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ABSTRACT

Farly gender theorists developed frameworks for
identifying (two) different genders in communication.
These early studies were based on face-to-face communica-
tion. In contrast, my empirical case study is aimed at inves-
tigating whether the above frameworks are still applicable
today, especially with reference to computer-mediated com-
munication {CMQ), where the visual and auditory cues are
absent. This study specifically focuses on interactions
among young Southern Africans and tests whether the char-
acteristics identified as key elements in the above frame-
works are relevant in CMC. Therefore, in my paper, [
describe and use traditional frameworks on my data and sub-
sequently describe and apply more recent gender theories,
which 1 found to be more compatible with my data.
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Parts berween < ...

Dialogue Y

10. emuscless tinkie is so friendly

12. <HAPPY> I know

13, <Tinkie> Is that because my name sounds soft and
cuddly?

14, <muscles> coz u greet everyone

54. <Tinkie> My aunt is having her third child.

57. <HAPPY> when, im impressed

61. <Tinkie> She'll be having her in a month.

58. <Tinkie> I couldn't believe it because I wouldn’t
kniow how ['d feed a child in these

59, condidons.

60, <HAPPY>i can’t wait to hold mine in my hands

62, <HAPPY>1 mean in 6 yrs maybe

64. <Tinkie> P'm looking at six or seven years from now.

63. <muscles> i dont want any kids

65. <Tinkie> Really, muscles?

66. <Tinkie> Why not?

69. <muscles> we are over populated as it is

73. «muscles> we need to adopt kids instead

Looking at the two extracts of conversation given
above, few readers would fail to recognise that the partici-
pants in the first dialogue are not of the same gender as
those in the second one. The stereotypical characteristies of
the conversations make it almost obvious that the interac-
tion on the left took place berween males and the one on the
right between females. In line with the discoveries of early
gender theorists such as D. Tannen, R. Lakaff, D.
Zimmerman and C. West, the conversation between the
males is more centred aronnd facts and issues instead of a
personally orientated topic and self-disclosure such as s dis-
played in the females’ interaction. The conversation on the
right displays more features of conversationat support with
the example of Muscles’ szarting off by complementing
Tinkie by referring to her as friendly. Such displays of
mutual support and co-operatjon are not seen in the con-
versation between the men, instead what we do see is some
profanity when Q tells Loaded that “Shit is tight.” Though
some of the women do show some level of assertion, we can-
not help but compare (s very assertive statement, “They
were Definitely] chicks,” to Happy's heavily atrenuated
comment, “I mean in 6 years maybe.” And, of course, the
males’ use of words such as ‘chicks” and ‘bru,” a collogquial
South African werd equivalent to the American term, ‘dog,’
used to mean brother or friend, are a dead give-away of their
gender.
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“Typical’, is what one may be tempted to call these
examples of male and female conversation styles. However,
modern gender theories such as those of D). Cameron and
D. Kulick problematise the earlier model of gender classifi-
cation referred to zbove. And contrary to the impression
created by the extracts from conversations X and Y, my
empirical study suggested that the later theorists were cor-
rect and the ideas of the carlier ones questionable, at the
very least. In my data, the ewo interacdons, X and Y, quoted
above are by no means typical. Other dialoguoes, especially
those in which both sexes were involved, proved far less
sterentypical than the early theorists might have led us to
believe. Most of my data did not show a binary system of
gender classification (that s, a system whereby one can be
classified as being either of masculine or feminine gender)
but suggested, rather, that gender is more performative and
constructive than stade. That is, “performing masculinity or
femininity ‘appropriately’ cannot mean giving exactly the
same performance regardless of circumstances...it may
involve different strategies in mixed- and single-sex com-
pany, in private and in public settngs, in various social posi-
tions (parent, lover, professional, friend) that someone
might regularly occupy in the course of everyday life”
{Cameron, 1996: 60). As Michelle Rodino put it, in a com-
puter-mediated communication {CMC) context, “One
may knock on a door ke a woman and enter a room like a
woman, but to continue to appear 2s 3 woman, one IMASE
conginue displaying cues that signify woman” (Rodino, n.d.).
This is especially true in CMC where the visual and auditory
cues are absent. My findings showed that no one ‘knocked ar
the door, walked into the room and continued to display
cues signifying one gender,” in terms of the binary classifica-
tion, throughout any interaction,

The reality is that representations of gender and
identity are fast changing in the soctety we live in. This we
see every day with women taking on what were stereotypi-
cally masculine attitudes, roles and jobs and men being more
accepting of their “feminine” sides by embracing what were
stereotypically feminine emotions. More and more language
and gender stereotypes seem to be becoming inapplicable
and even impertinent' to the men and women of today. This
brings to the fore the necessity to re-evaluate traditional
identity models and stereotypes and makes it “desirable to
reformulate notions such as ‘women’s language’ or ‘men’s
style™ (Cameron, 1995: 43} to make them more accommao-
dating of the changes raking place in society.

This is shown by several participants’ responses e stereotypes made
abour thes
N -omrnent in chat A3, “Jaguars comument is semi-
mdgemental” ine 2163 and his aking offence o Jaguar’s assertion
that he tatked o much in line 205,

snders and even the opposite gender(s). An example is

rredam

Furthermore, the dawn of the internet and the con-
troversies it presents adds o this need for re-evaluation.
Because “itfhe Internet creates a osis of boundaries berween
the real and the virtual, beoween dme zones and berween
spaces, near and distant {and} [a]bove all, boundaries
between bodies and technologies, between our sense of self
and our sense of our changing roles” (Shields, 1996: 7) it
provides the perfect playground for us to experiment
with different theories on gender and other aspeets of our
identities. .

Most of us are aware of the predictions made about
how the internet would affect communication. Several peo-
ple predicted that the anonymity offered by on-line envi-
ronments would almost obliterate identity distinctions
which seem to lead to prejudice and judgement in real life.
They suggested that “on the Internet, boundaries — tempo-
ral, spatial, associadve and identty-forming - zll dissolve”
(Nguyen & Alexander, 1996: 99). And some went as far as wo
suggest that on the internet “[tthe conmined, the disdnct,
the separate — are being replaced by the flowing, the unified,
the fused” (Shields, 1996: 3). Nguyen and Alexander
asserted that “[ulnder power’s endless refraction within the
new electronic dispensation, old assumptions about the
nature of identity have quietly vanished” (1996: 104). They
suggested that on the internet “[o]ur individual concreteness
dissolves in favour of the fluid, the homogeneous and the
universal. Once the palpable pardeularity of individual iden-
tity is lost, we become relational feedback units among end-
less arrays of refracted power” (Nguyen & Alexander, 1996:
104). The fact that experience has proved this net to be
completely tue creates room for further investigaton, further
necessitating reform in academic assumptions and practices
in regard to such fields as sociolinguistics and ethnology.

Therefore, in this paper, | explore the ways in which
traditional ideas of how different genders communicate have
been affected, challenged and even changed by CMC. To
contextaalise my own study, [ give 2 broad outline of devel-
opments in language and gender theory and related research
conducted on language and gender as affected by the dawn
of the interner. Thereafter I give an account of the findings
in my case study and compare them to the discoveries of
previous researchers,




BACKGROUND AND GENERAL CONTEXT
Definition

I found that in my daw gender was extremely difficult
to pinpoint. That it is not easy to define is also shown by the
fact thar after more than three decades of trying to pin it
down, there is stll no one definition which can be said to
appropriately and correctly explain it and model exactly how
it is to be identified. Deespite the difficulty in pinpointing 2
single definition of gender, the definition I find useful is that
of Kav McCormick:

[Tihe term ‘gender’ does not refer to ‘grammatical
gender” (the system to be found in some languages
of organising certain word classes into contrasting
categories of ‘masculine,” ‘feminine,’ ‘nester’y. Here
gender refers to socizl categories based on sex but
encompassing behaviour, roles, and images that
although not biologically determined, are regarded
by a society as appropriate to its male or female
members. What is seen as appropriate to each gen-
der thus differs in different societies and eras.
Gender is distinguished from ‘sex’ in that sex is
taken to refer to biological characteristics of male
and female whereas gender encompasses what is
socially learned and acquired. (McCormick, 1994
317).

Languaage and Gender Off-line

According to Deborah Cameron, beginning from
around 1973 sociolinguistic theories refatng to gender can
generally be said to fall under three particular approaches:
the deficir model, the dominance model and the culrural differ-
ence model (Cameron, 19935: 33). She describes these three
approaches thus: in the deficit model early socialisation s
explained as being the reason why women are disadvantaged
speakers in communication, especially in mixed-sex interac-
tions. In the dominance model “women are seen, often
through an ethnomethodological frame, as negotiating their
relatively powerless position m interacting with men: mate
social privilege is made manifest in recurrent patterns of lan-
guage use” {Cameron, 1995: 33). And, in the enfrural differ-
ence model, the model which dominated in the 1980s,
women and men’s “segregation. .. during childhood and
adolescence” (Cameron, 1995: 33) is shown to be responsi-
bie for the sexes’ differences in “conversational goalts and
styles” (Cameron, 1995; 33).

The above approaches are signified in the works of
theorists sach as R. Lakoff, D. Zimmerman, C. West, and

D. Tannen’ (Cameron, 1995: 33). The conclusions they
reached were, at the time, very definite: in Deborah
Tannen's words, “men do not do ‘women’s talk’ because they
simply do not know how” (Cameron, 1996: 60} And, of
course, in the early theorists’ perceptions, the opposite was
also true. Women’s and men’s language was polarised: hence
the *facilitative/controlling, rapport/report, and fersonal/
authoritative” (Rodine, n.d.} binaries.

Though the departure point of linguistic study has
always been that “all varieties are equal” (Cameron, 1995
3%), this has not always been the impression given by the
models of language and gender produced by language theo-
rists. Women have been said to “use ‘beuter’ speech {than
men] as a means of gaining entry into a social group of
higher status™ (McCormick, 1994: 319). Thus the compari-
son is made berween women’s use of polite, refined language
and more prestigious variants of pronunciation and men’s
use of more taboo language, expletives and more working
class speech patterns (De Klerk, 1996: 157; McCormick,
1994: 318 — 319; Coates, 1986: 97). An example of this is
provided by Qs expression “Shit is tight.” This was in
extract X taken from the men’s conversation and quoted in
the introduction. Women are said to use more descriptive
language while men tend to have a limited descriptive
vocabulary. And it is said that women pay more compliments
than men do—this was shown in extract Y of the women’s
conversation guoted in the introduction. In single-sex con-
versations, women have been shown to prefer personal top-
ies while men prefer public issues, Women also tend to use
more emotional language, deseribing and discussing their
fectings, and give more personally orientated responses,
revealing thoughts and feclings, while men speak more mat-
ter-of-factly and use authoritative language. Women seem to
have a more co-operative style of conversation, tending ro
show greater conversational support by use of ‘minimal
responses’ such as ‘yeah’, ‘mhm’ and ‘right’ and by asking
questions and addressing other participants by name
(Cameron, 1996: 231; Coates, 1986: 97 & 117}. On the
other hand, men tend to display a more competitive and
adversarial style of conversation. In mixed-sex conversations
svidence congradicting the stereotype that “women are con-
stitutionally verhose” (MeCormick, 1994 320} is produced
a2s men are shown to dominate conversation by having
longer turns and often being the ones to introduce new top-
ics which are taken up and developed (McCormick, 1994
320; Coates, 1986 §117). Men’s displays of greater verbal
aggression, interrupting more often than women, making
stronger and more contentious assertions and crivicising and

theorists.’
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ridiculing others more, are contrasted with women’s ten-
dency to display more features of attenuation such as hedg-
ing, apologising and using tag questions rather than making
assertions {Cameron, 2000: 231; Coates, 1986: 117},

Tannen says that itis “because girls and boys grow up
in what are essentiaily different cultures [that] tlk between
men and women is cross-cultural communication” (Redino,
n.d.). Bug, if language and pender is as clear-cut as the early
theorists make it seem men and women would have to, as
Cameron suggests, “live on different planets” {Cameron,
1996: 60). Thas it is clear that “representing male and
female language as a binary and using other dichotomous
categories to describe language overlook (sic) complexities
in actual speech” (Rodino, n.d.). And this is exactly what the
mast modern of language and gender theorists conclude:
gender cannot be defined in terms of binary categories
becaunse context and other social identity signifiers con-
tribute to the construction of gender, thus meaning that
gender is not static but constructive and performative.
Deborah Cameron sums this approach up bese: “if I talk like
a woman this is not just the inevitable outcome of the fact
that [ am a woman; it is one way I have of becoming a
woman, producing myself 4s one” (Cameron, 1995: 43).

What the early theorists ignored in their research and
theories is the fluidity of language and gender. As Don
Kulick observes, “...gender has a strong tendency to be
analysed in terms of mutually exclusive identity categories
(namely ‘man’ and ‘woman’) * (Kulick, 2000: 270) bug, as he
and Cameron and several other modern linguists seem to
agree, masculinity and femininity are not “monolithic con-
structs, astomatically giving rise to predictable and wtierly
different patterns of verbal interaction” {Camercn, 1996:
62). It is completely possible for a person to give female sig-
nals or use female indicators and sall not be female and, in
terms of Darsey’s theorem applied by Kulick in his article,
“Ciay and Lesbian Language”, ‘the fact thar males do X does
not make X male' (Kulick, 2000: 259). Co-operative speech
cannot be characterised as ‘fernale speech’ unless it can be
proved that it is unique to females, which it obviously is not
because many males use co-operative speech parterns. In
fact, Hewitt goes as far as to say that all speech is co-opera-
tive to some extent, whether berween males or females,
hecause “the declarative ‘'T" and the co-ordinative ‘we’ are
simultaneously valid for any group exchange, irrespective of
the gender of its participants” (Meinhof & Johnson, 1996
3). He woo thus problematises gender bifurcation,

Language and Gender On-line

Sociolinguistic studies of gendered Janguage on the
internet have been intricately involved with and connected
to those off-line. Though studies which wok place in the
1970s through the early 1990s focussed on how men and
women differ in speech patterns and language vse in face-to-
face (FTF) interactions, conclusions reached there have
proved very useful in research done on language and gender
in CMC. As this is a well documented area of linguistic
research, early studies—and by early T mean in the very late
80s and early 90s—done on how language and gender are
represented on the internet used the early theories dealt
with in detail in the previous section as a basis and support
for their research,

Many theories and studies in a variety of disciplines
have dealt with how the internet would affect perceptions of
identity and the ways in which it is formed. The majority of
these theories, most of which made big claims on how com-
munication would change in the future, were produced in
the late 80s and early 90s by theorists such as S, Turkle, M,
Taylor and E. Saarinen. Their predictions can basically be
summarised thus: “[ijn allowing interaction at a distance, the
computer fhas] negated the limitations of physical pres-
ence...” (Shields, 1996: 5). They asserted that “[ojn the
internet, boundaries ~ temporal, spatial and identity-form-
ing — all dissolve...” (Nguyen & Alexander, 19%96: 104) and
gender, race and class distinetions are erased because,
“unless you choose to disclose it, no one else knows whether
you are male, female, tall, short, a redhead or blond, black,
white or Asian, Latino, in a wheelchair or not” (Nguyen &
Alexander, 1996: 104) and we are thus enabled o have com-
munity discourse free of prejudice.

While the above theory is very optimistic, it is
extremely idealistic and this was heavily criticised by con-
temporary and later theorists who have published works
within the last five to ten vears and found that, just as the
early linguistic theories were misleadingly conclusive and
came to be disproved by further research, so were those of
the carlier theorists on language and identity on the net.
They found that gender, race and class identities are not
escaped but re-inscribed online. Their propositons were
not free of idealism either, though, for some wenras far as w
suggest that “cyberspace is a...diverse and polymorphous
reality, in which computer technology mediates practically
every human action, speech, even thought” (Nguyen &
Alexander, 1996: 100). This, of course, is not rue as the
absence of visual and auditory cues, which creates difficuley




in fully comprehending the intention behind an utrerance,
shows that the internet cannot, as yet, recreate reality in its
entirety. The inability to determine tone and identfy or dif-
ferentiate between dramatic and uncomfortable pauses
means that CMC is not a complere reconstructon and
duplication of reality. But seemingly, the correct view is that,

the internet is a petwork linking interactants across
space and tme, not a ‘thing’ or a ser of compuzers
communicating autonomously without human
actors...[and], the amoral quality of Net ethics
throws inte question essentialized identities and
dualistic sexual categories in which male and female
are the unquestioned alpha and omega of sexuality.
{Shields, 1996: 8 - §)

The same can be said of gender.

With regard to linguistic representations of gender
on the internet, most of the more recent research indicates
broad agreement that gender distinctions are not neutralised
by CMC, but the degrees of their assertions varied. Some
researchers asserted that “women and men have recognis-
ably different seyles in posting to the internet...{and] that
women and men have different communicative ethics - that
is, they value different kinds of online interactions as appro-
priate and desirable” (Herring, 1994), showing consistency
with the assertions of linguisdc theorists such as Deborah
Tannen. And others suggested that the net simply provides a
platform where men, and especially women, can begin to
break free from stereotypes and gender expectations.
Elizabeth Lawley suggests that “the world of (and the worlds
created by) technology need not only reflect current gender
categories; instead they can become another arena for the
reshaping of those categories” (Lawley, 1993). And I would
say ‘reshaping’ is the key word in that sentence.

Online, women and men do sometimes show the
stereotypical features of conversation, but more often than
not, they break out of the boundaries, or as Michelle Rodino
words it, “break out of the binaries” (Rodino, n.d.). On
Yahoo chat the first thing people ask is ‘a/s/1" which stands
for age, sex and location. As Kate Argyle and Rob Shields
suggest “the need for face-to-face contact suggests that the
body...is a central stake in our, so-called, virtual neighbour-
hoods” (Argyle & Shields, 1996: 68) i.e. we do not shake off
our identity just by logging into an internet chat room.
Binch showed this when, in one of the chat sessions [ con~
ducted, he first suggested that everyone meet in person
after the chat session and then later informed the other

participants that if they were to see him in real life they
would run away due to dishelief that it was him. Goose made
a similar comment when, in an earlier chat session, he said,
“u couldn’t miss me in real life.” People seem somewhat
unable to let go of reality ondine. In fact, it has been sug-
gested that virtual reality is not an escape from reality but
“providefsi an alternatve reality, where ‘being’ somewhere
does not require physical presence and ‘doing’ something
does not result in any change in the physical world”
{(Springer, 1996: 314). Bur what rakes place online does
affect reality as, in CMU, “we write in the present...[w]e are
acting upon words that make our body move w respond and
which in turn cause others to do the same” (Argyle &
Shields, 1996: 67). Thus gender bifurcation and other
identity stereotypes are simply transplanted onto so-called
virtual environments.

However—and this is not surprising, considering the
findings of language theorists such as Deborah Cameron
and Don Kulick—though chat participants may communi-
cate with each other on the basis of binary classifications of
gender,

neither the function of utterances nor the construc-
tion of gender adheres to dualistic deseriptions, as
past research has implied.. Jinstead] {tihe dualistic
gender system poses several problems...fas] this
hegemonic system does not accurately describe the
array of multiple ur/gendered traits thar individuals
exhibit... [for] [c]lomputer-mediated interlocutors
may perform masculinity, fermininity, gender nen-
trality, some combination, or none of these,

(Radino, n.d.)

This can be said w be gue, not only in CMC, bur also in
face-to-face communication.

Lastly, as a mere observation, CMC does not only
allow for the two genders to extend their identity possibili-
ties, but, as a form of writng and speech in one, it allows
people to extend their communication possibilities. An
example is when, in another chat session, Zed asks Jaguar
what he previously said which she had missed and he
apswers, “ZED go up to see my statement.” This one could
not do in real life unless they were to record all the conver-
sations they had,

My research, therefore, supports that the most recent
theories on representations of gender through language are
rrue and can be proved so, not only off line, bur also on line.
This paper demonstrates the degree to which gender is srady
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represented by language on the internet and specitically in
CMC. But my study is by no means conclusive evidence of
the possibility of a new model, yet it raises questions that |
hope will lend themselves to some positive input in this field
of research.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Argyle, Katie and Shields, Rob. 1996. “Is There 1 Body in the
Net?” in Cultures of Internet: Virenal Spaces, Real Histortes, Living
Bodies. Shields, Rob (ed). London: Sage Publications.

Cameron, Dehorah. 1995, “Rethinking Language and Gender
Studies: Some Issaes for the 1990s.” In Lengrage and Gender
Interdisciplinary Perspectives. Mills, Sara (ed). London and New
York: Longman.

Cameron, Deborah. 1996, “Performing Gender Identity: Young
Men’s Talk and the Construction of Heterosexual Masculinity.”
In Language and Masculinity. Johnson, Sally and Meinhof, Ulrike
Hanna (eds). Oxford: Blackweil.

Cameron, Deborah. 2000. *Gender and Language Use.” In
Introducing Seciolinguistivs, Mesthrie, Rajend; Swann, Joan;
Deumert, Andrea; and Leap, William L. (eds). Philadelphia:
John Benjamin Publishing Company.

Coates, Jennifer. 1986. Wamen, Men and Language. London and
New York: Longman.

Coates, Jennifer. 1995. “Language, Gender and Career.” In
Language and Gender Interdisciplinary Perspectives. Mills, Sara
{ed). London and New York: Longman.

De Klerk, Vivian, 1996, “The Role of Expletives in the
Construction of Masculinity.” In Lenguage and Mascalinity.
Johnson, Sally and Meinhof, Ulrike Hanna (eds}. Oxford:
Blackwell.

“Discourse and Seociety.” 2061, Book Reviews.

Herring, Susan. 1994, “Gender Differences in Compurer-
Mediated Communication: Bringing Familiar Baggage to

the New Frontier.” httpi//epsr.org/epst/gender/herring. oct

Kulick, Don. 2000. “Gay and Lesbian Language” by Annual
Reviews,

fawley, Elizaheth Lane. April 1993, “Computers and the Commu-
nication of Gender.” htp://www.ites.com/elawley/gender humi

MeCormick, K. M. 1994, “Gender and Language.” In Pergasmon
Fncyclopacdia of Lancuage amd Linguistics. Oxford: Pergamon
F 5-» =] E»
Press and Elsevier.

Meinhof, Ulrike Hanna and Johnson, Saily. 1996, “Inwoduction.”
In Langnage and Masculnity. Johnson, Sally and Meinhot, Ulrike
Hanna (eds). Oxford: Blackwell.

Nguyen, Dan Thu and Alexander, Jon, 1996, “The Coming of
Cyherspacetime and the End of the Poliey.” Tn Cudrwres of
Internet: Virtual Spaces, Real Histovies, Living Budies. Shields,
Reb {ed}). London: Sage Publications.

Rodino, Michelle. n.d. “Breaking Out of Binaries:
Reconceptualizing Gender and its Reladonship o
Language in Cofnputer-Mediated Communication.”
htip:/fjeme.huoji.ac.il/vol3issue3/rodino.homt

Shields, Rob. 1996, “Introduction.” In Cultures of Internet: Virtual
Spaces, Real Histories, Living Bodies. Shields, Rob (ed). London:
Sage Publications.

Springer. 1996, “The Coming of Cyberspacetime and the End of
the Polity.” In Cultwres of Furerner: Virtual Spaces, Real Histories,
Living Bodies. Shields, Rob (ed). London: Sage Publications.

Whelan, Lara. 2000. “Using On-Line Environments to Explore
Connections Between Gender and Language.” hrep:/fwww.,
new.ufl edu/ewZkonline/present/gender-language html




