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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Background of the Study 

Investigating gender identity becomes more important today than ever 

before. Since there are many arguments about the relationship between language 

use and the gender identity construction of an individual, this topic is not 

considered a simple problem to be discussed. It is believed that men and women 

have their own linguistic features. For instance, Lakoff (1975) cited in Bucholtz 

(2004, 15-28) stated that women are usually avoiding to use swear words and 

taboo expressions to hold up the society expectation of how women ought to talk. 

However, men’s language is usually expected as the opposite with women’s 

language.  

Even in western culture, this topic is still considered as a controversial 

issue. For instance, members of the community of non-heterosexuals or known as 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) communities are sometimes 

recognized as a deviation from social norms (Paiz 2015, 82). This assumption is 

caused by the belief of heteronormative society that male gender identity must-

have masculine gender roles and attracted to a female, while female gender 

identity must-have feminine gender roles and attracted to male (Nagoshi, Nagoshi 

and Brzuzy 2014, 4). This classic assumption of society shapes the gender 

binarism that represents of gender identity. 
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By looking from the linguistic point of view, the concept of identity here 

needs to be clarified as Block (2006) stated as “socially constructed, a self-

conscious, ongoing narrative an individual performs, interprets and projects in 

dress, bodily movements, actions and language” (Block 2006, 39). This definition 

declares that the identity holds an essential connection with the individual. 

Whether the person is aware or not, their identity unconsciously will be visible 

through some of his or her practices, for instance through language performance 

because “linguistic identities are (re)formed at every moment of interaction in 

which participants may or may not be conscious at the time of practice” 

(Hozhabrossadat 2015, 195). Consciousness here refers to the awareness of each 

individual has in linguistic interaction. The same with identity, Swann (2003) 

defined that the term gender is no longer seen as ‘given’ meaning by society but 

rather as something constructed by the person itself. It is no longer about the 

simple binary opposition between ‘men’ and ‘women’. 

However, the relationship between language performance and gender 

identity may be somewhat difficult to understand immediately. Speaker’s gender 

identity is not merely reflected in language performance, but instead constructed 

through the process of language performance. Thus, gender identity itself is a 

sense of self or a sense of belonging. As a non-static notion, gender identity has a 

never-ending process which makes it possible to change over time. This concept 

also happens to language. There are many changes in the development of 

language (e.g. variation, dialect, and slang). Language plays a role in assigning 
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individual memberships in a community of a particular language or giving the role 

of otherness to them. 

In exploring the linguistic practices of an individual, especially women, 

there have been various theories. One of the theories that discussed women’s 

language is Women Linguistic Features by Lakoff (1975). Lakoff argued that 

women have their own linguistic features that define their ways of language use. 

Women have a tendency to use adjective words than men and both sexes have 

their own special words, for example women use more precise words for colours 

while men for sports. Lakoff’s Women Linguistic Features defined the language 

features structure of women in general as society's assumption of woman as an 

inferior gender in society. Lakoff suggested that women’s language shows 

weakness and lack of power of their gender. So, in order to be accepted by 

heteronormative society, women at least should linguistically behave femininely. 

This stereotypical assumption made women do not have many choices, so they 

have to follow the rule in order not to be discriminated. 

Paying attention to the context in which gender identity is constructed 

throughout linguistic processes, there have been many types of research talking 

about it. Some of the researchers are interested to examine linguistic identity 

constructed by the non-heteronormative community using a poststructuralist 

perspective. This helps the researcher to not only focus on the heteronormative 

community but also on the wider range of society. Post-structural linguistic 

perspective attempts to examine how women and men are constructed from a 

wider perspective through language and observe gender not “as a unitary category 
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but as heterogeneous: diverse and multiple, shifting or not-fixed, and sometimes 

conflicting” (Mulyani 2014, 107). For instance, study by Motschenbacher (2010) 

discussed two queer cinemas that examined gendered characters with the title “But 

I’m a Cheerleader” and “Boys Don’t Cry” by focusing on the gender and sexual 

identity constructed in those cinemas. Since Motschenbacher’s study identified 

the gendering of personal nouns presented in cinemas, the gender identities of the 

characters that are represented in those cinemas were already constructed and did 

not represent the actors’ self-identities.  

Coates (2004) and Cameron (2007) stated that men's and women's 

behavior in interaction, when the conversation occurs, have a different 

understanding of how their communicative competences should be done, such as 

how to say a compliment or how to apologize. They also can easily switch their 

ways of talking according to the situations: same-sex or mixed-sex interaction and 

public or private conversation. The ways in which men and women seem to differ 

in carrying out their conversational style according to the situations sometimes 

bring the difference into cultural stereotypes of gendered speech such as men do 

this and women do that. 

Thus, this study challenges to examine a conversation from a talk show 

using the context of conversation where the speaker is given the script. Though 

the whole scene maybe scripted, but the host is not fully dependent on the script. 

The host may improve with his/her own style. By focusing on the host of the 

show, this research will examine the linguistic features that appear on the host’s 

performances because as the host, he or she would have his or her style on 
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handling the guests. Talk show as a concrete representation of the interactional 

context will affect the self-identity of the speakers. Even if “the interaction 

conveys heterosexuality of everyday life conversation” (Coates 2013, 549), 

language’s choice of the speakers is still possible to vary during the conversation. 

One of the famous talk show that brought everyday life situation is The 

Ellen DeGeneres Show. This show has won some prestigious awards, such as 

Daytime Emmy Awards, Outstanding Talk Show, Outstanding Talk Show 

Entertainment, as of 31 August 2018 there has been a total of 2,443 episodes. 

Ellen DeGeneres, as the host of the show, holds an important influence on these 

achievements. As an America’s well-known talk show host, Ellen Lee DeGeneres 

is also known as a comedian, actress, writer, and producer. As she belongs to the 

non-heterosexuals community, she plays a significant impact on non-heterosexual 

development. She has received Presidential Medal of Freedom from President of 

America, Barack Obama, in 2016 on her contribution to the better America 

(Morfin 2016). 

DeGeneres came out as a lesbian in 1997 on her situational comedy 

(sitcom) in Ellen (1993-1998) (Reed 2011, 10). She declared that she was lesbian 

as how her character in sitcom Ellen did. Since then, her sexual orientation and 

relationship made her an interesting topic to talk about by the media and affected 

her professional career. Through her talk show, she shares and spoke out of non-

heteronormative issues. She opens up about her sexual assault when she was 15 

years old on one of her talk show’s episodes of #metoo movement. After a long 

journey of her relationship, she was finally marrying her girlfriend, Portia de 
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Rossi in August 2008. As this study focuses on the women's speech, this study 

will look closely at the forms of women's linguistic features used by DeGeneres 

toward her each guest.  

The background of the host of the talk show would definitely influence the 

linguistic performance that occurs. Thus, extending that identity is relevant to the 

analysis of the extract in terms of the speaker’s “activity-relevant identities” 

(Schegloff 1997, 180). According to Schegloff’s framework, there must be exact 

justification for characterizing the parties as “‘a man’, ‘lesbian’, and so on” 

(Stokoe and Speer 2017, 7). As the gender identity is an individual matter, the 

activity of the subject is important. The relationship between gender identity 

category and linguistic features (e.g. women linguistic features) must be linked to 

each other. It is because speakers are not just merely ‘men’ and ‘women’ but also 

members of indefinite categories. Therefore, in order to claim a link, there need to 

be some “analytic criteria on the basis of which a speaker can legitimately be 

heard to be speaking as a member of one category rather than another” (Land and 

Kitzinger 2011, 48). DeGeneres as a woman who has identified herself as a 

lesbian and act as a butch on her relationship with her partner. Butch woman is 

expected as the one who act in a masculine manner on a lesbian relationship 

(Levvit and Hiestand 2005, 39). 

Particularly, most of the previous studies that talk about language and 

gender (Coates 2013; Mazidah 2013; Xia 2013; Dhaenens 2014: Barron-Lutzross 

2015; Bontisesari 2016) examine heteronormativity in connection with sexuality 

and most of the findings point out that it is likely to demonstrate their identity, 
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whether gender or sexual identity, with regard to their language use. Based on the 

previous researches that have been conducted, it is found that the heteronormative 

is still the dominant one (Coates 2013; Bontisesari 2016). It happens because 

society always assumes that it is what they should perform to fulfil social 

expectations. Meanwhile, the other research found that the non-heteronormative 

members start making strategic linguistic to show their preferences (Koller 2013; 

Xia 2013; Canakis 2015). Fortunately, all of the studies mentioned above talked 

about linguistic practices in various aspects, such as linguistic markers (Coates 

2013; Koller 2013; Canakis 2015; and Bontisesari 2016) and linguistic strategies 

(Xia 2013). However, except Coates’ study, the rest of the study did not use 

spontaneous conversation and informal context, especially in a talk show. It is an 

interesting topic because the host of the talk show has self-identified as a non-

heterosexual, which makes it interesting to find out how she performs or acts 

toward gender binarism that usually appears on the linguistic features. 

One of the sources for obtaining data on linguistic practices is the 

conversation between two or more individuals. Since the numbers of the episode 

are too big to be analyzed, the writer took samples. In this case, the writer used the 

following two criteria such as the episodes must be taken from the recent season 

which is season 16 and each of the episodes contains both two sexes: male and 

female. The writer chose six episodes from the latest season of The Ellen 

DeGeneres talk show attended by both sexes, male and female. The latest 

episodes that complied with the request are; Season 16 Episode 11 aired on 

September 18, 2018, Season 16 Episode 21 aired on, October 2, 2018, Season 16 
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Episode 28 aired on October 11, 2018, Season 16 Episode 38 aired on October 25, 

2018, Season 16 Episode 142 aired on April 22, 2019, Season 16 Episode 150 

aired on May 2, 2019. 

1.2 Statement of the Problem 

Based on the issue stated in the background, the writer formulates the 

problems as follows:  

1. What are women's linguistic features presented on DeGeneres’ 

performance on The Ellen DeGeneres Show? 

2. What is the most frequent women linguistic feature found in DeGeneres’ 

performance on The Ellen DeGeneres Show? 

1.3 Objective of the Study 

Following the formulation of the problems, the objectives of the study are: 

1. To identify women's linguistic features that presented on DeGeneres’ 

performance on The Ellen DeGeneres Show. 

2. To discover the most frequent women linguistic features found in 

DeGeneres’ performance on The Ellen DeGeneres Show. 

1.4 Significance of the Study 

This research is expected to be useful theoretically and practically. 

Theoretically, this research is expected to contribute to applied linguistics 

research, especially research on sociolinguistics. This research can contribute to 

language and gender study, particularly for researchers who are interested in 

women's linguistic features, and also extend the view about current understanding 

in language and gender study. Practically, this study is expected to contribute 
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more understanding to women's linguistic features and is also decreasing 

misunderstanding in communicating with women whether heterosexual or non-

heterosexual. It is also expected that the research is going to be useful for further 

research on language and gender studies. 

1.5 Definitions of Key Terms 

1. Heteronormative : Gender assume that male gender identity, 

masculine gender roles, and sexual attraction 

to females are one natural and inevitable 

gender package, while female gender 

identity, feminine gender roles, and sexual 

attraction to males are the only other natural 

and inevitable gender package. (Nagoshi, 

Nagoshi and Brzuzy 2014, 4). 

2. Language and Gender : Study that focuses on conventions that 

produce gendered language and associated 

with a particular gender (Tannen 2006).  

3. Politeness : Speech oriented to an interactor’s public 

persona or ‘face’ (Brown 2015, 326) 

4. Women Linguistic Features : The characterisation of language that is 

used by women which are proposed by 

Lakoff (1975) (Holmes 2013). 
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