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I selected the top of a mountain to propose to my fiancée specifically because it provided an intimate setting and connected us to each other, nature and nothing else. We hiked in Cave Creek Regional Park in Scottsdale, Arizona and climbed to the Native American ruins. I dropped to one knee and asked. I figured we would spend the rest of the day in silence, enjoying the world and our place in it. However, as soon as I proposed, she began pacing to manipulate her cell phone and call every person she has met since kindergarten. Baffled by the erosion of our intimate moment, I chided her, and her gender, for talking too much. Then she insisted I am guilty of that offense more often. She recalled the night before, when my father and I had shushed her repeatedly during the two hours we spent one-upping each other about New York Yankees trivia. So I wondered: which gender speaks more, or for that matter too much?


Chapter 6 in Language Myths allowed me to write about this debate. I assumed my research would validate my belief that women talk more. However, I soon felt like a math student who impatiently raised his hand with the correct answer, only to realize he forgot to carry the one. I found much empirical evidence to debunk the myth of the overly loquacious woman. However, I also found enough justification to believe that the myth exists for reasons deeper than the patriarchal conspiracy blamed by most feminist researchers. Which gender talks too much is often a matter of situational perspective. Men dominate public settings where status can be gained or lost based on verbal performance, and women own private settings where relationships can be formed or validated based on intimate expression. This discrepancy led me to believe that while the causes for this phenomenon are socialized, they are likely imbedded and irreversible.


Initially, a discussion of the myth presupposes that it permeates society. That became painfully obvious when I perused Holmes’ cross-section of proverbs. The Maori people of New Zealand denounce verbose women with this phrase: “The woman with active hands and feet, marry her, but the woman with an overactive mouth, leave well alone.” In Jutland, some say, “The North Sea will sooner be found wanting in water than a woman at a loss for words.” The Japanese chide, “Where there are women and geese there’s noise.” The Chinese call the tongue the “sword of a woman and she never lets it become rusty.” Some Americans jest, “When both husband and wife wear pants it is not difficult to tell them apart — he is the one who is listening.” The Scottish rail against inappropriate amounts of speech regardless of gender and insist, “Nothing is so unnatural as a talkative man or a quiet woman” (Holmes, Women Talk Too Much 41-42). These claims counter abundant studies that express the reverse. Researchers found men speak more than women (often significantly more) by most indicators.


Holmes examined a variety of discussions, beginning with a 1979 British conference on sexism. Moderators chose consciously to discriminate opportunity for comment in favor of women. Still, “men claimed almost twice as many speaking turns as the women.” A year later at an American conference, women comprised 42 percent of the audience but “managed to claim only 27 percent of the questions” and “the men’s questions were twice as long as the women’s on average.” During a 1988 conference that sought to balance gender responses of 26 men and 23 women, “men averaged 7.7 contributions each” to women’s 2.6. Overall, men made 76.7 percent of the contributions, over three times as much as women (Women, Men and Politeness 40).


Spender observed a related trend at a conference in the early 1980s. She noticed “the general level of noise in the room seemed to increase when a woman was talking.” She believes “the talk of women was treated as an opportunity / excuse for men and women to exchange information” because “this did not happen to the same degree when it was a man who held the floor” (87). Holmes noted in Franken’s study of three separate television interviews where each interviewer was entitled to at most a third of the talking time, “the males in each of the three television programs in fact appropriated at least half” (Women, Men and Politeness 33-36). When Holmes collected data from 100 public meetings or seminars that featured a formal speaker and followed with questions, she found “men were responsible for the majority of elicitations in all but seven of the sessions. On five of the seven occasions when women contributed more elicitations than men, women were a majority in the audience” (Women, Men and Politeness, 41-42).


Even so, James and Drakich wondered, “why does the stereotype that women talk more exist given that there is extraordinarily little empirical support for it” (284)? Spender suspects the sexist structure of nearly all human societies. She insists

The concept of women as the talkative sex involves a comparison: they must talk too much against some sort of standard or yardstick and we have erroneously assumed that the measurement of women as talkers is in comparison to men. But this appears not to be the case. The talkativeness of women has been gauged in comparison not with the men but with silence. Women have not been judged on the grounds of whether they talk more than men, but of whether they talk more than silent women” (42).


Therefore, any speech by a woman would be construed as too much. So what exactly created this discrepancy between the empirical and the anecdotal? Clearly, the existence of a patriarchy is a root cause. Also, people feel more comfortable dominating a conversation with those to whom they feel superior. This is true in conversation between parent and child, elderly and young, rich and poor or educated and ignorant. Since power is a “determining factor in interaction” it seems likely someone who perceives himself (or more often herself) inferior will remain “relatively quiet in the presence of superiors” (Spender 45). Even in 2004, many women still feel inferior. The inverse has not evolved much faster. Different socialization for boys and girls perpetuates this effect.

In modern western societies, most girls and boys operate in single-sex peer groups through an influential period of their childhood, during which they acquire and develop different styles of interaction. The boys’ interaction tends to be more competitive and control-oriented, while the girls interact more cooperatively and focus on relative closesness (Holmes, Women, Men and Politeness 7).


After schooling tells boys and girls to behave in different ways, the workforce reinforces this idea. Note the existence of a “sexual division of labor and of interests.” Since people “use more words associated with their daily tasks — so a schoolteacher for example would probably use a different repertoire from a truck driver” or a Bride Magazine reader different language from a Sports Illustrated subscriber, “it would not be surprising to find that women have a different vocabulary from men.” Therefore, since men comprised the workforce, “the vocabulary associated with their work was serious: women did not work, so their vocabulary was trivial” (Spender 33-34).

 
Still, one must wonder how society could mask the studies that show men’s clear proclivity for excessive talking. It seems the patriarchy employed strategies, either subconsciously or deliberately, to maintain the myth of female silence. Primarily, “language has been made by men and they have used it for their own purposes” (Spender 52). Until the last century, women had no chance to be “the influential philosophers, the orators or poets, the politicians or rhetoricians, the grammarians, the linguists or educators, and they have not had the same opportunity to influence the language” (Spender 53). As a result of women’s exclusion from the seats of linguistic power, talk that involved, addressed the issues of, appealed to, or even showed concern for women has been cast as idle and irrelevant. This created the perception that women talk a lot, but do not say anything (James and Drakich 302). Dictionaries validate this system because “there are no terms for man talk that are equivalent to chatter, natter, prattle, nag, bitch, whine and, of course, gossip,” (Spender 107). Spender noted the double standard because she is “not so naïve as to assume that this is because men do not engage in these activities” but their equivalent “is called something more flattering” (107).  


Not only have women been denied ownership of the language, they have been denied a public forum in which to speak freely. For centuries, men have had pubs, office coolers, meeting halls, organizations, sporting events and many more arenas. Women have had “no comparable locations to the pub which can encourage woman talk.” This discrepancy has deprived women “access to discourse with each other (they have been encouraged to accept that talking to each other does not count)” and access to discuss meaningful topics with men (Spender 107). This left women at an experiential disadvantage when they joined the workforce nearly two millennia after men.


As if having no voice or place to voice was not effective enough, there is the apex of all strategies used to engender silence: the interruption. Though Spender sounds like the Oliver Stone of feminism when she depicts the interruption as a weapon “by which (a) males can prevent females from talking, and (b) they can gain the floor for themselves” and “engineer women’s silence,” her argument is supported by the idea “that it is not proper for a woman to interrupt / contradict a male, particularly ‘in public’ ” (44). Indeed, she is accurate in writing “he who interrupts most (and I use he specifically) tends to do the most talking” (43). Spender cited a 1975 study of mixed-sex conversations in which Zimmerman and West found 98 percent of interruptions were made by men. Furthermore, none of the females thought “this was ‘out of order’ or sufficient reason for protest,” but instead “tended to be silent after being interrupted” (43). Holmes pointed to Stubbe’s 1978 study of four flatmates in New Zealand where the two males caused 60 percent of the interruptions (Women, Men and Politeness 52). In 1985, when Hyndman recorded four college students at dinner, the males initiated 77 percent of interruptions (Holmes, Women, Men and Politeness 52-53). During a feminist research group at the University of London in 1977, Spender found an interesting social irony, noting “the woman who doesn’t provide dishes to tempt a man’s conversational appetite can be seen as rude and ungracious,” but if she tries to interrupt “it is seen as a hostile act. You are dominating and bitchy” (44-45). 


It seems women are conversationally damned if they do or if they don’t. This explains why women “have traditionally reacted to this by retreating into silence. Systematically rejected, denied the confidence to express and affirm the validity of their own experience, any human being would, I suspect, employ similar ‘protective’ strategies and reinforce their own muted position” (Spender 87). Women have a choice between being “silent, or if not, then to be classified as talking too much or talking without any authority” (Spender 108). Still, while some women opt for silence, there must be enough who choose to speak, because the stereotype of the talkative woman has not subsided over time. Therefore, some must find validity in it. So it should be noted that the opposite bias of that expressed by the men who wrote misogynistic proverbs could have affected these experiments, which were almost exclusively conducted by self-described feminists.


The first doubt that men are always the dominant speaker came when subsequent researchers failed to recreate “Zimmerman and West’s dramatic pattern” that suggest men are responsible for 98 percent of interruptions (Holmes, Women, Men and Politeness 51). As the numbers dwindled during similar experiments in the 1980s, scholars began to revise perspectives of previously gathered information, which seemed to indicate a profound amount of skewed data. Those inaccuracies likely corrupted the conclusions of many scholars who suggested women are entirely silent in deference to men.


When James and Drakich analyzed all 56 mixed-sex studies conducted between 1951 and 1991 to determine which gender talks more, they found various methodologies. Some measured total number of words. Others counted seconds spent talking. A few quantified the amount of turns each gender took during a conversation, and still some studied the average length of those turns. In fact, the only common thread was that almost all the subjects were middle-class, English-speaking Americans (281). Therefore, James and Drakich re-categorized the results into three groups. The first group of studies, formal talk, occurred in lectures or discussion seminars. James and Drakich found the second, task-oriented talk, in college classrooms. The studies they referred to as informal talk centered on intimate one-on-one conversations. James and Drakich never explicitly said so, but their research showed a direct relationship between the amount men talk and the formality of the conversational setting. Men spoke more than women in 13 of the 24 experiments (54.2 percent) that dealt with formal talk (287-289). However, male dominance dropped precipitously in the 16 studies of task-oriented conversation. Men dominated only 37.5 percent of those (294-296). Male dominance decreased again in the 16 experiments with informal conversation. Male control sank to 31.3 percent (296-297). 


In fact, the contrast may even be starker than those numbers indicate. A methodological quirk may account for an even wider gap. Of the 24 studies of formal settings, the one that found women to talk more and three of the five that found no difference, focused on the number of verbal acts initiated by each gender, not number of words or talking time. In three studies that showed no difference but also counted time, “males were producing longer utterances,” but produced no difference in their number of verbal acts (291). This means men likely talk more in formal settings than even suggested above, decreasing their role in informal talk significantly by comparison. If we accept that the one formal example of females speaking more is probably a false positive, the other results seem more in line with the theory that men and women have different relationships to the formality of a conversation. In the 16 task-oriented studies, women never dominated, but they did in 6.3 percent of the informal studies. Though this increase seems minor, look at it in conjunction with the dramatic increase in the number of conversations that had no dominant speaker. While male values decreased as formality decreased, the combined percentage of conversations that exhibited female dominance or no dominant speaker leapt from 25 percent to 56.3 (see Appendix). This means female domination and conversational parity will increase in less formal settings.


Further confounding the argument, some researchers have ignored gender in favor of studying the characteristics of specific members of a sex. In 1975, Hershey and Werner introduced feminism as a variable to their observation of couples. They found:

Couples who held more traditional expectations about the genders, the results conformed to stereotypic expectations. However, for feminist couples the results did not conform […because] feminists are not likely to accept traditional sexist values nor adhere to traditional gender roles in interaction, and are likely to choose as marriage partners men who have similar views (James and Drakich 292).

The line of demarcation between men’s and women’s conversational contributions seems based more on societal norms of power than the body chemistry that divides genders. It can also be inferred that the gap between male and female dominance has narrowed, and will continue to do so as feminism occupies a greater portion of the cultural landscape.


Seemingly, same-sex couples offer the perfect control for these experiments. Indeed, in “homosexual couples in which one member was more ‘powerful’ than the other, the more powerful member took up significantly more talking time when the couple worked together on a formal task,” but in couples that shared power, “there was no significant difference” (James and Drakich 292).

Such data validates “status characteristics theory,” which “argues that in social interaction individuals evaluate themselves relative to the other individuals with whom they are participating” and the participants act according to those evaluations (James and Drakich 286). That means people will act, and therefore talk, like authorities when they feel like authorities. Of course, the inverse is true. This predicts men will dominate man-friendly arenas, such as formal discussions, and women will dominate female-friendly arenas, such as intimate discussions. This is the pivotal component of gender differences in amount of speech. Like real estate, it boils down to location, location, location. 

Males tend to talk more than women in public contexts where talk is highly valued and attracts positive attention […] When they were alone with their wives, the men in these studies contributed much less talk than the women [who …] worked harder to get a conversation and keep it going (Holmes, Women, Men and Politeness  37).

Holmes noted this phenomenon occurs because women may view “formal public contexts as more face threatening than men do, while men, perhaps, find private and intimate contexts less comfortable. Each gender contributes least in the situation they find most uncomfortable” (37). Compounding this difference, topics that men find provocative generally appear more often in formal discussions. Similarly, those that have been traditionally considered women’s topics are often relegated to informal talks (James and Drakich 300). Formal structure has made women “a numerical minority” and forced them to abide by “rules of interaction” that “have been defined and developed by males” (Holmes, Women, Men and Politeness 42). Since women are newer to the workforce and other public settings where conversational systems are male-designed to suit male conversational patterns, women find them inherently less comfortable. By contrast, the home, a female domain until the 20th century, makes women more comfortable for talk.

This creates in the home a sort of verbal plantation, a situation where those with power (men) do less of the work (talking). Fishman’s 1977 examination (52 hours of conversation from mixed-sex couples who agreed to have tape recorders in their homes) exemplified this paradigm. Her research showed “women made the conversational effort but men exercised control.” They chose to respond only to topics that interested them and then dominated the talk. She noted “women are required to be ‘linguistically available’ to men; their own talk is not important. They are obliged to be the audience, the good listener, and to keep the conversation flowing.” This created a “division of labor in conversation. Though women generally do more work, the men usually control the conversations that couples have. Since the men’s remarks develop into conversations more often than the women’s, men end up defining what will be talked about and which aspect of reality are the most important” (qtd. in Spender 48).

Of course, men and women experience different levels of comfort, and therefore talk, in certain locations because of differences in the goals they seek from communication. “Women and men are socialized to have different goals in interactions and to use talk in different ways in order to attain these goals” (James and Drakich 301). Men’s reasons seem based more on tribal concepts of dominance. Summarizing 18 studies on a variety of mixed-sex groups from 1966-91, Sheldon labeled male speech “as competition oriented, or adversarial” because “boys’ (and men’s) groups are thought to be hierarchical and competitive. Boys play in larger groups and their play is rougher than girls’.” Boys tend to “use speech to ‘1) assert one’s position of dominance, 2) attract an audience, and 3) assert oneself when other speakers have the floor.” Note the one-upsmanship I engaged in with my father. She calls female speech “collaboration oriented, or affiliative,” suggesting “girls (and women) use language more cooperatively” (87). They share turns more often than boys, display more organization and agree more. Note my fiancée’s desire to include her friends in our intimate moment.

Also, women “show more interest in what other people are saying,” make “more supportive comments,” ask “more questions” and work “harder to keep conversations going” (87). Males see greater virtue in “taking and holding the floor for long periods” because this strategy can gain attention and assert status (James and Drakich 285). By contrast, women form and evaluate relationships by “sustained talk” In fact, women “assess the health of their relationships with others in terms of how much verbal interaction they engage in” (Holmes, Women, Men and Politeness 38-39).

Women’s strategies of informal, intimate talk seem to underlie this goal. While men are more often expected to be experts in oration, women are more often expected to be experts in emotion and “informal interactions require more socioemotional skills” (James and Drakich 298). This explains women’s propensity for asking questions of informal conversation partners. Questions are powerful because “they demand a next utterance, and so they are ways of ensuring at least a minimal interaction” (Holmes, Women, Men and Politeness 39). Therefore, women may appear as if they talk more because they are initiators. Similarly, women seem to increase their amount of informal talk “when things are going well.” Contrarily, men “see less need for regular talk in established intimate relationships” (Holmes, Women, Men and Politeness 70).

This conflict perpetuates the belief that women talk too much. Seemingly, men feel no need to talk to their wives because there is no status to be gained from that interaction. Even today, many men possess, or perceive, supreme authority. Furthermore, the intimate setting of a home gives the female, in sports parlance, a home-field advantage. Therefore, men talk more where they feel more comfortable, and women talk more where they feel more comfortable. The genders place greater importance on their zones of comfort, and interpret their territory of talk as more pertinent. Men tend to speak openly and dominantly in public, but withdraw from private conversation. On the other hand, women more often shy from formal, public speech but initiate and sustain private conversation, while filling the vacuum created by male silence in that situation. This mirror-image scenario creates the following quagmire: 

Men have more frequently interacted with women in informal than in formal interactions. Therefore, men have experienced women as talking at times when they would be less likely to choose to talk themselves, and about matters about which men would be less likely to choose to talk about themselves (James and Drakich 302).

After realizing I am a dominant, public-speaking male, I called my fiancée. She began to tell me something that happened to her best friend from college. Naturally, I interrupted her to tell her I finished my paper.
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