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READING

14 Marked
Women in the Workplace
Deborah Tannen

In the previous article, West and Zimmerman note that we are always gendered 

beings. While other roles such as student, employee, or friend are performed 

only in certain interactions, there are no social circumstances where we are 

genderless. Certainly we may not consciously perceive that gender is relevant 

in an interaction, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t. The well-known phenomenon 

of women being judged first on what they look like and second on what they 

do or say is just one example of this. Yet the social requirement to enact and 

reproduce gender plays out differently for men and women.

One of the things that shapes our thinking and assumptions about gender is 

the tendency to leave unmarked things that are masculine or male and to mark 

that which is feminine or female. This is the phenomenon that linguist Tannen 

is interested in exploring in this article. As she puts it, “The unmarked form of 

a word carries the meaning that goes without saying, what you think of when 

you’re not thinking of anything special” (p. 161). Marked words then designate 

a special category. Sports leagues are a good example of this. The NBA is the 

National Basketball Association. The WNBA is the Women’s National Basketball 

Association. NBA is unmarked, WMBA is marked.

This is a concept that can also be applied to things like appearance and 

behavior. As Tannen notes in this piece, women’s appearance in public is almost 

always marked. It means something to be a woman who wears makeup and 

heels, just as it means something to be a woman who does not. (In fact for a 

long time the phrase “a woman in comfortable shoes” was a euphemism for a 

lesbian!) The same, however, is not true for men and their appearance. Men have 

the option of having their appearance be unmarked.

Being unmarked is a reflection of what’s considered normal, and what 

is normal tends to be both valued more and also reflective of power. The 
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assumptions that markedness brings with it, to the workplace in particular, can 

not only be individually frustrating for women, but can also reinforce stereotypical 

assumptions about gender. For women in any type of work or professional 

setting, “Whatever she wears, whatever she calls herself, however she talks, will 

be fodder for interpretation about her character and competence” (p. 164). Just 

look at the attention given to the appearance of female politicians—in 2008 

Sarah Palin and Hillary Clinton were both ridiculed for their appearance, one 

being deemed too attractive and one not attractive enough.1 But no one used the 

relative attractiveness of Barack Obama and John McCain or Mitt Romney as a 

means of critiquing their fitness for political office.

As you read, think about what aspects of your presentation of self are 

marked or unmarked in your day-to-day activities.

Some years ago I was at a small working conference of four women and 
eight men. Instead of concentrating on the discussion, I found myself 

looking at the three other women at the table, thinking how each had a 
different style and how each style was coherent.

One woman had dark brown hair in a classic style that was a cross 
between Cleopatra and Plain Jane. The severity of her straight hair was 
softened by wavy bangs and ends that turned under. Because she was beau-
tiful, the effect was more Cleopatra than plain.

The second woman was older, full of dignity and composure. Her hair 
was cut in a fashionable style that left her with only one eye, thanks to a 
side part that let a curtain of hair fall across half her face. As she looked 
down to read her prepared paper, the hair robbed her of binocular vision 
and created a barrier between her and the listeners.

The third woman’s hair was wild, a frosted blond avalanche falling 
over and beyond her shoulders. When she spoke, she frequently tossed her 
head, thus calling attention to her hair and away from her lecture.

Then there was makeup. The first woman wore facial cover that made 
her skin smooth and pale, a black line under each eye, and mascara that 
darkened her already dark lashes. The second wore only a light gloss on 
her lips and a hint of shadow on her eyes. The third had blue bands under 
her eyes, dark blue shadow, mascara, bright red lipstick, and rouge; her 
fingernails also flashed red.

I considered the clothes each woman had worn on the three days of 
the conference: In the first case, man-tailored suits in primary colors with 
solid-color blouses. In the second, casual but stylish black T-shirt, a floppy 
collarless jacket and baggy slacks or skirt in neutral colors. The third wore 
a sexy jumpsuit; tight sleeveless jersey and tight yellow slacks; a dress with 
gaping armholes and an indulged tendency to fall off one shoulder.
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164  Part IV | Gender

Shoes? The first woman wore string sandals with medium heels; the 
second, sensible, comfortable walking shoes; the third, pumps with spike 
heels. You can fill in the jewelry, scarves, shawls, sweaters—or lack of them.

As I amused myself finding patterns and coherence in these styles and 
choices, I suddenly wondered why I was scrutinizing only the women.  
I scanned the table to get a fix on the styles of the eight men. And then  
I knew why I wasn’t studying them. The men’s styles were unmarked.

The term “marked” is a staple of linguistic theory. It refers to the way 
language alters the base meaning of a word by adding something—a little 
linguistic addition that has no meaning on its own. The unmarked form 
of a word carries the meaning that goes without saying, what you think of 
when you’re not thinking anything special.

The unmarked tense of verbs in English denotes the present—for 
example, visit. To indicate past, you have to mark the verb for “past” by 
adding ed to yield visited. For future, you add a word: will visit. Nouns are 
presumed to be singular until marked for plural. To convey the idea of 
more than one, we typically add something, usually s or es. More than one 
visit becomes visits, and one dish becomes two dishes, thanks to the plural 
marking.

The unmarked forms of most English words also convey “male.” Being 
male is the unmarked case. We have endings, such as ess and ette, to mark 
words as female. Unfortunately, marking words for female also, by associa-
tion, tends to mark them for frivolousness. Would you feel safe entrusting 
your life to a doctorette? This is why many poets and actors who happen to 
be female object to the marked forms “poetess” and “actress.” Alfre Woodard, 
an Oscar nominee for Best Supporting Actress, says she identifies herself as 
an actor because actresses worry about eyelashes and cellulite, and women 
who are actors worry about the characters they are playing. Any marked 
form can pick up extra meaning beyond what the marking is intended to 
denote. The extra meanings carried by gender markers reflect the traditional 
associations with the female gender: not quite serious, often sexual.

I was able to identify the styles and types of the women at the con-
ference because each of us had to make decisions about hair, clothing, 
makeup and accessories, and each of those decisions carried meaning. 
Every style available to us was marked. Of course, the men in our group 
had to make decisions too, but their choices carried far less meaning. The 
men could have chosen styles that were marked, but they didn’t have to, 
and in this group, none did. Unlike the women, they had the option of 
being unmarked.

I took account of the men’s clothes. There could have been a cowboy 
shirt with string tie or a three-piece suit or a necklaced hippie in jeans. But 
there wasn’t. All eight men wore brown or blue slacks and standard-style 
shirts of light colors.
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No man wore sandals or boots; their shoes were dark, closed, comfort-
able, and flat. In short, unmarked.

Although no man wore makeup, you couldn’t say the men didn’t wear 
makeup in the sense that you could say a woman didn’t wear makeup. For 
men, no makeup is unmarked. I asked myself what style we women could 
have adopted that would have been unmarked, like the men’s. The answer 
was: none. There is no unmarked woman.

There is no woman’s hairstyle that could be called “standard,” that says 
nothing about her. The range of women’s hairstyles is staggering, but if a 
woman’s hair has no particular style, this in itself is taken as a statement 
that she doesn’t care how she looks—an eloquent message that can dis-
qualify a woman for many positions.

Women have to choose between shoes that are comfortable and shoes 
that are deemed attractive. When our group had to make an unexpected 
trek, the woman who wore flat laced shoes arrived first. The last to arrive 
was the woman with spike heels, her shoes in her hand and a handful of 
men around her.

If a woman’s clothes are tight or revealing (in other words, sexy), it 
sends a message—an intended one of wanting to be attractive but also 
a possibly unintended one of availability. But if her clothes are not sexy, 
that too sends a message, lent meaning by the knowledge that they could 
have been. In her book Women Lawyers, Mona Harrington quotes a woman 
who, despite being a partner in her firm, found herself slipping into this 
fault line when she got an unexpected call to go to court right away. As she 
headed out the door, a young (male) associate said to her, “Hadn’t you bet-
ter button your blouse?” She was caught completely off guard. “My blouse 
wasn’t buttoned unusually low,” the woman told Harrington. “And this was 
not a conservative guy. But he thought one more button was necessary for 
court.” And here’s the rub: “I started wondering if my authority was being 
undermined by one button.”

A woman wearing bright colors calls attention to herself, but if she 
avoids bright colors, she has (as my choice of verb in this sentence suggests) 
avoided something. Heavy makeup calls attention to the wearer as some-
one who wants to be attractive. Light makeup tries to be attractive without 
being alluring. There are thousands of products from which makeup must 
be chosen and myriad ways of applying them. Yet no makeup at all is any-
thing but unmarked. Some men even see it as a hostile refusal to please 
them. Women who ordinarily do not wear makeup can be surprised by 
the transforming effect of putting it on. In a book titled Face Value, my col-
league Robin Lakoff noted the increased attention she got from men when 
she went forth from a television station still professionally made-up.

Women can’t even fill out a form without telling stories about them-
selves. Most application forms now give four choices for titles. Men have 
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166  Part IV | Gender

one to choose—“Mr.”—so their choice carries no meaning other than to say 
they are male. But women must choose among three, each of them marked. 
A woman who checks the box for “Mrs.” or “Miss” communicates not only 
whether she has been married but also that she has conservative tastes in 
forms of address, and probably other conservative values as well. Checking 
“Ms.” declines to let on about marriage (whereas “Mr.” declines nothing 
since nothing was asked), but it also marks the woman who checks it on 
her form as either liberated or rebellious, depending on the attitudes and 
assumptions of the one making the judgment.

I sometimes try to duck these variously marked choices by giving my 
title as “Dr.”—and thereby risk marking myself as either uppity (hence sar-
castic responses like “Excuse me!”) or an over achiever (hence reactions of 
congratulatory surprise, like “Good for you!”).

All married women’s surnames are marked. If a woman takes her hus-
band’s name, she announces to the world that she is married and also that 
she is traditional in her values, according to some observers. To others 
it will indicate that she is less herself, more identified by her husband’s 
identity. If she does not take her husband’s name, this too is marked, seen 
as worthy of comment: She has done something; she has “kept her own 
name.” Though a man can do exactly the same thing—and usually does—
he is never said to have “kept his own name,” because it never occurs to 
anyone that he might have given it up. For him, but not for her, using his 
own name is unmarked.

A married woman who wants to have her cake and eat it too may use 
her surname plus his. But this too announces that she is or has been mar-
ried and often results in a tongue-tying string that makes life miserable for 
anyone who needs to alphabetize it. In a list (Harvey O’Donovan, Jonathon 
Feldman, Stephanie Woodbury McGillicutty), the woman’s multiple name 
stands out. It is marked.

Pronouns conspire in this pattern as well. Grammar books tell us that 
“he” means “he or she” and that “she” is used only if a referent is specifically 
female. But this touting of “he” as the sex-indefinite pronoun is an innova-
tion introduced into English by grammarians in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries, according to Peter Miihlhausler and Rom Harre in their 
book Pronouns and People. From at least about the year 1500, the correct 
sex-indefinite pronoun was “they,” as it still is in casual spoken English. In 
other words, the female was declared by grammarians to be the marked case.

Looking at the men and women sitting around the conference table,  
I was amazed at how different our worlds were. Though men have to make 
choices too, and men’s clothing styles may be less neutral now than they 
once were, nonetheless the parameters within which men must choose 
when dressing for work—the cut, fabric, or shade of jackets, shirts, and 
pants, and even the one area in which they are able to go a little wild, 
ties—are much narrower than the riotous range of colors and styles from 
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which women must choose. For women, decisions about whether to wear a 
skirt, slacks, or a dress is only the start; the length of skirts can range from 
just above the floor to just below the hips, and the array of colors to choose 
from would make a rainbow look drab. But even this contrast in the range 
from which men and women must choose is irrelevant to the crucial point: 
A man can choose a style that will not attract attention or subject him 
to any particular interpretation, but a woman can’t. Whatever she wears, 
whatever she calls herself, however she talks, will be fodder for interpreta-
tion about her character and competence. In a setting where most of the 
players are men, there is no unmarked woman.

This does not mean that men have complete freedom when it comes 
to dress. Quite the contrary—they have much less freedom than women 
have to express their personalities in their choice of fabrics, colors, styles, 
and jewelry. But the one freedom they have that women don’t is the point 
of this discussion—the freedom to be unmarked.

That clothing is a metaphor for women’s being marked was noticed by 
David Finkel, a journalist who wrote an article about women in Congress 
for The Washington Post Magazine. He used the contrast between women’s 
and men’s dress to open his article by describing the members coming 
through the doors to the floor of the U.S. House of Representatives:

So many men, so many suits. Dark suits. Solid suits. Blue suits 
that look gray, gray suits that look blue. There’s Tom Foley—he’s 
in one, and Bob Michel, and Steny Hoyer, and Fred Grandy, and 
Dick Durbin, and dozens, make that hundreds, more.

So many suits, so many white shirts. And dark ties. And five o’clock 
shadows. And short haircuts. And loosening jowls. And big, visible ears.

So many, many men.

...

And still the members continue to pour through the doors—gray, 
grayer, grayest—until the moment when, emerging into this humidor, 
comes a surprise:

The color red.

It is Susan Molinari, a first-termer from New York...

Now, turquoise. It is Barbara Boxer...

Now, paisley. It is Jill Long...
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168  Part IV | Gender

Embroidering his color-of-clothing metaphor, Finkel, whose article 
appeared in May 1992, concluded, “Of the 435 members of the House 
of Representatives, 29 are women, which means that if Congress is a gray 
flannel suit, the women of Congress are no more than a handful of spots 
on the lapel.”

When is Sexism Realism?

If women are marked in our culture, their very presence in professional 
roles is, more often than not, marked. Many work settings, just like 
families, come with ready-made roles prescribed by gender, and the 
ones women are expected to fill are typically support roles. It was not 
long ago when medical offices and hospitals were peopled by men 
who were doctors and orderlies and women who were nurses and 
clerical workers, just as most offices were composed of men who ran 
the business and women who served them as receptionists, clerks, and 
secretaries. All members of Congress were men, and women found in 
the Capitol Building were aides and staff members. When a woman or 
man enters a setting in an atypical role, that expectation is always a 
backdrop to the scene.

All the freshmen women in Congress have had to contend with being 
mistaken for staff, even though they wear pins on their lapels identify-
ing them as members. For her book A Woman’s Place, Congresswoman 
Marjorie Margolies-Mezvinsky interviewed her female colleagues about 
their experiences. One congresswoman approached a security check-
point with two congressmen when a guard stopped only her and told 
her to go through the metal detector. When Congresswoman Maria 
Cantwell needed to get into her office after hours, the guard wanted 
to know which member she worked for. But her press secretary, Larry 
West, has gone through the gate unthinkingly without being stopped. 
When Congresswoman Lynn Schenk attended a reception with a male 
aide, the host graciously held out his hand to the aide and said, “Oh, 
Congressman Schenk.”

You don’t have to be in Congress to have experiences like that. A 
woman who owned her own business found that if she took any man along 
on business trips, regardless of whether he was her vice president or her 
assistant, people she met tended to address themselves to him, certain that 
he must be the one with power and she his helper. A double-bass player 
had a similar experience when she arrived for an audition with a male 
accompanist. The people who greeted them assumed she was the accom-
panist. A woman who heads a research firm and holds a doctorate finds 
she is frequently addressed as “Mrs.,” while her assistant, who holds only a 
Master’s degree, is addressed as “Dr.”
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One evening after hours, I was working in my office at Georgetown 
University. Faculty offices in my building are lined up on both sides of 
a corridor, with cubicles in the corridor for secretaries and graduate- 
student assistants. Outside each office is a nameplate with the professor’s 
title and last name. The quiet of the after-hours corridor was inter-
rupted when a woman came to my door and asked if she could use my 
phone. I was surprised but glad to oblige, and explained that she had to  
dial “9.” She made the call, thanked me, and left. A few minutes later, 
she reappeared and asked if I had any correction fluid. Again surprised, 
but still happy to be of help, I looked in my desk drawer but had to 
disappoint her: Since my typewriter was self-correcting, I had none. My 
patience began to waver, but my puzzlement was banished when the 
woman bounded into my office for the third and final time to ask if I was 
Dr. Murphy’s secretary, in which case she would like to leave with me the 
paper she was turning in to him.

I doubt this woman would have imposed on my time and space to 
use my telephone and borrow correction fluid if she had known I was 
a professor, even though I would not have minded had she done so. At 
least she would probably have been more deferential in intruding. And 
the experience certainly gave me a taste of how hard it must be for recep-
tionists to get any work done, as everyone regards them as perpetually 
interruptible. But what amused and amazed me was that my being female 
had overridden so many clues to my position: My office was along the 
wall, it was fully enclosed like all faculty offices, my name and title were 
on the door, and I was working after five, the hour when offices close and 
secretaries go home. But all these clues were nothing next to the master 
clue of gender: In the university environment, she expected that profes-
sors were men and women were secretaries. Statistics were on her side: Of 
the eighteen members of my department at the time, sixteen were men; of 
the five members of Dr. Murphy’s department, four were men. So she was 
simply trusting the world to be as she knew it was. It is not particularly 
ironic or surprising that the student who mistook me for a secretary was 
female. Women are no less prone to assume that people will adhere to the 
norm than are men. And this includes women who themselves are excep-
tions. A woman physician who works in a specialty in which few of her 
colleagues are female told me of her annoyance when she telephones a 
colleague, identifies herself as “Dr. Jones calling for Dr. Smith,” and is told 
by Dr. Smith’s receptionist, “I’ll go get Dr. Smith while you put Dr. Jones 
on the line.” But this same woman catches herself referring to her patients’ 
general practitioners as “he,” even though she ought to know better than 
anyone that a physician could be a woman.

Children seem to pick up norms as surely as adults do. A woman who 
was not only a doctor but a professor at a medical school was surprised 
when her five-year-old said to her, “You’re not a doctor, Mommy. You’re a 
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nurse.” Intent on impressing her daughter, she said, “Yes, I am a doctor. In 
fact, I teach other doctors how to be doctors.” The little girl thought about 
this as she incorporated the knowledge into her worldview. “Oh,” she said. 
“But you only teach women doctors.” (Conversely, male nurses must deal 
with being mistaken for doctors, and men who work as assistants must 
deal with being mistaken for their boss.)

Another of my favorite stories in this mode is about my colleague who 
made a plane reservation for herself and replied to the question “Is that 
Mrs. or Miss?” by giving her title: “It’s Dr.” So the agent asked, “Will the 
doctor be needing a rental car when he arrives?” Her attempt to reframe her 
answer to avoid revealing her marital status resulted in the agent reframing 
her as a secretary.

I relate these stories not to argue that sexism is rampant and that we 
should all try to bear in mind that roles are changing, although I believe 
these statements to be true. I am inclined to be indulgent of such errors, 
even though I am made uncomfortable when they happen to me, because 
I myself have been guilty of them. I recall an occasion when I gave a talk 
to a gathering of women physicians, and then signed books. The woman 
who organized the signing told me to save one book because she had 
met a doctor in the elevator who couldn’t make it to the talk but asked to 
have a book signed nonetheless. I was pleased to oblige and asked, pen 
poised, to whom I should sign the book—and was surprised when I heard 
a woman’s name. Even though I had just spent the evening with a room 
full of doctors who were all women, in my mind “a doctor” had called up 
the image of a man.

So long as women are a minority of professional ranks, we cannot be 
surprised if people assume the world is as it is. I mention these stories to 
give a sense of what the world is like for people who are exceptions to 
expectations—every moment they live in the unexpected role, they must 
struggle against others’ assumptions that do not apply to them, much 
like gay men and lesbians with regard to their sexual orientation, and, as 
Ellis Cose documents in his book The Rage of a Privileged Class, much like 
 middle-class black professionals in most American settings.

One particular burden of this pattern for a woman in a position of 
authority is that she must deal with incursions on her time, as others 
make automatic assumptions that her time is more expendable, although 
she also may benefit from hearing more information because people find 
her “approachable.” There is a sense in which every woman is seen as a 
receptionist—available to give information and help, perennially inter-
ruptible. A woman surgeon complained that although she has very good 
relations with the nurses in her hospital, they simply do not wait on 
her the way they wait on her male colleagues. (The very fact that I must 
say “woman surgeon” and “male nurse” reflects this dilemma: All sur-
geons are presumed male, all nurses presumed female, unless proven 
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otherwise. In other words, the unmarked surgeon is male, the unmarked 
nurse female.

A Braid is a Stronger Rope

Although I describe patterns of women’s and men’s typical (not universal) 
styles, and show that styles expected of women can work against them 
in work settings, I would not advise women to adopt men’s style to 
succeed—although in some cases and in some ways, this might work. In 
general, that advice is no more practical than advising women to go to 
work dressed in men’s clothes. Instead, I would argue for flexibility and 
mutual understanding. The frustration of both genders will be reduced, 
and companies as well as individuals will benefit, if women and men 
(like Easterners and Southerners, old and young, and people of different 
classes and ethnic backgrounds) understand each other’s styles. Once 
you understand what is happening to you, you can experiment on your 
own, trying new ways of behaving to solve your problems. Of course, all 
problems will not summarily disappear, but the sense of puzzlement and 
lack of control will at least subside.

Another reason it would be a mistake for women to try to behave 
like men is that businesses need to communicate with clients of different 
sorts, including more and more women. For instance, newspapers need 
to appeal to women as readers in order to sell newspapers, so it would 
do them no good to hire a slew of women who are just like men. I some-
times give the example of a woman who worked at an appraisal firm. 
One of her colleagues told her he had just gotten a very strange call from 
a client. After identifying herself, the client simply told him that she 
would be going on vacation that week and hung up, without giving him 
any comprehensible reason for her call. The woman who told me this 
said she was pretty sure she understood what this was about and called 
the client back to apologize for the slight delay in the appraisal she had 
ordered and reassure her that it would be ready when she returned from 
her vacation.

The appraiser also told me that she had been nonplussed by a client 
who called her up and began angrily berating her because his appraisal was 
late. Taken aback by the verbal assault, which seemed to her unacceptable 
in the context of a business relationship, she had become tongue-tied and 
unable to give him the assurances she had just given the other client, so 
she had her colleague call the man back and deal with him. This example 
shows how pointless it would be to ask which appraiser’s style was “best.” 
Each one was best at dealing with certain clients. Rather than trying to 
determine which style is best and hire a staff with uniform styles, the com-
pany clearly is benefiting from having a range of styles among its sales staff.

Copyright ©2018 by SAGE Publications, Inc. 
 This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



172  Part IV | Gender

Will Talk About Gender Differences 
Polarize?

Some people fear that putting people into two categories by talking about 
“women” and “men” can drive a wedge between us, polarizing us even 
more. This is a serious concern. I know of at least one instance in which that 
is exactly what happened. A female executive at a large accounting firm was 
so well thought of by her firm that they sent her to a weeklong executive-
training seminar at the company’s expense. Not surprisingly, considering 
the small number of women at her level, she was the only woman at the 
seminar, which was composed of high-ranking executives from a variety of 
the corporation’s wide-ranging divisions. This did not surprise or faze her, 
since she was used to being the only woman among men.

All went well for the first three days of the seminar. But on the fourth, 
the leaders turned their attention to issues of gender. Suddenly, everyone 
who had been looking at her as “one of us” began to look at her  differently—
as a woman, “one of them.” She was repeatedly singled out and asked to 
relate her experiences and impressions, something she did not feel she 
could do honestly, since she had no reason to believe they would under-
stand or accept what she was talking about. When they said confidently 
that they were sure there was no discrimination against women in their 
company, that if women did not get promoted it was simply because they 
didn’t merit promotion, she did not feel she could object. Worst of all, 
she had to listen to one after another of her colleagues express what she 
found to be offensive opinions about women’s abilities. By the end of the 
day, she was so demoralized that she was questioning whether she wanted 
to  continue to work for this company at all. Whereas she had started out 
feeling completely comfortable, not thinking of herself as different from 
the men, the discussion of gender issues made her acutely aware of how 
different she was and convinced her she could never again fit comfortably 
into this group.

The group in which this occurred was made up of people from far-
flung offices, not many of whom were from her own home office. As 
a result, she was able eventually to get past the experience, and it did 
not poison her day-to-day relationships at work. If a similar workshop 
had been held among her daily co-workers, it could have been much 
more destructive. And the saddest part is that the unfortunate outcome 
resulted from a program designed to help. As anthropologist Gregory 
Bateson explained in his work on cybernetics, any time people interfere 
with a system to change it, they risk making things worse, because they 
don’t understand all the elements in the system and how they interrelate.

But the alternative, doing nothing, is not a viable one, because 
the situation as it is will have to change. In the case of women in the 
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 workplace, the situation is changing, whether we talk about it or not. 
And the hope that all we had to do was open the doors and let women in 
has simply not been borne out. Twenty years after women began receiv-
ing MBAs and entering businesses where they had not been before, they 
still make up only a small percentage of higher-level executives. The 
“pipeline” argument has simply not panned out. Years after women 
entered the pipeline, they just aren’t coming through the other end in 
proportion to their numbers going in. Instead, more and more women 
are leaving the corporate world, in greater numbers than men, either to 
start their own businesses, to be independent contractors, or to do other 
things entirely. (For example, a 1993 survey of those who received MBAs 
from Stanford University over the preceding ten-year period found that 
22% of the women, as compared to 8% of the men, had left large cor-
porations to start their own businesses.) Some of this may be a privilege 
that men too would take advantage of if they had the chance. But a lot of 
women are seeking alternatives simply because they tire of feeling like 
strangers in a strange land when they go to work each day. In a word 
they tire of being marked.

Simply opening the doors and letting in women, or any individuals 
whose styles do not conform to those already in place, is not enough. As 
the experience of the executive at the training seminar showed, neither are 
localized efforts at diversity training, though surely these can help if they 
are done well. Finally, we can’t just tell individuals that they should simply 
talk one way or another, as if ways of talking were hats you can put on 
when you enter an office and take off when you leave. For one thing, if you 
try to adopt a style that does not come naturally to you, you leave behind 
your intuitions and may well behave in ways inappropriate in any style or 
betray the discomfort you actually feel. Most important, we do not regard 
the way we talk—how we say what we mean, how we show consideration 
or frustration to others—as superficial, masks to be donned and doffed at 
will. Comprehensive training and awareness are needed, until everyone is 
working to make the workplace a world where differing styles are under-
stood and appreciated.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Whatever your school mascot, how does your school refer to men and 
women’s sports teams on campus? Are the female teams marked or 
unmarked? Why does this matter?
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2. Tannen’s article is largely about perceptions of men and women in the 
workplace. Do you think that her observations hold true in a college 
setting? Are women marked in class by their appearance? What about in 
dorms or at parties? When, if at all, might men be marked at school?

3. At the end of the article, Tannen says she doesn’t think advising women 
to act more like men is advisable. Do you agree or disagree with her? How 
might women behaving more assertively and aggressively backfire? How 
might it be beneficial?

NOTE

1. For an excellent commentary on this phenomenon using humor see http://www 
.nbc.com/saturday-night-live/video/sarah-palin-and-hillary-clinton-address-
thenation/n12287
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