








CONCEPTS

dered division of labor, and more speciheally, the divergent ways of speak-
ing brought about by this division. This concern prompts her to devote
several pages of her discussion to Lionel Tiger's Men in Groups (1969).
Like many physical anthropologists of his era, Tiger supports the explana-
tory power of a “man-the-hunter” model of human evolution, which holds
that the evolution of male-dominant human societies was initiated by co-
operative male hunting, a sex-based behavior observed m primates and
supposed to have existed in primitive human communities. For Tiger, this
evolutionary argument is the key to understanding the concept for which
he is most well known: male bonding in human societies. While primitive
females stayed behind with their young and made decisions primarily in
an individual capacity, males were forced by the circumstances of labor to
develop a group mentality. Because the hunt would be successful only if
hunters found ways to cooperate with one another, primitive males, unlike
their temale counterparts, began to develop interactive techniques to en-
hance group enjoyment and minimize personal friction. These interactive
techniques, according to Tiger, find their modern-day realization in human
male-bonding rituals.

Scores of articles written by feminist anthropologists subsequently
challenged the man-the-hunter model of human evolution, including a
female-focused model of human evolution often referred to as the “woman-
the-gatherer” challenge (see overview in di Leonardo 1991), a perspective
that allows for the possibility of some kind of group mentality for women
as well. But Lakoff did not have the beneht of these critiques, writing as
she was in the early 1970s, and she embraces Tiger's evolutionary discus-
sion of male bonding as one way of explaining women’s and men’s differ-
ential orientations to politeness. Women, excluded from a male workplace
built on “present-day reflexes of male bonding” (LWP 97) tend to orient
themselves to politeness forms that discourage bonding, gravitating toward
the first two rules of Lakoff’s politeness paradigm: Formality (Keep aloof)
and Deference (Give options). Men, however, as a result of their sociali-
zation within workplace situations that require them to develop techniques
of working together as a group, are more likely to embrace Lakoff’s third
rule of politeness: Camaraderie (Show sympathy). The latter rule would be
essential in, for example, a male-dominated corporate workplace, as group
members must develop interactive measures to gloss over emotional reac-
hons and disagreements that might hinder progress toward a common goal.
These are measures women have generally not needed to develop, Lakoff
suggests, since they have historically been excluded from such group-
oriented work environments.

The notion of a masculine workplace, then, is fundamental to Lak-
off’s theoretical explanation for women’s and men’s differential use of lin-
guistic phenomena. This explains why hippies, academic men, and ho-
mosexuals are central hgures of Lakoff’s text as problematized gender
identities (LWP 44—47). Like women, these groups are in some way ex-
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cluded from a social history of male bonding in the labor force, and as
with women, this exclusion leads to language patterns disassociated from
what Lakoff terms “real-world power” (LWP 82). Male hippies, male aca-
demics, and male homosexuals are all in some sense gender deviants —
social groups who have forsaken a capitalistic power structure built on
masculine ideals for pursuits considered trivial in the “real world.” This
would explain, suggests Lakoft, why the language patterns of hippie, aca-
demic, or homosexual so often appear to resemble those of the American
middle-class housewife. That these disenfranchised groups are likely to use
some of the same specialized lexical items as American middle-class
women, she argues, points to a more general conclusion: “These words
aren’t, basically, ‘feminine’; rather, they signal ‘uninvolved,” or ‘out of
power ” (LWP 47). While certain patterns of speech may be considered
teminine because women are, in her own terms, the “ ‘uninvolved,” ‘out
of power’ group par excellence”™ (LWP 47), Lakoff is careful to note that
any group in society may presumably use patterns associated with “women’s
language™ (an observation that best explains her regular use of scare quotes
around the term). For Lakoff, then, it is the feminine-sounding man, mar-
ginal to the world of institutionalized masculinity, who ultimately enables
her to formulate the crux of her argument: “The decisive factor is less
purely gender than power in the real world” (LWP 81).

In spite of their centrality to Lakoff’s theory, these marginal figures
have been frequently, if not entirely, overlooked in subsequent discussions
of her work. The majority of her critics, swept up in an imperative to test
her argument quantitatively, interpreted Lakothan “women’s language” to
be only about women, developing study upon study to determine whether
or not female speakers actually use “women’s language™ more than their
male counterparts (e.g., Crosby & Nyquist 1977; O'Barr & Atkins 1980).
What is amusing, in retrospect, is that a great number of these studies
analyze the speech patterns of the very academics that Lakoff identifies as
linguistically divergent (e.g., Dubois & Crouch 1975; cf. Newcombe &
Arnkoff 1979). The continued misreading of Lakoft’s work undoubtedly
stems from her decision to name this speech variety the scare-quoted
“women’s language” instead of “powerless language” —the term William
O'Barr and Bowman K. Atkins (1980) suggest as an alternative. But this
decision, in tune with the radical feminist ideas of the time, was clearly as
academically provocative as it was politically savvy, spawning three decades
of impassioned uptake.

The ideological approach to language and gender has been said to
offer a new understanding of the relationship between biological sex and
social gender, whereby gender is not bound to sex in any precise and
predictable way. As in Judith Butler’s (1990) theory of gender performativ-
ity, it is in fact social gender that creates biological sex and not the other
way around, for societal discourses about gender make certain aspects of
biology salient in the service of differentiation and hierarchy. While Lakoff
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is often held up as the naive precursor to this perspective who blindly
assumes a direct mapping of gender onto biological sex, her writings reveal
something altogether different. The marginalized characters in Lakoft’s
book use “women’s language” not so that they can be heard as women (as
might be the case, for instance, with some male-to-temale transsexuals
whose goal is to “pass” as the other sex), but to signal various kinds of
disengagement from institutionalized masculinity. Lakoff’s understanding
of marginality is contingent on what Elinor Ochs (1992) calls the “consti-
tutive relation” between language and gender. For both authors, the rela-
tion between linguistic form and social meaning is not a simple or straight-
tforward mapping; rather, linguistic forms index a variety of social meanings
(disenfranchisement, formality, deference, powerlessness) which in turn
constitute gender positions (e.g., femininity).

Indeed, in attending to the ways in which institutions of power pro-
mote certain types of discourse while demoting others, Lakoff predicts
many of the concerns of queer linguistics (Barrett 1997; Bucholtz & Hall
2004; Livia & Hall 1997)—a field that explicitly questions the assumption
that gendered ways of talking are indexically derived from the sex of the
speaker (see also Barrett, this volume). In this related and still evolving
field, the power-laden institution under primary examination is not mas-
culinity but heterosexuality —an institution that maintains its integrity by
excluding (and hence “queering”) social subjects whose lives are not au-
thorized by state-sanctioned structures of kinship, marriage, and family. But
because heterosexuality is dependent on normative conceptualizations of
both femininity and masculinity for its articulation, ideologies of “women’s
speech™ and “men’s speech”™ are very much at issue in both m-group and
out-group expressions of queer subjectivity. Lakoft’s dehnition of “women’s
language,” unabashedly bound up with a variety of social groups rarely
discussed in linguistic literature, set into motion a fervor of academic in-
terest in language, power, and marginality. [t is a testament to Lakoff’s work
that the social groups she once identified as linguistically marginalized are
now being studied ethnographically in their own right, as members of lo-
calized communities whose “place” is continuously negotiated through lan-
guage practice.

NOTE

Some of the ideas expressed in this essay appear in slightly different form in Hall
2003 as part ol a more comprehensive discussion of the concept of marginality in
language and gender research. 1 am grateful to Mary Bucholtz for helping me
recontextualize that discussion for the current volume. 1 would also like to ex-
press my gratitude to my advisor and mentor Robin Lakoff, who mspired my own
work in ways | can only hint at here.
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