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[ Abstract)

In the end of the twentieth century, Lakoff (1975) presented a provocative
argument concerning woman’s language based on her personal observation of English
use in American society. She claimed that women used color vocabulary differently
from men. In this study Lakoff’s claims were verified in the context of the use of
Mandarin color vocabulary in Taiwanese society by a color naming test. The results
showed that the female subjects had a larger size of Mandarin color vocabulary than
the male subjects. In addition, while the female subjects preferred to use qualified

fancy color vocabulary, the male subjects tended to use direct color terms.
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Gender Differences in Mandarin Color Vocabulary

Introduction
Background and Motivation

“Oh, look at that peach sweater! It’s so cute. Will it look good on me? What do
you think?” “Uhm? Which one? Oh, you mean the pink one?” The conversation was
overheard from a couple in a shopping mall. Guess, who said the first sentence? Yes,
the woman did. The difference between peach and pink in this conversation does not
lie in color description only but illustrates the gender difference as well. Men and
women are different in many ways; language is one of the aspects.

Men and women use language differently. A large number of evidences show
that the language of women is not always same as the language of men. To be specific,
Robin Lakoff (1975) in her provocative book, Language and Woman's Place, boldly
argued the six characteristics of women’s language in her times: special lexical choice,
question intonation in statements, hedges, emphatic modifiers and intonational
emphasis, hypercorrect grammar and pronunciation, and superpolite forms. For
women’s special lexical choice, one of the interesting arguments is the color terms. In

terms of women’s color vocabulary, Lakoff asserted that

“Women make far more precise discrimination in naming colors than do men;
words like beige, ecru, aquamarine, lavender, and so on are unremarkable in

a woman’s active vocabulary, but absent from that of most men.” (pp. 8-9)

Although Lakoff’s claims about women’s language are challenging, the data
contributing to her conclusions of women’s talk are intuitively based on her
introspection of her own speech and observation of media but not on any empirical
findings. This cannot successfully convince people. Thus, her claim that women have
a larger size of color vocabulary than men deserves further empirical studies to verify.
Besides, Lakoff’s claims resulted from the analysis of English in American society.
Few studies have been done to examine whether Lakoff’s hypothesis can be
generalized to other languages and societies in the world. Therefore, further studies
conducted in different language societies are needed to test her hypotheses.

Mandarin, as one of the variants of Chinese, is the official language spoken in
Taiwan. Although the color vocabularies in Mandarin had been linguistically studied

for its morphology, classification, characteristics, etc. (Lee & Chu, 2012; Wang, 2005;
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Yao, 1988), few researches are carried out to explore the differences between men and
women in use of Mandarin color vocabularies.

In view of the problems mentioned above, the researcher decided to justify
Lakoff’s hypothetical claims about peculiarity of women’s language by conducting an
empirical study to examine men and women’s performance in color naming.
Additionally, in order to test the generalizability of Lakoff’s hypotheses, the
researcher performed a color naming test in northern Taiwan to check whether women

have a larger size of Mandarin color vocabulary than men.

Purposes of the Study

The purposes of this study were to investigate the differences in the size of
Mandarin color vocabulary between male and female university students in art-related
departments in northern Taiwan, and to discuss what specific gender differences were

in Mandarin color-naming performance.

Research Questions
This study was carried out to explore the difference between men and women’s
Mandarin color vocabulary in northern Taiwan. Specifically, two research questions in
this study were addressed, as follows:
1. Is there any significant difference of Mandarin color-naming performance
between male and female art-major university students?
2.  What are the specific gender differences of Mandarin color vocabulary among

art-major university students?

Significance of the Study

The findings of this study may be found significant in the following aspects. To
begin with, the validity and generalizability of Lakoff’s strong claim of women’s
special choice of color terms based on her personal observation were investigated in
this study. Her statements of women’s language were verified by a color-naming test.
In addition, gender differences of Mandarin color vocabulary were explored by the
test. Different performance between the male and female subjects could be illustrated.
Moreover, findings of this study are expected to provide some references for

understanding the size of Mandarin color vocabulary for both genders as well as some
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implications for the possible effects on the gender differences in the use of Mandarin

color vocabulary in Taiwan.

Limitations of the Study

There may be some limitations in this study. First, this study was somewhat
limited to the number of participating subjects. There were about 80 subjects in this
study that might not be large enough to be generalized to the performance of
art-major male and female university students in Mandarin color naming in Taiwan.

Second, the other limitation was that the subjects were university students whose
high level of education might affect the results of the study. That is, the subjects might
possess the ability to describe color terms with greater specificity than lower
educational group. Thus, the results might not be generalized to lower educational
groups.

Third, the research method chosen in this study might cause an effect on the
subjects’ color naming performance. That is, their awareness of using color
vocabulary could be raised during the process of the color naming test in which they
were asked to name colors for the color cards. However, such a situation was
necessary to elicit the subjects’ responses to color naming. It was difficult to conduct
a test in which people were asked to name color implicitly without mentioning colors.
Nevertheless, this possible effect was constant across all groups of subjects in the test

and should not have an influence on the relative scores of groups.

Literature Review

Research into language and gender has not been really taken into serious
considerations until the early 1970s (Wolfson, 1989). However, it does not mean that
this field was not touched upon before. Early in the 1920s, Jespersen (1922) devoted
an entire chapter to “The Woman” in his book, Language. Its Nature, Development,
and Origin. Jespersen studied the differences between men’s and women’s speech in
both exotic non-western societies and western European societies, particularly
English-speaking countries. He indicated that women did use some special linguistic
forms more often than men did, such as euphemistic words, emotionally loaded
adverbs and adjectives, and rapidity of reading and thinking.

In the light of the differences between men’ and women’s language, more and
4
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more sociolinguists have been motivated to investigate the reasons behind. In general,
the gender differences in speech are found to mainly result from age, socialization
practices, education and social status (Holmes, 1992; Wardhaugh, 2002). Men and
women’s age, growing processes, educational levels, and status in a society will more
or less affect their uses of a particular language. To be specific, Lakoff (1975) claimed
that women’s speech was affected by their social status. She proposed her argument
by giving examples of women’s language from her introspection and observation of
American society. She found that women, compared to men, tended to have special
lexicon, such as color terms, varied their intonation in statements, used hedges to be
polite, and paid attention to their grammar and pronunciation. According to Lakoff,
women were using the language to strengthen their subordinate status in the society.
That is, cultural assumptions are implied in language, so language reflects and even
reinforces the order of societies in Lakoff’s belief. Differing from Lakoff’s viewpoints,
Labov (2001), in his discussion of language change in Philadelphia, indicated that
women intended to use the standard speech form to elevate their social status. In order
to improve their status in the society, women either consciously or unconsciously
speak the standard form of language as one of the strategies. In a word, the fierce
debate that women’s speech is different from that of men’s continues as long as the
two genders exist.

In terms of gender differences in color naming, a great deal of previous research
has been conducted on color perception and its representation in language. For
example, females have been shown to be able to name colors more quickly upon
presentation than males. The female’s advantage at speeded color naming was first
reported by Woodworth and Wells (1911). Their color naming test, Woodworth-Wells
color naming test, examined the nine male and five female college students’ speed of
recognizing standard colors. The subjects in the test were presented with a card
showing 100 1-centimeter square patches of color. Each patch is either colored with
red, yellow, green, blue, or black. The subjects were timed as they named the colors of
the patches in order. The research results unveiled the fact that the female college
students completed the color naming test faster than the male ones did. Later on,
Ligon (1932) expanded on Woodworth and Wells’s result by administrating the same
color naming test as well as a color name reading task to a larger sample of 638

children in grades one to nine aged six to sixteen. He obtained a similar result for
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color naming test to Woodworth and Wells that female children performed better on
the speeded color naming task than male children. Yet, no sex difference for the color
name reading task was found. The findings made Ligon claim that some of the gender
differences were acquired at a very early age. Similarly, Saucier, Elias, and Nylen
(2002) also proved that women named colors faster than men did. The researchers
tried to examine the female advantage for speeded color naming by administrating
tests of color naming, color discrimination, shape naming, and articulatory speed to a
sample of 44 student subjects. The results of their tests showed that women’s
advantage to name color rapidly was due to a more general superiority rather than a
special factor of color naming. In addition to the discussion of female’s fast speed of
color naming, Chapanis (1965) reported that females were able to assign names more
consistently to a wide range of colors than males. Moreover, Conley and Cooper
(1981), in testing preferences in ordering conjoined color terms (e.g., black and white),
concluded that females showed stronger ordering tendencies than males.

Aside from the studies mentioned above, a few empirical researches had been
done to examine the gender difference in the size of color vocabulary. The findings
support Lakoff’s claims regarding that women have a larger color word bank than
men. For example, by conducting experiments of color naming, color matching, and
color description to college students, Nowaczyk (1982) found that women used more
elaborate descriptions of color than men. In addition, both Rich (1977) and Machen
(2002) studied the gender and age differences in color naming. In Rich’s study, he
proposed a color naming test and distributed to five different groups of subjects for
different age, sex and occupation. The study was concluded with three significant
findings. First, women used fancier words than men. Second, women of different ages
had a similar size of color vocabulary. Third, younger men had larger color
vocabularies than older men. However, by adopting Rich’s four color descriptor
categories, Machen had different findings from Rich’s. Machen found that women
aged over 16 years-old showed a more elaborate color vocabulary than men while
among the 14- to 16 years-old subjects there was no significant difference in color
naming between two genders. More interestingly, Simpson and Tarrant (1991)
collected data on color naming of 200 color samples from 26 females and 24 males
and found that women used more elaborate color names in comparison to men. Yet,

contrary to previous studies’ findings, they indicated that the older subjects of both
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genders had more elaborate color description than the younger subjects. Even, older
men had a more elaborate color vocabulary bank than younger women, which showed
that color vocabulary continued to increase with age though gender differences
existed. Moreover, they believed that men’s color vocabulary could be enhanced by
color-related hobbies, but not for women.

In short, the differences between men and women are not restricted to physical
appearances but are reflected in their language use. From the above studies, women’s
special lexicon of color terms and the related tests are reviewed. The discussion of the

relevant studies is hoped to provide the theoretical basis for this study.

Methodology
Subjects

In order to have a valid result, the researcher conducted a color-naming test to
discover the gender differences of Mandarin color lexicon. About 80 participants were
involved in this study; they were university students, aged 19 to 22, randomly selected
from National Taiwan University of Arts (NTUA). The reason of targeting NTUA to
select the subjects for this research was to ensure that all subjects of both genders
were interested in art-related fields. That is, to avoid the stereotype that women are
better at color terms because they are more interested in fashion and arts than men.
The subjects of both genders recruited for this study were all majoring in art-related
departments: Department of Visual Communication Design, Sculpture Department,
Fine Arts Department, and Department of Painting and Calligraphy Arts. With the
same interest in arts, the subjects’ gender difference in color-naming performance
should be clearly illustrated. What is more, among the subjects, they were half male
and half female. Furthermore, the subjects were all native speakers of Mandarin who

were not color blind.

Color Naming Test

The method of color-naming test used in Rich’s (1977) study was slightly
modified for this study. Specifically, a set of 25 3x5-inch color cards was constructed.
In the center of each card, the color was laser printed in a two-inch square for subjects

to name. The 25 colors in this study, primary colors with slight differences, were
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randomly selected from Pantone color chart." No color was repeated.

Along with the 25 color cards, a questionnaire (Appendix) was designed for
subjects to write down their naming of colors. In order to help subjects describe colors,
the researcher suggested them to imagine themselves in the following situation, which

was modified from Rich’s study:

You bought a shirt yesterday, and now you are going to buy a pair of pants to
match the shirt. You enter a shop but forget to bring the shirt with you. You
tell the clerk, “I have already bought a shirt. Could you show me a

pair of pants to match it?”

The questionnaire was translated and written in Mandarin to enable the subjects to
complete the test. Before the test, the subjects were well informed not to check
answers with others but were allowed to give the same answers to different color

cards.

Study Procedures

The researcher of this study conducted a color naming test to elicit the
randomly-selected subjects’ naming of colors. The test was held in a quiet and bright
classroom to make sure that the subjects felt at ease. At the beginning of the test, the
instructions of what the color-naming test was and how to complete the questionnaire
were given to the subjects. After the researcher made sure that every subject
understood what they should do in the following test, the test began. The 25 color
cards were shown to the subjects one at a time to let them name the color. With their
first impression on the color, the subjects had to write down a word or phrase they
would use to name the color on the provided questionnaire. The duration of the test
was about 30 minutes. It was assumed that the subjects responded with the best of

their ability.

' The 25 colors selected from Pantom Color Chart are PMS 102, 108, 151, 173,185, 203, 226, 283, 286,

334,369, 381, 423, 561, 627, 2577, 2665, 2768, 2985, 7428, 7502, 7505, 7536, black, and white.
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Data Analysis

After the test, the subjects’ responses to the 25 color cards were collected. Based
on the characteristics of color vocabularies in Mandarin synthesized from the previous
studies (Chen & Chu, 2012; Wang, 2005), these color terms can be generally divided
into two types: basic color vocabularies and compound color vocabularies. The basic
color vocabularies, which are monosyllabic in Mandarin, are composed of primary
eleven colors, including #7 ‘hong’ (red), /ﬁ} ‘huang’ (yellow), #= ‘lan’ (blue), /7
‘bai’ (white), A7 ‘hei’ (black), #% ‘lu’ (green), 7+ ‘hui’ (grey), % ‘zi’ (purple), £#
‘zong’ or #/ ‘he’ (brown), and 47 ‘cheng’ (orange) (Yao, 1988) as well as other
monosyllabic color vocabularies which have been passed down from Old Mandarin.
These vocabularies in Old Mandarin refer to certain objects carrying specific colors;
yet, the words in Modern Mandarin are transformed to symbolize the color of the
objects. For example, # ‘fen’ (pink) is originated from the color of power for
women’s make up, and £~ ‘dai’ (black) is a black pigment used by women in ancient
times to paint their eyebrows.

As for the compound color vocabularies in Mandarin, they can be discussed from
four different perspectives in morphology. First, a compound color vocabulary can be
consisted of two monosyllabic basic color words to represent a mix of the colors, such
as 7/ ‘hui-bai’ (greyish white), %77 ‘zi-hong’ (purplish red), and so on.
Generally, the rightmost color vocabulary determines the base of the mixed colors.
The second kind of compound color vocabulary is a monosyllabic basic color
vocabulary modified by an attributive concerning the brightness of the color, such as
# ‘fen’, )& ‘dan’, /& ‘qian’, /7 ‘xian’ or " ‘nen’ refer to lightness in English
and % ‘shen’ or ﬁ;ﬂf ‘an’ for darkness in English. By being added with the
attributive, the brightness of the basic color is specified. Third, in addition to being
modified by an attributive, a basic color vocabulary can be modified by a noun
specifying the color by referring to a real-world object, such as /J,‘ /ﬁ} ‘xing-huang’
(apricot yellow), Z7: ‘cao-lu’ (grass green), etc. The final kind of Mandarin
compound vocabularies is usually used to refer to the color of certain objects. Thus,
the noun referring to the real-world object is directly adopted as the name of the color.
The structure of this compound is the combination of a noun referring to the
real-world object and a single word 7 ‘se’ (color). For example, ¥ /7«7

s

‘qiao-ke-li se’ means the color of chocolate, or Zf##/ <7 ‘zi-luo-lan se’ refers to the
9
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color of violet.
On the basis of the classification of Mandarin color vocabulary mentioned above,
the subjects’ responses were categorized into the following four types, which were

adapted from Rich’s (1977) four color descriptor categories:

A. Basic: one of the following basic Mandarin color vocabulary: = ‘hong’
(red), /ﬁ} ‘huang’ (yellow), @ ‘lan’ (blue), /7 ‘bai’ (white), £7 ‘hei’
(black), # ‘lu” (green), 7 ‘hui’ (grey), % ‘zi’ (purple), £# ‘zong’ or
#/ ‘he’ (brown), and 4% ‘cheng’ (orange).

B. Qualified: a basic color vocabulary modified by an attributive, such as #
& ‘fen hong’ (pink), /£#- ‘dan lan’ (light blue), /A% ‘shen zi’ (dark
purple), f/@f 7k ‘an hui’ (dark grey), or by another basic color word, such
as /ﬁ},ﬁ@« ‘haung Iu’ (yellowish green).

C. Qualified Fancy: a basic color vocabulary modified by words referring to
the real-world objects, such as < 7~ ‘tian kong lan’ (sky blue), fé‘fﬁ%ﬁ
‘ning meng huang’ (lemon yellow), etc.

D. Fancy: color words not in the basic category but by adopting real-world
objects, such as 27 ‘pi fu’ (skin), £ ‘mi’ (rice), or professional color

terms such as £ 7 ‘zhu hong’ (vermeil), fﬂ}'xg",'(j /7 ‘pu lu shi lan’

(Prussian blue), etc.

Moreover, following Rich’s method of data analysis, the subjects’ responses
were given different points to each category to calculate the total score. One point was
given for use of the basic words in category one, two points for qualified words in
category two, three points for qualified fancy words in category three, and four points
for fancy words in category four. Because 25 cards were displayed in the test, the
possible scores for the subjects were ranged from 25 to 100.

The collected data in this study were computed and analyzed by Reliability
Statistics in Scale of SPSS 15.0. The independent samples ¢-test analysis was applied
to determine whether there is a significant difference between male and female

subjects’ responses.
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Results and Discussions

The collected data of this study were analyzed by statistics to investigate the
existence and extent of relationships among selected variables: gender and
performance of color naming. Although there were about 80 subjects in the study, half
male and half female, not every subject’s responses could contribute to the conclusion
of this study because some of them left one or two items unanswered or others
misunderstood the test by writing down the physical items or mental feeling
associated with the colors. Take one subject for example, when the red color card was
presented to him, he wrote “my high school” as the response. Therefore, only 38
female responses and 35 male responses to the questionnaire were valid to the study

analysis.

Gender Differences of Color Naming Performance

In order to illustrate the gender difference of Mandarin color naming
performance in responding to the 25 colored cards in total, independent samples #-test
analysis was adopted. A significant level .05 (p = .05) is established. The results of the

independent samples #-test are illustrated in Table 1.

Table 1. Independent Samples t-test Results of Male and Female Subjects’ Responses

Gender N Mean SD t p
Female 38 66.11 7.195
2.176 .033%*
Male 35 61.97 8.995

Note. N= Number; SD= Standard Deviation; *p < .05

From Table 1, it suggests that there is a significant difference of Mandarin color
naming performance between male and female art-major university students (p=.033
< .05). The female students tend to have a larger size of Mandarin color vocabulary
than the male students (Mean= 66.11 > 61.97). This result is in accordance to Lakoff’s
(1975) hypothesis that men’s and women’s languages are different in color vocabulary.
Lakoff’s hypothesis is scientifically proven by this study and is generalized to the use
of Mandarin rather than being restricted to English. That is, the characteristic of

special color vocabulary usages is shared by women in both American and Taiwanese

11
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societies. As Rich (1977) claimed, women’s size of color vocabulary could be
attributed to that they had more chances than men for daily chores related to the use
of colors, such as house decoration, clothes shopping, etc. Similarly, in Chinese
traditional culture women generally have been taught since childhood that they should
be responsible for their household chores. Also, in Shi Jing (Book of Odes as English
translation), it is recorded that women dress up to please the men they adore. The
make up or outfits women put on are all related to colors. Thus, it may imply that,
being affected by this kind of socialization and traditional education in Taiwan,
women are trained to be more sensitive to colors and then to have elaboration on their

Mandarin color vocabulary.

Specific Gender Differences of Mandarin Color Vocabulary

In addition to the finding that male and female art-major university students
whose performance of color naming in Mandarin is significantly different, their uses
of Mandarin color vocabulary in the four categories defined above were examined in
details. For each category of Mandarin color vocabulary, male and female subjects’
responses were computed by independent samples ¢-test. The independent samples
t-test results of male and female subjects’ use of Mandarin color vocabulary in the

four categories are shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Independent Samples t-test Results of Male and Female Subjects’ Use of
Mandarin Color Vocabulary in Each Category

Gender N Mean SD t )4
Category 1: Female 38 2.63 2.318
) -3.751  .000%**
Basic Male 35 5.09 3.230
Category 2: Female 38 8.58 3.508
. .678 .500
Qualified Male 35 8.06 3.019
Category 3: Female 38 8.74 4.409
' 2.037 .045%
Qualified Fancy Male 35 6.66 4311
Category 4: Female 38 5.03 2.584
-.289 774
Fancy Male 35 5.20 2.553

Note. N=Number; SD= Standard Deviation; *p < .05

12
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Table 2 presents several specific differences of the use of color terms between
two genders. To begin with, based on the descriptive statistical analyses, it is found
that men and women have different preferences for using Mandarin color vocabulary.
The female subjects tend to use the qualified fancy color words most (Mean= 8.74)
and the basic color words least (Mean= 2.63). On the other hand, the male subjects
use the qualified color words most (Mean= 8.06) and the basic color words least
(Mean= 5.09). That is, women are good at describing colors by using a basic color
word modified by a special term, while men excel in using basic color words in
combination with particular modifier or with the other basic color words. Although it
seems that both women and men seldom use basic color vocabulary in Mandarin,
from the perspective of inferential statistical analysis, it is found that there is a
significant difference for both genders in using this category of color words (p=.000
< .05). Specifically, the male subjects use far more basic color terms than the female
subjects (Mean= 5.09 > 2.63).

Additionally, not only the first category of color words but also the third
category is found to show significant differences between the male and female
subjects. In other words, there is a significant difference for the subjects of both
genders in using the qualified fancy color vocabulary of category three (p= .045
< .05). Specifically, compared with the female subjects, the male subjects use much
less qualified fancy color vocabulary (Mean= 6.66 < 8.74). However, as for the other
two categories of color vocabulary, both genders of subjects demonstrate similar use.

In general, concluded from the two significant differences of using Mandarin
color lexicon between two genders, the results show that males tend to use basic color
vocabulary, which are single words with complete meaning, while females are prone
to use qualified fancy color vocabulary, which are compound words in naming color.
As Lakoff (1975) argued, men’s language was direct and women’s language was
nonassertive. Same as the results in this study, on the one hand, men tend to be direct
and straight with their language. When they are asked to name color, they use more
basic color vocabularies which are simple and direct in meaning than the qualified
fancy words. On the other hand, women incline to be indirect with their language;
they prefer using modified words, such as qualified fancy color vocabulary, to direct
basic color vocabulary. In fact, these results reflect the gender differences which may

be affected by the traditional Chinese culture. Nowadays, Taiwan still can be
13
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considered as a society of patriarchy. In Taiwan, though recently women are earning a
place in society, in the past for most of the time they were educated to respect men as
a leading role in family and to follow their orders. Thus, men traditionally, who
comparatively have higher social status in Taiwanese society, are more direct with
their language to give their commands, whereas women in Taiwan are more careful
with the language they are using. This indirectness and carefulness may imply that
women’s language in Taiwan is implicitly and unconsciously strengthened by the
inequality of their social status.

However, the similar use of color vocabulary in category four should not be
neglected. Despite the fact that male subjects use less qualified fancy color
vocabulary than female subjects, both male and female subjects perform equivalent
ability in using fancy color vocabulary. What is more, from the study results, though
male subjects are with fewer tendencies to use modified color vocabulary, they are
still capable of using professional fancy color vocabulary, which are single words to

show their directness.

Conclusion

This study aims to examine the gender differences of color vocabulary in
Mandarin. The subjects in this study were from the art-related departments at NTUA
in northern Taiwan to avoid that stereotype that men are weaker at color terms
because they are not interested in arts. All subjects were involved in the test to name
the color of 25 presented color cards. Based on the results of the test, it is found that
men and women do have significant differences in color-naming performance.
Women tend to have a larger size of Mandarin color vocabulary than men, as
hypothesized by Lakoff (1975) for English in American society.

In addition, this study also investigates the detailed gender differences of
Mandarin color vocabulary in four categories. The results indicate that there are
significant differences of using Mandarin color vocabulary in category one and three.
Men tend to use direct basic color vocabulary to describe colors but women incline to
adopt qualified fancy color vocabulary to name colors in a less straightforward way.
These findings of gender differences in the use of Mandarin color vocabulary may be
attributed to the influence of traditional Chinese culture.

However, this study is limited by the small sample size of subjects. Further
14
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studies that collect data from a larger size of subjects are strongly recommended.
Additionally, the subjects in this study were selected from NTUA in northern Taiwan.
Future studies should include subjects from different backgrounds and in different
areas to make the results be generalized as much as possible.

In conclusion, the evidence collected in this study confirms Lakoff’s hypothesis
that women have more extensive color vocabulary than do men. It also indicates that

the nature of men and women indeed affects their performance on color naming.
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