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Computer-Mediated Communication

and Woman's Place

SUSAN C. HERRING

The world is no |um;:.‘r as it was when Robin Lakofl first published Loy
guage and Woman's Place (LWP) (1975) nearly thirty vears ago. The activist
feminisim of the 19705, predicated on the premise of women's subordina-
tion through patriarchal social, political, and ceonomie svstems, has been
replaced by generations X and Y, prosex feminism, antivictin feminism,
antifeminist feminism, and the deconstruction of gender as a meaningful
category, Meanwhile, technology in the form of the Internet las cast its
weh of communication networks across the l:iuhg_-, \|1r|1!l'.i1:u; distances al-
ready reduced by earlier teletec hnologies and enabling members of outof-
PoWwer gEronps o seek individual and '|)t:l|iI|L".+] ﬂ."ht!ll';.'n-'i_‘llllﬂ_'lll ACTOSS genn-
graphical boundaries. In the current postgender “Inlemct Age” (as some
would have it), Lakoff's classic observation that language wsed by and about
women reflects their subordinate status may seem ontmoded, even quaint.
Aftter all, although they admittedly ot off to a somewhat slow start, aren’t
women and girls now claiming an equal place in cvberspace alongside
men and boys, lumding. (lt‘h.‘lhng in 1.'1m|p|.1h-r-|11|.'di;1tr|;| chatromms, and
self-publishing on the Web, unconstrained by patriarchy and gender?

S0 the g lar wisdom gocs Bt pnpu|.1r wisdom, r_-.-,pg:r_-r.||]1_. when
it concems the Intemet, is offen Wrong Whether traditional rmlri;|r{-!1.!|
gender arrangements have ceased to be relevant on the Intemet is an e
pirical question, one best approached with an open mind and evaluated
on the basis of systematic observation, As Lakoff pointed out in 1975, spo-
ken language constitutes an object through which feelings and values can
be nailed down and examined. The Internet goes further vet: computer-
mediated text is not only obsenvable, it s persistent and self-preserving, an
ideal medinm in which o mine o Lage for the Ilhlﬂllh\ it can 'mnuh'
into social stuctures and mental states. What, then, does cempber
mediated  commumication (CMC) reveal abou language and woman's
plice? .

I have spent the past twelve vears investig

g tis guestion, bringig
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methods of linguistic discourse analysis to bear on the interactions that take
i:-|:31:‘|:' n p1l|'.~H{' discussion groups, chatrooms, educational Web forums, and
the like, My rescarch and observations of manv online contexts have led
me to conclude that gender —and gender hierarchy —is alive and well on
the Internet and that indeed a number of Lakoff’s observations about in-
formal speech apply remarkably well to computer-mediated discourse. At
the same time, there are differences, and it behooves vs fo understand their
nature, Has society changed, or does the electronic medium affect gender
communication in novel ways? It is also possible that where Lakoff’s ob-
servations and myv own agree, we are both wrong. In what follows, 1 con-
sider each of these possibilities in turn,

| should state first that my rescarch was not modeled on LWP nor
initially motivated by it. It is possible that 1 had not even read Lakoff's
book at the time | undertook my frst study of gender and CMC, although
| cannot be cerfain of this, Thus 1 approached the analysis of gender and
CMC, in some respects, as a ucuph'_.lc, with a lack of training bt also
with fresh eves. What my eyes saw surpnsed me and sent me scrambling
tor the language and gender literature, including to Lakofi’s book. But that
was later.

Initially, what drew me to study online communication was my -
creasing dissatisfaction with the popular hype about the invisibility of gen-
der on the Intemet—"On the Internet, nobody knows vou're a dog.” a
New Yorker cartoon famously proclaimed in the early 1990s —which was
belied by my personal experience and powers of direct obsenation. Not
anly conld 1 tell perfectly well the gender of most of the contributors to
the scademie discussion lists to which 1 subseribed, but | conld also see
that women were participating less than men, and less than their propor-
tional representation on the lists, 1 was puzzled, and troubled, by this. |
noted my own reactions to certain kinds of behaviors favored by men on
the lists—challenging, assertive, often nidiculing behaviors —and formu-
lated o hj.pl:llhq_hm that women would be less !Il’.t:l}' o engage i such be-
haviors and more likely to find them off-putting. 1 tested this hypothesis by
analyzing the discourse features of female and male participants in an ex-
tended discussion on a list for academic linguists and by distributing an
electronic guestionnaire in which 1 asked list members about the discussion
in guestion and their reactions o at.

The results of this study were positively Lakoffian, Not only did it
turn out that men used measurably more assertive and less polite language
ul?jll WOEaemn, |-.HII WIHIIEN .bE}ﬁl‘ Q‘\;]Tf[,'&LL'd Tnre qi\l'['iif]l'l. ko \l.l‘f.'ll I;]l‘l.gll'-‘l-gf.
withdrawing from the discussion or observing it from the margins as a
result. Morcover, they displayed features of “women’s language” (in Lakofl's
terms) and were sometimes tivialized and patronized when they did
interact with men. They also recewed fewer responses to their messages
overall (Hemng 1992, 19931 Here were academic women and men,
communicating in a suppomedly gender-blind medium, displaying the
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genderlects and gender asymmetries we thought we as a society had left
behind vears, if not decades, earlier. | coneluded that societal sexism runs
deep and that technology in and of itself was unlikely to change it Lakoff
said much the same thing in 1975, with reference not to technologe b
to language. She was reacting to the linguistic determinisim favored by
some feminists of the time, who maintained that by changing |-HH§II1I21:
one could l.'n&;llu;:u less-sexist at'l'lludu i xpr,'-pl»,,cn "-||1|||_.]r|'-. I|||-|:r|“l stud-
ies in the early 1990s were characterized by Iﬂhnn'lns;rm] determnism,
the beliel that technology could change what and how people communi.
cated, leading to positve (including more genderequitable) social oul-
comes. The more things change. the more they stay the same.

Or do they? Not all Internet discourse involves women standing -
litely on the sidelines while men hold forth; diverse contexts of CMC exist
Consider, for example, synchronous chat, typically recreational and tpi-
cally populated by eighteen-to-twenty-somethings with raging hormaones, or
s0 the evidence superhcially suggests, Women in chat environments, as iy
later research revealed, are not particularly polite, although they support
ome another and “laugh” more than men. Nor are they marginal; rather,
thev gamer considerable attention, typically from men, and tepicallv of o
sexnal nature (Hernng 1995). While some women appear to enjoy this
attention, others seek to avoid it by taking on gender-neutral or male pseu-
domyms in public chatrooms; conversely, men take on female psendommns
in order to attract sexual attention (Brockman 1993), For some fenimst
theonists, such “play” with gender demonstrates that gender has been of-
feetively deconstructed in chat environments and that the plaving field has
been leveled. Lakofl would, 1 suspect, have a different mbeepretation, as do
I. As Lakoft points out with respect to women's and men’s language more
generally, the rewards of choosing to take on a different gender (or “cross-
expressing”; Hall 1996: 151) in an online chat are different for women and
for men: women avoid unwanted attention (a negatvve reward ), while men
gain wanted attention (a positive reward). The fact that many women per-
ceive online sexual attention as undesirable has Tess to do with a lack of
interest in sex than with the l'jl'_'FI'I['JTIiILE connolations of male heterosexl
come-ons in the larger sovietal contest: when targeted indiscriminately at
anyone with a femalesounding name or pseudonym, such come-ons con-
municate that women are only good for sex. No such connotations inhierc
in sexual come-ons directed toward men. Moreover, the fact that men
“become” women in order to have sex and women “become” men in order
to avoid it reifies the association of sexuality with women. Thus the seeny
ingly exotic discourse of chatrooms in fact reinforces a rather traditional
notion of woman's place as sexual object (see also Herring 2003).

I noted above that women in chalrooms tend to support one another
and laugh more than men. That is, they display camaraderie, a feature
considered by Lakoff to be more tvpical of male groups. Although males
sommetinmies show camaradenie (especially in banding together to harass “oul-
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siders,” including women; see, e.g, Herming 1%99a), my research has iden-
tified a more common axis of gﬂgder differentiation invelving linguistic
politeness. According to this pattern, women preferentially show suppor
and appreciation, or positive politeness (Brown & Levinson 19571, and men
violate politeness of both the positive and negative varielies, favonng dis-
tancing strategies. That is, a man in a discussion list or a chatroom is more
likely than a woman to set himself off from evervone else ("All of you are
wrong; ['m right”), while a woman is more likely to align herself with other
participants in the discussion (71 agree with X7) (Herring 1994, 1996a).
These patterns differ from Lakotl's observations about politeness, which
associate distancmg and formality with women and camaradenie with men
(but see Herring 1999b and Herring & Paolille 2001 for women's use of
formal and distancing strategies)

Another difference between myv observations and Lakofls concemns
“men’s language.” Lakoll wriles that men tend to speak directly and fac-
tually, in observance of Grice’s (1991} rules of conversation; women's lan-
guage is represented as marked or divergent with respect to men's language
In Internet discussion groups, in contrast, women are often more inform-
ative and comversationally cooperative than men {(Hermring 1996b), partic-
ularly when men engage m boastfulness, sarcasm, and “Raming”™ (the
exchange of hostile message content). This latter shle is in Fact highly
marked in that il involves violations both of the Griccan maxims of quality,
quantity, relevance, and manner and of conventional norms of politeness
Elsewhere, Lakoff refers to the “rough tlk” of men and bovs, from which
girls and women are excluded: "Women are allowed to fuss and complain,
but only a man can bellow in rage”™ (LWP 45). This, it seems to me, is a
more apt parallel o online “men’s language” than the charactenzation of
men’s speech as direct and cooperative, although of course many men are
direct and cooperative online, as are many women, It is important not to
naturalize “rongh” male CMC as conversationally normatrve, for it is oflen
used o intimidate and harass, and women are often the targets of such
intimdation and harassment, This ocours, in most of the cases 1 have
observed, not because women are using “trivial” women’s language, but
rather in contexts in which women are communicating straightforwardly
and assertively, or among themselves (rather than orienting to men), or in
a way that could be construed as critical of men (Herning, 199%, 2002},
This, of course, points hack to Lakoff: women are damned if they don't
{use women’s language), and cerain men enforce use of women’s lan-
guage by punishing deviance from it through hamssment, However, the
erforcing mechanism (men’s language) is hardly linguistically or ideolog-
ically neutral.

It would seem, then, that compared 1o the characterization presented
in LWP, women on the Internet today are more solidary and more assertive,
and men are “rougher,” in their tpical communication styles, To what
might these differences, if in fact they exist, be attributed? One possible
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t'h'[ﬂ-ln-ﬂlﬂll 154 l'i:rlmnlnq._.,n. Iih determanistic one: the Intermnet made l|]1:|1|
do it. More than a few Internet scholars have speculated that the text-hased
clectronic medinm reduces pender cues and therels CIPOWETS Lsers fn
speak out without fear of being mterrupted (or silenced with a withering
look): this Illlth upLIIII greater asserfiveness i women. Moreover, thLu-
and other scholars have observed that CMC seems 1o make users o
dismhibited anid AQETEsSIVE: this could be taken as an l:.\plnnntinn aof men's
“roughness.” What technological detenmimsm does not explain, however,
is how (if the medium redoces gender cues) women and men recosnize
one another’s gender, which is necessarv in order for women to show samme-
sex solidarity and men to harass women. Furthermore, a stong tec hmolog-
Ir:...|||'l.' i.f:.h:ll! nistic Pu'slhuh would PILIIJI'J that women and men wnlel
communicate similarly, vet gender differences persist. For these reasons,
the properiics of the (']L'c..lmlm: medinm do not entirely aceount for the
dise Fepancy between Lakofls obsenations and the ﬁ:u]uu,:. of rescarch on
gender and CMC.

Could it be, then, that society has changed? Thirty vears of feminist
consciousness raising (including, not insienificantly, LWP itself) could have
fostered a greater shared awarcness of women's subordinate status, account-
ing for an increase in solidary uses of binguage, Generations of girls raised
i the 19705 and 1980k have inherited a world in which women can be
assertive and sueceed, at least some of the time. Generation X and Gen-
cration Y women, '.'lltl'rmu_;h they otten shy awav from the word fearinis,
may nonetheless carmy less "women's langoage”™ baggage than their parents’
generabion into their online communication. For the sake of the present
discussion, let us assume that this is indeed the case. But what of the men?
Is flaming a form of antiferimst backlash? Or does the “roughness” of
much male CMC simply reflect the influence of a particalarly populous
Internet demographic: young white males? Whatever the explanation, it
appears that as women and girls have advanced into tradiionally male
territory, men and boyvs have advanced further {sonie might say, regressed )
o a |13r|u'nu.lsc'1lill'-l'r3 characterized by ever more violent acts of linguistic
ageression {(see also Gilboa 1996).

In the process, however, gender diference in language use is main-
tuined. We still find “men’s language”™ and “women’s language™ on the
Internet, even if the mamifestations of each are not identical to those posited
by Lakoff for Gceo-face speech thirty years ago. Gender differentiation
emerges from this historical and eross-medinm comparison as a powerlul
social force, one that leads to the active reproduction of gendered patterns
of behavior even under conditions of “hodylessness” and potential neutral-

This is a point of profound significance: the more things change, the
more they stay the same. Whereas the surface manifestations of gender
differentiation vary across media, the language that reproduces the diffor-
entiation still cmploys politenes to symbolize femininity, and assertivencs
nholize masculinity, as Lakoff found. More profoundly vet, the sanw
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underlving social hicrarchy remains in evidence: women occupy second
place in relation to men. We muy hope that the surface chanpes signal the
beginning of a move toward a more equal sharing of power and prestige
between women and men and that the Internet mmight help to bring this
about, although for now this is mostly specalation. In the meantime, Lak-
off's fundamental ohsenvation — that linguistic differences reflect and repro-
duce gender-based status differences — stands athrmed by public CMC on
the Internet.

It is also possible that Lakoff and 1, cach in our respective domains,
are wrong. Some feminsts are uncomfortable with rescarch that focnses
on gender differences and ineguabity, cobicizing such research as rebving
dangerous land by defnition. inaccurate) stereotypes, In LWP, Lakoff's
response is to distance herelf from the stereotypical elements in her ob-
servations by attributing pure “women'’s language™ and “men's language”
to mass media representations; actual communicative behaviors could, and
o doubt would, varv. My response is somewhat different. Actual CMC is
at times laghly genderstereotvpic (see also Hall 1996); accurmate description
st ke this into account. Al the sane time, women's and men's behavior
is of course not uniformly stereotypical; exceptions abound. These too must
be acknowledged and their significance considered. The question, it seems
to me, is not “Should femimst rescarchers desenibe stercotyped behavionr?”
but rather, “Whal is the nature of online behavior, and wnder what cir-
cumstances docs it follow or diverge from traditional gender norms?" Only
then are we in a pasition lo consider what should and can be done if the
answers to those questions displease us,

That said, | do not interpret Lakoff as implying that women's sce.
ondary statis is in any wav natural or justifiable, or that women's language
is an essential feature of the female sex that cannot be changed, nor do |
subscribe to such views myself. On the contrary, by pointing out patterns
of gendered behavior, especially those that make us uncomfortable becanse
they naturalize gender inequality, 1 aim (as does Lakofl, 1 suspect) to de-
mituralize and pmhlmu-llwu them, precisely so that they can be changed
It seems to me that in the neardy thirty years since its publicabon, LWP
has contributed significantly toward this outcome.
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Linguistic Discrimination and Violence against Women

Discursive Practices and Material Effects

SUSAN FEHRLICH

The introduction to Robin Lakoffs I.m];__;uug: aind Woman's Place (LWP)
(1973} sets out the hook's primary purpise — "o prm'id-: {lingmdiv Vi
dence from language use for one tvpe of mequity that has been claimed
to exist in our society: that between the roles of men and women™ (LWP
391 Winle mnch of Lakoff's text describes instances of linguistic discrim-
ination, her goals go bevond a description of discrimimatory language use
Indeed, she ultimately poses a question about the relationship between
lingwishic discnminabion and social realities: “Does one comect a social
imeguity by changing lingusstic dispanties? (LWP 39, With this and other
related comments, Lakoff foreshadows a debate that has figured promi-
nenthy within the field of language and gender and in feminist studies more
generally=that 1, docs a focos on lingwistic meguities and their elimina-
tion necessanly have any bearing on the eradication of material meguities
between women and men? In a variety of contemporary feminist writings,
for example, a focus on discourse or discursive practices has often heen
counterposed with a focus on material realities. Indeed, Michéle Barrett
(1992 201) points b a central issue evident i feminist u‘]mf.'stsi]lp that
sets the l;uhling of "words” agamst that of "'r||i1|i_:;'&". “Many ferninists have
traditionally tended to see things be they low pay, rape or female foeticide
as more sienificant than, for example, the discursive constriaclion of mar-
grnality m a text or document.” In what follows, 1 want to suggest that a
stmple dichotomizing of the discursive versus the matenal does little to
ilMaminate the intersection of the twos that is, the way that discursive prac-
tices can have material effects or, in Lakoff's tenns, the way that linguistic
disparities can influence social mequibies.

The idea that sexist linguistic practices can adversely imfluence the
kinds of genderad idemtitics women are able to produce was @ major im-
petus behind nonsexist langnage reform efforts m the 19470s and 1958k,
Farly work on sexist language, for cxample, pomted o the detmmental
cffects, both practical and symbolic, of imasculine generies such as be and
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