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One article often cited in support of this position is Goodwin's study of children's directives in two Philadelphia peer groups Goodwin's study relates directive usage to the differing organisation of male and female single‑sex groups. Male peer groups are organised as hierarchical structures, and the resulting asymmetries in individual status are reflected in which boys use directives and how: leading group members issue direct imperatives like Gimme the pliers, whereas subordinate members avoid these forms completely. Girls' peer groups are organised along different lines; there is less asymmetry and fewer direct commands are used. Instead the girls favour suggesting moves, commonly realised by the linguistic element let's.

Goodwin's findings fit in well with the folklinguistic belief that men have an aggressive and competitive speech style whereas women tend more to co‑operative speech. The two sets of tendencies are sometimes said to be particularly marked in the 'natural' setting of single‑sex talk (natural in the sense that for most children it is single‑sex talk and play which are formative the single‑sex mode is the earliest they learn). Although on the face of it this point of view resembles Lakoff's since it also relies heavily on a notion of quite rigid and divergent gender roles which the sexes act out, there is a crucial difference in evaluation between followers of Lakoff and the 'subculture' theorists. For Lakoff women's style is deficient, lacking authority and assertiveness For subculture theorists like Jones (198o) it is different, not deficient, and may indeed possess virtues of its own. The desire of some analysts to revalue what is thought distinctively female in speech style leads to an explanation of women's language not as the deplorable result of male dominance, but as positive manifestation of female culture and values.

The subcultural approach has been applied to miscommunications and interactional conflicts between women and men. Instead of regarding these as local instances of a more general power struggle, theorists like Maltz and Borker (1982) regard them as comparable to the misunderstandings which arise between speakers from different ethnic groups, who are often unaware that they are orienting to very different discourse norms Drawing on the work of Gumperz (1982b), Maltz and Borker argue that women and men also have different discourse norms since they typically acquire communicative competence in single sex groups.  An example they give is the interpretation of minimal responses, which women use more frequently than men (Hirschmann 1974) .  For women, they say, these responses mean ‘I hear you’, whereas for men they mean 'I agree with you’.  Thus women and men have different expectations about the incidence of minimal responses.  They tend to misinterpret each other and this leads to frustration and communicative breakdown.

The ‘culture’ versus ‘power’ argument is a significant one for researchers in the are of sex differences in speech style.  We would argue, however, that it has often been posed in an over simple way.  On one hand, it is surely implausible to claim that the gender-specific subcultures posited by some analysts are quire independent of power structures.  Can it be coincidence that men are aggressive and hierarchically organised conversationally whereas women are expected to provide conversational support?  On the other hand, the content of any group’s speech style is unlikely to be reducible to their position in the social order.  We will need to consider this whole debate further in the empirical case studies to which we now turn.
