaults continued through 
the night in the form of angry letters slipped under my 
door. "This has really upset me," chimed in one of the 
painters, "because I think that I'm a good person, but I'm 
not about to give up what I'm doing. I have too much of 
myself invested in it." "You realize," said another writer. 
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"that what you said threatens the way of life of everyone in 
this room." 

Cultural myths do not die easily, especially when our 
personal commitment to them is so strong that it is 
difficult even to entertain possibilities based upon 
different premises. Most of us "see" art as we have been 
taught, as a tradition in which individuals and individual 
art works are the basic elements. Maintaining a deeply 
connected relationship with society is not how the myth of 
aesthetic freedom has been conceptualized in the modernist 
vision. In modern society, artists see themselves as 
quintessential free agents, pursuing their own ends. 

Our cultural myths support the hard-edged individualist 
rather than service, caring attitudes, and participation. 
Though certain individuals are exploring and implementing 
more communal values, others have not shifted their 
understanding in this way and may not wish to. For them, 
art remains a question of radical autonomy. 

What are the implications for art for a change in 
consciousness from the individual to the community? Without 
serious efforts to reassess artists' relationship to the 
present social framework, new patterns won't take hold. 
Vested interests will ensure that they are maintained as 
before. Until we produce an alternative model of making 
art, nothing significant will alter. If we want things to 
change, we will need to evolve new ground rules that no 
longer bear the mark of the consumer is t imperatives of this 
culture, in which art has become something to fill galleries 
with a pretext for putting oneself on display that 
virtually implies the deletion of all other concerns. 

-Excerpted from Suzy Gablik's book. 
The Reenchantment of Art. copyright 1991. 
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APPENDIX B: SCORE SHEET 

Essay #: Male/Female: GPA Ranking^ 

Politeness Units: 

PI - validate a point, then drive home own point 
P2 - express understanding 
P3 - seek understanding 
P4 - express consensus or agreement 
P5 - seek consensus, agreement or support, 
P6 - express appreciation or thanks 
P7 - refer to a future resolution, consensus, or 

understanding 
P8 - express support 
P9 - express understanding, but disagree 
TOTAL 

Intensifiers: 
TOTAL 

Hedges: 
HNC - hedge on a negative negative criticism 
HC - hedge on a complaint 
HR - hedge on a request 
HP - hedge on a promise 
HO - hedge on an offer 
HS - hedge on a suggestion 
HI - hedge on an insult 
HAP - hedge on an assertion 
HSA - hedge on a statement of agreement 
TOTAL 

Questions: 
QDl - implying the ignorance of the writer 
QD2 - transferring initiative to the addressee 
QD3 - expressing interest in the addressee 
QD4 - masking a command or assertion 
QRl - joking challenge 
QR2 - greeting 
QR3 - seeking agreement or consensus 
QPI - asking for pure information 
TOTAL 

Pronouns: 
PROl - first person pronouns 
PR02 - second person pronouns 
PROS - third person pronouns 
TOTAL 
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