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GENDER ASPECT OF SPEECH ACTS  

IN S. KINSELLA’S NOVEL «THE UNDOMESTIC GODDESS» 
 

Pidvirna A. 
Scientific Supervisor – Tsapro G., PhD in Linguistics, Associate Professor 
Borys Hrinchenko Kyiv University 

 
Society shapes gender roles according to its values and beliefs about 

individuals’ roles, which are mostly based on their sex and society’s 
expectations about differences between the sexes [2, 335]. Gender 
stereotypes, in the first place, deal with different types of men’s/women’s 
behavior and their self-presentation in society. General beliefs [3, 2] picture 
men as more active members of society and women, on the contrary, being 
more passive.  

In the novel Samantha Sweetings is pictured as a workaholic attorney 
who is highly paid and who plans every step in her life. However, a 
preposterous mistake changes her life and she finds herself in the house of 
strangers working as a housekeeper, the position she actually knows next to 
nothing. In this way the protagonist performs two different gender roles. 
There are two completely different gender portraits of the main character in 
the book: the lawyer, which stereotypically corresponds to the male image, 
and the housekeeper, which respectively is associated with the female 
image. 

The main character’s speech in these two different roles differs 
greatly. We have studied her utterances using John Searle’s Speech Act 
classification [4], which compiles Assertives (or Representatives), 
Directives, Expressives, Commissives and Declarations. In our research we 
have singled out for types of Speech acts used by the main character in the 
novel: assertive, directive, commissive and expressive speech acts.  

Assertive Speech Acts. Samantha’s communication at work is 
addressed to male colleagues and in order to correspond to the image of a 
professional lawyer she mainly uses Assertives or Representatives The 
phrase «I know…» [1, 10–19] presents there is no doubt in her statements; 
«I need my watch» [1, 7] implies that her work life is busy and she cannot 
spend her time as she pleased; the emphatic «did» in «I did mention that I’m 
in a hurry» [1, 4] creates an image of her being persuasive and 
straightforward, although it can be suggested that this is a Directive speech 
act, making the addressee perform an action, in this case – let her leave 
immediately. Samantha’s sentences are short and precise: «It’s just a blip. 
I’m fine» [1, 6], they illustrate the character’s busy lifestyle. The woman is 
extremely overloaded with assignments from her colleagues. Her respond to 
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the statement that she is a workaholic is a kind of denial of that fact: «I’m not 
a workaholic»… «I’m a lawyer! It’s different!» [1, 9]. Assertives used by 
Samantha in the second part of the book where she is a housekeeper become 
longer still presenting the same implication of her thoughts: from short «I 
made it» [1, 37] to longer «This is my life. My life. … I’m not losing this. I’m 
coming in. Now» [1, 77]. 

As the main character’s life changes, the range of her interests as well 
as the emotional range becomes different. Samantha’s Assertives vary from 
doubt in herself, fear, despair, courage to acknowledging some facts of her 
life, then acquiring faith and confidence in herself and knowing how to resist 
challenges that come by. By saying «I can make… um… toast» [1, 122] she 
claims to possess a minimum of culinary skills, almost thanking for the bin 
for bread being “helpfully marked Bread” [1, 63]. It is difficult for the main 
character to accept help, which can actually mean to lack enough 
professional skills, Samantha’s denial phase as a housekeeper is not as 
continuous as in her previous job. Although Samantha accepts no help from 
the gardener at first, saying: «I do not need cleaning advice» [1, 107] or «I’m 
not tense and twitchy» [1, 138], she is courageous enough to embrace that 
she knows she cannot cook but she cannot give up either. In the end she 
learns how to accept help from others without feeling ashamed: « I’m so 
grateful. I don’t know what I would have done without your help» [1, 129].  

She uses modals of deduction «must» to show that «these must be the 
vegetables» [1, 155] and «could» to show her theoretical knowledge: «It 
could be a cabbage or a lettuce … it could be an alien» [1, 115]; she has no 
idea about food and products. For that, Samantha has an explanation, as she 
«never really learned how to make meals» [1, 122], she is «not sure how to 
use the washing machine» [1, 129] and she «can’t sew any buttons» [1, 129] 
and she can’t hem either. Nevertheless, she proves herself to be a quick 
learner: «I’m a quick learner. … And I’ll work hard. I really, really want to do 
this» [1, 123]. With that being said, her attitude towards cooking changes; 
she cannot believe she is making gravy: «I cannot believe I’m making gravy. 
Making gravy» [1, 127] and cooking for her employers a whole dinner; she 
states that her appearance has changed as well: «I’m entranced by my 
reflection, by my new, glowing, caramel, honey self. I look alive. I look 
colorful» [1, 148], and she is never going to the way she looked before. Her 
choice affects her state: «I suppose I do feel different. I suppose I’m more 
relaxed these days. I take a sip of coffee and lean back in my chair, mulling it 
over. I enjoy life a bit more than I used to. I notice more than I used to» [1, 
247], «I’ve learned a different way to live» [ 1, 276], «I love this life» [1, 279], 
«I’m happy in my job» [1, 270]. The main character transition shows that she 
can say «no», claiming that her own time and personal life is important. 
Once this realization occurs, she identifies herself with a housekeeper, not 
with a lawyer anymore. She claims that she is happy and she is enjoying this 
life in a way she has never done before. She likes cooking, and running a 
house, and picking berries from the garden. Furthermore, she does not 
experience much pressure any more: «I don’t need to take paperwork 
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home»; «I can go to the pub, I can make weekend plans, I can go and sit in 
the garden for half an hour with my feet up»; «I don’t need to have my 
Blackberry switched on twenty-four/seven». «I don’t have that constant 
pressure anymore. I’m not stressed out» [1, 276].  

Assertive speech acts represent Samantha’s reality, describe her inner 
state, vividly picturing changes the main character goes through in the novel.  

Directive Speech Acts.  
Directives aim to make another person to do something the speaker 

wants. In that case, Samantha as a lawyer does not provide the reader with 
this type of speech acts, unlike her being the domestic help. Everything is 
reduced to the lawyer having no time and, for example, asking her masseuse 
to finish as soon as possible: «Can we get on with it?» [1, 6] or get distracted 
with her work for a moment: «Could I possibly send a quick e-mail?» [1, 6]. 
However, in the second case, Samantha asks politely, using «possibly» and 
more polite form «could». 

Directives also comprise requesting, questioning and suggesting. 
There are no commands and orders from the character as a housekeeper. 
Her requests consist of polite «could» and «would»; she asks: «Could I 
possibly have a glass of water?» [1, 48] when she arrives at the Geiger’s 
house, as well as:  «Could I have some mint?» [1, 138], as she is doing some 
house-related work, «I would be grateful if you would leave me alone» [1, 
267] when the reporters find out that Samantha is working as a 
housekeeper. The main character question the availability of the products, 
asking: «If you have any?» [1, 136] being sure that the gardener has some 
herbs for her; another case of questioning was when she was not sure 
whether it was time for her and Nathaniel to go, she uses «perhaps» and 
«should» to sound polite and soft. Her suggestions started with «would»: 
«Would it be possible to start tonight?» [1, 54] when she is asking for a job; 
«… how would you like the drawing room dusted?» [1, 62] and «Would you 
like a drink first, maybe?» [1, 71], which were some of her responsibilities. 

Samantha Sweetings’ directive speech acts go through different stages 
of changes demonstrating in this way changes the main character undergoes 
from being a lawyer to becoming a housekeeper. Changes of social roles, 
which are based on different stereotypical gender roles, mirror changes in 
the protagonist’s speech behavior going from orders to requests and 
suggestions.  

Commissive and Expressive Speech Acts.  
The number of Commissive and Expressive speech acts used by the 

protagonist playing two different roles in the novel vary giving two 
contrasting pictures of the main character.  

During Samantha’s work at Carter Spink, her emotional range on how 
she feels about the situation comprises four «Thank you»s and one «I’m 
sorry». She was emotionally deprived from the real-life experience, so the 
range of emotions were related to her work, schedule and closing the deals. 
The number of Expressive speech acts has risen from four to a great number 
of them. The main character’s psychological state is expressed by her 
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gratitude: «thank you», «thank you so much» [1, 89] with 4 cases in the text, 
«thanks» repeated 70 times in the novel, for instance, [70], «thanks very 
much» [1, 101], «thanks for» with 11 cases, «I’m really grateful for 
everything» [1, 285]. It shows Samantha’s feelings about the world, that she 
notices more than she used to, that she feels better than she used to, and 
that is why she perceives a positive worldview by expressing her emotional 
state. 

Furthermore, apologizing speech acts also increase in number as 
Samantha gives up her position as a lawyer, and they include «I’m so sorry», 
«I’m very sorry», «I’m sorry», «Excuse me», as well as «I didn’t realize». Her 
vocabulary consists of «I’d love to» which represents Samantha’s acceptance 
of invitations and her engagement into social activities besides her job. 

The utterance «I’ll busk it for a morning» [1, 62] represents 
Samantha’s promise not to take the work as a housekeeper. Then, she 
changes her mind and Commissive «I must behave like a housekeeper» [ 1, 
62] represents the main character’s commitment to the job she eventually 
has chosen. The adverbs of manner in her commissive speech acts show 
Samantha’s image as well as she suggests humbly to do her work chores: «I’ll 
take the coffee tray out» [1, 69], «I’ll do that» [1, 177], «I’ll try to remember 
that» [1, 101]. Sometimes the character refuses to accept help, indirectly 
pointing that everything is fine: «Er… no, thanks. I’m fine here» [1, 46]. In a 
moment of despair, Samantha promises to herself that she will cope with 
everything: «I’ll pull it all together. I’ll manage it somehow» [1, 88], which 
shows her determination and persistence. 

To conclude, different types of speech acts are used by Samantha 
Sweetings in both roles as a lawyer and as a housekeeper. However, they do 
not only differ in number of usage in these two different social roles but the 
gender aspect is clearly realized through speech acts employed by the 
protagonist. The writer, Sophie Kinsella, created images of a lawyer and a 
housekeeper that correspond to usually ascribed social gender stereotypes 
of these two professions. Thus, changes in Samantha’s speech behavior, her 
choice of different speech acts reflect her social role and her position in the 
society, which in its turn, demands from her to play to the prescribed rules 
and perform particular gender roles: a lawyer – a male image and a 
housekeeper – a female image.  
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