He and She: What’s the Real Diffevence?

CLIVE THOMPSON

Clive Thompson was born in 1968 in Toronto, Canads, and re-
cetved a B.A. in political science and English from the University of
Toronto in 1987. He began bis caveer writing about politics, but
due to bis lifelong intevest in computiers, switched to writing prima-
vily about science technology. When ashed to submit his biggraphy
Jor this book, Thompson wrote the Sollowing of this piece: “What in-
sevested me about this story was how the scientists used artificinl in-

telligence to examine guestions abont male and Semale identity that
are as old as the bills,. Human Philosophy and Lingnistics bas Sor
millennin been limited by the fact that human brains are only good

at observing small collections of text at & time; when we try to think

about the way language works, we rely on owr knowledge of the

thousands of books and avticles we've veasd in our lifetime. But com-
Puters ave able to scan millions and billions of pieces of buman

writing — allowing them to observe patierns that we ourselver

wonld never be able to spor.”

In 2002, Thompson was a Knight Science Journalism Fellow ar
M.IT. His writing and research is mrchived online at www.colli-
siondetection.net. Thompson writes regularly for the New York
Times Magazine, Discover, Wired, Details, and the Boston
Globe, where this article originally appeared on July 6, 2003. He
currently lives in New York.

WRITING TO DISCOVER:  Think about whar we can learn ahont
the muthor of u piece of writing aside from what the author tells us
directly. Can you tell what @ writer is like s o person, & writer’s
age, or if the writer is o male or Jemale from the style of the writ-
ing? Explain how you came to Your conclusions,

Imagine, for a second, that no [author’s name] is attached to this ar-
ticle. Judging by the words alone, can you figure out if T am a man or a
woman?

Moshe Koppel can. This sumuner, a group of computer scientists —
including Koppel, a professor at Israeli’s Bar-Ilan University — are publish-
ing two papers in which they describe the successful results of a gender-
detection experiment. The scholars have developed a computer algorithm
that can examine an anonyrmous text and determine, with accuracy rates of
better than 80 percent, whether the author is male or female. For cen-
turies, linguists and cultural pundits have argned heatedly about whether
men and women communicate differently. But Koppel’s group is the first
to ceeate an actual prediction machine,
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A rather controversial one, too. When the group sgbmittcd its first
paper to the prestigious journal Praceeding{ of the Nmzo:ml Amdemy. of
Sciences, the referees rejected it “on ideological %rouﬂc‘is, Koppel main-
tains. “They said, ‘Hey, what do you mean? You’re trym% to makle som,c
claim about men and women being different, and we ('ion t know if that’s
true, That’s just the kind of thing that people are saying in order 1,:(’3, op-
press women!’ And I said, ‘Hey — I’'m just reporting the numbers.

When they submitted their papers to other ]om‘ned?, thc‘ group made
a significant tweak. One of the co-authors, Anat Shl:?nom, added her
middle name “Rachel” to her byline, to make sure reviewers knew one
member of the group was female. {The third scientist is a man, Shlon_;o
Argamon.) The papers were accepted by t%le journals Léterary and Lt;n-
guistic Computing and Tkxt, and are appearing over the ncxt.few months.
Koppel says they haven’t faced any furthe:r accusations of anufemungm. ]

The odd thing is that the langnage mffcrcnce:s the rcsearchmfs discov
ered would seem, ar first blush, to be rather ben.lgn. They pertain not t(}
complex, “important” words, but to the seemingly quotidian parts o

: ifs, ands, and buts. - _ .
Spee;grt:;ampic, Koppel’s group found that the single biggest difference
is that women are far more likely than men to use persc?nal pro-
nouns — “1” “you,” “she,” “myself,” or “yoursclf”’a‘?d tl;c“hkc. ’l’\/lcn,
in contrast, are more likely 1o use determiners — “a-,’ thf:, “that, ”and
“these” — as well as cardinal numbers and quantifiers like “more” or
“some.” As one of the papers published by Koppci’_s group notes, mern
are also more likely to use “post-head noun modification with an of

” — phrases like “garden of roses,”
thﬂ;: seemL; surreal, cvc;gl spooly, that siuch sccnﬁngl-y throwaway words
would be so revealing of our identity. But text-analysis eXperts have long
relied on these little parts of speech. When you or I write a text, we pay
close attention to how we use the main topic-specific words — sxich as, in
this article, the words “computer” and “program.” and “gender. Bu;l '\Z}i
don’t pay much attention to how we em_ploy basic parts of spcech', W]
means we’re far more likely to use them in unconscious but revealing pat-
terns, Years ago, Donald Foster, a professor of English at Vassa.r Collcgcl,
unmasked Joe Klein as the author of the arllony“motl,s booli Prmiwy fa -
ors, partly by paying atrention to words l1'l<e the a‘nd ,fmd, and to
quirks in the use of punctuation. “They’re like fingerprints,™ says Foster,

To divine these subtle patterns, Koppel’s team crunched 604 texts
taken from the British National Corpus, a collection of 4,124 documerllllts
assembled by academics to help study modern language use. Half of the
chosen texts were written by men and half by women; they rangc.d frc?m
novels such as Julian Barnes’s Talking It Over o works o'f nonfiction (in-
cluding even some pop ephemera, such as an mstantublogljappy of FEC
singer Kylie Minogue), The scientists remqvad all the topic-specific
words, leaving the non-topic-specific ones behind.
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Then they fed the remaining text into an artificial-intelligence sorting
algorithm and programmed it to look for elements that were relatively
unique to the women’s set and the men’s set. “The more frequently a
word got used in one set, the more weight it got. If the word ‘you’ got
used iv the female set very often and not in the male set, you give it a
stronger female weighting,” Koppel explains,

When the dust settled, the researchers wound up zeroing in on barely
50 features that had the most “weight,” either male or female. Not a big
group, but one with ferocious predictive power: When the scientists ran
their test on new documents culled from the British National Corpus,
they could predict the gender of the author with over 80 percent accuracy.

It may be unnerving to think that your gender is so obvious, and so
dominates your behavior, that others can discover it by doing a simple
word-count. But Koppel says the results actually make a sort of intuitive
sense. As he points out, if women use personal pronouns more than men,
it may be because of the old sociological saw: Women talk about people,
men talk about things, Many scholars of gender and language have
argued this for years.

“It’s not too surprising,” agrees Deborah Tannen, a linguist and au-
thor of best-sellers such as You Just Don’t Understand: Wowmen and Men
in Conversation. “Because what are [personal] pronouns? They’re talking
about people. And we know that women write more about people.”
Also, she notes, women typically write in an “involved” style, trying to
forge a more intimate connection with the reader, which leads to even
heavier pronoun use. Meanwhile, if men are writing more frequently
about things, that would explain why they’re prone to using quasntity
words like “some” or “many.” These differences are significant enough
that even when Koppel’s team analyzed scientific papers — which would
seem to be as content-neutral as you can get — they could still spot male
and female authors. “It blew my mind,” he says,

But this gender-spotting eventually runs into a $64,000 conceptual
question: What the heck is gender, anyway? At a basic level, Koppel’s
group assumes that there are only two different states — you’re either
male or female. (“Computer scientists Jove a binary problem,” as Koppel
jokes.) But some theorists of gender, such as Berkeley’s Judith Butler, have
argued that this is 4 false duality. Gender isn’t simply innate or biclogical,
the argument goes; it’s as much about how you act as what you are.

Tannen once had 2 group of stadents analyze articles from men’s and
women’s magazines, trying to see if they could guess which articles had
appeared in which class of publication. Tt waso’t hard. In men’s maga-
zines, the sentences were always shorter, and the sentences in women’s
magazines had more “feeling verbs,” which would seem to bolster
Koppel’s findings. But here’s the catch: The actual identity of the author
didn’t matter. When women wrote for men’s magazines, they wrote in
the “male” style. “It clearly was performance,” Tannen notes. “It didn’t
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matter whether the author was male or female. What mattered was
whether the intended audience was male or female.”

Critics charge that experiments in gender-predicdon don’t discovér in-
alienable male /female differences; rather, they help to create and exaggerate
such differences. “You find what you’re looking for. And that leads to this
sneaking suspicion that it’s alt hardwired, instead of cultural,” argues Janet
Bing, a linguist at Old Dominion University in Norfolk, Virginia. She adds:
“This whole rush to categorization usually works against women.” Bing fur-
ther notes that gays, lesbians, or transgendered people don’t fit neatly into
simple social definitions of male or female gender. Would Koppel’s algorithm
work as well if it analyzed 2 collection of books written mainly by them?

Koppel enthusiastically agrees it’s an interesting question — but “we
haven’t run that experiment, so we don’t know.” In the end, he’s hoping
his group’s data will keep critics at bay. “Pmo just reporting the numbers,”
he adds, “but you can’t be careful enough.”

FOCUSING ON CONTENT

1. Describe the gender-detection experiment performed by computer scientists at
Isracl’s Bar-Tlan University. How was the experiment set up and carried out?
2. What were the results of the experiment?

3. What were the original concerns of the editors of Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences when the researchers submitted the results of their experi-
ment? How did the researchers respond to the concerns other editors had?

4, Why doesn’t Deborah Tannen find the results of the research rhar Xoppel
and his associates did surprising?

5. What question(s) are not answered by Koppel’s research, according to lin-
guist Janet Bing?

FOCUSING ON WRITING

1. What words are women far more likely to use? What words are men more
likely to use? Why are the words in both cases rather surprising?

2. What is a “post-head noun modification with an of phrase™(6)? What is the
example that Thompson gives? Are men or women more likely to use the
construction?

3. Review paragraph 14 and explain how the research that Tannen did with her
students extends the findings of the research that Koppel and his associates
digl. What role does andience play in the kinds of langnage that writers use?
(Glossary: Andience)

4. Why do you suppose Thompson ends his article with a reiteration of the
“I’'m just reporting the pumbers” quotation that he used earlier in his
article? To what does Koppel refer when he’s quoted at the end of the article
by saving, “but vou can’t be careful enough”?
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;. LANGUAGE IN ACTION

Using the tips that Clive Thompson says are at the heart of the new program
¢ developed o detect whether an author is likely male or female as well as the

- indicators provided in Nathan Cobb’s article (pp. 300-04), examine the fol-

* lowing passages to see if you can make = calculated guess as to the sex of
" their authors. Make sure you are able to explain to your instructor or the

- members of your class why you could or could not make a judgment in each
+ case. (The authors’ names are found on p. 348)

WRITER 1

I was saved from sin when I was going on thirteen. But not really saved. Tt

e happened like this, There was a big revival at my Auntic Reed’s church. Every

night for weeks there had been much preaching, singing, praying, and shouting,

* and some very hardened sinners had beer brought to Christ, and the member-

ship of the church had grown by leaps and bounds. Then just before the revival

"+ ended, they held a special meeting for children, “to bring the young lambs to the
;i fold” My aunt spoke of it for days ahead. That night T was escorted to the front
" row and placed on the mourners’ bench with all the other voung sinners, who

'+ had not vet been brought tc Jesus.

My aunt told me that when you were saved you saw a light, and something

" happened to you inside! And Jesus came into your life! And God was with you
.-, from then on! She said you could see and hear and feel Jesus in your soul. I
:': . believed her.

WRITER 2

The stealth of autumn catches one unaware, Was that a goldfinch perching

: : in the early September woods, or just the first turning leaf? A red-winged black-
} bird or a sugar maple closing up shop for the winter? Keen-eyed as leopards, we
% stand still and squint hard, looking for signs of movement. Early-morning frost

sits heavily on the grass, and turns barbed wire into a string of stars. On a distant

hill, a small square of yellow appears to be a lighted stage. At last the truth dawns
“in on us: Fall is staggering in, right on schedule, with its baggage of chilly nights,
-t macabre holidays, and spectacular, heart-stoppingly beautiful leaves. Soon the

! leaves will start cringing on the trees, and roll up in clenched fists before they ac-
i tually fall off. Dry seedpods will rattle like tiny gourds. But first there will be
** weeks of gushing color so bright, so pastel, so confettilike, that people will travel

“».. up and down the East Coast just to stare at it — a whole season of leaves.

WRITING SUGGESTIONS

In paragraph 13, Clive Thompson writes of the research that Koppel’s group
has done: “But this gender-spotting eventually runs into a $64,000 concep-
tual guestion: What the heck is gender, anyway? At a basic level, Koppel’s
group assumes that there are only two different states — you'’re either male
or female. {“Computer scientists love a binary probiem,’ as Koppel jokes.)
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But some theorists of gender, such as Berkeley’s Judith Butler, have argued
that this is a false duality. Gender isn’t simply innate or biological, the argu-
ment goes; it’s as much how you act as what you are.” Write an essay in
which you attempt to define the term gerder using Thompson’s essay as well
as other sources that you find in your library or on the Internet.

. If Deborah Tannen is correct, that the most knportant issue in word choice

is the writer’s intended audience, then it would seem that audience as a
writer’s concern is perhaps even more important than we have assamed. We
are never sure who will read what we write, but we need an audience in mind
as we write, Or do we? Is it possible to write for ourselves or for an audience
s0 general that we don’t have it clearly in mind? Write an essay in which you
examine the concept of audience as it pertains to the writer’s craft. Is it as
important' as writing teachers and theorists think? If so, why? What have
writing experts said about audience that is important for us to know?



