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ABSTRACT

PROCESSES AND CONSEQUENCES OF CONVERSATIONAL STYLE 

Deborah Frances Tannen

The s tudy examines the l i n g u i s t i c  devices  which make up 

conversa t iona l  s t y l e ,  and the  e f f e c t s  o f  t h e i r  use in i n t e r a c t i o n  with 

o th e r s  whose s t y l e s  d i f f e r  and with o th e r s  whose s ty l e s  are  r e l a t i v e l y  

s i m i l a r .  All speakers seek to  f u l f i l l  th e  universa l  human wants to  

fee l  connected to  o th e r  people and to  be l e f t  a lone .  The a p p l i c a t i o n  

o f  broad ope ra t ing  p r i n c i p l e s  ( conve rsa t iona l  s t r a t e g i e s )  in  the  

s e r v ic e  o f  these  goals r e s u l t s  in  c l u s t e r i n g  of  devices which y i e ld  

co-occurrence  expec ta t ions  a s s o c i a t e d  with  p a r t i c u l a r  s t y l e s .

Based on two and a h a l f  hours o f  conversa t ion  taped a t  a Thanks­

g iv ing  d in n e r ,  the speech of  s ix  p a r t i c i p a n t s  i s  analyzed. The 

dev ices  making up each p e r so n 's  s t y l e  a re  i s o l a t e d  and shown in 

ope ra t io n  in  in te rchanges  with t h e  o th e r  p a r t i c i p a n t s .  When hab i tua l  

use of  and ex pec ta t ions  about th e  i n t e n t i o n s  o f  p a r t i c u l a r  devices  

a re  s h a red ,  communication i s  rhy thm ica l ly  smooth and demonstrably 

s a t i s f y i n g .  However, when such use and expec ta t ions  are  not shared ,  

conversa t ion  breaks doT/n rhy th m ica l ly ,  and p a r t i c i p a n t s  show evidence 

of  d i s co m fo r t ,  confus ion ,  or  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n .

Dimensions along which dev ices  d i f f e r  inc lude :  r e l a t i v e  personal 

focus of  t o p i c ;  p a ra ! in g u iS t i c  f e a t u r e s  such as p i t c h ,  loudness ,  

pauses ,  voice q u a l i t y ,  and tone ;  pacing through ove r lap ,  t iming of
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u t t e r a n c e s  with  r e s p ec t  to  preceding u t t e r a n c e s ,  and r a t e  o f  speech;  

choice  o f  l e x i c a l  items and s y n t a c t i c  forms. Devices employing 

these  f e a t u r e s  inc lude :  the use o f  q u e s t io n s ;  ex p ec ta t io n s  about 

ove r t  demonst ra t ion of  enthusiasm; methods f o r  g e t t i n g  and keeping the 

f l o o r ;  t o p i c  cohes ion; t e l l i n g  of  n a r r a t i v e s  in c o n v e r sa t io n ;  and 

irony and humor.

An i n t e g r a l  p a r t  of  the  a n a ly t i c  method i s  playback, during which 

p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n d iv id u a l ly  l i s t e n e d  to  the  tape  and expla ined  t h e i r  

unders tanding o f  what was going on. This made i t  p o s s ib le  to  

a s c e r t a i n  the  impressions the  conversa tion  made upon each p a r t i c i p a n t ;  

how such impressions  compared to  the conscious i n t e n t i o n s  o f  the  

o th e r  speake rs ;  and how t h e i r  use of conversa t iona l  devices  c o n t r i ­

buted to  those  impressions.

While each speaker in some sense e x h ib i t e d  a unique s t y l e ,  th e re  

were p a t t e r n s  w i th in  the  group by which some p a r t i c i p a n t s  used many 

dev ices  in  s i m i l a r  ways, while o th e r s  c l e a r l y  d i f f e r e d ,  with the 

r e s u l t  t h a t  devices  were more " success fu l"  when i n t e r a c t a n t s  shared 

ex p ec ta t io n s  about t h e i r  use.  In a broad sense ,  one subgroup was 

o p e ra t ing  on a s t r a t e g y  which placed the  s i g n a l l i n g  load on i n t e r p e r ­

sonal involvement r a t h e r  than honoring f i r s t  o t h e r s '  need not t o  be 

imposed upon (hence a " rapport -based"  s t r a t e g y ) .  In the  o th e r s '  

system, th e  s i g n a l l i n g  load was o f ten  on the  "cons ide ra teness"  (o r  

de fens ive)  f u n c t io n ,  with f requen t  r e s u l t a n t  focus on o b je c t iv e  

r a t h e r  than personal  mat te rs  (hence a "decon tex tua l ized"  s t r a t e g y ) .

The th re e  whose s t r a t e g i e s  were most s i m i l a r  and whose s t y l e s  

tended to  "dominate" the  i n t e r a c t i o n  were from s i m i l a r  c u l tu r a l  

backgrounds,  having grown up in New York C i ty .  Two whose s t y l e s
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d i f f e r e d  were from Los Angeles,  while the  speaker  whose s t y l e  

d i f f e r e d  most n o t i c e a b ly  had grown up in England. Although the re  i s  

no in h e re n t  d i s p o s i t i o n  toward p a r t i c u l a r  s t y l i s t i c  devices  a ssoc ia ted  

with c u l t u r a l  background, y e t  e t h n i c ,  n a t i o n a l ,  or  c l a s s  i d e n t i f i c a ­

t io n  o f ten  involves  one,  while growing up, in  so c ia l  networks in 

which p a r t i c u l a r  l i n g u i s t i c  devices  are r e g u l a r l y  e xerc ised  and 

thereby le a rn ed .  Thus an understanding o f  conversa t iona l  s ty l e  

expla ins  in p a r t  what o f ten  appears as c lann ishness  among members of 

c e r t a i n  groups o r  p re ju d ic e  on the  p a r t  o f  o t h e r s .  S im i la r  conversa­

t io n a l  s t y l e s  c o n t r i b u t e  to  the  p leasu rab le  sense  o f  "harmony," of 

"being on the  same wave le n g th , "  t h a t  o f ten  accompanies conversa tion 

with speakers  o f  shared background, while d i s p a r a t e  s t y l e s  c rea te  a 

sense o f  d is sonance  which can lead  to mistaken judgments about 

o th e r s '  a t t i t u d e s ,  a b i l i t i e s  and i n t e n t .

H\ e r € u ^  Lcucg-d
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE LINGUISTIC ANALYSIS OF CONVERSATION

John. You do l e c t u r e  in Engl ish ,  d o n ' t  you?

P h i l i p .  Yes, bu t  in  ph i lo logy ,  not l i t e r a t u r e .

John. Philo logy? Don't  you f ind  t h a t  i n c r e d ib ly  ted ious?

P h i l i p .  No, i t ' s  ex ac t ly  th e  r i g h t  s u b j e c t  f o r  me. I'm 

f a s c in a t e d  by words.

John. Only one a t  a t ime, not in a sequence.'*'

(C hr is tophe r  Hampton, The P h i l a n t h r o p i s t )

L ingu is ts  in r e c en t  y e a r s  have concerned themselves in c reas in g ly  

with words spoken " in  a sequence" - -  the  language o f  conversa t ion .

This emphasis r e f l e c t s  th e  convic t ion ,  t h a t ,  in  th e  words o f  Fil lmore 

(1974): "The language o f  f a c e - t o - f a c e  conversa t ion  i s  th e  basic  and

primary use o f  language, a l l  o thers  being b e s t  desc r ibed  in terms of 

t h e i r  manner o f  d e v ia t io n  from t h a t  base ."  The s tudy o f  language in 

conversa t ion  i s  no t  new in l i n g u i s t i c s ;  i t  i s  f a i t h f u l  to  the  h o l i s t i c  

view o f  language which c h a r a c te r i z e d  the  work o f  J e s p e r se n ,  Bloomfield,  

and S ap i r .  For example,  S ap i r  (1921): "Again, language does not

e x i s t  a p a r t  from c u l t u r e ,  t h a t  i s ,  from the  s o c i a l l y  i n h e r i t e d  assem­

blage of  p r a c t i c e s  and b e l i e f s  t h a t  de termines the  t e x t u r e  o f  our 

l iv e s "  (p. 207).

The f i e l d  o f  l i n g u i s t i c  pragmatics r e p r e s e n t s  th e  a t tempt to i n ­

co rpo ra te  soc ia l  knowledge in formal s y n t a c t i c  ana lyses  o f  sen tences .  

The bulk of  work in i n d i r e c t  speech a c t s  (Cole & Morgan 1975) f a l l s  in

1
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t h i s  ca tegory .  However, i t  soon became c l e a r  t h a t  socia l  informat ion 

could not simply be mapped onto a s t a t i c  model o f  sentence s t r u c t u r e .  

As Fil lmore  (1972) put i t ,  "when an a n a ly s i s  r e q u i r e s  t h a t  much use of 

b ru te  fo r c e ,  the  f a c t s  t h a t  led to  the  a n a ly s i s  a r e  much more i n t e r ­

e s t i n g  than the  theory  which got reshaped to  incorpora te  them."

The Z e i t g e i s t  ex tends  beyond academic d i s c i p l i n e s  as w e l l .  A 

re c en t  i s su e  o f  The New Yorker con ta ins  an a r t i c l e  about family  t h e r ­

apy (a movement in s p i r e d  by Gregory Bateson whose work w il l  be d i s ­

cussed p r e s e n t ly ) .  In an extended in te rv ie w  repo r ted  in t h i s  a r t i c l e ,  

family t h e r a p i s t  Salvador Minuchin p o in t s  to  t h i s  very concern with 

con tex t  as the  reason f o r  a r e c en t  s h i f t  o f  i n t e r e s t  from psychoanal­

y s i s  to  family the rapy :

"Psychoanalysis  i s  a n in e te en th - ce n tu ry  concept, "

Minuchin s a ' d .  " I t ’s a product o f  the  romantic idea 

of the  hero and h is  s t r u g g le  a g a in s t  s o c i e t y ;  i t  i s  

about man out o f  c o n tex t .  Today, we a re  in a h i s ­

t o r i c a l  period in  which we cannot conceive of  non­

r e l a t e d  things..  Ecology, e tho logy ,  c y b e r n e t i c s ,  

systems, s t r u c t u r a l  family  the rapy  a re  j u s t  d i f ­

f e r e n t  m a n i f e s t a t io n s  o f  a concern f o r  the  r e l a t e d ­

ness o f  our r e s o u rc e s .  Family the rapy  w il l  take 

over p sy ch ia t ry  in one or  two decades ,  because i t  

i s  about man i_n c o n tex t .  . . . Family therapy i s  

to  p sych ia t ry  what P i n t e r  i s  to  t h e a t r e  and ecology 

i s  to  na tura l  s c i e n c e . "  (May 15, 1978, p. 76).
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One might add to  Minuchin's  l i s t ,  "as pragmatics and s o c i o l i n g u i s t i c s  

a re  to  l i n g u i s t i c s . "

Thus "contex t"  i s  p a r t  o f  and insepa rab le  from the  meaning o f  any 

sentence  in d i s co u r se .  This o rgan ic  notion o f  con tex t  i s  made e x p l i c i t  

in th e  work of  Wallace Chafe (1970) and John and Jenny Cook Gumperz 

(1976) and u n d e r l i e s  the  work of  Charles Fil lmore (1976) and Robin 

Lakoff. Lakoff (1974),  f o r  example, puts  i t  t h i s  way: " I t  i s  sometimes 

argued t h a t  pragmatic  phenomena . . . are  indeed out o f  th e  purview o f  

l i n g u i s t i c s ,  s ince  they a re  n o t ,  s t r i c t l y  speaking, grammatical phenom­

ena,  but r a t h e r  r e f l e c t  a l l  s o r t s  o f  n o n - l i n g u i s t i c  f a c t s  about th e  

speaker,  h is  environment,and th e  re a l  world.  My p o s i t io n  i s  t h a t  t h i s  i s ,  

t e c h n i c a l l y  speaking,  ba lderdash .  I f  two sentences  are  apparen t ly  

synonymous, and an addressee  r e a c t s  one way to  one, and another  way to  

the o th e r ,  he i s  d i s c r im in a t in g  between them on l i n g u i s t i c  grounds."

A concomitant o f  t h i s  h o l i s t i c  approach to  language i s  the  r e j e c ­

t io n  o f  the  s t r u c t u r a l i s t s '  d i s t i n c t i o n  between core and marginal 

f e a tu r e s  o f  language. In f a c t ,  i t  i s  of ten  +he case t h a t  a n a ly s i s  

focuses  on the f e a t u r e s  which would have been dismissed as marginal 

(see  f o r  example Cook-Gumperz and Gumperz 1976 and Labov and Fanshel

1977). In p r e c i s e l y  t h i s  v e in ,  R. Lakoff has shown rep ea ted ly  t h a t  

the  Chomskyan d i s t i n c t i o n  between competence and performance i s  un­

ten ab le  (a c l e a r  argument f o r  t h i s  hypothesis  i s  found in Lakoff

1978). Numerous s tu d i e s  in pragmatics have led to t h i s  conclus ion .

J u s t  one example i s  Deborah James’ (1972) study o f  i n t e r j e c t i o n s ,  

which concludes t h a t  h e s i t a t i o n  phenomena which had been looked a t  as 

c l e a r  examples o f  performance must in f a c t  be considered p a r t  of  

s p e a k e r s 1 competence. Close examination o f  phenomena prev ious ly
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ascr ibed  to "mere" performance c o n s i s t e n t l y  r e s u l t s  in the  discovery 

t h a t  they a re  not random bu t ,  as James found f o r  i n t e r j e c t i o n s ,  sys ­

tematic  and hence p a r t  o f  the  underlying s t r u c t u r e  o f  language.

Moreover, the  movement within l i n g u i s t i c s  to  examine the  language 

of  everyday conversa t ion  r e f l e c t s  a t rend  which can be seen in o ther  

f i e l d s  as w e l l .  Philosophers  (W it tgens te in ,  Heidegger) began to study 

the  language and a c t i o n s  o f  everyday l i f e .  Speech a c t  theory  (Austin 

1962) fu r th e red  t h i s  t r a d i t i o n  of seeing meaning as language use,  and 

Grice (1975) demonst rated t h a t  the  language o f  conversa t ion  i s  gov­

erned by sys tem at ic  p r i n c i p l e s .  (Sear le  1975 d i s cu s s e s  the  natu re  of 

such p r in c ip le s  and t h e i r  r e l a t i o n  to s y n t a c t i c  r u l e s ) .

While language phi losophers  thus  advanced th e  theory  of  conversa­

t io n a l  a n a l y s i s ,  a n th ro p o lo g i s t s  began to fee l  t h a t  in analyzing  the 

behavior of people o f  o th e r  c u l t u r e s ,  perhaps th e  b e s t  way to  approach 

them was to  study t h e i r  use o f  language in  everyday i n t e r a c t i o n .

Hence the  f l o u r i s h i n g  o f  s tu d ie s  in ethnography o f  communication, 

a s soc ia ted  with Gumperz and Hymes (1964, 1972), with  i t s  numerous 

s tu d ie s  of speech events  ( f o r  example Basso 1972, Frake 1972).

Thus re c en t  work in speech a c t  theory  and c o g n i t iv e  anthropology 

has made c ruc ia l  c o n t r ib u t io n s  to the  unders tanding o f  language in con­

v e rs a t io n .  Language philosophers  and speech a c t  t h e o r i s t s  have la id  

the  groundwork f o r  a theory  of  meaning in co n v e r sa t io n .  Ethnography 

o f  communication has given us the speech event as th e  u n i t  o f  study, 

and a c r o s s - c u l tu r a l  p e r sp ec t iv e .
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Studies  in Conversat ional  A na lys is :  Ethnomethodoloqy

Some of  the  most sy s tem a t ic  and voluminous work in  conversa t iona l  

a n a ly s i s  has been done by s o c i o l o g i s t s  c a l l ed  e thnom ethodolog is ts ,  who 

were among the  f i r s t  to  go ou t  and record and c a r e f u l l y  t r a n s c r i b e  

la rg e  bodies of  na tu ra l  c o nve rsa t ion .  Students of  Garfinkel (1964),  

Goffman (1959) and Cicourel  (1973),  e thnomethodologis ts  chose conversa­

t io n  as an exemplary locus  f o r  the  soc io log ica l  study o f  human behav­

i o r ,  with a view toward demonst ra t ing t h a t  everyday behavior i s  sys ­

tematic  and ru le -gove rned .  In p a r t i c u l a r ,  Sacks and Scheg lo f f  and 

t h e i r  co l leagues  and s tu d en t s  (Sudnow 1972, Turner 1974, Schenkein

1973) have focused on the  sequencing o f  conversa t iona l  c o n t r ib u t io n s .

I t  i s  hard to  imagine t h a t  in 1970 Yngve could w r i t e :  "No one

has made any kind o f  a sy s tem at ic  s tudy of  how tu rn  changes in d ia log"  

(p.  567).  Sacks and Scheg lo f f  made " tu rn - tak ing"  a household (or a t  

l e a s t  a depar tmenthold)  word. With t h i s  as t h e i r  main s i t e  o f  s tudy, 

they have amply demonstrated t h a t  conversa t ions  a re  "accoun tab le ,"  by 

which they mean "d esc r ibab le"  ( i . e .  "one can give an acco u n t" ) .  They 

have shown t h i s  to  be the  case  f o r  sequencing (Sacks,  Scheg lo f f  and 

Je f fe r so n  1974),  t e l l i n g  puns (Sacks 1S72), choosing a word to  r e f e r  

to  a p lace  (Schegloff  1972) or  a person (Schegloff  and Sacks 1974), 

beginning to  c lo se  a conversa t ion  (Sacks and Schegloff  1974),  and so 

on. In a l l  these  a n a ly s e s ,  th e  au thors  at tempt to  f in d  o rde r  in s u r ­

face  mechanisms w i thou t  r e fe re n ce  to meaning. The syntax and para- 

l i n g u i s t i c  f e a tu re s  of  sentences  a re  considered ,  not  th e  con ten t  or 

semantic p o s tu la te s  nor s i t u a t i o n a l  con tex t  o p e ra t in g .  Herein l i e s  

both the beauty and the  f a t a l  f law o f  t h i s  approach. By ignoring  

meaning, they a re  ab le  to  amass an impressive a r ra y  o f  evidence fo r

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



6

the  s t r u c t u r a l  s y s t e m a t i c i t y  o f  conversa t ion ,  t h e i r  express  purpose.  

However, the  n e g le c t  o f  meaning and con tex t  l im i t s  the  scope o f  t h e i r  

a n a l y s i s .  I t  should be noted t h a t ,  in f a c t ,  Sacks' work inc ludes  

extremely pe rcep t iv e  i n t e r p r e t i v e  i n s i g h t s .  (This s u b j e c t i v i t y  i s  a 

source of  complaint  by Labov and Fanshel, 1977). But the  main theo ­

r e t i c a l  t h r u s t  o f  ethnomethodology i s  to  lo c a te  s t r u c t u r a l  o rd e r .

Moreover, in seeking to  d iscover  what i s  sys temat ic  in conversa­

t io n a l  contro l  mechanisms, e thnomethodologis ts  a re  concerned with  ways 

in which speakers  opera te  s i m i l a r l y .  They a re  not concerned w i th ,  and 

th e r e f o r e  have no t  taken account o f ,  ways in which speakers  system­

a t i c a l l y  d i f f e r  from each o th e r  in  t h e i r  use of such mechanisms. This 

i s  not to  b e l i t t l e  th e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  the  work they have done, but 

r a t h e r  to  po in t  up the  need f o r  f u r t h e r  work — such as the  p re sen t  

study.

Adrian Bennett  (1978) po in ts  out a problem which a r i s e s  from the 

e thnomethodologis ts '  approach. In h is  paper on i n t e r r u p t i o n s  (a phe­

nomenon which w i l l  f i g u r e  prominently in the  p resen t  s tu d y ) ,  Bennett  

quotes the  fo llowing passage in which Schegloff  t e l l s  how he d i s t i n ­

guishes  between "over lap"  and " i n t e r r u p t i o n . "

By over lap  we tend to  mean t a l k  by more than a speaker 

a t  a t ime which has involved t h a t  a second one to  speak 

given t h a t  a f i r s t  was a l ready  speaking, th e  second one 

has p ro je c ted  h is  t a l k  to  begin a t  a p oss ib le  completion 

po in t  o f  the  p r i o r  s p ea k e r ' s  t a l k .  I f  t h a t ' s  a p p a ren t ly  

the  case ,  i f  f o r  example, h is  s t a r t  i s  in the  env iron­

ment of  what could have been a completion po in t  o f  the
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p r i o r  s p eak e r ' s  t u r n ,  then we speak o f  i t  as an over lap .

I f  i t ' s  p ro jec ted  to  begin in the  middle o f  a po in t  t h a t  

i s  in  no way a poss ib le  completion po in t  f o r  the  t u r n ,  

then we speak o f  i t  as an i n t e r r u p t i o n .  ("Recycled 

Turn Beginnings,"  public  l e c t u r e ,  LSA Summer I n s t i t u t e ,

Ann Arbor,  1973).

P r io r  to  t h i s ,  o f  course,  Schegloff  has def ined  "poss ib le  completion 

po in t"  as a func t ion  of  s y n t a c t i c  and prosodic  f e a tu r e s  of  t a l k .

Bennett  shows t h a t  the  notions  "over lap"  and " in t e r ru p t io n "  are  

no t  so e a s i l y  d i s t in g u i s h e d ;  they a re  in f a c t  two d i f f e r e n t  orders  of  

th in g s  ( c f  Bateson 1972 fo llowing Ber trand R u s s e l l ) ,  " l o g i c a l l y  d i f ­

f e r e n t  t y p e s . "  While overlap  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  a d e s c r i p t i v e  term r e ­

f e r r i n g  to  th e  observable  phenomenon o f  speech co inc id ing  in  t ime, we 

cannot know when an in t e r r u p t io n  has occurred  un less  we look a t  the  

con ten t  o f  th e  u t te ran ces  and the  r e a c t io n s  of  the  p a r t i c i p a n t s .  Is 

thematic  p rogress ion  maintained? Is the  over lap  in tended and i n t e r ­

pre ted  as coopera t ive  or  o b s t ru c t iv e ?  Does i t  echo, build  on, con­

t r a d i c t  or have nothing to  do with the  preceding comment? Surface 

phenomena alone y i e ld  pragmatic ambiguity.  An over lap  may or may not 

be in tended and /or  perceived as an i n t e r r u p t i o n .

L i n g u i s t i c  S tud ies  o f  Conversation

A major breakthrough in the  study o f  conversa t ion  w i th in  l i n ­

g u i s t i c s  was The F i r s t  Five Minutes: A Sample o f  Microscopic I n t e r ­

view Analysis  by P i t t e n g e r ,  Hockett and Danehy (1960).  This work 

pioneered th e  c lo se  ana lys i s  o f  a s h o r t  segment o f  na tu ra l  d ia logue ,  

recorded and c a r e f u l l y  t r a n s c r ib e d  and anno ta ted ,  with  focus on
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p a r a l i n g i n s t i c  f e a t u r e s  such as voice q u a l i t y ,  i n to n a t io n ,  p i t c h ,  am­

p l i t u d e ,  and phonological  d e t a i l s  of p ronunc ia t ion .  Hockett and his  

c o l l a b o r a t o r s  thus  e s t a b l i s h e d  the value of  m ic ro an a ly s i s ,  and the  

s ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  con tex tua l  information in unders tanding language in 

i n t e r a c t i o n .  F i n a l l y ,  they  drew heavi ly  fo r  t h e i r  t h e o r e t i c a l  frame­

work on the  work o f  Gregory Bateson.

A major r e c e n t  c o n t r ib u t io n  to  the  l i n g u i s t i c  a n a ly s i s  of conver­

sa t io n  i s  Labov and F a n sh e l ' s  (1977) Therapeutic  Discourse . The 

authors  acknowledge the  over r id ing  in f luence  o f  e thnomethodologists 

in conversa t iona l  a n a l y s i s ,  but note t h a t  Sacks and Schegloff  do not 

a t tempt to  give a complete account of  any s i n g l e  body o f  d a ta ,  p r e ­

f e r r i n g  to  scan l a r g e  bodies o f  data in order to  show how they r e f l e c t  

the  s in g l e  phenomenon under study. Labov and Fanshel a t tempt to  

a r r i v e  a t  an approach which does give a complete account o f  f i f t e e n  

minutes of  a th e r a p e u t i c  in te rv iew  with Rhoda, a 19-year-o ld  anorexic  

p a t i e n t .

The au thors  note  t h a t  they  began with the  assumption t h a t  Labov's 

(1970) previous  re sea rc h  on s o c i o l i n g u i s t i c  v a r i a b le  f e a tu re s  o f  Mew 

York City speech would y i e l d  in s ig h ts  in to  the  conversa t iona l  process  

between Rhoda and her  t h e r a p i s t .  They found t h a t  t h i s  was not the
3

case.  The approach t h a t  did  turn  out to be u s e f u l ,  i n s t e a d ,  was t h a t  

o f  P i t t e n g e r ,  Hocket t  and Danehy.

Labov and Fanshel begin t h e i r  own an a ly s i s  with a summary o f  the  

major f in d in g s  of  Hocket t  e t .  a l .  These bear r e p e t i t i o n  here as w e l l ,  

f o r  they form th e  b a s i s  o f  an i n t e r a c t i v e  approach to  conversa t ion :

1. Immanent r e f e r e n c e . " . . .  No m at te r  what e l s e  human beings may 

be communicating abou t ,  or  may th ink they a re  communicating about,
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they a re  always communicating about themselves ,  about one an o th e r ,  and 

about the  immediate con tex t  o f  t h e  communication."

2. Determinism. "The only usefu l  working assumption . . .  i s  t h a t  

any communicative a c t  i s ,  indeed,  c u l t u r a l l y  determined: the  i n d e t e r ­

minate  or  ' a c c i d e n t a l '  r e s id u e  i s  n o n -e x i s t e n t . "

3. Recurrence. " . . .  Anyone w i l l  t e l l  u s ,  over and over aga in ,  in 

cur dea l in g s  with him, what s o r t  o f  person he i s ,  what h is  a f f i l i a ­

t io n s  with c u l tu ra l  subgroups a r e ,  what h is  l ik e s  and d i s l i k e s  a r e ,

and so on -----  The d i a g n o s t i c a l l y  c ru c ia l  p a t te rn s  o f  communication

w i l l  no t  be manifested j u s t  once."

4. C on tras t  and the Working P r i n c i p l e  o f  Reasonable A l t e r n a t i v e s . 

There i s  no way to  understand a s igna l  t h a t  does not  involve reco g n iz ­

ing what the  s ignal i s  not as well as what i t  i s . "

5. R e l a t i v i t y  o f  Signal and Noise . "We can communicate s im u l t a ­

neously in many channels ,  v ia  many systems. Sometimes we may choose 

to  focus a t t e n t i o n  on one channel,  and as long as t h i s  focus i s  main­

t a i n e d ,  c e r t a i n  simultaneous events  in o th e r  channels can v a l i d l y  be 

regarded r e l a t i v e l y  as n o is e . "

6. Reinforcement: Packaging. "Most of  the  s igna l s  t h a t  people

t r a n s m i t  to  o th e r  people a re  packages:  but in the  normal course  of

events  we a re  a p t  to  respond only to  some o f  the  included i n g r e d i e n t s ,  

a l lowing o the rs  to  pass unnoticed or  to  r e g i s t e r  on us only out of  

awareness.  The phenomenon . . .  i s  c l e a r l y  r e l a t e d  to  what psych ia­

t r i s t s  have t r a d i t i o n a l l y  ca l l ed  o v e r -de te rm ina t ion .  . . . One 

observer  may hear anger in a p a t i e n t ' s  d e l iv e ry  of a passage,  while  

o th e r s  d e t e c t  remorse or depress ion  or  s e l f - p i t y .  They may a l l  be 

r i g h t ,  in t h a t  the  actua l  s ig n a l s  may r e f l e c t  a l l  th e se  co n t r ib u t in g
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f a c t o r s  in a p a r t i c u l a r  varying balance . . . .  The wise working 

assumption then i s  t h a t  always no m a t te r  how many poss ib le  c o n t r i b u t ­

ing f a c to r s  we have i tem ized ,  t h e re  may s t i l l  be o the rs  t h a t  we have 

ove r looked ."

7. Adjustment. " . . .  Continuous r e c a l i b r a t i o n  of  communicative 

convent ions  i s  always to  be expected in t r a n s a c t i o n s  between human 

beings - -  . . . communicating and l e a rn in g  to  communicate always go 

hand in  hand."

8. The P r i o r i t y  of  I n t e r a c t i o n . "A man knows what he i s  doing , what 

emotions he i s  f e e l i n g ,  what ' c h o ic e s '  o f  response  he i s  making, only 

by observing h is  own behavior v ia  feedback. This inpu t  v ia  feedback 

i s  s u b je c t  to  the  same kinds o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  as i s  the  inpu t  from 

th e  communicative behavior o f  o th e r  people ."

9. Fores t  and Trees:  The Dangers o f  Microscopy. "There a re  impor­

t a n t  p r o p e r t i e s  of  th in g s  and events  t h a t  a r e  not i n v a r i a n t  under 

change of s c a l e  . . . .  Lengthy co n cen t ra t io n  o f  a t t e n t i o n  on th e  one 

event can e a s i l y  blow up in s ig n i f i c a n c e  f a r  out o f  propor t ion  to  i t s  

o r ig in a l  du ra t io n  and i t s  ac tua l  s e t t i n g .  One must not mis take the 

f i v e - i n c h  s c a l e  model fo r  th e  f l y  i t s e l f . "

This l a s t  f in d in g  i s  the  s u b je c t  of  emphasis by Labov and Fanshel (and 

i s  germaine to  my own study as w e l l )  in t h e i r  d i scuss ion  of  the  co­

e x i s t i n g  overwhelming b e n e f i t  and g r e a t  danger of  t h i s  approach: " the

paradox of  m ic ro a n a ly s i s . "  At th e  same time t h a t  expanding d e t a i l s  o f  

i n t e r a c t i o n  f o r  c lo se  s c r u t in y  y i e l d s  an enr iched  p ic tu re  o f  what i s  

going on, i t  s im ultaneously  changes t h a t  p i c t u r e  and gives an unre­

a l i s t i c  v is ion  of  th e  p ropor t ions  o f  the  d e t a i l s  within  the  whole.  

Thus, Labov and Fanshel,  in t h e i r  a n a l y s i s ,  o f f e r  "expansions" o f  what
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i s  "meant" by each u t t e r a n c e  in  the  conversa t ion  t h a t  makes up t h e i r  

d a ta .  They r e a l i z e ,  n o n e th e l e s s ,  t h a t  any s ta tement  o f  what was 

" r e a l l y  meant" sounds,  in a b a s ic  way, d i f f e r e n t  from what was 

a c t u a l l y  s a id .  "M i t ig a t io n ,"  f o r  example,  in the  form o f  hedges,  

i n d i r e c t n e s s ,  h e s i t a t i o n s ,  and so on,  not only  makes a s ta tement  sound 

l e s s  h o s t i l e  or a g g re s s iv e ,  i t  y i e l d s  a sen tence  which js_ l e s s  h o s t i l e  

than i t s  paraphrase wi thout  m i t i g a t i o n .  Form and con ten t  a re  one; 

paraphrase does not  y i e ld  i d e n t i c a l  sense .

In t h e i r  m ic ro an a ly s i s ,  t h e  au thors  r e l y  heav i ly  upon p a r a l i n -  

g u i s t i c  f e a tu re s  such as i n t o n a t i o n ,  h e s i t a t i o n ,  voice q u a l i t y ,  and so 

on — and in t h i s  t h e i r  focus i s  rem in iscen t  o f  the  work o f  Gumperz. 

C er ta in  key u t t e r a n c e s  a re  analyzed by use o f  a co u s t ic  d i s p l a y s .  

H e s i ta t io n s  and pauses a re  i l l u s t r a t e d  with a v a r i a b l e - p e r s i s t e n c e  

o s c i l lo sc o p e ,  and p i tch  contours  with  a r e a l - t i m e  spectrum ana lyzer .  

However, many s i g n i f i c a n t  a sp e c t s  of  u t t e r a n c e  q u a l i t y  a r e  d e sc r ib a b le  

only by use o f  such d e s c r i p t i v e  terms as "exaspera t ion"  (p.  150) and 

" tension"  (p. 269 and e lsewhere) .

Another important i n s i g h t  repo r ted  by Labov and Fanshel i s  t h e i r  

working hypothesis t h a t  "the  fundamental coherence of  conversa t ion  i s  

r e f l e c t e d  in connect ions between a c t io n s  r a t h e r  than connections  

between u t te ran ces "  (333).  Thus they n e c e s s a r i l y  d e p a r t  from a pure ly  

l i n g u i s t i c  a n a ly s i s  o f  sen tence  meaning in  o rder  to  take  in to  account 

what speakers..  a re  doing i n t e r a c t i o n a l l y  by t h e i r  t a l k .

F in a l ly ,  Labov and F a n sh e l ' s  a n a ly s i s  i s  much enhanced by the  

method they c a l l  "playback" (a term I w i l l  adopt f o r  my own method), 

in which the  r e sea rc h e r s  play  back th e  taped conversa t ion  in the  

presence o f  the  t h e r a p i s t ,  ask ing  her  to  respond to  and e x p la in ,  from
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her p o in t  o f  view, what t r a n s p i r e d .  I t  i s  u n fo r tu n a te ,  however, t h a t  

playback was c a r r i e d  out with  only one o f  the  p a r t i c i p a n t s  in  the  

dyadic conversa t ion  — the  t h e r a p i s t .  I t  i s  unders tandable  t h a t  the  

au thors  did  not deem i t  ap p ro p r ia te  to  engage the  p a t i e n t  in playback, 

s ince  t h a t  would have provided inpu t  in to  th e  t h e r a p e u t i c  p rocess .

Yet i n s o f a r  as th e  a n a ly s i s  i s  intended to  r e f l e c t  on conversa t ion  in 

general  (v iz .  the  s u b t i t l e ,  "Psychotherapy as c o n v e r sa t io n " ) ,  the  f a c t  

t h a t  playback y ie ld e d  i n s i g h t s  in to  the  po in t  of  view o f  only one pa r ­

t i c i p a n t  makes f o r  skewed d a ta .

This drawback c a l l s  a t t e n t i o n  to  what i s  perhaps the  most s i g n i f ­

i c a n t  weakness o f  Therapeu t ic  Discourse : th e  t h e r a p e u t i c  b i a s ,  which

i s  not examined. The assumption t h a t  the  t h e r a p i s t  i s  p sycho log ica l ly  

well while  the  p a t i e n t  i s  n o t ,  y i e l d s  biased views of  t h e i r  l i n g u i s t i c  

dev ices .  For example, throughout the  a n a l y s i s ,  the  t h e r a p i s t  i s  seen 

as e x h ib i t i n g  i n t e n t io n a l  behavior ,  while the  p a t i e n t  i s  desc r ibed  as 

e x h ib i t i n g  exp ress ive  behavior .  Moreover, th e  a n a ly s i s  o f ten  seems 

de fens ive  o f  th e  t h e r a p i s t ' s  behavior .  Thus a t  one p o in t ,  her u t t e r ­

ances a re  descr ibed  as " the  t h e r a p i s t ' s  p r e c au t io n s " ;  we a re  t o l d  she 

4s "p re ss in g  q u i t e  hard" (307).  Her h e s i t a t i o n s  a re  j u s t i f i e d  on 

r a t i o n a l  grounds: "Rhode's r e s i s t a n c e  to  the  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  a l ready

made i s  a s u f f i c i e n t  w arran t  f o r  t h i s  u n c e r t a in t y .  The t h e r a p i s t  

knows t h a t  Rhoda r e s i s t s  d i r e c t  sugges t ions ,  and she i s  searching  

f o r  a way o f  lead ing  Rhoda to  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  her own behavior 

t h a t  a r e  na tu ra l  and accep tab le  to  her" (308) .  Such f e a l t i e s  a re  

in e scap ab le ,  perhaps,  f o r  a t h e r a p i s t  (such as Fanshe l ) ,  but l i n ­

g u i s t s  would be b e t t e r  served  by an a n a ly s i s  o f  a conversa t ion  in  

which both p a r tn e r s  could be interv iewed a f t e r  the  f a c t ,  o r  by a
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balanced assessment  o f  the  impact of  th e  conversa t ion  on both p a r t i e s .  

For example, t h e r e  i s  ample l i n g u i s t i c  da ta  t h a t  goes unexamined which 

might give  i n s i g h t  i n t o  how the  t h e r a p e u t i c  s i t u a t i o n  i t s e l f  a f f e c t s  

p a r t i c i p a n t s :  the  very  f a c t  t h a t  Rhoda has a name, but the  t h e r a p i s t

i s  merely "T h e rap is t " ;  what i s  th e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  and e f f e c t  o f  the  t h e r  

a p i s t  r e f e r r i n g  to  Rhoda's mother as "Mother" r a t h e r  than "your 

mother"? What kinds o f  ques t ions  and s ta tem en ts  i s  each p a r t i c i p a n t  

allowed to  make w i th in  the  th e r a p e u t i c  paradigm?

The weakness o f  the  t h e r a p e u t i c  b ia s  in terms o f  l i n g u i s t i c  a n a l ­

y s i s  can be seen in  th e  confusion which a r i s e s  between the  i n te n t io n a l  

and th e  exp ress ive  na tu re  o f  p a r a l i n g u i s t i c  phenomena. In d iscuss ing  

the  c ru c ia l  verbal devices  o f  hedging, h e s i t a t i o n ,  vague r e fe r e n ce ,  

i n d i r e c t n e s s ,  and so on,  the  au thors  employ the  term "m i t iga t ion"  — 

which focuses  on the  in t e n t io n a l  a sp e c t  o f  such dev ices .  I t s  simul­

taneous r o l e  as an ex p ress ive  device  i s  much le s s  d iscussed  — t h a t  i s  

the  f a c t  t h a t  speakers  produce speech marked by m i t ig a t io n  not  only be 

cause o f  th e  e f f e c t  they wish to  c r e a t e  but a l so  (perhaps more) as an 

in vo lun ta ry  response  to  the  emotion they  f ee l  about what they are  

saying.

This ex p ress ive  func t ion  of  m i t i g a t io n  i s  invoked a t  t im es ,  in 

accounting f o r  Rhoda!s speech, bu t  not  the  t h e r a p i s t ' s .  Whereas the 

t h e r a p i s t  "pauses ,"  Rhoda " h e s i t a t e s . "  Thus, in desc r ib ing  the  t h e r ­

a p i s t ' s  mention o f  Rhoda's weight problem, Labov and Fanshel say she 

"uses many m i t ig a t in g  devices  to  reduce th e  impact o f  her inqu i ry .

She approached the  ques t ion  i n d i r e c t l y ,  us ing such vague re fe ren ce  as 

two t h i n g s , which she does not  expand. She continues  with another  

vague r e f e r e n c e ,  r t ,  which i s  equa l ly  u n c le a r .  . . .  At th e  same time
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t h e  tempo s lows,  and she pauses f o r  almost two seconds a f t e r  with  and 

pauses again  a f t e r  y o u r , before  p resen t ing  the  loaded word weight" 

(300) .  This account a t t r i b u t e s  i n t e n t i o n a l i t y  t o  the  t h e r a p i s t ' s  

speech. Not only does she "pause," but she "approaches t h e  quest ion"  

and "p re sen ts "  th e  loaded word. The authors  do not take  i n to  account 

t h e  f a c t  t h a t  the  i s su e  o f  Rhoda's weight i s  loaded fo r  th e  t h e r a p i s t  

as  well as the  p a t i e n t ;  she may be nervous about  broacning t h i s  sub­

j e c t ,  j u s t  as much as Rhoda i s .  I t  i s  l i k e l y  t h a t  the  exp re ss ive  and 

i n t e n t i o n a l  fu n c t io n s  o f  m i t ig a t io n  g e n e ra l ly  dove ta i l  — t h a t  i s ,  

t h e  same need which would prompt the  t h e r a p i s t  t o  fee l  nervous about 

th e  s u b j e c t  would a l so  make i t  useful fo r  her t o  m i t i g a t e ,  in terms of 

Rhoda's nervousness.  The ana lys i s  o f f e r e d ,  however, does not see t h i s  

dual p rocess .

Note how d i f f e r e n t  the  account o f  Rhoda's verbal behavior i s .

When Rhoda broaches a d i f f i c u l t  s u b j e c t ,  she "stammers, chokes,  i n t e r ­

ru p ts  h e r s e l f ,  and then b u rs t s  f o r t h  with e x t r a  heavy s t r e s s  on the  

f i r s t  a v a i l a b l e  verb" (252-3).  The words "stammer," "choke," "b u rs t  

f o r t h , "  and " f i r s t  a v a i l a b l e , "  a re  a l l  skewed to  p o r t r ay  Rhoda as 

behaving u n i n t e n t i o n a l l y .  Yet aga in ,  the  au tho rs  t e l l  us t h a t  Rhoda 

" i n t e r r u p t s  h e r s e l f "  but when the  t h e r a p i s t  e x h i b i t s  th e  same su r face  

phenomenon, we a re  t o l d ,  "the t h e r a p i s t  begins with  one approach and 

changes midstream to  another"  (300).

An i n t e r e s t i n g  t h e o r e t i c a l  question  a r i s e s  as an e f f e c t  o f  t h i s  

i n t e r p r e t i v e  b i a s .  At one poin t in t h e i r  a n a l y s i s ,  Labov and Fanshel 

d e sc r ib e  Rhoda's response  to  something the  t h e r a p i s t  has sa id  as "more 

nega t ive  than anyth ing we have seen so f a r :  an e loquent  s i l e n c e  of  

13 seconds" (313).  This s i l e n c e  i s  bounded by a comment made by the
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t h e r a p i s t .  Therefore ,  the  leng th  o f  Rhoda's s i l e n c e  was determined 

not by h e r ,  but by th e  t h e r a p i s t .  In o th e r  words, th e  biased view of  

th e  t h e r a p i s t / p a t i e n t  r o l e s  obscures  th e  coopera t ive  na tu re  o f  conver­

s a t i o n .

Despite  th e se  weaknesses,  Labov and Fanshel break new ground in 

conversa t iona l  a n a ly s i s .  Although they make'ur,-ati.empt, in an e a r ly  

c h ap te r ,  to  sketch out some p re l im ina ry  "d iscourse  r u le s "  to  account 

f o r  the  d e r iv a t io n  o f  meaning in  c o n v e r sa t io n ,  t h e i r  own i l lu m in a t in g  

i n s i g h t s  in ac tua l  a n a ly s i s  a re  based not on these  " ru le s"  but  on the  

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  made in the  "Expansion" and " I n t e r a c t io n "  components 

o f  t h e i r  a n a l y s i s ,  where they employ t h e i r  knowledge o f  soc ia l  norms 

and t h e i r  observat ions  about  th e  i n t e r a c t i o n .  The p r i n c i p l e s  under­

ly in g  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s ,  th e n ,  a r e  those  of  Hocket t ,  e t .  a l . :  micro- 

a n a l y t i c  a t t e n t i o n  to  p a r a l i n g u i s t i c  f e a tu r e s  o f  speech. My own 

approach in the  p resen t  study proceeds in th e  same t r a d i t i o n .

Conversat ional  S ty le

P a r a l i n g u i s t i c  f e a tu r e s  o f  speech ,  th e n ,  a re  th e  l i n g u i s t i c  means 

by which meaning is  encoded in language . P a r t i c u l a r  use o f  such 

f e a t u r e s  in p a r t i c u l a r  ways c o n s t i t u t e s  conversa t iona l  s t y l e  - -  t h a t  

i s ,  a l l  the  s u b t l e  and not so s u b t l e  l i n g u i s t i c  and p a r a l i n g u i s t i c  

devices  by which speakers  convey meaning in  language, as a r e s u l t  of 

which l i s t e n e r s  form impressions  no t  only o f  the  message thereby  com­

municated but a l so  o f  th e  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  a t t i t u d e s ,  and a b i l i t i e s  o f  the  

speaker .

Robin Lakoff ( to  appear) no tes  t h a t  " s ty le "  in  i t s  l a r g e s t  sense 

r e f e r s  to  a l l  the  a spec ts  of  a p e r s o n ' s  behavior  t h a t  a re  popu la r ly
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thought o f  as " ch a ra c te r "  o r  " p e r s o n a l i t y . "  She observes ,  moreover, 

t h a t ,  based on th e  pe rcep t ion  o f  some elements o f  a p e r s o n ' s  behav io r ,  

we draw conclus ions  about t h a t  person as a whole and develop exp ec ta ­

t i o n s  about what o th e r  behavior they  might e x h i b i t .  An example Lakoff 

c i t e s  elsewhere (1977) i s  t h a t  "we a re  su rp r i sed  i f  one a f f e c t s  

V ic to r ian  manners and d re s se s  in t i e -d y e d  s h i r t s  and c u t - o f f s "

(p.  222).  That i s ,  people expec t "coherency" and "cons is tency"  among 

elements o f  o t h e r s '  behav io r ,  inc lud ing  t h e i r  d r e s s ,  mannerisms, and 

speech. The c o d i f i c a t i o n  o f  th e se  "co-occurrence exp ec ta t io n s"  

(Gumperz 1964; Erv in -Tr ipp  1972) amounts to  a grammar o f  s t y l e .

Percep t ion  of  s t y l e  op e ra te s  in  th e  way B a r t l e t t  (1932) hypo­

th e s i ze d  f o r  memory: in sweeping over  a newly perceived person or

scene ,  one grasps  a small number o f  e lements ,  a s s o c i a t e s  th e se  with a 

f a m i l i a r  schema and p o s t u l a t e s  th e  e x i s t en ce  o f  the  e n t i r e  schema 

which i s  r e c o n s t r u c te d  in r e c a l l .  In t h i s  s ense ,  a grammar o f  s t y l e  

assumes a "frames" or  "schema" approach which u n d e r l i e s  much re c e n t  

t h e o r e t i c a l  work in  l i n g u i s t i c s  ( f o r  example Chafe 1977 and Fil lmore  

1976) as well as o th e r  d i s c i p l i n e s  (see  Tannen 1979b f o r  a summary and 

d i s cu s s io n  o f  t h e o r i e s  o f  f rames ,  s c r i p t s ,  schemata and r e l a t e d  

not ions  in  a v a r i e t y  of  d i s c i p l i n e s ) .

Speech — the  use o f  language in  a l l  i t s  phonolog ica l ,  s y n t a c t i c  

and p a r a l i n g u i s t i c  v a r i e t y  - -  i s  one element of  the  schema of  behav­

io r a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  which make up personal s t y l e .  I t  would be 

i d e a l ,  u l t i m a t e l y ,  to  l i n k  an a n a ly s i s  of  language use with a compre­

hensive  a n a ly s i s  o f  o th e r  elements o f  behavior .  At the  very l e a s t ,  a 

l i n g u i s t i c  a n a ly s i s  should c o r r e l a t e  verbal with proxemic,  k i n e s i c ,  

and o th e r  non-verbal communicative channels such as f a c i a l  express ion
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and use of  g e s tu r e .  Robin Lakoff ( to  appear) has begun to  r e l a t e  l i n ­

g u i s t i c  with p e r s o n a l i t y  s t y l e  in the  psychoanaly t ic  paradigm. In the  

p re sen t  s tudy ,  however, I w i l l  co n cen t ra te  on the  l i n g u i s t i c  channel 

per se - -  and, s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  on language use in a s i n g l e  circumscribed 

con tex t :  informal t a l k  a t  a d inner g a the r ing .  I w i l l  seek to  e x p l i ­

c a t e  th e  l i n g u i s t i c  devices  which make up what i s  perceived as 

speakers '  s t y l e s ,  and show the  processes  by which they  opera te  in i n ­

t e r a c t i o n  with  those  whose s ty l e s  a re  r e l a t i v e l y  s i m i l a r  and with 

those  whose s t y l e s  c l e a r l y  d i f f e r  widely.

As has been poin ted  out by Bateson (1972) and h i s  i n t e r p r e t e r s  

(Watzlawick, Beavin and Jackson, 1967), one cannot not  communicate. 

When o th e r s  a r e  p r e s e n t ,  s i l e n ce  i t s e l f  i s  an a c t  o f  communication. 

(L ingu is t s  and a n th ro p o lo g i s t s  have long noted th e  communicative uses 

o f  s i l e n c e  among American Ind ians ,  c f  f o r  example Basso 1972). Simi­

l a r l y ,  i t  i s  impossib le  to  t a l k  in no s t y l e  a t  a l l .  When people 

speak, as when they  d ress  and move, they must do so in  some way; what 

t h a t  way i s  c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  the  impression o th e r s  d e r iv e  of  t h e i r  i n ­

t e n t io n s  and p e r s o n a l i t i e s  — in o th e r  words, c o n s t i t u t e s  t h e i r  s t y l e .

Before proceeding to  th e  background o f  r e l e v a n t  resea rch  and then 

to  the  a n a l y s i s  o f  conversa t iona l  d a t a ,  i t  would be well to  say some­

th ing  about how s t y l e  i s  learned .  I t  i s  not a s o p h i s t i c a t e d  s k i l l  

learned l a t e  o r  superimposed on a l ready  acquired  l i n g u i s t i c  forms. 

Rather,  i t  i s  lea rned  as p a r t  of  l i n g u i s t i c  knowledge in  the  course of 

i n t e r a c t i o n  in  th e  family  and home and in what Gumperz (1964) has 

shown to  c o n s t i t u t e  speech communities: the  network o f  speakers with

whom one r e g u l a r l y  i n t e r a c t s .
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C e r ta in ly  s t y l e  i s  a combination o f  soc ia l  in f luence  and i n d i v i d ­

ual d i f f e r e n c e s  (see  Gumperz and Tannen [in press]  f o r  an a n a ly s i s  o f  

th e  l e v e l s  o f  s i g n a l l i n g  which tend to  c h a r a c t e r i z e  indiv idua l  and 

so c ia l  d i f f e r e n c e s ) .  Social  d i f f e r e n c e s  account  f o r  th e  phenomenon 

t h a t  a person from a c e r t a i n  e th n ic  or  socia l  background can "remind 

you" o f  o th e r  people you have met from s im i l a r  backgrounds,  but  i t  i s  

ind iv idua l  d i f f e r e n c e s  which account f o r  the  f a c t  t h a t  t h a t  person 

sounds somehow unique,  so t h a t  you may remark, "That sounds j u s t  l i k e  

H a r r y . "

There has been much r e c e n t  re sea rch  on how ch i ld ren  l e a rn  to  use 

dev ices  which c o n s t i t u t e  s t y l e  (Erv in-Tripp and Mitchell-Kernan 1977; 

Ochs and S c h i e f f e l i n  in p r e s s ) .  Anderson (1977) has shown, fo r  

example,  t h a t  c h i ld re n  by th e  age of  four  use s t y l i s t i c  v a r i a b le s  

(sy n tax ,  l e x i c a l  cho ice ,  p o l i t e n e s s  forms, and so on) in  r o le -p la y in g  

c h a r a c t e r s  o f  d i f f e r e n t  so c ia l  s t a t u s .  The resea rch  o f  S c h ie f f e l i n  

( in  p re s s )  on th e  a c q u i s i t i o n  o f  language by Kaluli  ch i ld ren  in Papua 

New Guinea,  c o n s i s t e n t l y  demonstrates  t h a t  ch i ld ren  acquire  soc ia l  

knowledge s imul taneous ly  with  language s t r u c t u r e .  That i s ,  as they 

l e a r n  what to  say ,  they a l so  l e a r n  how to  say i t  ( i . e .  voice q u a l i t y ,  

p i t c h  and ampli tude ,  pace,  and so on) .  S c h i e f f e l i n : s f ind ings  fo r  

f i r s t  language a c q u i s i t i o n  correspond to  those  o f  Wong-Fillmore (1976) 

f o r  second language a c q u i s i t i o n ,  showing t h a t  newly a r r iv ed  Spanish­

speaking c h i ld re n  in a C a l i f o r n i a  b i l in g u a l  classroom learned  English 

through a c q u i s i t i o n  o f  fo rmula ic  phrases ,  complete with  in to n a t io n  p a t ­

t e r n s  and a s s o c ia t e d  with  use in a so c ia l  con tex t .  In o th e r  words,  

s t y l e  i s  le a rned  as p a r t  o f  the  i n t r i n s i c a l l y  socia l  process (Cook- 

Gumperz 1975) o f  language l e a r n in g .
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Conversa tiona l Cooperation: Nonverbal Components

The concept o f  s t y l e  becomes c ru c ia l  in t a c k l in g  th e  ques t ion  of  

what knowledge i s  necessary  to  e s t a b l i s h  conversa t iona l  coopera t ion .  

How do people achieve  conversa t ion?  Recent work in i n t e r - e t h n i c  com­

munication has been success fu l  in e s t a b l i s h i n g  independent measures of  

conversa t iona l  success  by a n a ly s i s  o f  non-verbal a sp ec t s  o f  i n t e r a c ­

t i o n .

Freder ick  Erickson (1976) has shown t h a t  success fu l  conversa t ion  

i s  rhy thm ica l ly  synchronous,  to  the  e x ten t  t h a t  i t  can be s e t  to  a 

metronome. Both physical  movement and verbal c o n t r ib u t io n s  a r e  c a r ­

r i e d  out in  time to  the  b e a t .  In s tu d ie s  o f  dyadic counseling  i n t e r ­

views in j u n i o r  c o l le g e  s e t t i n g s ,  Erickson found t h a t  1) rhythmic syn­

chrony i s  g r e a t e r  when i n t e r a c t a n t s  share  e thn ic  and su b cu l tu ra l  back­

ground and 2) the  amount o f  usable  informat ion a c t u a l l y  communicated 

in th e  in te rv iew s  corresponds to  the  degree o f  shared background and 

rhythmic synchrony. This synchrony, then ,  i s  concre te  evidence f o r  

what i s  exper ienced as a sense o f  "harmony" in  successfu l  co nversa t ion .

Rhythmic synchrony i s  made p o s s ib le  by coordina ted  use o f  conver­

s a t i o n a l  con tro l  mechanisms in l i s t e n e r s h i p  and speakersh ip .  Erickson 

(in  p re s s )  shows t h a t  when p a r t i c i p a n t s  in th e  counse ling in te rv iew s  

were o f  d i f f e r e n t  e th n ic  backgrounds,  they r e g u l a r l y  misjudged each 

o t h e r ' s  i n t e n t i o n s  as a r e s u l t  o f  d i f f e r i n g  ways of  s i g n a l l i n g  t h a t  a 

l i s t e n e r  response  i s  expected or g iven. Erickson notes  t h a t  speakers 

have s u b t l e  ways o f  s i g n a l l i n g  to  l i s t e n e r s  t h a t  they would l i k e  r e a s ­

su rance  t h a t  the  l i s t e n e r  i s  s t i l l  with  them, t h a t  i s ,  ways o f  s i g n a l ­

ing LRRMs (Listener-Response-Relevant-Moments). He found (as 

r e s e a r c h e r s  before  him had found too)  t h a t  black conversants  tended to
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look s t e a d i l y  a t  t h e i r  l i s t e n e r s  when speak ing ,  and to  make eye con­

t a c t  only i n t e r m i t t e n t l y  when l i s t e n i n g .  In c o n t r a s t ,  white conver- 

s an t s  tended to  look s t e a d i l y  a t  t h e i r  i n t e r l o c u t o r s  when l i s t e n i n g  

and make eye c o n ta c t  only i n t e r m i t t e n t l y  when t a l k i n g .  In communica­

t i o n  between members o f  these  two c u l t u r e s ,  th e  white  counse lor ,  when 

speaking,  o f te n  got the  f e e l in g  t h a t  the  b lack  s tu d e n t  was not paying 

a t t e n t i o n ,  because th e  expected s teady  l i s t e n e r  gaze was not e f f e c t e d .  

S im i l a r ly ,  th e  s tu d en t  o f ten  missed the  c o u n s e l o r ' s  LRRM signal and 

t h e r e f o r e  did  not give the  expected back-channel response ( c f  Duncan

1974) to  r e a s su re  the speaker  "I 'm with you ."  The counselor then 

t y p i c a l l y  began to  r e p e a t  what he had sa id  in  in c re a s in g ly  s im p l i f i e d  

form, u n t i l  th e  s tu d en t  responded. Hence t h e  s tu d e n t  concluded, 

r i g h t l y  from h is  po in t  o f  view, t h a t  t h e  counse lor  was " ta lk ing  down" 

to  him — although n e i t h e r  the  s tu d e n t ,  who had been paying a t t e n t i o n  

in  h is  accustomed way, nor the  counse lor  could have known what su b t l e  

conversa t iona l  contro l  mechanisms were throwing them o f f .

As i f  E r ickson 's  f in d in g s  o f  rhythmic synchrony were not a s tound­

ing enough, e t h e r  r e s ea rc h e r s  have d iscovered  t h a t  t h e r e  e x i s t s  as 

well micro-synchrony (The following re sea rc h  i s  summarized in Kempton

1979). Condon (1963) discovered t h a t  speakers  e x h i b i t  se l f -synchrony .  

That i s ,  i f  conversa t ion  i s  f i lmed and played back on a time/motion 

ana lyze r  ( i . e .  stop-motion p r o j e c t o r ) ,  physica l  movements and verbal 

c o n t r ib u t io n s  a re  synchronized a t  the  m i c r o - l e v e l :  speakers begin to

speak, move t h e i r  heads,  b l in k ,  r a i s e  t h e i r  eyebrows, move t h e i r  

bodies and l im bs ,  in th e  very same f i lm  frame - -  w i th in  the  same 

twenty m i l l i second  i n t e r v a l .  Condon l a t e r  d iscovered  i n t e r a c t i o n a l  

synchrony. That i s ,  i f  the  conversa t ion  i s  proceeding s u c c e s s f u l ly ,
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l i s t e n e r s  a re  a l s o  in  p e r f e c t  synchrony with speakers ,  t h e i r  own 

coord ina ted  movements having onse t  t imes in the  very same f i lm  frame! 

Such microsynchrony cannot be th e  r e s u l t  of th e  l i s t e n e r ' s  pe rcep t ion  

o f  the  s p e a k e r ' s  movements and speech. I t  can only be e f f e c t e d  by the  

l i s t e n e r ' s  a n t i c i p a t i o n  o f  th e  sp ea k e r ' s  speech and movements, based 

on shared rhythm.

In t e r a c t i o n a l  synchrony i s  found in newborn babies  (Condon 1974) 

and in non-human pr imates  (Condon and Ogsten 1967). In monkeys, f o r  

example, a microsynchronous i n t e r a c t i o n  begins to  break down in syn­

chrony j u s t  be fo re  th e  i n t e r a c t a n t s  depar t  from each o th e r .  These 

f in d in g s  seem to  sugges t  t h a t  a t  l e a s t  the  d i s p o s i t i o n  to  ach ieve 

in t e r a c t i o n a l  synchrony i s  in n a te .  However, as with th e  a b i l i t y  to  

speak a language w i thou t  an accen t ,  research  in d i c a t e s  t h a t  th e  a b i l ­

i t y  to  synchronize  with  speakers  of  a p a r t i c u l a r  language becomes 

s o l i d i f i e d ,  while  f l e x i b i l i t y  wanes. Condon has found t h a t  micro­

synchrony can be d isce rned  only  in the  i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  speakers  who 

share  c u l tu r a l  background; in c r o s s - c u l tu r a l  communication, dyssyn- 

chrony p r e v a i l s  - -  j u s t  as i t  i s  observed in pa tho log ica l  i n t e r a c ­

t i o n s ,  such as  those  involv ing people su f f e r in g  from au t ism ,  r e t a r d a ­

t i o n ,  s ch iz o p h re n ia ,  Parkinsonism, and so on. This f in d in g  i s  i n t r i ­

guing as an i n d i c a t i o n  o f  th e  reason one may ge t  the  f e e l i n g ,  in  com­

munication with  speakers  from o th e r  backgrounds, t h a t  t h e r e  i s  "some­

th ing  wrong wi th  them." Erickson has shown t h a t  the f a i l u r e  to  ach ieve 

rhythmic synchrony c o n t r i b u t e s  to  breakdown o f  communication. He has 

been ab le  to  ■; . l a t e  climaxes o f  such breakdown in what he c a l l s  

"uncomfortable moments."

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



22

S t y l i s t i c  S t r a t e g i e s

Non-verbal components o f  i n t e r a c t i o n  a re  p a r t i c u l a r l y  r e cep t iv e  

to  sys tem a t ic  study by v i r t u e  o f  t h e i r  observable  n a tu re .  They a re  

c o r r e l a t e d ,  however, with  l i n g u i s t i c  phenomena which s imultaneously  

c o n t r ib u t e  to the  f a c t  t h a t  conversa t ion  with some people i s  " s a t i s f y ­

ing" while  conversa tion with  o th e r s  i s  s t r i k i n g l y  l e s s  so.  The theo­

r e t i c a l  paradigm which most comprehensively accounts  f o r  the  ways in 

which speakers d i f f e r  s t y l i s t i c a l l y  i s  Robin Lakoff ' s  scheme of com­

municative  rap p o r t .  L ako f f ' s  system, which had i t s  beginnings in her 

Rules of  P o l i teness  (1973),  goes f a r  to  exp la in  how language choice 

ope ra te s  in  t h e l a r g e r  con tex t  o f  human i n t e r a c t i o n .

P h i l i s c p h e r  H. P. Grice (1967) p o s tu la ted  the  e x i s t en c e  of  a 

coope ra t ive  p r i n c i p l e : t h a t  u t t e r a n c e s  in conversa t ion  a re  designed

to  f u l f i l l  a purpose.  He then devised four  s p e c i f i c  maxims which 

determine how u t te ran ces  a re  to  se rve  the  coopera t ive  p r i n c i p l e .

These a re :

1. Say as much as necessa ry  and no more. (Quantity)

2. Tell  the  t r u t h .  (Qua l i ty )

3. Be r e l e v a n t .  (R e la t ion )

4. Be c l e a r .  (Manner)

The v i o l a t i o n  of one or  more o f  th e  conversa t iona l  maxims, th e n ,  can 

be assumed to be serving a purpose.  The process  o f  de termining t h a t  

goal (o r  meaning) i s  conversa t iona l  i m p l i c a tu r e .

Noting t h a t  speakers in f a c t  v i o l a t e  Gricean maxims more of ten  

than they  observe them, Lakoff hypothesized t h a t  they do so in s e r v ice  

o f  the  h igher goal o f  p o l i t e n e s s  in  i t s  b roades t  sense  — t h a t  i s ,  to
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f u l f i l l  th e  so c ia l  func t ion  of language. She devised a system which 

r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  un ive rsa l  logic  under ly ing  s p e c i f i c  l i n g u i s t i c  choices  

( i . e .  i n d i r e c t n e s s ,  pre ference  f o r  p a r t i c u l a r  l e x ic a l  or s y n ta c t i c  

forms) in  th e  form o f  th r e e  p r in c ip l e s  o r i g i n a l l y  c a l l ed  "Rules o f  

P o l i t e n e s s "  ( l a t e r  c a l l e d  "Rules o f  Rappor t" ) .

1. Don ' t  impose. (Dis tance)

2. Give op t io n s .  (Deference)

3. Be f r i e n d l y .  (Camaraderie)

When v i o l a t i n g  Gricean maxims, and hence cuing meaning through conver­

s a t i o n a l  i m p l i c a tu r e ,  speakers observe one or another  of these  

" r u l e s . "  Fur thermore ,  each of th e se  r u l e s ,  when applied  in i n t e r a c ­

t i o n ,  c r e a t e s  a p a r t i c u l a r  s t y l i s t i c  e f f e c t ,  as ind ica ted  by the  terms 

in  pa re n th ese s .  That i s ,  p reference  f o r  honoring one or another  o f  

th e se  p o l i t e n e s s  p r in c ip l e s  r e s u l t s  in  a communicative s t r a t e g y  which 

makes up s t y l e .  Or converse ly ,  conve rsa t iona l  s t y l e  r e s u l t s  from 

hab i tua l  use o f  l i n g u i s t i c  devices motivated  by these  ove ra l l  s t r a t ­

e g ie s .  D is tance ,  Deference,  and Camaraderie,  t h e n ,  r e f e r  to  s t y l e s  

a s so c ia t e d  w i th  p a r t i c u l a r  notions  o f  p o l i t e n e s s .  (Note t h a t  these  

terms a re  p a r t  o f  L akof f ' s  system and do not n e c e s sa r i ly  have the  con­

n o ta t io n s  a s s o c i a t e d  with t h e i r  use in  popular pa r lance ) .

In t h i s  system, th en ,  Distance ( r e s u l t i n g  from a p p l ic a t io n  of  Rl,

Don't  impose) p r o t o t y p i c a l l y  ap p l ie s  in  a formal s i t u a t i o n .  I t  gov­

erns  th e  use o f  t e ch n ica l  language. In a d d i t i o n ,  i t  i s  the  p r i n c i p l e  

by which one would choose an i n d i r e c t  express ion  o f  p re fe rences ,  so as 

not to  impose one 's  w i l l  on o th e r s .  When I ask my gues t ,  "Would you 

l i k e  something to  dr ink?"  the  person who r e p l i e s ,  "Thank you, t h a t
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would be n i c e , "  may be seen to employ such a s t r a t e g y .  The re p ly  i s  

d epe rsona l ized ,  in  a sense .  I t  should be emphasized,  i n c i d e n t a l l y ,  

t h a t  the  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  "Distance" i s  not meant to  imply t h a t  those  

who employ t h i s  s t r a t e g y  a re  " a lo o f , "  " s t a n d o f f i s h , "  o r  " d i s t a n t "  in 

t h e i r  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  — or  a t  l e a s t  t h a t  they do not n e c e s s a r i l y  in tend 

to  be so ,  a l though they may seem so to  some observers  ( p a r t i c u l a r l y  

those  who p r e f e r  a d i f f e r e n t  s t r a t e g y ) .  The term "Distance"  r e f e r s  

to  the  s e p a ra t io n  t h a t  e x i s t s  between i n t e r a c t a n t s  o r  between speakers  

and t h e i r  s u b j e c t ,  which r e s u l t s  from the  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  R1, "Don't 

impose." Such behavior can nonetheless  seem q u i t e  f r i e n d l y  in i n t e r ­

a c t i o n ,  to  th ose  who expect devices a s so c ia te d  with t h i s  s t r a t e g y .

Deference c h a r a c t e r i z e s  a s t y l e  t h a t  seems h e s i t a n t ,  s in ce  i t s  

opera t ing  p r i n c i p l e  i s  R2, Give op t ions .  I t  governs ,  f o r  example, the  

use o f  euphemisms, which give  the  i n t e r l o c u t o r  the  choice  o f  not  

unders tanding t h e i r  r e f e r e n t .  Use o f  t h i s  p r i n c i p l e  in  i n t e r a c t i o n  

may give th e  impression  t h a t  the  speaker does not know what s /h e  wants,  

s ince  s /h e  i s  g iv ing  the  option of  dec is ion  to  the  o t h e r ,  a l though ,  as 

with D is tance ,  the  use o f  th e  s t r a t e g y  may be merely conven t iona l ized .  

Lakoff (1975) p o in ts  ou t  t h a t  women o f ten  (and c e r t a i n l y  s t e r e o ty p -  

i c a l l y )  employ t h i s  s t r a t e g y ,  r e s u l t i n g  in th e  impression t h a t  they 

a re  fuzzy-minded and in d e c i s iv e  (Subsequent re sea rch  has corrobora ted  

Lakoff 's  h y p o th e s i s ) .  When asked "Would you l i k e  something to  drink?" 

a person employing a Deferent s t r a t e g y  might r e p l y ,  "Whatever y o u ' r e  

having," or  "Don 't  go to  any t r o u b l e . "

Camaraderie conven t iona l izes  e q u a l i t y  as an i n t e r a c t i v e  norm and 

honors the  p r i n c i p l e  R3, Be f r i e n d l y .  This i s  the  s t r a t e g y  t y p i f i e d  

by the  s t e r e o ty p e  o f  th e  back-s lapping American, or th e  c a r  salesman
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who f i r s t -n am e s  h i s  customers .  The person who walks in to  my house and 

say s ,  "I 'm t h i r s t y .  Do you have any ju ic e ? "  i s  employing such a 

s t r a t e g y .  As with preceding examples,  the  impression made by such a 

l i n g u i s t i c  choice w i l l  depend upon the  e x t e n t  to  which I share  the  

expec ta t ion  t h a t  i t  i s  a p p r o p r ia t e  to  employ t h i s  p r in c ip l e  in  t h i s  

s i t u a t i o n .  My f r i e n d  may be assuming I w i l l  be p leased by th e  t e s t a ­

ment to  the  c lo seness  o f  our r e l a t i o n s h i p .  I f  I share  h i s / h e r  s t r a t ­

e g i e s ,  I w i l l  ag ree .  I f  not — i f  I f e e l ,  f o r  example, t h a t  a l i t t l e  

RI (Don't  impose) might have been n ice  — then I may ge t  th e  impres­

sion t h a t  t h i s  person i s  "pushy."

Lakoff ' s  system a p p l i e s  to  l i n g u i s t i c  choices  on a l l  l e v e l s .  For 

example, in making l e x i c a l  choices  in t a lk in g  about sexual a c t i v i t y ,  

techn ica l  language such as "copu la t ion"  m ain ta ins  Distance between 

speaker and h e a re r  and between both of  them and the  emotional con ten t  

o f  the  s u b je c t .  I t  i s  formal and i s  a p p ro p r i a t e  f o r  s c i e n t i f i c  d i s ­

cuss ions .  Euphemisms such as "doing i t "  deny not the  emotional over­

tones  but the  ac tua l  s u b j e c t  being r e f e r r e d  t o ;  the  hearer  has the  

opt ion  o f  not c o n f ro n t in g  the  s u b j e c t  d i r e c t l y .  Thus such a cho ice  i s  

a s so c ia te d  with a Deferen t  s t r a t e g y .  F i n a l l y ,  t h e  use of c o l lo q u ia l  

language such as " g e t t i n g  l a id "  would be a p p ro p r ia te  only among equals 

in informal s e t t i n g s .  The a s s o c i a t i o n  o f  th e se  var ious  l e x ic a l  

choices with p a r t i c u l a r  s e t t i n g s  then y i e l d s  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  s t y l ­

i s t i c  v a r i a t i o n  c r e a te d  by usage in  o th e r  s e t t i n g s .  The shared soc ia l  

knowledge of  ex p ec ta t io n  o f  one r e g i s t e r  r a t h e r  than another ,  in o th e r  

words, makes i t  p o s s ib l e  to  s igna l  metaphorical  meaning about th e  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  and the  s i t u a t i o n  a t  hand. For example, the  use o f  c o l ­

loqu ia l  language in a pub l ic  s e t t i n g  i s  a s so c ia t e d  with a p a r t i c u l a r
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s t y l e :  i t  i s  a way o f  communicating th e  image "I 'm j u s t  f o l k s , "  and

"We're a l l  e q u a l s . "  At the  same t ime,  however, such usage of  in-g roup 

language in  a pub l ic  s i t u a t i o n  may offend some l i s t e n e r s  — those  who 

do not honor camaraderie  as t h e  h ighes t  goa l ,  but would a p p re c ia t e  

d i s t a n c e  more.

An example o f  j u s t  such s t y l e  s h i f t i n g  i s  found in a scene in the  

movie Georgie G i r l . A woman (Lynn Redgrave) has an a f f a i r  with  her 

roommate's lo v e r  (Alan B a t e s ) ,  while  the  roommate i s  in th e  h o sp i ta l  

expec ting Bates '  baby. When she d iscovers  t h a t  the  roommate gave 

b i r t h  j u s t  a t  the  t ime t h a t  Redgrave and Bates were in bed to g e th e r ,  

Redgrave i s  suddenly r e p e l l e d  by the  thought o f  what they were doing. 

In t a lk in g  to  him about i t ,  she waves her hand vaguely toward the  bed­

room and say s ,  "We were . . .  in th e re  . . .  r o l l i n g  around."  Her vague 

g e s tu r e ,  her h e s i t a t i o n s ,  and her use o f  euphemisms (" in  t h e r e , "  

" r o l l i n g  around") a r e  a l l  p a r t  o f  what Lakoff terms a Deferent s t y l e ,  

her use o f  which, in the  c o n tex t  o f  at-home t a l k  with a l o v e r ,  serves  

to  dramatize  her wish to  d i s s o c i a t e  h e r s e l f  from what she i s  t a l k i n g  

about.  The po in t  i s  not t h a t  she i s  a c t u a l l y  "being d e f e r e n t , "  but 

t h a t  th e  use o f  l i n g u i s t i c  devices  a ssoc ia ted  with one s e t t i n g ,  when 

app l ied  in an o ther ,  has metaphorical  s i g n i f i c a n c e .

In her r e c en t  work, Lakoff ( in  p ress )  envis ions  the  s t r a t e g i e s  o f  

D is tance ,  Deference and Camaraderie not as h i e r c n i c a l l y  ordered but 

r a t h e r  as po in ts  on a continuum o f  s t y l i s t i c  p re fe rences .  One end of  

the  continuum re p r e s e n t s  th e  a p p l i c a t i o n  of Gricean maxims, which fo r  

her purposes Lakoff r e f e r s  to  as Rules o f  C la r i t y .  In t h i s  s t y l e ,  

only  the  con ten t  o f  the  message i s  important:, speakers evidence no 

involvement with each o th e r  o r  with  th e  s u b je c t  m a t te r .  At the  o th e r
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end o f  th e  continuum i s  Camaraderie,  governing s i t u a t i o n s  in which th e  

emotional involvement between speakers  and between them and t h e i r  sub­

j e c t  m at te r  i s  maximal.

Each p e r so n 's  d e c i s io n s  about which s t r a t e g y  to  app ly ,  to  what 

e x t e n t ,  in a given s i t u a t i o n ,  r e s u l t s  in h e r / h i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  s t y l e .  

That s t y l e ,  th en ,  i s  made up of  a range on th e  continuum, the  p a r t i c ­

u l a r  degree o f  camaraderie  or  de fe rence ,  fo r  example, s h i f t i n g  in r e ­

sponse to  the  s i t u a t i o n ,  t h e  people p a r t i c i p a t i n g ,  the  su b jec t  a t  hand, 

and so on. Each p e r so n 's  notion o f  what s t r a t e g y  i s  ap p ro p r ia te  to  

apply i s  in f luenced  by a combination o f  family  background and o th e r  

i n t e r a c t i v e  exper ience .

As Lakoff po in ts  o u t ,  una lloyed c l a r i t y  (a s i t u a t i o n  governed 

e n t i r e l y  by Gricean maxims) almost never o b t a in s .  People p r e f e r  not 

to  make themselves p e r f e c t l y  c l e a r  because they have i n t e r a c t io n a l  

goals served by th e  Rules o f  Rapport which supersede  the  goal of  

c l a r i t y  (Lakoff 1976). Those higher i n t e r a c t i o n a l  goals  may be 

broadly subsumed under th e  headings defensiveness  and r a p p o r t . They 

correspond, r e s p e c t i v e l y ,  to  a camaraderie s t r a t e g y  and a d i s t a n c e /  

defe rence  s t r a t e g y .  Thus I may p re f e r  not to  l e t  you know j u s t  what I 

mean, so t h a t  i f  you d o n ' t  l i k e  i t ,  I can deny (even to  myself) t h a t  

I "meant" any such th in g .  I f  I d o n ' t  t e l l  you what I want d i r e c t l y ,  

and you p r e f e r  not to  give  me what I want, I need not fee l  r e j e c t e d  

and you need not f e e l  g u i l t y ,  because I never  r e a l l y  asked fo r  i t .

This i s  the  de fens ive  b e n e f i t  o f  i n d i r e c t n e s s .  On the  o th e r  hand, i f  

you do give  me what I want,  how much sweeter ( fo r  both of  us) i f  i t  

appears t h a t  you gave i t  t o  me o f  your own cho ice ,  not because I asked 

fo r  i t .  As I have d iscussed  elsewhere (Tannen 1975),  people l i k e  to
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fee l  t h a t  they  a re  understood WITHOUT exp la in ing  themselves .  I n d i r e c t ­

ness then can be a te s tam en t  o f  love ,  p roof  t h a t  "we speak the  same 

language" in th e  deepes t  sense.  This i s  t h e  r a p p o r t  func t ion  o f  i n ­

d i r e c t n e s s .

Brown and Levinson (1978),  bu ild ing  on L akof f ' s  work, i d e n t i f y  

two aspec ts  o f  p o l i t e n e s s  semantics as nega t ive  and p o s i t i v e  face .

Their  notion o f  nega t ive  face  corresponds t o  L a k o f f ' s  defensiveness  

f u n c t io n ,  and to  her Dis tance s t r a t e g y :  " the  want o f  every 'competent

a d u l t  member' t h a t  h is  a c t io n s  be unimpeded by o t h e r s . "  (Hence the  

Lakovian ope ra t ing  p r i n c i p l e ,  Don't impose).  Brown and Levinson's 

p o s i t i v e  face  corresponds to  camaraderie and to  th e  r appo r t  func t ion :  

"the want of  every member t h a t  his  wants be d e s i r a b l e  to  a t  l e a s t  some 

o the rs"  (p.  67).  Negative and p o s i t i v e  p o l i t e n e s s  s t r a t e g i e s  then
A

grow out  o f  th e se  wants,  ' Brown and Levinson's terms on record  and o f f  

record  correspond to  what l i n g u i s t s  r e f e r  to  as d i r e c t  and i n d i r e c t  

speech.

In a now c l a s s i c  s tudy ,  Brown and Gilman (1960) ,  d i scuss ing  the  

s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  pronoun cho ice ,  focus on "two dimensions fundamental 

to  the  a n a ly s i s  o f  a l l  s o c ia l  l i f e  — the  dimensions o f  power and 

s o l i d a r i t y "  (p.  253).  These dimensions a re  y e t  ano ther  r e f l e c t i o n  o f  

the  b inary  d i s t i n c t i o n  o f  Lakoff 's  two fu n c t io n s  o f  i n d i r e c tn e s s  and 

Brown and Levinson 's  f a c e  wants.  S o l i d a r i t y  i s  ano ther  way of  ex­

press ing  ra p p o r t ;  i t  i s  th e  goal of  p o s i t i v e  fa c e .  Power, on the 

o the r  hand, i s  the  dimension the  ex e rc i se  o f  which provokes de fens ive ­

ness and negat ive  fa c e .  Power i s  a s s o c ia te d  with  nonreciprocal T—V 

pronoun use,  with  the  possesso r  of power us ing  T. S o l i d a r i t y  i s  

a sso c ia ted  with  r e c ip ro c a l  pronoun use (L ak o f f ' s  camaraderie ,  a
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s i t u a t i o n  o f  e q u a l i t y ) .

I t  has been suggested (Dreyfuss 1975) t h a t  i n d i r e c t n e s s  i s  the  

s t r a t e g y  o f  choice o f  those  in  a p o s i t i o n  of powerlessness .  According 

to  such a hypo thes i s ,  t h i s  would exp la in  why American women a re  charac ­

t e r i s t i c a l l y  more " i n d i r e c t "  than American men (my own re sea rch  

[Tannen 1976] provides some evidence t h a t  t h i s  i s  so ) .  Such an a n a l ­

y s i s  i s  i m p l i c i t  in Lakof f ' s  (1975) o r i g i n a l  work as w e l l .  Dreyfuss 

sugges ts  i n d i r e c tn e s s  i s  th e  only way a one-down person can manipulate  

w i th in  a r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i thou t  r e d e f in in g  the  r e l a t i o n s h i p  in a 

Batesonian sense (Ba teson 's  notion o f  metacommunicative framing w i l l  

be d is cussed  l a t e r ) .

Thus,  a number of  d i f f e r e n t  s t r a n d s  of  re sea rch  converge to  

e lu c i d a t e  a c ruc ia l  b i p a r t i t e  dynamic in  the  form of d e fen s iv en ess /  

ra p p o r t ,  n e g a t i v e / p o s i t i v e  f a c e ,  p o w e r / s o l id a r i t y ,  a l l  r e f l e c t i n g  the  

ove r r id in g  human goals  o f  in t e rp e r so n a l  connection and independence.  

These un ive rsa l  goals then motivate  th e  use o f  i n d i r e c t n e s s  and o th e r  

l i n g u i s t i c  devices  in  c o nve rsa t ion .  Preference  fo r  s e rv ing  one or the  

o th e r  o f  th e se  g o a ls ,  and ways of  s e rv ing  both of them, determine 

speake rs '  conversa t iona l  s t y l e s .  The f a c t  t h a t  these  goals  a re  un i ­

versa l  makes communication p o s s ib le .  However, the  f a c t  t h a t  the  two 

goals  a re  c o n f l i c t i n g ,  and t h a t  t h e re  a r e  a g re a t  v a r i e t y  o f  ways of  

serv ing  them, makes fo r  widely varying s t y l e s ,  and hence f o r  imperfec t  

communication.

Processes  o f  Conversat ional  S ty le

Lakoff (1978) shows t h a t  the  ba s ic  t rans fo rm at iona l  func t ions  

( a d d i t i o n ,  s u b s t i t u t i o n ,  d e l e t i o n ,  and permutation) o p e ra te  in
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p e r s o n a l i t y  as in language. For example,  she p o in ts  out  t h a t  the  psy­

chological  process  o f  r e p re s s io n  i s  a form o f  d e le t io n  by which an 

element p re sen t  in  underly ing s t r u c t u r e  does not appear in  su r face  

s t r u c t u r e .  The psychoanaly t ic  process  o f  r e a c t io n  formation c o r r e ­

sponds to  s u b s t i t u t i o n ;  an element p re s e n t  in  underlying s t r u c t u r e  

appears  in a d i f f e r e n t  form in  s u r fa ce  s t r u c t u r e .  Through th e se  pro­

c e s s e s ,  Lakoff demonst ra tes ,  verbal s t r a t e g i e s  e x h i b i t  ambiguity and 

paraphrase  fu n c t io n s .  J u s t  as one sen tence  may have two d i f f e r e n t  

deep s t r u c t u r e s  ( e .g .  V i s i t i n g  r e l a t i v e s  can be a nu isance ) ,  so 

behavior  can be ambiguous. I may c o n t i n u a l l y  f l i c k  my hand across  my 

face  because th e re  i s  an e lu s i v e  s t r a n d  o f  h a i r  in my eyes or because 

I have an obsess ive  de lus ion  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  something o b s t ru c t in g  my 

v i s i o n .  S im i l a r ly ,  j u s t  as two d i f f e r e n t  sen tences  may have th e  same 

deep s t r u c t u r e  ( e .g .  a c t i v e  and pass ive  forms), so behavior can be 

p a ra p h ra s t i c .  Feelings  o f  i n s e c u r i t y  can be expressed by h a b i tu a l ly  

p u t t in g  o n ese l f  down o r  by h a b i t u a l l y  p u t t i n g  o th e r s  down. (Examples 

a r e  my own).

These bas ic  grammatical r e l a t i o n s ,  th e n ,  func t ion  in conversa t ion  

and c o n t r ib u t e  to the  d issonance which p r e v a i l s  in  i n t e r a c t i o n  between 

speakers  with  d i f f e r i n g  s t y l e s .  This process  has been analyzed in 

d e t a i l  in th e  d ia logue  from Ingmar Bergman's Scenes from a Marriage 

(Lakoff and Tannen 1979).  Pragmatic synonymy (paraphrase) can be seen 

in  the  way the  husband, Johan, and the  w i f e ,  Marianne, use d i f f e r e n t  

l i n g u i s t i c  devices  to  achieve s i m i l a r  ends.  In o rder  to  avoid unpleas­

a n t  to p ic s  ( f o r  example, t h e i r  m a r i t a l  problems),  Marianne charac­

t e r i s t i c a l l y  uses excess ive  ve rb iage  about t r i f l i n g  d e t a i l s  o r  a b a r ­

rage  o f  q u e s t io n s ,  both a s so c ia te d  with a camaraderie  s t r a t e g y .  Johan
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employs th e  d i s t a n c in g  s t r a t e g i e s  o f  sarcasm, p o n t i f i c a t i o n ,  and pom­

pousness.  Pragmatic homonymy (ambiguity) i s  the  phenomenon by which 

they use the  same l i n g u i s t i c  devices to  achieve  d i f f e r e n t  ends.  For 

example, Johan and Marianne both employ r h e t o r i c a l  ques t ions .  However, 

Marianne's  ques t ions  a t tem pt  to  draw Johan in to  her i d e a l i z e d  v i s io n  of  

how t h e i r  l i f e  should be,  while  Johan 's  func t ion  as t a u n t s ,  hence to  

d r iv e  her away.

Whenever a speaker in i n t e r a c t i o n  uses a device  which the  i n t e r ­

lo c u to r  unders tands as in tended ,  a s i t u a t i o n  of  pragmatic i d e n t i t y  

o b ta in s .  This i s  the  i d e a l ,  the  goa l ,  o f  communication. In as many 

c ase s ,  however — perhaps more often than we would l i k e  to  be l ieve  - -  

misunders tandings  a r i s e  as a r e s u l t  o f  pragmatic homonymy and synonymy. 

(The d i s t i n c t i o n  between unders tanding and misunders tanding i s  an 

i d e a l i z e d  one. In ac tua l  i n t e r a c t i o n ,  speakers  and l i s t e n e r s  ach ieve 

varying degrees o f  unders tanding of  each o t h e r ' s  i n t e n t i o n s .  That i s ,  

a l i s t e n e r  may form an impression t h a t  cor responds more or  l e s s  c lo s e ly  

to the  model the  speaker i s  opera t ing  from. I t  i s  probably the  case 

t h a t  p re c i se  f i t s  - -  the  experience o f  having o n e 's  l i s t e n e r  perce ive  

p re c i s e ly  what one in t e n d s ,  with a l l  i t s  a s s o c i a t i o n s ,  connota t ions  and 

over tones  — a re  r e l a t i v e l y  r a r e  ( i f  no t  im poss ib le ) ,  and t h a t  complete 

misunders tandings  — the  experience o f  having o n e 's  l i s t e n e r  perce ive  

q u i t e  the  oppos i te  o f  o n e ' s  i n t e n t i o n s ,  o r  something u t t e r l y  u n re la ted  

to one 's  i n t e n t i o n s  — are  equal ly  r a r e ) .

An example o f  pragmatic homonymy can be seen in the  following 

example. A f i r s t - y e a r  gradua te  s tuden t  (Mary) a r r iv e d  a t  a meeting 

a ttended mostly by exper ienced graduate  s tu d e n t s .  While w a i t ing  f o r  

th e  meeting to  begin ,  Mary in troduced h e r s e l f  to  t h e  o the rs  p re s e n t .
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When one o f  th e  o th e r  s tu d e n t s ,  Sue, t o l d  Mary her f u l l  name, her f e l ­

low s tu d en t s  remarked on the  f a c t  t h a t  she had given a new l a s t  name. 

Mary asked Sue whether the  name change was th e  r e s u l t  o f  marriage or 

d ivorce .  On hear ing t h a t  Sue had go t ten  d ivorced ,  Mary o ffered  the  

informat ion t h a t  she h e r s e l f  was r e c e n t l y  d ivorced and had r e cen t ly  

resumed use o f  her maiden name. She then asked Sue a s e r i e s  o f  ques­

t i o n s ,  such as when she had go tten  d ivo rced ,  how long she had been 

marr ied ,  and so on. Years l a t e r ,  Mary had occasion to  learn  t h a t  Sue 

had been offended by her barrage  o f  personal q u e s t io n s ,  which she had 

taken not as an express ion o f  i n t e r e s t  bu t  as imposing, i n t r u s i v e ,  and 

overbear ing .  Mary had been opera t ing  on a camarader ie  s t r a t e g y ,  seek­

ing to  make h e r s e l f  and her  new acquain tance  fee l  good by behaving as 

i f  they were f r i e n d s  and could t a l k  f r e e l y  about th eo r  common personal 

exper iences .  Sue, however, expected R1 to  apply  (Don 't  impose), so 

Mary's approach did  not make her fee l  good a t  a l l .  In s te ad ,  she con­

cluded not t h a t  Mary was f r i e n d l y  but t h a t  she was nosy. In o the r  

words, a s i t u a t i o n  o f  pragmatic homonymy p rev a i led  by which the  verbal

device " o f f e r  and ask fo r  personal in format ion"  had d i f f e r e n t  meanings
5

fo r  speaker and h eare r .

An example o f  pragmatic synonymy has been presented  and analyzed 

(though not  in  th e se  terms) in Gumperz and Tannen 1979. The conversa­

t io n  took p lace  between c lose  f r i e n d s ,  as A was prepar ing  d inner fo r  

them both:

(1) A: What kind o f  sa lad  d re s s in g  should I make?

(2) B: Oil and vinegar o f  course .

(3) A: What do you mean "of  course"?

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



33

(4) B: Well, I always make o i l  and v in e g a r ,  but i f  you

want we could t r y  something e l s e .

(5) A: Does t h a t  mean you d o n ' t  l i k e  i t  when I make

other  d ress ings?

(6) B: No. I l i k e  i t .  Go ahead. Make something e l s e .

(7) A: Not i t  you want o i l  and v inegar .

(8) B: I d o n ' t .  Make a yogur t  d r e s s in g .

[A prepares  yogur t  d re s s in g ,  t a s t e s  i t ,  and makes a f a c e . ]

(9) B: I s n ' t  i t  good?

(10) A: I d o n ' t  l i k e  yogur t  d re s s ing .

(11) B: Well i f  you d o n ' t  l i k e  i t ,  throw i t  ou t .

(12) A: Never mind.

(13) B: What never mind? I t ' s  j u s t  a l i t t l e  yogurt !

(14) A: You're making a big deal about nothing!

(15) B: YOU are!

This in te rchange r e s u l t e d  in both speakers  f e e l i n g  t h a t  th e  o ther  

was being uncooperative and d i f f i c u l t .  Discussion o f  the  in c id e n t  

with  both p a r t i e s  a f t e r  the  f a c t  revealed  t h a t  when A asked (1) "What 

kind o f  sa lad  d ress ing  should I make?" he expected B to  say something 

l i k e ,  "Oh, make whatever you want,"  o r ,  a t  most,  "Why not make some­

th in g  creamy?" In o the r  words, A was ope ra t ing  on a d e f e r e n t  s t r a t ­

egy (g iv ing  options) by asking (1) and expec t ing  B to  rep ly  in a way 

t h a t  re tu rned  the  options  to  A. The use o f  such verbal devices  

a s s o c i a t e d  with one s t r a t e g y  or  another  i s  conven t io n a l iz ed .  A speaker 

does not conscious ly  r e f e r  to  the  opera t ing  p r i n c i p l e s ,  but r a t h e r  

i n s t i n c t i v e l y  expects o r  u t t e r s  verbal forms t h a t  correspond to  them.
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A was not in tend ing  to  be d e f e r e n t .  He simply spoke in a way t h a t  

seemed obviously  a p p r o p r i a t e .

Expecting,  t h e r e f o r e ,  to  be given the  option  o f  what sa lad  

d ress ing  to  p repa re ,  or  a t  l e a s t  a n e g o t i a t io n  ("Make something 

creamy"),  A was thrown o f f  balance by B 's  r e p ly  (2) "Oil and v inegar  

o f  cou rse ."  Yet B l a t e r  expla ined t h a t  h is  r e p ly  meant p r e c i s e l y

"Make whatever you want."  He in tended "of course" as a se lf -mocking

i r o n i c  comment on h i s  own unimaginative ea t in g  h a b i t s ,  implying t h e r e ­

fo re  t h a t  i t  would be be s t  f o r  A to  decide what kind of  d re s s ing  to  

make. I t  might be paraphrased a s ,  "Well i f  you ask me I'm going to  

say o i l  and vinegar  because I 'm so d u l l ,  t h a t ' s  what I always make; 

s ince  y o u ' r e  more im ag ina t ive ,  why d o n ' t  you decide  fo r  y o u r s e l f  and 

make whatever you l i k e . "  The s i t u a t i o n  i s  one o f  pragmatic synonymy: 

d i f f e r e n t  ways o f  saying what amounts to  the  same th ing .

The yogur t  d r e s s in g  example a l so  i l l u s t r a t e s  th e  phenomenon 

Gregory Bateson (1972) has i d e n t i f i e d  and dubbed complementary 

schismogenes is . This i s  a dynamic in which two i n t e r a c t a n t s  e x e r c i s e  

c lash ing  behavio r ,  such t h a t  each one 's  behavior  d r iv e s  the  o th e r  in to

i n c re a s in g ly  exaggera ted  express ions  o f  the  incongruent behav ior ,  in  a

mutually  aggrava t ing  s p i r a l .  A c l a s s i c  example i s  t h a t  of  a couple ,  

one p a r tn e r  of which tends  to  e x h i b i t  dependent behavior ,  whi le  the  

o th e r  tends  toward independent behavio r .  The "dependent" p a r tn e r  

tends  to  c l in g  out o f  f e a r  o f  lo s in g  the  o th e r .  This c l in g in g  aggra ­

va tes  th e  "independent"  p a r t n e r ' s  c lau s t ro p h o b ia ,  and i n c i t e s  him/her 

to  seek more independence.  The r e s u l t i n g  drawing away gives evidence 

to  the  o th e r  p a r tn e r  t h a t  s /he  had b e t t e r  c l i n g  more t i g h t l y  l e s t  th e  

o th e r  d r i f t  f u r t h e r  away, and so on,  in an ever widening gyre .  (Note
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t h a t  the  process  does not n e c e s s a r i l y  begin with  the  behavior  o f  one 

or  the  o th e r  p a r tn e r  but i s  a spontaneous outgrowth o f  t h e i r  mutual 

behav io r ) .  Watzlawick, Beavin and Jackson (1967) give numerous 

examples of  t h i s  dynamic in  i n t e r a c t i o n .

In the  yogur t  d re s s ing  example, one speake r ,  A, becomes i n c r e a s ­

in g ly  adamant in h is  de termina t ion  to  honor B 's  p re fe re n ce s ,  and con­

sequen t ly  in h is  conv ic t ion  t h a t  B i s  bossing him around, as he sees 

express ions  o f  B 's  p re fe rences  in h is  speech. B, on the  o th e r  hand, 

t r i e s  harder and harder  to  convince A t h a t  he i s  not express ing  his  

p re fe rences  a t  a l l ,  with th e  paradoxical  r e s u l t  t h a t  he appears  more 

and more demanding. He goes from the  i r o n i c  "of course" (2) to  a sug­

g e s t io n  "we could t r y  something e l s e "  (4) to  a general  im pera t ive  

"Make something e l s e "  (6) to  a s p e c i f i c  im pera t ive  "Make a yogur t  

d re ss ing"  (8 ) .  This l a s t  was in tended as proof  o f  good f a i t h ,  to  make 

i t  abundant ly  c l e a r  t h a t  B i s  w i l l i n g  to  e a t  any kind of  d re s s in g .  In 

o th e r  words,  "yogurt  d ress ing"  s tands  f o r  "something o th e r  than o i l  

and v in e g a r . "  A, however, takes  i t  l i t e r a l l y ,  as a demand f o r  yogurt
g

d re s s in g .  Thus A and B were caught in the  g r ip  of  pragmatic syn­

onyms .

Frames and How They Are S igna l led

Another Batesonian concept ope ra t ing  in  the  yogur t  d re s s in g  

example i s  t h a t  o f  f rame. (See Tannen 1979b f o r  a d i s cu s s io n  o f  how 

B ateson 's  use of  th e  term r e l a t e s  to  i t s  use in o th e r  d i s c i p l i n e s ) .  

Bateson shows t h a t  no message can be i n t e r p r e t e d  except by re fe r e n c e  

to  a su p e ro rd in a te  message about how the  communication i s  in tended .  

"P lay ,"  f o r  example, i s  a frame w i th in  which a b i t e  or a s l ap  i s  not
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in tended as a h o s t i l e  a c t i o n .  The metamessage " t h i s  i s  play"  s ig n a l s  

the  con tex t  w i th in  which a b i t e  o r  s lap  does not s tand f o r  what i t  i s  

known to  mean: agg ress ion .

This exp la in s  th e  process  o f  irony by which B's comment "o il  and 

v inegar of  course"  in the  y o g u r t  d re s s ing  in te rchange ,  while  sounding 

peremptory,  was not in tended t o  be so.  B's metamessage, " t h i s  i s  

i ro n y ,"  i s  cued by a combination o f  i n to n a t io n ,  voice q u a l i t y ,  f a c i a l  

exp ress ion ,  g e s tu r e ,  plus th e  ex p ec ta t ion  t h a t  such usage i s  appro­

p r i a t e  in  th e  s i t u a t i o n .  These s u b t l e  s i g n a l s ,  however, a re  opaque to  

A (or  to  anyone u n fa m i l i a r  w ith  t h e i r  convent ional ized  u sage ) ,  who i s  

not  a t tuned  to  the  s ig n a l s  and not expecting use o f  irony in  t h a t  way. 

In o th e r  words,  A does no t  recogn ize  the  frame.

The way in which frames op e ra te  in i n t e r a c t i o n  has been the  focus 

o f  much e x c e l l e n t  r e s ea rc h  in  ethnography o f  speaking and c o g n i t iv e  

anthropology (Gumperz and Hymes 1964 & 1972). This r e sea rch  t r a d i t i o n  

emphasizes the  merging o f  l i n g u i s t i c  and soc ia l  phenomena, see ing  l a n ­

guage as an i n t e g ra l  p a r t  o f  so c ia l  a c t i v i t y .  The u n i t  o f  study 

i s o l a t e d  by th e se  s ch o la r s  i s  the  speech even t ,  and they a re  i n t e r ­

e s ted  in how speakers  use language to  c r e a t e  those even ts .

In a s en se ,  the  focus  on speech events  i s  p a r a l l e l  to  develop­

ments in philosophy o f  language, i n s o f a r  as b o th ' t r e n d s  c o n t r ib u t e  to 

a theory  of  meaning as use .  Van Valin (1977) exp la ins  t h a t  

W i t tg e n s t e in ' s  notion o f  meaning as use e n t a i l s  t h a t  even what might 

be considered pure ly  r e f e r e n t i a l  meaning has no substance w i thou t  an 

unders tanding o f  use.  He dem onst ra tes ,  using W i t tg e n s t e in ' s  own 

example, t h a t  the  word "hammer" can have no "meaning" to  someone 

u n fam i l ia r  with  the  way in which a hammer i s  used.  This amounts, in
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e f f e c t ,  to  a frames approach to  semantics (F i l lmore  1976). The name 

"hammer," l i k e  th e  o b je c t  "hammer," can be understood only by r e f e r ­

ence to a "frame" or  s e t  o f  ex p ec ta t io n s  about  human behavior which 

includes  the  use o f  a hammer. This i n s i g h t  i s  s u b s t a n t i a t e d  over and 

over in ethnography o f  speaking r e s e a rc h .  For example, Agar (1975) 

shows t h a t  i t  i s  impossible  t o  understand th e  language used by s t r e e t  

junkies  unless  one unders tands th e  event s t r u c t u r e s  which give r i s e  to 

i t .

The question remains,  however, f o r  l i n g u i s t s ,  o f  how the  dynamic 

notion o f  frames opera tes  in language, given an i n t e r a c t i o n a l  model of 

speech even ts .  The i n t e r f a c e  between macro s o c i o l i n g u i s t i c  theory  and 

micro l i n g u i s t i c  a n a ly s i s  i s  to  be found in the  work o f  John Gumperz 

and h is  a s s o c i a t e s .

Gumperz (1977) demonst rates t h a t  speakers s ignal what a c t i v i t y  

they are  engaging in ,  i . e .  the  metacommunicative frame they a re  o p e ra t ­

ing w i th in ,  by use o f  p a r a l i n g u i s t i c  and prosodic  f e a tu r e s  o f  speech — 

i . e .  in to n a t io n ,  p i t c h ,  ampl i tude ,  rhythm, and so on. Gumperz c a l l s  

these  f e a t u r e s ,  when they a re  used in  s i g n a l l i n g  i n t e r p r e t i v e  frames,  

"co n tex tu a l i z a t io n  cues ."

Adopting a c r o s s - c u l t u r a l  p e r s p e c t iv e ,  Gumperz has developed a 

method f o r  i n v e s t ig a t i n g  th e  o pe ra t ion  o f  c o n te x t u a l i z a t i o n  cues by 

examining s i t u a t i o n s  in which they f a i l  to  work: s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  s i t u a ­

t io n s  of  c u l tu r e  c o n tac t  in which p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n t e r a c t  with o the rs  

who do not share  t h e i r  conventions  f o r  s i g n a l l i n g  meaning. At the  

same time t h a t  the  c u l tu r e  co n tac t  s i t u a t i o n  provides th e  t h e o r e t i c i a n  

with a h e u r i s t i c  device  f o r  analyz ing  the  opera t ion  o f  c o n te x t u a l i z a ­

t i  on cues ,  the  theory  provides  a way o f  unders tanding the  breakdown of
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communication which occurs  in such s i t u a t i o n s .  In o th e r  words,  in 

ad d i t io n  to  address ing  the  t h e o r e t i c a l  question  o f  the  na ture  of  

soc ia l  knowledge in  language use ,  the  method a lso  o f f e r s  an inva lu ab le  

tool in th e  unders tanding of  p ra c t i c a l  and ubiguitous  socia l  problems 

a r i s i n g  ou t  o f  c u l t u r e  c o n tac t  s i t u a t i o n s  such as a r e  found in modern 

urban environments.

Gumperz1 method involves  i s o l a t i n g  th e  opera t ion  o f  c o n t e x t u a l i z a ­

t i  on cues by comparing conversa t iona l  i n t e r a c t i o n  among in-group mem­

bers  with c r o s s - c u l t u r a l  i n t e r a c t i o n .  One example Gumperz (1978) d i s ­

cusses  a t  l eng th  i s  a public  address in  which a black a c t i v i s t  a l i e n ­

a ted  his  p r im ar i ly  white  audience and got h imself  a r r e s t e d  f o r  t h r e a t ­

ening the  l i f e  o f  th e  United S ta t e s  p re s id e n t .  At a Sproul Plaza 

r a l l y  ( a t  t h e  U n ive rs i ty  of  C a l i f o r n i a ,  Berkeley) ,  the  speaker r e p e a t ­

edly  in toned ,  "We w i l l  k i l l  Richard Nixon." Gumperz shows t h a t  the  

speaker was using r h e t o r i c a l  devices  o f  black preaching s t y l e  as well 

as a black c o l lo q u ia l i s m ,  " k i l l , "  to convey the  meaning of  des t roy ing  

Nixon's i n f lu e n c e ,  not h is  l i f e .  Had th e  intended meaning been to  

a s s a s s i n a t e  the  p r e s i d e n t ,  the  a p p ro p r i a t e  co l loqu ia l i sm  would have 

been "waste ,"  or ano ther  app rop r ia te  metaphorical  term. The r h e t o r ­

ica l  s t r a t e g i e s  employed in t h i s  speech a re  shown to  opera te  in an 

example o f  b lack  preaching taped from a rad io  b roadcas t ,  and i n t e r ­

views with members o f  the  black community t e s t i f y  to  the  f a c t  t h a t  i n ­

group members made the  same i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  t h a t  th e  speaker l a t e r  

p rofessed  to  have meant.

Gumperz has done cons ide rab le  re sea rch  as well in comparing th e  

c o n t e x t u a l i z a t i o n  systems of  speakers o f  Indian English with  those  of  

speakers  o f  B r i t i s h  and American Engl ish .  He shows t h a t  speakers  o f

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Indian Engl ish  c o n s i s t e n t l y  have t ro u b le  g e t t i n g  t h e i r  ideas  l i s t e n e d  

to  and ap p re c ia te d  in  conversa t ions  w i th  speakers  o f  B r i t i s h  or 

American Engl ish .  In one s tudy Gumperz (1978b) r e p o r t s  on re sea rch  

in an o n - th e - jo b  c u l tu r e  c o n ta c t  s i t u a t i o n  which shows how contex­

tua l  i z a t i  on cues o p e ra te .  Indian women newly h i red  to  serve  meals to  

employees a t  a London a i r p o r t  c a f e t e r i a  were considered  s u r ly  and 

uncooperative  by both customers and s u p e r v i s o r s .  The employees them­

se lves  f e l t  t h a t  they were being m is t r e a ted  and d i s c r im in a ted  a g a in s t .  

Taperecordfng i n t e r a c t i o n  and p laying  i t  back in a workshop s e t t i n g  

revealed t h a t  use o f  language was playing a l a r g e  p a r t  in th e  t r o u b l e .  

For example, when o f f e r i n g  gravy to  customers who had chosen meat,  

t h e  Indian women s a id :  "Gravy." The ir  f a l l i n g  in to n a t io n  was q u i t e

d i f f e r e n t  from th e  r i s i n g  in to n a t io n  with which B r i t i s h  women, when 

se rv in g ,  o f f e re d :  "Gravy?" Lis ten ing  to  th e  tapes  in mixed groups of

Indian and B r i t i s h  employees,  the  Indian women expressed t h e i r  f e e l i n g  

t h a t  they were saying " the  same thing" and c o u l d n ' t  account f o r  the  

negat ive  r e a c t io n  they  were g e t t i n g .  The B r i t i s h  women then po in ted 

out t h a t  the  d i f f e r e n t  in to n a t io n  p a t t e r n s  y i e l d  d i f f e r e n t  meanings. 

Whereas the  q u e s t io n ,  "Gravy?" u t t e r e d  with r i s i n g  in to n a t io n  i s  under

stood to  mean, "Would you l i k e  gravy?" the  same word u t t e r e d  with  f a l l

ing in to n a t io n  sounds l i k e  a s ta tement and i s  understood to  mean,

"This i s  gravy. Take i t  o r  leave  i t . "

In t h i s  way Gumperz' approach accounts ,  in  p a r t ,  f o r  what may 

o therwise  be a sc r ib ed  to  "p re jud ice"  or "d isc r im ina t ion ,"  but may in 

f a c t  be a t t r i b u t a b l e  to  th e  sys temat ic  misjudgment o f  th e  i n t e n t i o n s  

and a b i l i t i e s  o f  those  from o th e r  c u l t u r e s  or  su b cu l tu re s  who employ 

c o n te x t u a l i z a t i o n  cues in  d i f f e r e n t  ways. This i s  not to  adopt th e
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polyanna s tance  t h a t  d i s c r im in a t io n  and p re ju d ic e  do not  e x i s t ,  but 

simply to  note  t h a t  they a re  aggravated by concre te  d i f f e r e n c e s  in 

language use.

The degree to  which c u l t u r a l  background i s  shared i s  r e f l e c t e d ,  

th e n ,  in the  degree to which use o f  c o n t e x t u a l i z a t i o n  cues i s  con­

g ruen t  — t h a t  i s ,  whether speakers  can gauge when o th e r s  have made 

t h e i r  p o in t s ;  when i n t e r r u p t i o n  i s  a p p r o p r i a t e ;  what i n t e r a c t i v e  frame 

i s  o p e ra t iv e ;  what i s  th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between comments. Members o f  

s i m i l a r  " cu l tu re s "  but d i f f e r e n t  " subcu l tu res"  may be ab le  t o  manage 

th e se  conversa t iona l  con tro l  mechanisms, bu t  y e t  misunders tand  o t h e r s '  

uses o f  such dev ices  as irony  and i n d i r e c t n e s s ,  as seen in th e  yogurt  

d re s s ing  example. (See Gumperz and Tannen 1979 f o r  f u r t h e r  d iscu ss io n  

o f  t h i s  phenomenon).

The a b i l i t y  to  p a r t i c i p a t e  a p p r o p r i a t e ly  in a d i s cu s s io n  o f  any 

s o r t  depends upon th e  a b i l i t y  to  s ignal  and comprehend th e  r e l a t i o n s  

between elements w i th in  u t t e r a n c e s  and ac ross  u t te r a n c e s  - -  in o ther  

words to  t e l l  what someone e l s e ' s  main p o in t s  a re  as d i s t in g u i s h e d  

from background m a t e r i a l ,  and to  make c l e a r  o n e ' s  own main p o in ts  and 

t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s  to  background m a te r ia l  — in  o th e r  words,  to  main ta in  

themat ic  p rogress ion  (Gumperz 1977).  The c ru c i a l  n a tu re  o f  t h i s  

a b i l i t y  can be sensed from th e  f e e l in g  o f  d iscom for t  t h a t  a r i s e s  when 

you c a n ' t  t e l l  what someone e l s e  " i s  g e t t i n g  a t , "  and t h e r e f o r e  cannot 

determine what your  response  should be. Keenan and S c h i e f f e l i n  (1975) 

d i scu ss  t h i s  phenomenon in  conversa t ion  as th e  fu nc t ion  " t o p i c . "

Their  notion o f  t o p ic  corresponds to  Gumperz' thematic  p rog res s ion .

In f a c t ,  i t  i s  thematic  p rog res s ion  t h a t  i s  a t  i s su e  in many l i n ­

g u i s t i c s  papers dea l ing  with  " to p ic "  as a s y n t a c t i c  phenomenon, as
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well as in  r e c e n t  s tu d i e s  o f  "cohesion" (Hall iday and Hasan 1977).

The c ru c ia l  d i s t i n c t i o n s  made by Chafe (1974) between given and new 

informat ion and between new informat ion and c o n t r a s t i v e n e s s ,  a re  a l so  

concerned with  t h i s  m at te r  o f  ty ing  th in g s  to g e th e r  and cuing the  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  between elements w ith in  u t t e r e d  m a te r i a l .

Michaels and Cook-Gumperz (1979) i l l u s t r a t e  what can happen when 

thematic  p rogress ion  in  n a r r a t i v e s  i s  s i g n a l l e d  d i f f e r e n t l y  by members 

o f  i n t e r a c t i n g  groups.  They have s tud ied  n a r r a t i v e s  t o ld  by black and 

white c h i ld re n  in  a f i r s t  grade classroom in Berkeley,  C a l i f o r n i a .  The 

t e ach e r  expects  a " to p ic -c en te re d "  n a r r a t i v e  s t r a t e g y  which c o r r e ­

sponds to  t h a t  employed by white  c h i ld re n  in the  c l a s s .  Hence she i s  

ab le  to  i d e n t i f y  t h e i r  t a l k  as n a r r a t i v e  and understand the  p o in t  of  

t h e i r  s t o r i e s .  In c o n t r a s t ,  the  black ch i ld ren  employ a " to p ic -  

chaining" s t r a t e g y  which the te ache r  i s  un fam i l ia r  with .  There fore  

she does not recognize  t h e i r  t a l k  as n a r r a t i v e ;  r a t h e r  she ge ts  the  

impression t h a t  the  ch i ld ren  a re  " j u s t  rambling,"  and she c u t s  them 

o f f  before  they  make t h e i r  p o in t s .  The black ch i ld ren  use in to n a t io n  

to  cue to p ic  s h i f t s  w i th in  t h e i r  t a l k ,  but l i k e  the  c o n t e x t u a l i z a t i o n  

cues used to  s ignal  i rony in the  yogur t  d re ss ing  example discussed  

e a r l i e r ,  th e  s i g n a l s  of  top ic  s h i f t  in the  black c h i l d r e n ' s  t a l k  a re  

l o s t  on the  t e a c h e r  who i s  u n fam i l ia r  with the  dev ices .  In t h i s  

s e t t i n g ,  th e  r e s u l t s  o f  d i f f e r e n c e s  in ways o f  bu i ld ing  and s i g n a l l i n g  

thematic  p rogress ion  can be t r a g i c  indeed.

Coherence P r in c i p l e s

The process  o f  c o n te x t u a l i z a t i o n  inc ludes  the  cuing o f  expec ta ­

t io n s  about what meaning i s  l i k e l y  to  be communicated and organ iz ing
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p r in c ip l e s  by which meaning i s  made i n t o  d iscourse .  Both these  phe­

nomena seem, on f i r s t  g lance ,  to  be "bas ic"  and "given" a spec ts  o f  the  

world,  but comparative research  quickly  shows th a t  they a re  among the  

most r e l a t i v e  o f  phenomena.

The work o f  Alton Becker demonst rates t h a t  the  arrangement of  

in format ion in  d iscou rse  v a r ie s  g r e a t l y  f o r  speakers of  d i f f e r e n t  l i n ­

g u i s t i c  and c u l tu r a l  backgrounds. He has shown th a t  many o f  the  t ex ­

tua l  c o n s t r a i n t s  considered  bas ic  to  Western notions  o f  coherence are  

not o p e r a t iv e ,  o r  l e s s  compelling,  in  th e  r h e t o r i c  of  Malaysian lan ­

guages he has s tu d i e d ,  while o th e r  c o n s t r a i n t s  ODtain. He has shown, 

moreover,  t h a t  such coherence p r i n c i p l e s  ope ra te  on every level  of 

d iscourse  and c o n t r ib u t e  t o ,  a t  the  same time t h a t  they grow out o f ,  

peo p le ' s  a t tem pts  to  achieve "coherence" in  the  world.

For example,  Becker (in  press  a) shows t h a t  the  c o n s t r a i n t s  of 

temporal un i ty  and c a u s a l i t y  which a re  b a s ic  to  Western te x tu a l  coher­

ence a r e  not to  be found in Javanese shadow t h e a t r e .  Rather,  Wayang 

p lo t s  hinge on co inc idence .  While even ts  need not be p resen ted  in 

the temporal sequence in which they o ccu r red ,  they must beg in ,  end and 

pass through c e r t a i n  p laces  which are  determined by convention.

Becker ( in  p ress  b) has shown too t h a t  coherence on th e  sentence 

level and on th e  t e x tu a l  level w i th in  a given language adhere to  s imi­

l a r  c o n s t r a i n t s ,  developing from r e l a t e d  "coherence p r i n c i p l e s . "  He 

shows how a s i n g l e  sentence  in C la ss ica l  Malay c a r r i e s  the  hea re r  

grammatically (through c lause  s t r u c t u r e )  and r h e t o r i c a l l y  (through 

sentence  s t r u c t u r e )  from i t s  a c to r  outward to  the landscape  through 

which s /he  moves, t h a t  i s ,  from language to  n a tu re ,  as well as 

(seemingly p a ra d o x ica l ly )  from g e n e r a l i t y  to  p a r t i c u l a r i t y .  Thus, "the
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f i g u r e  a sentence makes i s  a s t r a t e g y  o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  f i l l i n g  in 

s u b j e c t i v i t y ,  t e m p o ra l i ty ,  r e f e r e n t i a l i t y ,  and i n t e r s u b j e c t i v i t y  

which . . . helps the  people i t  i s  used by understand and fee l  coherent 

in  t h e i r  worlds ."  I t  i s  f o r  t h i s  reason t h a t  communication with 

speakers  who speak the  same language i s  necessary  fo r  mental h e a l th ,  

and again — on a l e s s  extreme plane - -  communication with those who 

use the  language somewhat d i f f e r e n t l y  makes people doubt t h e i r  "coher­

ence" in the  world.

Polanyi ( to  appear) shows t h a t  not only how a s to ry  can be to ld  

i s  dependent upon c u l tu r a l  c o n s t r a i n t s ,  but what a s to ry  can be about 

i s  equal ly  cons t ra ined  by c u l t u r a l  convention.  P o lan y i ' s  hypothesis  

r e c a l l s  C. Wright M i l l s '  (1940) c l a s s i c  a n a ly s i s  o f  "vocabula ries  of 

mot ives ."  Mills  po in ts  ou t  t h a t  people fee l  th e  need to  give reasons

f o r  t h e i r  a c t ions  ( to  themselves  as well as o t h e r s ) ,  and t h a t  what

"reasons" a re  p o s s ib le ,  while  appearing  in h e re n t ly  l o g i c a l ,  a re  

a c t u a l l y  agreed-upon convent ions .  In o the r  words,  one le a rn s  what 

kinds o f  explana t ions  a r e  r e g u l a r l y  o f fe red  by o the rs  and w i l l  be 

accepted by o the rs  as " re a so n a b le . "  In following a conversa tion — 

any conversa tion  — hearers  must share  with speakers  concepts of  what 

i s  a p p ro p r i a t e ,  l o g i c a l ,  and re a so n a b le ,  in o rder  to  understand what 

they a re  g e t t i n g  a t .

Such an in h e re n t ly  so c ia l  view o f  language i s  found most system­

a t i c a l l y  and e loquen t ly  e x p l i c a te d  in the  w r i t i n g s  of Erving Goffman. 

Goffman (1959) i d e n t i f i e s  th e  kernel u n i t  o f  i n t e r a c t i o n  not as the  

ind iv idua l  but the  team: "a s e t  o f  ■individuals whose in t im a te  co­

opera t ion  i s  requ i red  i f  a given p ro jec ted  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  the  s i t u a t i o n

i s  to  be m a in ta in ed .11 Thus, th e  ways in which people organize  t h e i r
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exper ience  o f  th e  world f o r  t a l k ,  and what they choose to  say about i t ,  

i s  conven t iona l ized  and c u l tu ra l l y - d e t e r m in e d .

C u l tu r a l ly - in f lu e n c e d  app ro p r ia ten ess  judgments have been th e  

focus o f  c r o s s - c u l t u r a l  resea rch  in a number o f  f i e l d s .  Much r e c e n t  

work in  t h e  a rea  of  cogni t ion  has prompted a s h i f t  in emphasis from 

th e  p o s t u l a t i o n  o f  d i f f e r e n c e s  in c o g n i t iv e  processes  to  the  concept 

o f  '“fu n c t io n a l  c o g n i t iv e  systems" (Cole & S c r ibne r  1974) — t h a t  i s ,  

what people cons ide r  a pp rop r ia te  to  do_with p e rcep t ion .  In th e  same 

v e in ,  Bruner (1978) questions  the  conc lus ions  o f  Russian psycho log is t  

Alexander Lur ia ,  in a review o f  a r e c e n t l y - r e l e a s e d  study which Luria 

conducted in  1932. Examining d i f f e r e n c e s  in  cogn i t iv e  s t y l e  between 

i l l i t e r a t e  and educated pe a sa n ts ,  Luria i n d ic a ted  t h a t  h is  i l l i t e r a t e  

s u b je c t s  employed func t iona l  and concre te  reasoning r a t h e r  than 

a b s t r a c t  reason ing .  Afte r  examining L u r i a ' s  d a t a ,  Bruner notes  t h a t  

th e  p e a s a n t s '  reason ing ,  though d i f f e r e n t ,  i s  " a b s t r a c t "  in i t s  own 

way. He observes :  "Most o f  what has emerged from s tu d ie s  of

A f r i ca n s ,  Eskimos, Aborig ines ,  and o th e r  groups shows t h a t  the  same 

ba s ic  mental func t ions  a re  p re sen t  in a d u l t s  o f  any c u l t u r e .  What 

d i f f e r s  i s  th e  deployment of  th e se  fu n c t io n s :  what i s  considered an 

a p p r o p r i a t e  s t r a t e g y  su i ted  to  the  s i t u a t i o n  and the  ta sk"  (p. 88) .

A s i m i l a r  conclusion i s  drawn by Ekman (1979) in h is  s tu d i e s  o f  

f a c i a l  e x p re s s io n s .  In an experimental  s i t u a t i o n ,  Ekman exposed 

Japanese and American nurses to  g r i s l y  and d i s tu r b in g  photographs,  

under dual c ircumstances :  f i r s t  when they were a lone ,  and then in  t h e

presence o f  an i n v e s t i g a t o r .  He found t h a t  when they were a lone ,  mem­

bers  o f  th e  two groups showed comparable f a c i a l  exp ress ions .  However, 

in  th e  p resence  o f  an i n v e s t i g a t o r ,  th e  American su b jec t s  continued to
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d i s p la y  th e  same exp ress ions  while  the  Japanese  su b jec t s  masked t h e i r  

d i s g u s t  with  sm i l in g .  Based on th e s e  and r e l a t e d  exper im ents ,  Ekman 

concludes t h a t  f a c i a l  express ions  o f  emotion are  u n iv e r s a l ,  bu t  mem­

bers o f  d i f f e r e n t  c u l t u r e s  d i f f e r  with  regard  to  d i sp lay  r u l e s : t h a t

i s ,  when they deem i t  a p p r o p r i a t e  to  a llow o the rs  to  wi tness  those  

express ions .  ( I t  i s  easy to  imagine the  e f f e c t s  on c r o s s - c u l t u r a l  

communication o f  th e  use o f  d i f f e r e n t  d i s p la y  ru le s  — f o r  example, 

in a s i t u a t i o n  in which one cons ide rs  i t  a pp rop r ia te  f o r  a person to  

show d i s t r e s s  and f in d s  in s te ad  t h a t  th e  o th e r  person i s  s m i l in g ) .

My own r e s ea rc h  on c r o s s - c u l t u r a l  n a r r a t i v e s  (Tannen 1978 and to  

appear) fu r n i sh e s  examples of  th e  same phenomenon. In connection with  

a p r o j e c t  d i r e c t e d  by Wallace Chafe,  twenty American and twenty Greek 

women viewed a s h o r t  movie (o f  our own production)  and then t o l d ,  one 

by one,  what they had seen in th e  movie. The r e s u l t i n g  n a r r a t i v e s  

demonstrated t h a t  what th e  Greeks and th e  Americans considered a t a sk  

a p p ro p r ia te  to  answering th e  ques t ion  "What happened in the  movie?" 

were q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t . 7 The n a r r a t i v e s  produced by the  Americans e v i ­

denced the  f a c t  t h a t  they  were performing a memory t a s k .  They i n ­

cluded as many d e t a i l s  as p o s s ib le  (with the  r e s u l t  t h a t  t h e i r  n a r ­

r a t i v e s  were s i g n i f i c a n t l y  lo n g e r ) ,  and they fussed over temporal 

s e q u e n t i a l i t y  and accuracy  of  d e t a i l .  In c o n t r a s t ,  the  Greeks seemed 

to be t ry i n g  to  t e l l  s a t i s f a c t o r y  s t o r i e s .  Their  n a r r a t i v e s  were 

o f ten  s t r u c tu r e d  around a theme, and they  tended to  omit d e t a i l s  t h a t  

did no t  c o n t r i b u t e  to  t h a t  theme. They fu rn ished  " i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s "  

about c h a r a c t e r s '  m ot iva t ion  and judgments about t h e i r  behav ior .  On 

the  whole, both groups succeeded in  t h e i r  apparent goa ls :  the

Americans proved themselves ab le  r e c a l l e r s ,  and the  Greeks proved
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themselves ab le  s t o r y - t e l l e r s .

The Greeks and Americans d i f f e r e d  as well with regard  to  how 

t h e i r  n a r r a t i v e s  r e f l e c t e d  th e  f a c t  t h a t  they were t e l l i n g  about a 

f i lm .  The Americans showed themselves to  be media-wise.  They used 

ja rgon  a s s o c ia te d  with cinema ("camera ang le ,"  "soundt rack ,"  and so 

on) and were preoccupied with  c r i t i c i z i n g  the  f i lm -m aker 's  te chn ique .  

The Greeks,  on the  o th e r  hand, made a po in t  o f  f in d in g  th e  f i l m ' s  

message.  Both groups,  then ,  were performing the  n a r r a t i v e  t a sk  in 

ways t h a t  were t r i g g e re d  by t h e i r  "frames" or " s t r u c t u r e s  o f  expec ta ­

t io n s "  (R. N. Ross 1975) about what was a p p ro p r i a t e .  Having seen the  

same movie, they d i f f e r e d  in what aspec ts  of  the  f i lm  they deemed 

a p p r o p r i a t e  to  v e r b a l i z e ,  and by what coherence p r i n c i p l e s  they 

organized those  elements i n to  n a r r a t i v e .  I have shown elsewhere in 

d e t a i l  (Tannen 1979b) how such expec ta t ions  in f luence  v e r b a l i z a t i o n  on 

a l l  l e v e l s  o f  d i scou rse .

O r a l / L i t e r a t e  T rad i t io n

Relea ted re sea rch  f in d in g s  which bear s t ro n g ly  upon the  r e s u l t s  

o f  t h i s  c r o s s - c u l t u r a l  n a r r a t i v e  study emerge from work on the  r h e t o ­

r i c s  o f  o ra l  and l i t e r a t e  t r a d i t i o n .  (For a summary o f  re cen t  

re s ea rc h  in t h i s  a rea  see Rader [to a p p e a r ] ) .  A number of i n v e s t i g a t o r s  

have hypothesized t h a t  s t r a t e g i e s  a s so c ia te d  with one or  the  o th e r  of  

th e se  r h e t o r i c a l  t r a d i t i o n s  can be employed in e i t h e r  mode. For 

example, Walter Ong a s s e r t s ,  in an in te rv iew  with A l t ree  (1973) ,  t h a t  

as a r e s u l t  o f  l i t e r a c y :
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You ge t  a h igh ly  developed l i n e a r ,  sequen t ia l  th inking  

t h a t  goes on only in  a very l im i t ed  way in ora l  c u l t u r e ,  

not in t h i s  p ro t r a c t e d  way. Oral c u l tu r e s  t y p i c a l l y  

organize  thought  in  " say ings" :  formulas ,  proverbs ,  

aphorisms, and the  l i k e .  Once you g e t  w r i t i n g ,  t h i s  

e a r l i e r  o rg a n iz a t i o n  i s  slowly phased out or mini­

mized  Once you had w r i t i n g ,  you could become fa m i l ­

i a r  with  th e  kind of  sequen t ia l  th in k in g  t h a t  you do in 

w r i t i n g .  Then your t a l k  could r e f l e c t  the  kind of 

th ink ing  t h a t  w r i t i n g  enabled you to  do. (p. 18)

In o th e r  words, the  kind o f  o rgan iz ing  p r i n c i p l e s  t h a t  y ie ld  "sequen­

t i a l "  or  " l in e a r "  r h e t o r i c a l  s t r u c t u r e  i s  a s s o c ia te d  with l i t e r a c y  but 

can be found in oral  language as w e l l .

Others have come to  s i m i l a r  conc lus ions .  Goody (1977) notes  t h a t  

w r i t i n g ,  and formal schooling with  which i t  i s  i n e x t r i c a b ly  i n t e r ­

twined , made p o s s ib le  and placed value upon th e  s k i l l s  of r e p e t i t i o n ,  

copying, and verbatim memory, a l l  o f  which a re  unnatural  as well as 

u n o ra l .  In c o n t r a s t ,  memory in oral  c u l tu r e  i s  c r e a t i v e l y  recon­

s t r u c t e d  according to  a known schema. (In t h i s  Goody i s  bu i ld ing  upon 

th e  work o f  Lord 1960).  Goody, l i k e  Ong, notes  t h a t  oral t r a d i t i o n  i s  

not rep laced  by l i t e r a t e ;  r a t h e r ,  the  two modes c o ex i s t  in modern 

s o c i e t y ,  a f a c t  which causes a c e r t a i n  amount o f  confusion, s ince  

th e r e  a r i s e s  a "gap between the  pub l ic  l i t e r a t e  t r a d i t i o n  of  the  

schoo l ,  and the  very d i f f e r e n t  and indeed o f ten  d i r e c t l y  c o n t r a d ic to ry  

p r i v a t e  oral  t r a d i t i o n  o f  the  family  and peer group" (Goody & Watt 

1962).  Cook-Gumperz and Gumperz (1978) p o in t  out t h a t  American and

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



48

western  European s o c i e t i e s  have conven t iona l ized  l i t e r a t e  r h e t o r i c a l  

s t r a t e g i e s  f o r  oral  use in many pub l ic  s i t u a t i o n s .

This d i s t i n c t i o n  between ora l  and w r i t t e n  r h e to r i c a l  s t r a t e g i e s  

i s  not a b s o lu t e ,  but i s  useful as a h e u r i s t i c  device .  I t  corresponds 

to  what Bernste in  (1970) c a l l ed  " e labo ra ted"  and " r e s t r i c t e d "  codes .

I t  i s  a g r e a t  mis for tune  t h a t  B e r n s t e i n ' s  hypothesis was m i s i n t e r ­

p re ted  to  imply l i n g u i s t i c  d e f i c i t  in lower c l a s s  speakers and eg re -  

g ious ly  m isappl ied .  In f a c t ,  t h e  "e labo ra ted"  code which he found to  

c h a r a c t e r i z e  the  speech o f  upper c l a s s  members may be seen as  the  

"decon tex tua l ized"  r h e t o r i c a l  s t y l e  o f  w r i t t e n  t r a d i t i o n .  The 

" r e s t r i c t e d "  code of the  lower c l a s s e s  i s  then the  ing roup-as soc ia ted  

r h e t o r i c  of  ora l  t r a d i t i o n  — highly  dependent upon f a m i l i a r  contex­

tu a l  in format ion .

This l a s t  d i s t i n c t i o n  i s  made by Olson (1977) who sugges ts  t h a t  

w r i t t e n  s ta t em en ts ,  while depending upon p r i o r  agreement as t o  r u l e s  

o f  argument, p resen t  th e  bulk o f  meaning in the  t e x t  i t s e l f .  In con­

t r a s t ,  ora l  s ta tements  appeal to  common exper ience f o r  meaning: t h a t  

i s ,  th e  meaning i s  in the  co n tex t .  Both Robin Lakoff and Margaret  

Rader (personal  communication) p o in t  ou t  t h a t  Olson 's hypothesis  t h a t  

" the  meaning i s  in the  t e x t "  o f  w r i t t e n  language i s  i d e a l i z e d .  Anyone 

looking c l o s e ly  a t  any w r i t t e n  t e x t  can qu ick ly  see t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a 

mass o f  soc ia l  knowledge the  r ead e r  must have in order to  make sense 

o f  w r i t t e n  s ta tem en ts .  I t  i s  t r u e ,  n o n e th e l e s s ,  t h a t  the  degree  to  

which uns ta ted  assumptions and r e f e r e n c e s  underly arguments i s  g r e a t e r  

in spoken language ( t h a t  i s ,  casual spoken language, not the  formal 

r h e t o r i c a l  s t y l e s  which have been in f luenced  by l i t e r a t e  t r a d i t i o n ) .
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I t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  not a l l  spoken language adheres t o  the  r h e t o r i c  

o f  ora l  t r a d i t i o n ,  whi le  not a l l  w r i t t e n  language i s  governed by th e  

r h e t o r i c  o f  l i t e r a t e  t r a d i t i o n .  This phenomenon i s  a t  th e  h e a r t  o f  

re s ea rc h  by Keenan (1977) on planned and unplanned d i s c o u r se .  Keenan 

ques t ions  t h e  view c u r r e n t  in c h i ld  language s t u d i e s  t h a t  communica­

t i v e  s t r a t e g i e s  acquired l a t e r  in a c h i l d ' s  development re p la ce  e a r ­

l i e r  s t r a t e g i e s .  She suggests in s tead  t h a t  s t r a t e g i e s  learned  l a t e r  

a re  simply added to  the  c h i l d ' s  r e p e r t o i r e .  In v e r b a l i z a t i o n ,  th en ,  

a d u l t s  con t inue  to  use the  f u l l  r e p e r t o i r e ,  but when c a l l e d  upon to  

engage in  unplanned d i s co u r se ,  they r e l y  more heav i ly  on s t r u c t u r e s  

and s k i l l s  acqu ired  in the  f i r s t  t h r e e  o r  fo u r  year s  o f  l i f e .

Keenan's observa t ions  exp la in  Labov's (1969) a t  f i r s t  j o l t i n g  

a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  " the  h ighes t  percentage  o f  well formed sen tences  a re  

found in  casual speech,  and work ing-c lass  speakers  use more well 

formed sen tences  than midd le -c lass  speakers .  The widespread myth t h a t  

most speech i s  ungrammatical i s  no doubt based upon tapes  made a t  

learned  c o n fe ren c e s ,  where we ob ta in  th e  maximum number of  i r r e d u c i b l y  

ungrammatical s en te n c es . "  The mode o f  v e r b a l i z a t i o n  c a l l e d  "w r i t ten"  

by Goody, Olson and o the rs  i s  c l e a r l y  planned w r i t t e n  d i s c o u r s e ,  while 

the  mode c a l l e d  "o ra l"  i s  unplanned ora l  d i s c o u r se .  I t  seems l i k e l y  

t h a t  the  h igh ly  grammatical na tu re  o f  casual  speech which Labov 

a t t r i b u t e d  t o  working-c lass  speakers  corresponds  to  ora l  unplanned 

d i s co u r se  — hence making use o f  s t r u c t u r e s  and s k i l l s  learned  e a r l y  

in l i f e  and used c o n s ta n t ly  in casual t a l k .  The ungrammatical speech 

o f  " le a rn ed  confe rences"  which Labov r e f e r s  t o  r e f l e c t s  t h e  a t tempt  by 

h igh ly  l i t e r a t e - speakers  to c r e a t e  the  complex s t r u c t u r e s  o f  w r i t t e n  

planned d i s c o u r se  in  an oral  mode, making use o f  s t r u c t u r e s  learned
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l a t e r  in  l i f e  and used only in  c i rcumscribed and s p e c i a l i z e d  s i t u a ­

t i o n s :  hence t h e i r  im perfec t  r e a l i z a t i o n .

Yet ano ther  s t r an d  o f  r e s ea rch  whose f in d in g s  c o r r e l a t e  with 

th e se  i s  t h a t  o f  B ea t r i z  Lavandera (1978a) who has found t h a t  speakers  

o f  Chicano Spanish as well as speakers  of  Cocoliche (a v a r i e t y  o f  

Spanish spoken by I t a l i a n  immigrants in Argentina) avoid use of  com­

plex cond i t iona l  tenses  by using d iscou rse  s t r a t e g i e s  which do not 

r e q u i r e  them. For example, they  h a b i t u a l l y  employ d i r e c t  d iscourse  in 

t e l l i n g  s t o r i e s  r a t n e r  than i n d i r e c t  d iscou rse  ( e .g .  "He says ,  'What 

do you w a n t? "1 as opposed to  "He asked me what I wanted.")

Lavandera 's  r e sea rch  shows t h a t  i t  i s  not th e  case t h a t  such speakers 

do not know the  cond i t iona l  forms. When asked to  c o n s t r u c t  sentences  

which re q u i r e  them, they  a r e  q u i t e  ab le  to  do so.  I t  i s  simply t h a t  

they p r e f e r  the  s t r a t e g i e s  which do not r e q u i r e  them.

Rapport vs .  Decontextualized S t r a t e g i e s

Considering f in d in g s  by a l l  t h e se  s c h o l a r s ,  I have hypothesized 

the  following phenomenon: u se r s  o f  in-group or  l o c a l i z e d  speech

v a r i e t i e s  such as Cocol iche ,  Chicano Spanish,  or c e r t a i n  New York City 

d i a l e c t s  (perhaps a l so  speakers  o f  B e r n s t e in ' s  " r e s t r i c t e d  code") may 

be employing verbal dev ices  a s s o c i a t e d  with  family  and home in more 

s e t t i n g s  than do speakers  o f  s tanda rd  l i n g u i s t i c  d i a l e c t s  — in o the r  

words, the  r h e t o r i c  o f  ora l  t r a d i t i o n  r a t h e r  than l i t e r a t e  t r a d i t i o n .  

For example, th e  s t r u c t u r e s  which Lavandera has found to  be p re fe r red  

in such " d i a l e c t s "  bu i ld  on a s t r a t e g y  o f  camaraderie  - -  t h a t  i s ,  they 

evoke in te rp e r so n a l  s o l i d a r i t y .  D irec t  d iscou rse  i s  more evocative  of  

emotional involvement and in te rp e r s o n a l  immediacy; i t  i s  more h ighly
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con tex tua l iz ed ,  one might say ,  than the  i n d i r e c t  d iscou rse  which i s  

i n t u i t i v e l y  r e l a t e d  to  the  decontex tua l ized  tone  o f  l i t e r a t e  c u l t u r e  

and w r i t t e n  t r a d i t i o n .  Like so many elements o f  l i t e r a t e  d i s c o u r se ,  

i n d i r e c t  d i s co u r se  i s  a l i n g u i s t i c  device which remedial w r i t in g  

s tuden ts  have a g r e a t  deal o f  t ro u b le  master ing ( c f  my own exper ience  

in teach ing  them).

The im p l ica t io n  i s  not t h a t  speakers of such s t y l e s  consc ious ly  

a t tem pt  to  invoke s o l i d a r i t y  when they speak. Rather ,  t h e i r  hab i tua l  

ways o f  t a l k i n g ,  lea rned  in  i n t e r a c t i o n  wi th in  the  ingroup, have con­

v e n t io n a l i ze d  the  use o f  verbal devices  a s so c ia te d  with a camarader ie -  

based s t r a t e g y  which i s  a s so c ia te d  with oral  t r a d i t i o n ,  as opposed to  

a Dis tance-based s t r a t e g y  a s so c ia te d  with l i t e r a t e  t r a d i t i o n .  Camara­

d e r i e ,  as Lakoff ( in  p ress )  ex p la in s ,  i s  the  s t r a t e g y  which recognizes  

maximal in te rp e r so n a l  involvement between speakers and between them 

and t h e i r  s u b je c t .  D is tance ,  on the o th e r  hand, denies  in t e rp e r so n a l  

or  emotional involvement — hence the  a s s o c ia t i o n  with decon tex tu ­

a l i z e d ,  l i t e r a t e  r h e t o r i c  o f  schooling and o th e r  formal s e t t i n g s .

Considering th e  soc ia l  r e a l i t y  of  groups whose d i a l e c t s  we a re  

d i s c u s s in g ,  i t  i s  easy to  p o s tu la te  t h a t  s t r a t e g i e s  which c a p i t a l i z e  

upon in te rp e r so n a l  involvement would be p re fe r r e d .  Borrowing terms 

from two r e l a t e d  paradigms, I have chosen to  r e f e r  to th e  s t r a t e g y  

a s so c ia t e d  with l i t e r a t e  t r a d i t i o n  as "decon tex tua l iz ed ,"  in  o rder  to  

avoid the  p o s s ib le  nega t ive  connota t ions  of  "D is tance ,"  and the  s t r a t ­

egy a s so c ia te d  with  ora l  t r a d i t i o n  found in in-group t a l k  as " r a p p o r t -  

based,"  in o rde r  to  emphasize t h a t  in te rp e r so n a l  involvement i s  

thereby  in focus .

<
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The ra p p o r t /d e c o n tex tu a l iz e d  schema sheds l i g h t  on much r e c e n t  

r e s e a r c h ,  inc lud ing  my own on Greek and American n a r r a t i v e s  (see p. 

45) .  In s o fa r  as the  Greeks in my s tudy sought to  t e l l  good s t o r i e s ,  

they were e x e r c i s in g  s k i l l s  a s so c ia te d  with ora l  t r a d i t i o n .  This 

r e l a t e s  as well t o  t h e i r  preoccupation with  f ind ing  a message in the  

f i lm  and in i n t e r p r e t i n g  and judging c h a r a c t e r s '  m o t iva t ions .  In a l l  

th e se  a s p e c t s ,  i t  i s  the  in te rp e r so n a l  involvement which i s  paramount. 

By c o n t r a s t ,  th e  Americans in the  s tudy ,  by performing a memory t a s k ,  

decon tex tu a l iz ed  the  speech event .

In ano ther  c r o s s - c u l t u r a l  study (Tannen 1979a) I compare s t r a t ­

eg ies  used by Greek and American informants  in i n t e r p r e t i n g  a s h o r t  

conversa t ion :

(1) Wife: John 's  having a p a r ty .  Wanna go?

(2) Husband: Ok.

(3) Wife ( l a t e r ) :  Are you sure  you want to  go?

(4) Husband: OK, l e t ' s  not go. I 'm t i r e d  anyway.

In choosing v a r i a n t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s ,  more Greeks than Americans 

favored th e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  t h a t  the  husband's  response  (2) "OK" did 

not mean t h a t  he r e a l l y  wanted to go to  the  p a r ty .  Rather ,  they 

be l ieved  t h a t  he was going along with what he perceived as h is  w i f e ' s  

i n d i r e c t  in d i c a t io n  in (1) t h a t  she wanted to  go. The reason most 

o f t e n  given by Greek respondents  to  exp la in  why they made t h i s  i n t e r ­

p r e t a t i o n ,  was th e  husband's lack o f  enthusiasm in h is  response "OK." 

This f in d in g  corresponds to  r e s u l t s  o f  q u i t e  a d i f f e r e n t  kind o f  study 

by V a s s i l io u ,  T r i a n d i s ,  V ass i l iou  and McGuire (1972) to  the  e f f e c t  

t h a t  Greeks p lace  more value on enthusiasm and spon tan e i ty  than do
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Americans.

Related to  t h i s  "enthusiasm c o n s t r a i n t "  i s  ano ther  phenomenon 

which I dubbed the  " b r e v i ty  e f f e c t . "  In exp la in ing  why they made c e r ­

t a i n  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s ,  many respondents  in  both groups r e f e r r e d  to  th e  

"b rev i ty"  o f  the  husband’s (2) "OK." However, a l l  Americans who made 

re fe re n ce  to  th e  b r e v i t y  o f  "OK," did so to  exp la in  why they be l ieved  

the  husband r e a l l y  wanted to  go to  the  p a r ty .  They reasoned t h a t  the  

b re v i ty  o f  h is  response  shows he was being c a s u a l ,  in form al ,  and hence 

s in c e re .  This i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  based on the  assumption t h a t  in an 

in-group s e t t i n g ,  one w i l l  say j u s t  what s /h e  means. In s t a r k  con­

t r a s t ,  Greeks who mentioned th e  b re v i ty  o f  the  husband's  "OK" did so 

in support  o f  the  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  t h a t  he did not r e a l l y  want to  go to  

the  p a r ty .  The ir  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  was based on th e  assumption t h a t ,  in  

an in-group s e t t i n g ,  r e s i s t a n c e  to  the  o t h e r ' s  w i l l  should not be 

expressed d i r e c t l y ,  so i t  w i l l  be expressed by saying l i t t l e .  The 

s t r a t e g y  i s  a v a r i a t i o n  o f  the  adage,  " I f  you c a n ' t  say something 

good, d o n ' t  say a n y th in g ."

Thus f o r  the  in-group s e t t i n g  posed, the  Greek speakers in  my 

study evidenced a communicative s t r a t e g y  by which enthusiasm i s  ex­

pected in a s in c e r e  express ion  o f  one 's  own p re fe re n c e s ,  and b re v i ty  

i s  expected in  express ion  o f  unwil l ingness  to  comply with th e  pe r ­

ceived wish o f  a c lo se  p a r t n e r .  The American respondents  revealed  

l e s s  expec ta t ion  o f  enthusiasm and s t a t e d  t h a t  b r e v i ty  i s  a s so c ia te d  

with  the  d i r e c t  communication o f  one 's  p re fe re n ce s .  In the  f i r s t  

system, the  s i g n a l l i n g  load i s  on in te rp e r so n a l  s o l i d a r i t y  through 

express ion  o f  enthusiasm. In t h e  second system the  s ig n a l l i n g  load 

i s  on the  co n ten t  which i s  t h e r e f o r e  taken "a t  face  va lue ."
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Moreover, in in te rv iews  in which respondents  d iscussed  why they 

chose one or  th e  o th e r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  Greek s u b je c t s  more o f t e n  per ­

s o na l ized  t h e i r  ana lyses .  That i s ,  they  repo r ted  having made i n t e r ­

p r e t a t i o n s  by r e fe re n ce  to  t h e i r  own exper ience ,  saying th in g s  l i k e ,  

"Well, t h a t ' s  how my husband does i t , "  o r ,  " I f  I were the  o n e . . . "  

Americans,  on th e  o th e r  hand, were more l i k e l y  to  t r y  to  be "ob jec­

t i v e "  in t h e i r  ana lyses .  As with th e  n a r r a t i v e s  t o l d  by Greek women 

in  the  f i lm  experiment,  th e  Greek approach i s  more pe rso n a l iz ed  and 

e x h i b i t s  s t r a t e g i e s  a s so c ia te d  with so c ia l  i n t e r a c t i o n  r a t h e r  than 

t h e  dep e r so n a l ized ,  decon tex tua l ized  approaches used by American 

respondents  which a r e  a s so c ia t e d  with formal schooling and l i t e r a t e  

t r a d i t i o n .

The f in d in g s  o f  o the r  r e s ea rc h e r s  can a l so  be unders tood in  terms 

o f  the  r a p p o r t /d e c o n te x tu a l i z e d  d i s t i n c t i o n .  For example, Courtney 

Cazden and Freder ick  Erickson have d i r e c t e d  re sea rch  on communicative 

s t r a t e g i e s  in b i l in g u a l  c lassrooms. Their  i n i t i a l  re s ea rc h  ind ica ted  

t h a t  not only Anglo-American teache rs  but even Chicano teach e rs  

p ra ised  Anglo-American c h i ld re n  more than Chicano c h i ld re n  in  mixed 

classrooms. Researchers Arthur Vera and Robert Carrasco began to  take 

p a r t  in Chicago b i l in g u a l  classrooms and thereby  d iscovered  t h a t  what 

was going on was more s u b t l e  than was a t  f i r s t  suspec ted .

While they d id  not p ra i s e  Chicano c h i ld re n  p u b l i c ly ,  the  Chicano 

t e ac h e r s  found o p p o r tu n i t i e s  to  p r a i s e  them in p r i v a t e .  At those  

t imes they a l so  thanked them fo r  having performed well f o r  the  b e n e f i t  

o f  th e  t e a c h e r .  This c o n t r a s t s  s t r i k i n g l y  with  what has been observed 

by Sarah Michaels (personal communication) in her r o l e  as p a r t i c i p a n t -  

observer  in an e t h n i c a l l y  mixed elementary  school in Berkeley,
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C a l i f o r n i a  ( in  connection with a p r o j e c t  d i re c ted  by John Gumperz and 

Herb Simons). Michaels notes t h a t  th e  white t e ac h e r  in her classroom 

p r a i s e s  c h i ld re n  p u b l i c ly  f o r  t h e i r  performance and r e g u l a r l y  reminds 

them t h a t  they  a re  performing not f o r  her but f o r  themselves .

The white  and Chicano t e ac h e r s  in th e se  s tu d ie s  use s t r a t e g i e s  

r e s u l t i n g  in  d i f f e r e n t  teach ing  s t y l e s  which a re  c o n s i s t e n t  with  the  

r a p p o r t /d e c o n te x tu a l i z e d  d i s t i n c t i o n .  By r e f r a i n i n g  from s in g l in g  

c h i ld re n  out f o r  publ ic  p r a i s e ,  t h e  Chicano teache r  honors t h e  impor­

tance  o f  the  c h i l d r e n ' s  mutual s o l i d a r i t y .  The m ot iva t ion  o f  p leas ing  

the  t e a c h e r  encourages the  c h i ld  t o  perform well in schoo l ,  based on 

th e  in te rp e r s o n a l  connection between th e  c h i ld  and th e  t e a c h e r .  In 

c o n t r a s t ,  th e  anglo t e a c h e r ' s  s t r a t e g y  of  public  p r a i s e  i s  l i k e l y  to  

engender compet i t iveness  in c h i ld re n  (such compet it iveness  i s  indeed 

observed in Michaels '  s tudy and no t  in th e  Chicano t e a c h e r s '  c l a s s ­

rooms). Furthermore,  th e  anglo t e a c h e r ' s  de-emphasis o f  her personal 

connection wi th  th e  c h i ld re n  leads  her to  urge them to  perform f o r  

t h e i r  own sakes .  In s t r i k i n g  c o n t r a s t ,  the  Chicano t e a c h e r ,  when 

p ra i s in g  Chicano c h i l d r e n ,  r e g u l a r l y  takes  them in to  her l a p ,  c a r -  

r e s s e s  them a f f e c t i o n a t e l y ,  and c a l l s  them endearing pe t  names — a l l  

devices  a s s o c ia t e d  with  a fam i ly ,  in -group rappor t  system.

J u s t  as coherence p r i n c i p l e s  ope ra te  on a l l  l e v e l s  o f  v e r b a l i z a ­

t io n  (Becker in p ress  b ) ,  so the  r a p p o r t /d e c o n tex tu a l i z e d  s t r a t e g i e s  

can be seen to  ope ra te  on the  l e x i c a l  as well as th e  d i s co u r se  l e v e l .  

For example,  Hi l l  (1978) demonstrates  t h a t  speakers o f  Hausa r e g u l a r l y  

employ an "in-tandem pro to type" when t a lk in g  about s p a t i a l  r e l a t i o n s ,  

while  speakers  o f  s tandard  American English employ a "mirror-image 

p ro to ty p e ."  In o th e r  words,  i f  t h e r e  i s  a rock s i t t i n g  between you
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and a t r e e ,  a mirror- image pro to type  would prompt you to  say t h a t  the  

rock i s  in  f r o n t  o f  the  t r e e ,  while an in-tandem pro to type  would 

prompt you to  say t h a t  the  rock i s  behind the  t r e e .  By th e  l a t t e r  pro­

to ty p e ,  i t  i s  as i f  you envis ion  the  t r e e  as marching in tandem with 

you, o r i e n te d  in space j u s t  as you a r e .  Hil l  sugges ts  t h a t  such a 

pro to type  i s  " l a r g e l y  generated by dynamic i n t e r a c t i o n "  (532).  Build­

ing up on t h i s  r e s e a rc h ,  Aronowitz and Hil l  ( t a l k  a t  UC Berkeley 

February 1979) found t h a t  among s tu d en t s  in New York City  schoo ls ,  

i n n e r - c i t y  black speakers  were more l i k e l y  to  employ the  in-tandem 

proto type  than were t h e i r  white c lassm ates .

The s p a t i a l  r e l a t i o n  pro to type  Hil l  d e sc r ib e s  as "in-tandem" can 

be seen as an outgrowth o f  a rappor t -based  s t r a t e g y  ( the  "dynamic 

i n t e r a c t i o n " ,  in h is  te rm s) .  The model i s  based on i n t e r a c t i o n  in 

which one a t t r i b u t e s  to  o the rs  the  s p a t i a l  o r i e n t a t i o n  one exper iences  

o n e s e l f ,  t h i s  p o s tu la t in g  maximal connection between the  o th e r  and 

o n e se l f .  Again,  I do not mean to imply t h a t  t h i s  ope ra tes  on a con­

scious  or  l i t e r a l  l e v e l .  Surely  a speaker of  Hausa does not fee l  any 

more connected to the  t r e e  than does a speaker o f  s tandard  American 

English.  The po in t  i s  simply t h a t  the  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  convent ional ized  

by hab i tua l  ways o f  speaking have b u i l t  on s o l i d a r i t y - b a s e d  s t r a t e g i e s  

a s so c ia te d  with  ora l  t r a d i t i o n  in the  one case ,  and on the  decontex­

t u a l i z e d  s t r a t e g i e s  of  l i t e r a t e  t r a d i t i o n  in  th e  o th e r .

This d i s t i n c t i o n  w i l l  f ig u r e  prominently in  the  a n a ly s i s  o f  the  

conversa t iona l  s t y l e  which w i l l  c o n s t i t u t e  the  bulk  o f  th e  p re sen t  

study. I t  w i l l  be seen t h a t  the  devices  p r e fe r r e d  by c e r t a i n  speakers 

in the  extended conversa t ion  analyzed, a re  determined by a r a p p o r t -  

based s t r a t e g y  — i . e .  one which honors ,  above a l l ,  in te rp e r so n a l
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connec t ions ,  and i s  more concerned with e s t a b l i s h in g  rap p o r t  than with 

tak ing  ca re  not t o  impose. I t  i s  a system which i s  preoccupied with 

the  r a p p o r t  f u n c t io n  o f  i n d i r e c t n e s s  — seeking the  h igher good o f  

f e e l i n g  t h a t  "we speak th e  same language" and "we a re  e q u a ls . "  In 

o th e r  words th e  s i g n a l l i n g  load i s  on the  in te rp e r so n a l  connection.

By c o n t r a s t ,  o th e r  speakers  in th e  group opera te  on a decontex tua l ized  

s t r a t e g y .  They a r e  more comfortable  t a lk in g  about non-personal sub­

j e c t s .  They o p e ra te  on a system which s t r i v e s  to  serve  the defens ive  

fu nc t ion  o f  i n d i r e c t n e s s  — seeking the higher good of  not v i o l a t i n g  

peop le ' s  need to  be l e f t  a lone  (nor  one 's  own, in the  form of  s e l f ­

exposure).  The examination o f  th e  consequences of use o f  p a r t i c u l a r  

l i n g u i s t i c  dev ices  in i n t e r a c t i o n  between people whose s t y l e s  thus 

d i f f e r ,  s e t s  in  r e l i e f  th ose  devices  which go unnot iced when i n t e r ­

a c ta n t s  share  s t y l e .
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NOTES TO CHAPTER ONE

1. This i s  how the  l a s t  l i n e  was spoken a t  a 1977 production o f  t h i s  

p lay  by th e  Berkeley Repertory Theatre  in  Berkeley,  C a l i f o r n i a .  In 

th e  published s c r i p t ,  th e  l i n e  r e a d s ,  "Indiv idua l  r a t h e r  than consecu­

t i v e . "

2. I f ee l  i t  ap p ro p r ia te  to  acknowledge here-a personal deb t  to  Sacks 

and S cheg lo f f ,  which in  i t s e l f  may be a tes tament  to  th e  impact o f  

t h e i r  work. When I a t tended  th e  1973 summer LSA I n s t i t u t e  in Ann 

Arbor,  Michigan, I was a w r i t i n g  t e a c h e r  who was f in d in g  out what l i n ­

g u i s t i c s  might be. Two o f  th e  t a l k s  t h a t  most i n s p i r e d  me during t h a t  

c r u c ia l  summer were those  by Sacks and Scheglof f .  In h is  t a l k ,  

Scheg lo f f  covered va r ious  blackboards  with  t i n y  w r i t i n g  giv ing  

examples o f  conversa t ion  from te lephone  t a l k  and proceeded to  show 

t h a t  what seemed a t  f i r s t  "random" was sy s te m a t ic ,  o r d e r l y ,  and f i n e l y  

coo rd ina ted .  I t  i s  t h i s  sudden r e v e l a t i o n  of  order  where t h e r e  seemed 

chaos ,  o f  th e  arcane in  the  seemingly commonplace, t h a t  i s  the  s t u f f  

o f  which both science and wonder a re  made.

3. Other v a r i a t i o n  t h e o r i s t s  as well ( c f  Lavandera 1978a). have begun 

to  ques t ion  whether t h e  most i n t e r e s t i n g  l i n g u i s t i c  phenomena can be 

s tu d ied  pure ly  through q u a n t i f i a b l e  v a r i a t i o n  s t u d i e s .

4. I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  r e s i s t  the  urge to  r e l a t e  a personal  anecdote 

h e re ,  to  b r ing  home ( l i t e r a l l y )  th e  s ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  the  d i s t i n c t i o n  

between defensiveness  and r a p p o r t ,  or p o s i t i v e  and nega t ive  face  

wants.  I once had a f r i e n d ,  and a very good f r i en d  he was,  who asked 

what I thought peop le ' s  g r e a t e s t  d r iv e  was. I answered w i thout  h e s i t a ­

t i o n ,  " the  need f o r  community." He did  not agree;  he thought i t  was
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"the  need f o r  independence." And so i t  happened t h a t  we did not r e ­

main f r i e n d s .  I t  came about,  however, t h a t  we met and d iscussed  t h i s  

same ques t ion  more than a year  l a t e r ,  by which t ime my f r i e n d  had 

grown r a t h e r  t i r e d  o f  h is  s in g l e  l i f e ,  and I had grown r a t h e r  fond o f  

mine. I t o l d  him t h a t  I had come around to  h is  way o f  th in k in g :  I

now agreed t h a t  p e o p le ' s  g r e a t e s t  d r iv e  was to  be independent .  He, 

f o r  h is  p a r t ,  t o ld  me he had changed h i s  mind as well and decided 

t h e i r  g r e a t e s t  need was f o r  community. This e te rn a l  back-and- fo r th  

seems a t t r i b u t a b l e  to  the  ex i s t en ce  o f  both th e se  bas ic  d r iv e s .  We 

had independently  h i t  upon the  very same two bas ic  wants t h a t  Brown 

Levinson d i sce rn ed ,  and the  basic  s t r a t e g i e s  which Lakoff had noted 

before  them.

5. The outcome o f  t h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i s  a case  in  p o in t  o f  the  pos­

s i b l e  e f f e c t s  of awareness of s t y l i s t i c  d i f f e r e n c e s .  For a p e r iod ,  

the  two women met r e g u l a r l y  in the  u n i v e r s i t y  s e t t i n g  and found each 

o t h e r ' s  behavior d i s c o n c e r t i n g :  Mary was o f ten  h u r t  by what she pe r ­

ceived as Sue 's  a loo fness  and continued to  offend her by her  unwit t ing  

in t r u s i v e n e s s .  A f te r  a w hi le ,  however, the  two got t o  know each o th e r  

and had occas ion to  d i s cu s s  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  s t y l e s .  They grew to  

l i k e  each o th e r  and enjoy each o t h e r ' s  company a t  schoo l .  They did  

no t ,  however, seek each o t h e r ' s  company in  soc ia l  s e t t i n g s .  The 

knowledge t h a t  a person i s  using a d i f f e r e n t  s t r a t e g y  may make t h e i r  

s t y l e  comprehensible ,  but i t  i s  not l i k e l y  to  make i t  en joyab le .

5. Readers w i l l  be i n t e r e s t e d  to  know t h a t  speaker B in  t h i s  example 

i s  the  very same person who f ig u r e s  prominently  in the  conversa t ion  

which w i l l  be the  b a s i s  f o r  th e  p re sen t  s tudy ,  in  which he i s  c a l l e d  

Karl . I t  w i l l  be seen in t h a t  a n a ly s i s  t h a t  se lf -mocking  i r o n i c
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usages such as "of course"  in t h i s  co n v e r sa t io n ,  a re  ty p ica l  o f  K a r l ' s  

s t y l e .

7. I do not in tend to  imply t h a t  t h e r e  a re  homogeneous groups c a l l e d  

"Greeks" and "Americans" which a re  t y p i f i e d  by the  su b jec t s  in  my 

study. Rather ,  I use th e  terms "Greeks" and "Americans" to  r e f e r  to  

those  who p a r t i c i p a t e d  in  the  s t u d i e s .  While i t  may be t h a t  they are  

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  c e r t a i n  segments o f  the  popula t ions  o f  t h e i r  re spec ­

t i v e  c o u n t r i e s ,  t h i s  need not  be th e  case  f o r  the  p o in t  to  be made 

t h a t  they evidence d iv e rg en t  p a t t e r n s  o f  v e r b a l i z a t i o n  s t r a t e g i e s  

between them.
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CHAPTER TWO 

A WORD ON METHODOLOGY

The p resen t  s tudy seeks to  e x p l i c a t e  conversa t iona l  s t y l e  by 

i s o l a t i n g  th e  verbal dev ices  used by s ix  people in two and a h a l f  

hours o f  spontaneous conversa t ion .  My aim i s  to  show how impressions 

p a r t i c i p a n t s  made on each o th e r  can be accounted f o r  by t h e i r  use of  

th e se  conversa t iona l  d ev ice s .

Talk communicates no t  only informat ion but a l so  images of the  

speaker (Goffman 1959).  Such conclusions  as whether ano ther  person i s  

n ice  or n a s ty ,  r e l i a b l e  or un trus tw or thy ,  c lev e r  o r  dull  — and hence 

whether one should b e f r ie n d  o r  do business  with her or  him — are  

based on a myriad o f  complex and s u b t l e  ways of  behaving o f  which 

speech i s  a most s a l i e n t  component. Conversational dev ices  are  the  

means by which both messages and metamessages a re  communicated. They 

include such phenomena as what comment to  make; when to  make i t ;  use 

of  irony and humor; when and how to  show enthusiasm and concern; when 

and how to  ask q u e s t io n s ;  when to  o v e r lap ;  use o f  p a r a l i n g u i s t i c  

f e a tu re s  such as p i t c h ,  loudness ,  vowel l e n g th te n in g ,  voice  q u a l i ty  

and tone .  All o f  th e s e  and o th e r  devices  w i l l  be examined as they a re  

used in a s in g le  extended i n t e r a c t i o n ,  to  understand t h e i r  e f f e c t s  

when they a re  used wi th  var ious  o the r  p a r t i c i p a n t s .

The an a ly s i s  r e v e a l s  t h a t  these  devices  a re  no t  randomly d i s ­

t r i b u t e d  in the  speech o f  members o f  th e  group. Though no two speak­

e rs  use a l l  the  same dev ices  in the  same way, th e re  a re  p a t te rn s  by 

which c e r t a i n  devices  cooccur in the  speech o f  p a r t i c i p a n t s .  The
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combination o f  p a r t i c u l a r  devices  makes up the  s t y l e  of each speaker .  

The broad ope ra t ing  p r in c ip l e s  by which p a r t i c u l a r  devices  a r e  used 

f o r  p a r t i c u l a r  e f f e c t s  a re  conversa t iona l  s t r a t e g i e s .

In o th e r  words, a person may have a s t y l e  made up o f  the  use of  

the  fo llowing dev ice s :  f requen t  o v e r la p ;  f r e e  o f f e r  o f  opinions  un­

r e l a t e d  to  previous  t a l k ;  p e r s i s t e n c e  of  c o n t r ib u t io n s  over severa l  

tu rns  d e s p i t e  lack  o f  r e a c t io n  from o t h e r s ;  p re fe rence  f o r  loud and/o r  

h igh-p i tched  u t t e r a n c e s ;  c o n t r ib u t io n s  timed to  l a t c h  onto preceding 

u t t e r a n c e s  w i thou t  pause; few i n t e r n a l  pauses;  and so on. All o f  

th e se  devices  may grow out of  a p a r t i c u l a r  way o f  f u l f i l l i n g  p o s i t i v e  

face  wants or  the  r appo r t  fu nc t ion  o f  communication. The assumption 

i s  t h a t  !,t r u e  f r i e n d s "  do not have to  worry about imposing on each 

o th e r ,  and the  n i c e s t  th ing  one can do i s  to  a c t  as i f  "we're t r u e  

f r i e n d s " .

The actua l  f r i e n d l i n e s s  f e l t  by one opera t ing  on such a s t r a t e g y  

does not n e c e s s a r i l y  d i f f e r  from t h a t  f e l t  by one who opera tes  on a 

d i f f e r e n t  s t r a t e g y .  For example, ano ther  speaker might use th e  f o l ­

lowing dev ices :  in f req u en t  ov e r lap ;  picking up on to p ic s  r a i s e d  by

o t h e r s ;  hedges and h e s i t a t i o n s  when o f f e r i n g  new to p i c s ;  use of  f l a t  

i n t o n a t i o n ;  a l lowing fo r  s i l e n c e  between c o n t r ib u t io n s ,  and so on. 

These devices  may grow out of a p a r t i c u l a r  way o f  f u l f i l l i n g  nega t ive  

face  wants or  th e  defens ive  fu n c t io n  o f  conversa t ion ;  t h a t  i s ,  to  

r e s p e c t  p e o p le ' s  pre fe rence  not  to  be imposed upon. The assumption 

i s  t h a t  t r u e  f r i e n d s  re sp ec t  each o th e r  in t h i s  way.

Any s e t  o f  devices  becomes convent iona l ized  in speech communities 

which employ them, and habitual  in  the  speech o f  members of  the  

group. A " rappor t -based  s t r a t e g y "  does not n e c e s s a r i l y  genera te
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ra p p o r t  in an i n t e r a c t i o n .  Rapport i s  th e  goal o f  a l l  i n t e r a c t i o n ;  

i t  i s  achieved when expec ta t ions  about the  use o f  devices  to  convey 

p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e n t  a re  shared .  On th e  o th e r  hand, any device  can f a i l  

to  e s t a b l i s h  r a p p o r t  (o r  d i s t a n c e ,  or whatever i t s  i n t e n t i o n )  when 

used with  speakers  who a re  not accustomed to  i t s  use  fo r  t h a t  purpose.  

This w i l l  be demonstrated in the  t e x t  o f  the  a n a l y s i s .

The a n a ly s i s  i s  based on tw o -an d -a -h a l f  hours o f  conversa t ion  

recorded b e fo re ,  d u r ing ,  and a f t e r  d inner  a t  a s o c i a l  ga ther ing  on 

Thanksgiving, 1978. The ga ther ing  was made up o f  s i x  people o f  vary­

ing e t h n i c ,  geographic ,  and r e l i g i o u s  backgrounds,  and o f  varying 

degrees  o f  f a m i l i a r i t y  and intimacy among them. I was one o f  the  

gues ts  a t  t h e  d inne r .  Sho r t ly  a f t e r  everyone had a r r i v e d ,  I asked 

f o r  permission to  tape  the  conversa t ion .  Everyone th e r e  knew of  my 

i n t e r e s t  in s tudying co n v er sa t io n ,  so no one was s u r p r i s e d ,  but n e i t h e r  

did  they expec t  me to  do t h i s .  I had no s p e c i f i c  i n t e n t i o n ,  a t  t h a t  

p o in t ,  o f  basing my d i s s e r t a t i o n  on t h i s  r e c o rd in g .  I was in the  

h a b i t  of  c a r ry in g  my tap e  recorder  with  me and tu r n i n g  i t  on whenever 

people d i d n ’t  mind my doing so during t h e i r  c o n v er sa t io n .  On t h i s  

occas ion ,  everyone consented,  and I placed the  t a p e  re c o rd e r  in  the  

middle o f  th e  t a b l e .

The tape  reco rd e r  used was a Sony TC 150. I t  i s  small (7" x % " )  

and has a p l a in  black l e a t h e r  case which covers i t s  m e t a l l i c  s h e l l .

Only th e  i n t e r n a l  microphone was used , to  minimize th e  in t r u s iv e n e s s  

o f  the  machine.

There i s  a paradox inhe ren t  in  the  a c t  of  r eco rd in g  (as Fi l lmore 

has poin ted  ou t  on numerous o cca s io n s ) ,  i f  one i s  committed bo . -  to  

c o l l e c t i n g  "n a tu ra l "  da ta  and to  being m ora l ly  r e s p o n s ib l e  by
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securing the  informed consen t  o f  the  p a r t i c i p a n t s .  So long as p a r t i c ­

ip an ts  a re  aware o f  th e  presence  o f  the  r e c o r d e r ,  t h e r e  i s  a danger 

t h a t  t h i s  awareness may a f f e c t  t h e i r  way of  t a l k i n g .  Well ,  one say s ,  

t h a t ' s  a l l  r i g h t ,  because p r e t t y  soon people f o r g e t  about  th e  r eco rd e r .  

I t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  t h i s  happened in my study. During most o f  the  i n t e r ­

a c t i o n ,  the  tape  r e c o r d e r ' s  presence was ignored.  On th e  fo u r  occa­

s ions  when i t  was no t iced  and remarked upon, the  q u a l i t y  o f  s u r p r i s e  

in the  comments ("Are you s t i l l  tap ing?")  i s  in  i t s e l f  evidence t h a t  

p a r t i c i p a n t s  had f o r g o t t e n  i t  was th e r e .  Fur thermore ,  p a r t i c i p a n t s  

themselves repor ted  t h a t  they had fo rg o t ten  about  i t  and d i d n ’t  th in k  

i t  a f f e c t e d  t h e i r  behav io r .  But t h i s  very l a c k  o f  awareness c r e a t e s  

a problem in ano ther  sense .  For i s n ' t  t h e i r  consent the reby  e f f e c ­

t i v e l y  c an ce l led ,  as w i tnessed  by the  horror  with  which speakers  some­

times r e a c t  when they  suddenly remember the r e c o rd e r  and r e a l i z e  t h a t  

something they have j u s t  s a id  was taped ( t h i s  did not happen during 

th e  Thanksgiving c o n v e r sa t io n ) .

The i s sue  o f  "n a tu ra ln e s s "  i s  the  l e s s  t r o u b l i n g .  For one th in g ,  

as Wolfson (1976) e x p la i n s ,  "n a tu ra l "  speech i s  simply speech appro­

p r i a t e  to  an occas ion .  There i s  not a s i n g l e  e lu s i v e  form c a l l e d  

"n a tu ra l"  which we must c o n s t a n t ly  pursue.  Moreover, th e  r e l a t i v e l y  

l a rg e  number of  p a r t i c i p a n t s  in  the  group and the  f a c t  t h a t  they a re  

engaged in a soc ia l  ga th e r in g  and a re  f r i e n d s  renders  th e  soc ia l  p re s ­

su re  f a r  more s i g n i f i c a n t  than the  presence o f  the  tap e  r e c o r d e r .  In 

o the r  words, people play  to  th e  crowd. (This was found and repo r ted  

by Blom and Gumperz [1976] in  t h e i r  s tudy of  code-switching  in Norway, 

as well as by Labov [1972] in  h is  resea rch  on th e  speech o f  inner  

c i t y  black c h i l d r e n ) .
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The problem of  informed consent i s  more complex. The f a c t  t h a t  

consent may be e f f e c t i v e l y  cance l led  when speakers  f o r g e t  about the  

r e c o r d e r ' s  presence may be overcome by secu r ing  consent a f t e r  the  

f a c t .  Thus p a r t i c i p a n t s  in  my study l i s t e n e d  to  the  tape  a f te rw ard s ,  

and again consented to  i t s  use. What i s  more d i f f i c u l t ,  however, i s  

th e  ques t ion  o f  how "informed" they can conceivably  be — whether they 

could a n t i c i p a t e  th e  po ss ib le  impact o f  m ic ro an a ly s i s .  By cap tur ing  

the  speech o f  t h i s  i n t e r a c t i o n  on t s p r -  I i r r ev o cab ly  a l t e r e d  the  

exper ience  f o r  a l l  those  who p a r t i c i p a t e d .  By fo rc in g  them to  l i s t e n  

to  th e  i n t e r a c t i o n  a f t e r  the  f a c t ,  I confronted  them with images of  

themselves which would remain with  them, whether they l iked  the  

e f f e c t s  or  no t .  By d iscu ss in g  with  them and with t h e i r  f r i e n d s  what 

t h e i r  speech sounded l i k e  and what impact t h e i r  speech had on o th e r s  

in th e  group, I c re a te d  an awareness in them and in those  f r i e n d s  

which cannot be e ra sed .  When they granted  permission fo r  me to  tape  

t h e i r  conversa t ion  t h a t  evening in November, they could not have known 

what th e  e f f e c t s  of  t h i s  l a t e r  exposure would be. And once th e  a n a l ­

y s i s  was begun, such exposure could not be e r a se d ,  even i f  they had 

asked t h a t  th e  tape  record ing  be e ra sed .  I can only hope t h a t  th e  

r e s u l t i n g  exposure and awareness,  though i t  cannot always be p l e a s u r ­

a b l e ,  w i l l  a t  l e a s t  be considered i l lu m i n a t i n g  by my generous i f  un­

w i t t i n g  s u b je c t s .

I t  i s  a problem not  only f o r  p a r t i c i p a n t s ,  but  f o r  myself  and fo r  

readers  who wish to  pu t  the  p resen t  study in p e r s p e c t iv e ,  t h a t  the  

process  of  m ic roana lys is  leads  to  d i s t o r t i o n  as well as i n s i g h t .

(This phenomenon has been noted in  Chapter One, as d iscussed  by both 

P i t t e n g e r  e t .  a l . and Labov and Fanshel) .  Capturing a p e r so n 's  speech
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f o r  a n a l y s i s  n e c e s s a r i l y  c r e a t e s  an image o f  t h a t  person and h e r /h i s  

behavior  which i s  out o f  propor tion  to  th e  impact they might have had 

in ac tua l  i n t e r a c t i o n .  Everyone has had th e  exper ience  o f  wincing on 

see ing  h e r /h im s e l f  captured  in  a photograph — o n e 's  nose looks too 

long; o n e ' s  cheeks look hollow; one has been t rapped  in a grimace.  I t  

i s  not t h a t  th e  express ion repo r ted  by th e  camera i s  not " true"  ( the  

camera can only  r e f l e c t  what en te red  i t s  l e n s ) ,  bu t  the  cap tur ing  f o r  

a l l  t ime what was a f l e e t i n g  moment w i th in  a s tream of  behavior neces­

s a r i l y  f a l s i f i e s  the  e s s e n t i a l  na tu re  o f  th e  g lance .  S im i la r ly ,  any 

p e r so n 's  speech can be rendered absurd ,  comic, b i z a r r e ,  or  f o o l i s h ,  i f  

i t  i s  wrenched out o f  context  and held up f o r  a n a l y s i s .  Yet i f  i t  i s  

not wrenched ou t  o f  con tex t ,  i t  cannot be analyzed .  This paradox i s  

o p e ra t iv e  in the  p re sen t  study. I b e l iev e  my a n a ly s i s  i s  t r u e  to  one 

angle  of  th e  p i c t u r e ,  but I must remind my read e rs  (and myself) t h a t  

i t  i s  one ang le  only .  At the  same time t h a t  what I say about the 

i n t e r a c t i o n  i s  t r u e ,  t h e r e  a re  a l so  many o th e r  t r u t h s ;  had the  photo­

graph been snapped a second l a t e r ,  the  nose might have looked s h o r t e r ,  

the  cheeks l e s s  hollow — though they would b e ,n o n e th e le s s ,  the  same 

nose and cheeks making up the  same fa c e .

As soon as conversa tion  i s  recorded on t a p e ,  i t  becomes a new 

e n t i t y  — a taped conversa t ion ,  which i s  d i f f e r e n t  from th e  conversa­

t i o n  as i t  occurred .  For one t h i n g ,  as has been pointed o u t ,  a r e ­

cording i s  f ix ed  in time and a v a i l a b l e  f o r  p r e c i s e  rep roduc t ion ,  

whereas th e  very  essence of  t a l k  i s  t h a t  i t  d i sappea rs  as soon as i t  

i s  u t t e r e d  ar.d can be im perfec t ly  re c o n s t ru c te d  but not r e t r i e v e d .

In a d d i t i o n ,  the  t a l k  as u t t e r e d  in th e  ac tua l  i n t e r a c t i o n  i s  one 

channel o f  an in t e g r a t e d  complex inc lud ing  nonverbal components such
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as f a c i a l  e x p re s s io n ,  body movement, g e s t u r e ,  and so on. To i s o l a t e  

the  verbal channel a lone  n e c e s sa r i ly  d i s t o r t s  th e  p i c t u r e .  In some 

case s ,  th e  lo s s  o f  th e  o th e r  channels renders  t a l k  incomprehensible.  

Sometimes meaning can be recons t ruc ted  by r e f e r e n c e  to  memory, i f  not 

o ne 's  own, then perhaps t h a t  o f  another member o f  th e  group, or by 

r e t r i e v a l  o f  phys ica l  o b je c t s  which were p r e s e n t  a t  th e  t ime. Thus, 

f o r  example,  a t  two po in ts  in the  Thanksgiving co n v e r sa t io n ,  t a l k  

r e f e r r e d  to  a promotional f l y e r  a d v e r t i s in g  a r e c i t a l  which one o f  the 

p a r t i c i p a n t s  would be performing in .  The f i r s t  t ime I l i s t e n e d  to  the 

t a p e ,  t h i s  segment made l i t t l e  sense to  me. A f t e r  p lay ing  i t  f o r  

o the rs  who had been p r e s e n t ,  however, I was reminded t h a t  we had been 

d i scuss ing  the  f l y e r ,  and th e  one whose performance i t  announced was 

ab le  to  send me a copy o f  i t ,  making comprehensible  numerous d e t a i l s  

o f  our comments which would otherwise  have remained opaque.

Despite  the  e x e r c i s e  o f  memory and r e t r i e v a l  of  o b j e c t s ,  however, 

th e re  a r e  n e c e s s a r i l y  segments which w i l l  make l i t t l e  sense ,  and those 

t h a t  seem to  make p e r f e c t  sense  may none the less  appear d i f f e r e n t  than 

they did a t  the  t ime.  Again, what the  tape  r e c o r d e r  picks  up was 

n e c e s s a r i l y  t h e r e ,  bu t  i t  can only pick up a p iece  o f  the  i n t e r a c t i o n ,  

and no p iece  can be completely  understood w i th o u t  the  whole of which 

i t  was a p a r t .

The tape  r e c o r d e r  d i s t o r t s ,  to o ,  in t h a t  i t  p icks  up what i s  

n e a r e s t  to  i t .  Some voices  record more e a s i l y  than o th e r s ;  some 

speakers were s i t t i n g  c l o s e r  to  the  r e c o rd e r .  One p a r t i c i p a n t ,  Sus ie ,  

spoke very s o f t l y ,  and t h e r e f o r e  some of her speech was inaud ib le .  

U nfor tuna te ly ,  she was a l so  comparatively f a r  from th e  reco rd e r .  In 

a d d i t i o n ,  t h e re  were numerous overlapping c o n v e r sa t io n s .  At the
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t ime ,  each p a r t i c i p a n t  l i s t e n e d  to  only one o f  those  c o n v e r sa t io n s .

As o b se rv e r s ,  we want to  hear  both.  In some cases i t  was p o s s ib le  

through focused and repea ted  l i s t e n i n g  to  decipher both p a r a l l e l  con­

v e r s a t i o n s ;  in  o th e r s  cases  the  over lapping t a l k  made one o r  both 

incomprehens ib le .

F i n a l l y ,  t h e  tape  r e c o rd e r  remained s t a b l e ,  while t h e  people 

moved. T h e re fo re ,  those  who remained in th e  room with th e  r e c o rd e r  

had more of  t h e i r  speech recorded than did those  who o c c a s io n a l l y  

moved in to  t h e  k i tchen .  ( I  remained sea ted  near the  r e c o r d e r  the  

e n t i r e  t ime,  and t h i s  obvious ly  played a r o l e  in  the  f a c t  t h a t  I made 

th e  g r e a t e s t  number o f  recorded c o n t r i b u t i o n s ) .

As one c a ta lo g u e s  th e  weaknesses of  th e  tape  recorded  conversa ­

t i o n  to  r e f l e c t  the  i n t e r a c t i o n  t h a t  occur red ,  the  endeavor can begin 

to  f ee l  n e a r ly  hope less .  But the  o the r  s id e  o f  the  coin i s  t h i s :  on

the  ba s i s  o f  th e  r e c o rd in g ,  we can r e t r i e v e  much m ate r ia l  which was a 

c r u c i a l  p a r t  o f  th e  i n t e r a c t i o n ,  and when l i s t e n i n g  to  th e  r e c o rd in g ,  

the  p a r t i c i p a n t s  r e t r i e v e d  a very la rg e  p a r t  o f  the  exper ience  which 

remained dormant in  t h e i r  memories. Fur thermore,  t h e  i s o l a t i o n  o f  a 

s in g l e  channel i s  not so dreadfu l a shortcoming in l i g h t  o f  the  

redundancy o f  channe ls .  Information l o s t  from nonverbal channe ls ,  

such as f a c i a l  e x p re s s io n s ,  g e s tu r e s ,  and body movements i s  not t o t a l l y  

d i f f e r e n t  from t h a t  preserved in the  speech channel .  R a ther ,  i t  r e i n ­

fo rce s  the  messages communicated through language.

However, in  o rd e r  to  study the  taped co n v e r sa t io n ,  we must take  

i t  y e t  ano ther  s t e p  f u r t h e r  from actua l  i n t e r a c t i o n  — i t  must be 

t r a n s m i t t e d  t o  paper .  Not only i s  i t  impossible  to  keep th e  conversa ­

t i o n  in memory f o r  th e  purpose o f  a n a l y s i s ,  but even i f  i t  e x i s t e d  in
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memory, we would have to  r e f e r  t o  t h e  taped segment to  v e r i f y  how 

ex a c t ly  something was sa id  — with  th e  r e s u l t  t h a t  hours would be 

needed to  f ind  t h i s  or t h a t  phrase  on t a p e ,  and th e  tape  (as well  as 

th e  i n v e s t i g a t o r )  would be comple te ly  worn out before  long. A t r a n ­

s c r i p t  renders  the  taped conversa t ion  s tudyab le .

But j u s t  as the  taped conv er sa t io n  c r e a t e s  an e n t i t y  d i f f e r e n t  

from the  i n t e r a c t i o n  i t s e l f ,  so th e  t r a n s c r i p t  i s  y e t  ano ther  a r t i ­

f a c t .  Replacing spoken words with  w r i t t e n  ones c r e a te s  a myth o f  d i s ­

c r e ten e s s  — u t te r a n c e s  which were pronounced im per fec t ly  and in  a 

p a r t i c u l a r  way, a re  rendered as th e  complete words, in an id e a l i z e d  

form. The most e l a b o r a te  t r a n s c r i p t i o n  conventions can give only  the  

most p r im i t i v e  and incomplete i n d i c a t i o n  of  such f e a t u r e s  as to n e ,  

voice q u a l i t y ,  p i t c h ,  ampl i tude ,  p ronunc ia t ion ,  and so on ,  which con­

s t i t u t e  any u t t e r a n c e .  My i n t e n t i o n  was to  use the  t r a n s c r i p t  no t  as 

the  o b j e c t  of  s tudy but as a symbol f o r  the  reco rd ing ;  a f t e r  the  

repeated  l i s t e n i n g s  which were necessa ry  in o rder  to  render  the  t r a n ­

s c r i p t ,  the  l i l t  o f  the  t a l k  became a permanent record ing  in my head 

which I heard each time I r e f e r r e d  to  th e  t r a n s c r i p t .  But t h i s  

c r e a t e s  a discrepancy between th e  da ta  as s tud ied  and the  da ta  p resen ted  

to  the  r e a d e r .  Each reader  w i l l  n e c e s s a r i l y  c r e a t e  a t e x t  in h e r / h i s  

mind as s /h e  reads  the  t r a n s c r i b e d  segments o f  t a l k .  Only I and th ose  

who have heard the  tape  w i l l  be "hearing" the  same u t t e r a n c e s .

Thus t h e r e  a r e  t ro u b l in g  weaknesses in th e  use o f  tape  record ing  

and t r a n s c r i p t ,  y e t  th e se  t o o l s  make the  an a ly s i s  p o s s ib le .  Given our 

unders tanding o f  th e  shortcomings,  and our awareness o f  them, we must 

suspend them and move on to  make our a n a ly s i s .
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My procedure ,  th en ,  began with  my record ing  th e  conversa t ion  a t  

t h i s  g a th e r in g .  I had brought a 120-minute c a s s e t t e ,  so t h a t  two one- 

hour segments were recorded w i thou t  i n t e r r u p t i o n .  At the  end o f  the  

two hours ,  the  tape  re c o rd e r  was l e f t  i d l e  f o r  a t ime. Somewhat 

l a t e r ,  p a r t i c i p a n t s  no t iced  t h a t  the  tape  re c o rd e r  had s topped, j u s t  

as they had p rev ious ly  no t iced  t h a t  i t  was s t i l l  running.  They 

r e g r e t t e d  (as I d id ) t h a t  I did not have ano ther  blank ta p e ,  so the  

hos t  produced a 60-minute c a s s e t t e  which he had in  h i s  house,  and 

ano ther  40 minutes o f  conversa t ion  was recorded .  In th e  in te r im  

between t a p e s ,  a seventh  p a r t i c i p a n t  a r r i v e d ,  but  one who i s  deaf  and 

t h e r e f o r e  did not c o n t r ib u t e  to  the  t a l k .  (Although he became the 

focus o f  much a t t e n t i o n  l a t e r  in the  evening, dur ing th e  period of 

tap ing  he was p r a c t i c a l l y  ignored) .

The f a c t  t h a t  I was a p a r t i c i p a n t  in the  conversa t ion  c r e a t e s  

both d isadvantages  and advantages  in the  a n a l y s i s .  One of the  members 

o f  the  Thanksgiving group, Chuck, turned  to  me e a r l y  in the  event and 

asked, "How can you s tudy th e  conversa t ions  i f  y o u ' r e  a p a r t  of  the  

conversa t ions  and y o u ' r e  the  one t h a t ' s  w r i t i n g  the  paper about the  

conversa t ions  and have a l re ad y  made l i t t l e  t h e o r i e s  about what the  

conversa t ions  cto." He had a p o in t  t h e r e .  However, d i f f i c u l t  as i t  

i s  to  r e c o n s t r u c t  a sense o f  an event based only on recorded d a t a ,  i t  

would be impossible  f o r  me to  understand what had t r a n s p i r e d  i f  I had 

not been t h e r e .  I d e a l l y ,  perhaps, had I enough equipment, t ime and 

money, I might have s taged an i n t e r a c t i o n ,  observed i t  through a one-r 

way m i r r o r ,  and both video and aud io-recorded  i t .  But even i f  t h a t  

had been p o s s i b l e ,  I would have l o s t  o th e r  inva luab le  advantages.

For one th in g ,  observing i s  not the  same as being p a r t  — what I
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gained in  o b j e c t i v i t y  I would have l o s t  in i n t u i t i v e  sense o f  what was 

going on. And I would then have very d i f f e r e n t  so r t s  o f  d a t a .  By r e ­

cord ing an i n t e r a c t i o n  t h a t  was happening anyway — one t h a t  had

s i g n i f i c a n c e  f o r  everyone p re sen t  q u i t e  a p a r t  from my tap ing  i t  — I 

was ab le  to  cap tu re  a kind o f  i n t e r a c t i o n  ( " n a tu ra l "  i f  you w i l l )  

which had i t s  own dynamism.

The f a c t  t h a t  th e  event occurred n a t u r a l l y  and t h a t  I was a

na tu ra l  p a r t i c i p a n t  o bv ia te s  as well the  problem o f  th e  i n t r u s io n  o f

th e  i n v e s t i g a t o r  and the  experimental  s i t u a t i o n .  The f a c t  t h a t  p a r ­

t i c i p a n t s  would be t a lk in g  anyway, gives  the  s tudy f a r  g r e a t e r  dep th ,

I b e l i e v e ,  than t h a t  o f  conversa t ions  held between s t r a n g e r s  in a 

c o n t r iv e d  s i t u a t i o n .  Because p a r t i c i p a n t s  knew each o th e r  well and had 

h i s t o r i e s  and connections  among them, meanings co ns t ruc ted  in t h e i r  

t a l k  a r e  perhaps a b i t  ha rder  to  grasp - -  they a re  the  r e s u l t  o f  

meaning j o i n t l y  c r e a te d  over t ime. However, i t  y i e l d s ,  t o o ,  the  g re a t  

advantage  of  making a v a i l a b l e  to  us p a t te rn s  o f  usage which do not 

emerge among s t r a n g e r s  — playfu l r o u t i n e s ,  s u b t l e  irony and a l l u s i o n ,  

r e f e r e n c e  to  f a m i l i a r  jokes  and assumptions.  People who r e g u l a r l y  

i n t e r a c t  with  each o th e r  c r e a t e  a spec ia l  language between and among 

them, a language which i s  c a l l e d  upon and b u i l t  upon in t h e i r  f u tu r e  

i n t e r a c t i o n s  (and d ie s  when they cease  to  i n t e r a c t ,  which i s  p a r t  o f  

th e  pain o f  sever ing  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ) .

Chuck's s ce p t ic i sm  about p a r t i c i p a n t  a n a ly s i s  had continued:

"You s t a y  t h e r e  and y o u ’re  p a r t i c i p a t i n g  in the conversa t ion .  But i f  

y o u ' r e  busy making t h e o r i e s  about the  way th e  conversa t ions  go,  d o n ' t  

you ever  g e t  worried  about  the f a c t  t h a t  you may subconsciously  lead  

th e  conversa t ion  i n to  the  way you want i t  to  go?" I answered, " I t ' s
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a danger ."  But then I added, "But I d o n ' t  th ink  I do. I f o r g e t  t h a t  

i t ' s  on. I t ape  myself  so much t h a t  I r e a l l y  forget ."  But I admitted 

t h a t  I could not  know how much d i f f e r e n c e  i t  r e a l l y  .makes. Chuck was 

unconvinced but  generous:  "Yeah but s o c io l o g i s t s  a re  wishy washy t h a t

way. I t  d o e s n ' t  make any d i f f e r e n c e . "  "I 'm not a s o c i o l o g i s t , "  I 

reminded him. "Well,  ok ,"  he s a i d .  "What ARE you?" "A l i n g u i s t , "

I announced proudly.

And t h i s  leads  me to  ask  to  what e x ten t  my methods a re  congenial 

to l i n g u i s t i c s .  C e r t a i n ly ,  during th e  l a s t  t h r e e  q u a r t e r s  o f  a cen­

tu r y ,  the  in t ro d u c t io n  o f  th e  s c i e n t i f i c  method to  the  soc ia l  sc iences  

has c rea ted  an emphasis on q u a n t i f i a b i l i t y  and a c c o u n t a b i l i t y ,  which 

has made s i g n i f i c a n t  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  to  the se  f i e l d s .  But i t  i s  a lso  

c l e a r  t h a t  th e re  a re  bas ic  q u e s t io n s  about the  na ture  o f  human i n t e r ­

ac t io n  t h a t  have no t  been ad equa te ly  answered by c o n t r o l l e d  labora to ry  

experiments.  As Paul Rozin ( t a l k  a t  UC Berkeley summer 1977) pointed 

ou t ,  given a choice  between s tudying  something r e l a t i v e l y  unimportant 

which can be i s o l a t e d  and q u a n t i f i e d ,  and something important which 

cannot be,  most i n v e s t i g a t o r s  have opted fo r  the  f i r s t  kind of  study.

In r e c e n t  y e a r s ,  however, t h e r e  has been a growing sense o f  d i s s a t i s ­

fa c t io n  with  t h i s  approach, and a r e tu r n  to  e a r l i e r  more humanistic 

methods of  in q u i ry .  Research in th e  humanities ( fo r  example philosophy 

and l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m )  has proceeded to  a l a rg e  e x t e n t  undaunted by 

the  r i g o r s  and l i m i t s  o f  th e  s c i e n t i f i c  paradigm,with en l igh ten ing  and 

of ten  i n s p i r i n g  r e s u l t s .  I t  i s  becoming apparent t h a t  i t  i s  an unnec­

essary  and wasteful  handicap. — l i k e  t ry in g  to  study i n t e r a c t i o n  with 

hands t i e d  behind o ne 's  back, e a r s  plugged, and b l ind fo lded  — to 

ru le  out the  enormous amount o f  informat ion and i n s i g h t  which an
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i n t e l l i g e n t  observer  has a t  h e r / h i s  d isposa l  as a ve te ran  o f  human 

i n t e r a c t i o n .

As has been noted in Chapter One, t h e r e  i s  a z e i t g e i s t  to  t h i s  

e f f e c t ,  as more and more work i s  being done in a mode t h a t  might be 

c a l l e d  " i n t e r p r e t i v e " .  The in f lu en ce  o f  hermeneutic philosophy has 

been s i g n i f i c a n t  in t h i s  rega rd .  In l i n g u i s t i c s ,  the  work o f  

F i t t e n g e r  e t .  a ! . ,  t h a t  of  Gumperz, Lakoff ,  and Chafe and th e  most 

r e c e n t  work o f  Labov [with Fanshel)  and of  h is  s tu d en t  Lavandera,  a l l  

po in t  in  t h i s  d i r e c t i o n .

The o b je c t io n  w i l l  be r a i s e d :  but how do you know t h i s  i s  what

i s  r e a l l y  going on? I t ' s  j u s t  your i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  To t h i s  I have 

th r e e  r e p l i e s :  (1) th e  m u l t i p l i c i t y  o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  (2) in te rn a l

and e x te rn a l  evidence and (3) th e  "aha" f a c t o r .

(1) The m u l t i p l i c i t y  o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s . I do not o f f e r  mine as 

THE exp lan a t io n  o f  what i s  going on. I t  i s  simply one e x p lan a t io n ,  an 

account  o f  c e r t a i n  a spec ts  o f  a mass o f  components in the  i n t e r a c t i o n .

(2) In te rn a l  and ex te rna l  ev idence . I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  not 

f i sh e d  o u t  o f  the  a i r .  The f a c t  t h a t  something i s  not provable  does 

not mean t h a t  i t  i s  not .demonstrable.  I have followed th r e e  proce­

dures  which in su re  t h a t  I have not been led  a s t r a y :

A. There i s  evidence in  the da ta  in the  form o r  r e c u r r e n t  

p a t t e r n s .  I do not  base i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  on phenomena which appear  once,  

but r a t h e r  on phenomena which re c u r .  There fore  they a re  demonstrably 

m ot iva ted ,  no t  random.

B. There i s  evidence in the  da ta  in the  form o f  p a r t i c i p a n t  

behavio r .  For example, misunders tandings  o r  s t a r r e d  sequences a re  

marked by n o t i c e a b le  kinks in i n t e r a c t i o n a l  rhythm. Or, i f  I sugges t
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t h a t  Speaker A i s  im p a t ien t  with Speaker B, I show evidence in Speaker

A's behavior ( inc lud ing  and e s p e c i a l l y  speech behavior) t h a t  i n d ic a te s

impatience .

C. There i s  a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  in  t h e  form of two types o f  p lay ­

back. A f te r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  a re  made, they a re  checked a g a in s t  the  

independent r e a c t io n s  o f  p a r t i c i p a n t s .  Does Speaker A r e p o r t  having 

f e l t  im pa t ien t  o r  give o th e r  evidence to  t h a t  e f f e c t  ( e .g .  commenting

t h a t  Speaker B was tak in g  a long t ime g e t t i n g  to  the  p o in t ) ?  Playback

i s  the  l i tmus  t e s t  o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .

A f u r t h e r  o b je c t io n  may be t h a t ,  s ince  p a r t i c i p a n t s  know each 

o t h e r ,  they have f e e l i n g s  about each o th e r  q u i t e  a p a r t  from the  i n t e r ­

a c t i o n .  What i f  t h e i r  r e a c t i o n s  a re  coming no t  from the  behavior of  

the  moment but from t h e i r  h i s to r y  o f  i n t e r a c t i o n  and preconceptions  

about each o ther?  To c o r r e c t  f o r  t h i s  p o s s ib le  b ia s ,  a second kind of 

playback was c a r r i e d  ou t  with o b j e c t i v e  observers .  People who did not 

take p a r t  in the  i n t e r a c t i o n  l i s t e n e d  to  segments of the  tape  and 

commented on t h e i r  r e a c t i o n s  and the  reasons  f o r  them. Thus th e re  i s  

not  only a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  but g e n e r a l i z a b i l i t y . . .

(3) The "aha" f a c t o r . My t h i r d  r e p ly  to  the  doubters  o f  i n t e r ­

p r e t a t i o n  i s  perhaps the  most s i g n i f i c a n t :  I f  my i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s

c o r r e c t ,  then r e a d e r s ,  on hear ing my e x p l i c a t i o n ,  w i l l  exclaim w i th in  

t h e i r  heads ,  "Aha!" Something they have i n t u i t i v e l y  sensed w i l l  have 

been made e x p l i c i t .  Most d i scove ry ,  u l t i m a t e l y ,  i s  a process  o f  ex­

p la in ing  the  known. When the  s u b je c t  o f  a n a ly s i s  is  human i n t e r a c t i o n  

— a process chat we a l l  engage i n ,  a l l  our  l i v e s  - -  each reader  can 

measure i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  a g a i n s t  h e r / h i s  own exper ience .  I f  an i n t e r ­

p r e t a t i o n  is  misguided,  no l a rg e  number o f  readers  w i l l  be deeply
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impressed by i t ;  i t  w i l l  fade .  I f  i t  i s  t r u e ,  or  has grasped a por­

t i o n  o f  the  t r u t h ,  i t  w i l l  be remembered.

My method then was t o  r e c o rd ,  t r a n s c r i b e ,  and s tudy th e  d a t a ,  to  

genera te  hypotheses ,  and to  engage in playback with p a r t i c i p a n t s  and 

o th e rs  to  check hypotheses and genera te  new ones.  T r an sc r ip t io n  o f  

s e c t io n s  used f o r  a n a ly s i s  were checked as well with a t  l e a s t  one of  

the  p a r t i c i p a n t s .

During th e  process  o f  t r a n s c r i p t i o n  I began to  g e t  a sense  o f  

which episodes  I would focus  on f o r  a n a l y s i s .  F i r s t  o f  a l l ,  i t  bears 

mention t h a t  the  most usefu l u n i t  o f  study turned out to  be the  

episode  r a t h e r  th a n ,  f o r  example, th e  adjacency p a i r  or  the  speech 

a c t .  The adjacency p a i r ,  more o f t e n  than n o t ,  r e f l e c t e d  l i t t l e  o f  

what was being done in  i n t e r a c t i o n .  The speech a c t  too ( fo r  example 

ex p la in in g ,  q ues t ion ing )  was a means by which speakers were t r y i n g  to  

achieve  some co nversa t iona l  goa l .  The goal of  t a l k ,  from the  p o in t  of  

view o f  p a r t i c i p a n t s ,  was to  have some e f f e c t  on o th e r  p a r t i c i p a n t s  

( e .g .  draw ou t  a new member of the  group; t e l l  an amusing s t o r y ) .  I t  

was w i th in  the  episode t h a t  I could observe how p a r t i c i p a n t s  went 

about pursuing i n t e r a c t i v e  goals  and what the  e f f e c t s  in f a c t  were.  

(The psychologica l  r e a l i t y  o f  i n t e r a c t i v e  goals as opposed to  speech 

a c t s  i s  noted by Gumperz [ to  a p p ea r ] . )  In genera l ,  two kinds o f  

ep isodes  c a l l e d  out f o r  s tudy :  those  t h a t  were s t r i k i n g  because they

seemed to  t y p i f y  an i d e n t i f i a b l e  kind o f  i n t e r a c t i o n ;  and those  t h a t  

involved apparen t  d issonance .  J u s t  as th e  s t a r r e d  sentence  i s  f o r  

l i n g u i s t s  a dev ice  by which under ly ing  grammatical ru l e s  a re  un­

covered,  so ep isodes  in  which conversa t iona l  cooperation breaks down 

can be seen as s t a r r e d  sequences and used to  d iscover  conversa t iona l
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contro l  mechanisms which go unnoticed when conversa tion proceeds 

smoothly (Gumperz and Tannen 1979) — in o th e r  words, t o  uncover i n t e r  

ac t iona l  grammar. Such s t a r r e d  sequences a re  those  in which t h e r e  i s  

a n o t ic e ab le  d i s r u p t io n  in  rhythm, or p a r t i c i p a n t s  show s igns  of  

annoyance or  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  with  the  i n t e r a c t i o n  ( i . e .  E r ick so n ' s  

"uncomfortable moments"). Having i s o l a t e d  such episodes and i d e n t i ­

f i e d  the  devices  which were misunderstood by a p a r t i c i p a n t ,  I then 

looked f o r  o th e r  occur rences  o f  the  same device in in te rchanges  with 

o the r  p a r t i c i p a n t s .

Playback was a s e n s i t i v e  process .  Since t h i s  was th e  way t h a t  

the  o the r  members o f  th e  group showed me the  i n t e r a c t i o n  from t h e i r  

p e r s p e c t iv e s ,  i t  was impor tan t  f o r  them to  d i r e c t  th e  s e s s i o n .  I had 

to  be ca re fu l  to  w a i t  f o r  them to  make comments and not pu t  ideas  in 

t h e i r  heads or  words in t h e i r  mouths. Therefore ,  I gave them contro l  

of  the  tape  re c o rd e r .  They could s top i t  and comment when they l i k e d ,  

and s t a r t  i t  again  when they  f e l t  they had done commenting. In the  

even t ,  however, t h a t  an ep isode  I had s ing led  out  f o r  a n a l y s i s  or  

another p a r t i c i p a n t  had commented upon, was not th e  s u b je c t  o f  comment 

by another  p a r t i c i p a n t ,  I did  then c a l l  a t t e n t i o n  to  the  segment.  In 

those  cases  I began wi th  th e  most general  ques t ions  and only as a l a s t  

r e s o r t  made s p e c i f i c  mention o f  what I thought might be going on or 

what ano ther  had observed. The playback sess ions  were recorded  f o r  

l a t e r  r e f e r e n c e ,  and to  o b v ia te  the  need to  take  n o te s ,  which might 

have hampered the  s p o n ta n e i ty  o f  comments.

Playback with Dan, Chuck, and Susie had q u i t e  a d i f f e r e n t  charac  

t e r  from playback with  Karl and Paul. Playback with Karl ,  and to  a 

l a rg e  e x te n t  with  Pau l ,  f o r  the  most p a r t  confirmed my hypotheses
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about t h e i r  i n t e n t i o n s .  In c o n t r a s t ,  playback with Chuck, Dan, and 

Susie o f ten  resembled f i e l d  work with  n a t iv e  speakers of  an exo t ic  

language. They c o n s ta n t ly  en l igh tened  me about  phenomena which I had 

found puzzl ing .  This d i f f e r e n c e  h ig h l ig h t s  a bas ic  a spec t  of my 

study.

I speak with  a p a r t i c u l a r  s t y l e ,  and I p a r t i c i p a t e d  in the  con­

v e rsa t io n  being analyzed. Moreover, the  s t y l e  I shared to  some e x ten t  

with two o th e r  people in t h e  group "dominated11 the  i n t e r a c t i o n .  Thus, 

my a n a ly s i s  emerges,  in i t s  focus ,  as an a n a ly s i s  o f  t h a t  s t y l e ,  and 

the  devices  used by the o th e r  speakers  in th e  group a re  con t ra s ted  

with t h a t .  This r e s u l t s  from the  f a c t  t h a t  they never had a chance 

to  ex e rc i s e  t h e i r  own devices  in extended i n t e r a c t i o n  with each o th e r ,  

s ince  the  f a s t e r - p a c e d ,  more ex p re s s iv e  s t y l e  made i t  d i f f i c u l t  or 

impossible  f o r  them to p a r t i c i p a t e .  Second, I have an i n t u i t i v e  grasp 

o f  the  ope ra t ion  o f  my own s t r a t e g i e s .  My unders tanding o f  the 

devices  used by myself ,  and to  a g r e a t  e x t e n t  those  used by Paul and 

Karl ,  was immediate and unequivocal.  In c o n t r a s t ,  th e  r eac t io n s  of  

the  o th e r s  in th e  group and the  i n t e n t i o n s  o f  t h e i r  devices o f ten  had 

to  be expla ined to  me dur ing  playback.

This imbalance leads  to  ano ther  danger as w e l l .  There a re  t imes 

t h a t  the  a n a ly s i s  may have a r in g  o f  s e l f - c o n g r a t u l a t i o n :  showing 

t h a t  the  devices  my f r i e n d s  and I use a re  s u c c e s s f u l ,  while those  used 

by o the rs  in  the  group cause t r o u b l e .  I t r i e d  to  avoid t h i s ;  I have 

no conscious i n t e n t io n  to  imply va lue  judgment. My hypothesis  i s  

unequivocally  t h a t  any dev ices  a r e  success fu l  when i n t e r a c t a n t s  share  

expec ta t ions  about t h e i r  meaning and use ,  and any devices  can cause 

t ro u b le  when such expec ta t ions  a r e  not shared .  However, i t  i s  the
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n a tu re  of  conversa t iona l  hab i t s  t h a t  o n e ' s  own way o f  saying th ings  

seems s e l f - e v i d e n t l y  a p p r o p r i a t e ,  j u s t  as th e  word f o r  c h a i r  in  o n e ' s  

own language seems to  r e f l e c t  what a c h a i r  i s ,  whi le  words f o r  c h a i r  

in  o th e r  languages seem l i k e  t r a n s l a t i o n s .  T h e re fo re ,  t h i s  study i s  

n e c e s s a r i l y  — as a r e s u l t  o f  the  na ture  o f  th e  i n t e r a c t i o n  and my own 

e x p e r t i s e  as a speaker o f  a p a r t i c u l a r  s t y l e  — an e x p l i c a t i o n  o f  a 

r ap p o r t -b ased  s t r a t e g y .  I have t r i e d  to  be d i l i g e n t  in  my re sea rch  on 

th e  o th e r  s t r a t e g i e s  involved; I have t r i e d  to  be f a i r  in my p re s e n ta ­

t i o n  o f  those  f i n d i n g s .  But u l t im a te ly  i t  w i l l  have to  remain fo r  

speakers  of  o the r  s t y l e s  to  give a f u l l  account o f  th e  opera t ion  o f  

t h e i r  own s t r a t e g i e s  and consequent dev ices .
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE PARTICIPANTS IN THANKSGIVING DINNER

At 4 PM on November 23, 1978, s i x  people ga thered  f o r  Thanksgiving 

d inner  in  Oakland, C a l i f o r n i a .  The guests  a r r i v e d ;  they g ree ted  each 

o th e r ,  c h a t t e d ,  then s a t  down to  e a t  tu rkey ,  c ranber ry  sauce and sweet 

po ta to e s .  The t a b l e  was s e t  a t  the  beginning and c l e a re d  a t  the  end; 

dishes  were washed. Guests l e f t ;  the  host  c losed  th e  door behind him. 

And a l l  the  while  they t a lk e d .  When the  guests  r e tu rn e d  to  t h e i r  

homes and th e  hos t  r e t i r e d  to  the  r e s to re d  g u ie t  o f  h i s  p o s t -d in n e r  

house,  i t  was from the  t a l k  more than anything e l s e  t h a t  they gleaned 

t h e i r  impressions  o f  the  evening and the  people who p a r t i c i p a t e d  in  i t .

In many ways t h i s  d inner  in  Oakland was l i k e  co u n t l e s s  o the rs  

(some l a r g e r ,  some sm al le r )  t h a t  were tak ing  p lace  a t  the  same t ime, 

o r  were ending o r  about to begin.  But t h i s  was a p a r t i c u l a r  p lace  and 

t ime,  and th e se  were p a r t i c u l a r  peop le ,  ga thered  a t  s p e c i f i c  t imes in 

t h e i r  l i v e s ,  with h i s t o r i e s  and hopes connecting and s e p a ra t in g  them.

We cannot s tudy every Thanksgiving d inner .  We cannot s tudy every th ing  

about t h i s  one. But we can, and we s h a l l ,  c lo se ly  examine the  t ape -  

recorded conversa t ion  o f  the  s i x  people a t  t h i s  d in n e r ,  and thereby 

glimpse th e  ways in  which t h e i r  t a l k  worked f o r  them on t h i s  occas ion.

* * * * * * *

The d in n e r ,  a potluck  ( in  the  s t y l e  t h a t  i s  popu la r  among people 

of  t h i s  age l i v i n g  in C a l i fo rn ia  a t  t h i s  t ime) i s  he ld  a t  the  home of 

Karl ,  a 33 -y ea r -o ld  p ro fes s iona l  concer t  p i a n i s t  and piano t e ac h e r .
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The f i r s t  to  a r r i v e  a re  Paul and Sus ie .  Pau l ,  35, i s  a management 

a n a ly s t  a t  a major u n iv e r s i t y .  He br ings  two pies  he has made (one 

pumpkin, one mince p i e ) .  Sus ie ,  29, i s  a p ro fes s io n a l  performing 

c e l l i s t  and gambist .  She has brought a b o t t l e  o f  wine. I am the  next 

to  a r r i v e ,  b r ing ing  cranberry  sauce and wine.  I am 33 and a graduate 

s tu d en t  a t  UC Berkeley.  F in a l ly ,  Dan and Chuck knock a t  the  door and 

I l e t  them in .  Dan i s  29. He i s  a p a i n t e r  who works f u l l  time as a 

s ign language i n t e r p r e t e r .  Chuck w i l l  be 30 the  next day; he i s  a 

w r i t e r  in the  promotion department o f  Walt Disney Productions.  They 

bring  a bowl o f  r a t a t o u i l i e  and a l a rge  mixed s a l a d .  One more guest  

w i l l  a r r i v e  l a t e ,  a f t e r  d inner :  V ic to r ,  37,  an a r c h i t e c t  who i s  deaf .

The gues ts  have come from a range of p la ce s .  Dan, l i k e  Karl ,  

l i v e s  in  Oakland. I l i v e  c lose  by, in  Berkeley.  Paul has driven from 

h is  home in  Palo A l to ,  about an hour away. He has picked Susie  up a t  

the  a i r p o r t ,  where she a r r iv e d  from her home in  Vancouver.

Trave l ing  back in t ime,  where did  th e se  people grow up? Karl , 

Paul,  and I in  New York C i ty ;  Dan and Chuck in  Los Angeles; Susie in 

London, England. And continuing f u r t h e r  back, where did  t h e i r  parents  

grow up, and t h e i r  grandparen ts ,  beginning the  process  t h a t  would lead  

to  t h i s  d inner?  K a r l ' s  and Pau l ' s  paren ts  a re  Jewish and from New 

Yrok, where t h e i r  grandparents emigrated from Poland and Russia.  My 

paren ts  were born in those  East European c o u n t r ie s  and completed t h e i r  

growing up in New York. This backing up of genera t ions  uncovers a new 

over lap :  Chuck's mother,  who i s  I t a l i a n ,  was born and r a i s e d  in  New

York Ci ty ;  h i s  f a t h e r  i s  from Los Angeles,  o f  Scotch and English 

e x t r a c t i o n .  Dan's paren ts  too are  o f  I r i s h ,  Scotch and English back­

ground, but th ey  grew up in  North Dakota and Iowa. S u s i e ' s  f a t h e r ,
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born and r a i s e d  in  England, was Jewish,  and h is  pa ren ts  were from 

Poland - -  y e t  ano ther  mingling of  r o o t s .  Her mother i s  American, from 

a w e l l - to -d o  upper New York S ta te  family .  Thus the  e th n ic  and geo­

graphic  s t r a n d s  s e p a ra t e  and weave in  a b ra id  through the  genera t ions .

What bonds o f  f r i e n d s h ip  and love b r ing  these  people to g e th e r  on 

t h i s  a f te rnoon?  Karl i s  the  hub. Paul i s  h is  b ro th e r .  I have been 

his  "bes t  f r i en d "  f o r  nea r ly  twenty y e a r s ,  s in ce  we met a t  summer camp 

when we were 14. Karl and Susie l iv e d  t o g e th e r  as p a r tn e r s  f o r  s ix  

y e a r s ;  they have l i v e d  a p a r t  f o r  fo u r .  Dan i s  K a r l ' s  good f r i e n d .  

Chuck i s  Dan's f r i e n d ,  v i s i t i n g  from LA. Vic to r  i s  Dan's lover .

And with  what f e e l i n g s  and thoughts  do they a r r i v e ?  Karl i s  the  

hos t .  He i s  p leased  to  have h is  f r i e n d s  and family  in  h is  home. 

Throughout the  evening he w i l l  be concerned with making people com­

f o r t a b l e  and keeping th ings  o rder ly  and a t t r a c t i v e .  Paul i s  pleased 

to  be with h i s  b r o th e r  on Thanksgiving, one o f  h is  f a v o r i t e  holidays .  

He i s  glad to  see  Susie and me, both of  whom are  " l i k e  fam i ly ,"  though 

he h a s n ' t  seen us much l a t e l y .  Susie i s  now a gues t  in the  house 

where she was once r e s i d e n t ,  but she n o t ic e s  t h a t  she f e e l s  q u i te  com­

f o r t a b l e .  I t  i s  r a t h e r  l i k e  coming home f o r  a v i s i t  to  the  house 

where you grew up: both f a m i l i a r  and fo r e ig n .  For me, t h i s  house i s  

as near to  "my t u r f "  as any house which i s  not mine. I know well and 

l i k e  everyone who w i l l  be he re ,  except Dan's f r i e n d  Chuck, but I have 

heard about him and I expect to  l i k e  him. My only apprehension con­

cerns  V ic to r .  I have had some uncomfortable moments in  encounters  

with him, and I am hoping they w i l l  not be repea ted .  Dan i s  glad to 

be spending Thanksgiving with Karl and h i s  f r i e n d s ,  al though he i s  

perhaps a b i t  concerned about h is  p lace  in  the  group: Kar l ,  Sus ie ,
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Paul ,  and I seem, in  a way, l i k e  a u n i t .  Dan i s  concerned t h a t  h is  

f r i e n d  Chuck l i k e  h i s  f r i e n d s  and be l iked  by them. He knows too  t h a t  

when V ic to r  a r r i v e s ,  he w i l l  have to  assume the  r o l e  of  i n t e r p r e t e r ,  

and t h i s  w i l l  r a d i c a l l y  a l t e r  h is  i n t e r a c t i o n  in the  group. Chuck i s  

looking forward to  the  d in n e r ,  f o r  he has heard about the  people  i n ­

volved and he b e l ieves  he w i l l  f i n d  them i n t e r e s t i n g .  He i s  a l so  a 

b i t  nervous s in ce  he w i l l  be the  only s t r a n g e r ;  perhaps he i s  a b i t  

in t im id a te d ,  because people one has heard much about o f ten  seem 

l a r g e r - t h a n - l i f e .

Each person has p ro fes s io n a l  concerns on h e r / h i s  mind. Karl i s  

about to  perform a major r e c i t a l ;  th e  following week he w i l l  be the  

piano s o l o i s t  with  a loca l  o r c h e s t r a .  In a d d i t i o n ,  h is  piano s t u ­

den ts ,  both a d u l t s  and c h i l d r e n ,  a re  having var ious  successes  and 

problems, and he i s  concerned with t h e i r  p rogress .  Paul i s  a n t i c i p a t ­

ing a r a i s e  in  the  near  f u t u r e ;  he i s  th ink ing  about meetings and 

dec is ions  t h a t  have occupied him a t  work. Susie has come to  th e  Bay 

Area to  perform a s e r i e s  o f  Early  Music r e c i t a l s .  I am about to  begin 

w r i t in g  my d i s s e r t a t i o n .  This makes me something o f  a p a r t i c i p a n t /  

observer  in a l l  c o n v e r sa t io n s ,  inc lud ing  t h i s  one, which I w i l l  tape .  

(The dec is ion  to  base my d i s s e r t a t i o n  on t h i s  very conversa t ion  has 

not y e t  been made). Dan w i l l  soon be taking a d i f f i c u l t  t e s t  f o r  

c e r t i f i c a t i o n  as a s ign i n t e r p r e t e r .  Chuck has r e c e n t ly  t r a v e l l e d  

c ross -coun t ry  with the  Walt Disney-sponsored w h i s t l e - s t o p  t o u r  in 

ce le b ra t io n  o f  Mickey Mouse's B ir thday .  The promotional t r a i n  r i d e ,  

a na t iona l  even t ,  was Chuck's id e a ,  so i t s  r e a l i z a t i o n  i s  a source  of 

s a t i s f a c t i o n  to  him. He i s  a l so  concerned with  a c r e a t i v e  w r i t i n g  

p r o j e c t  he i s  engaged in .
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In a d d i t io n  to  t h e i r  p ro fe s s io n a l  l i v e s ,  a l l  o f  these  people are  

preoccupied with  t h e i r  p r i v a t e  l i v e s .  Each one i s  bound in  a network 

of  connections  to  o thers  no t  p r e s e n t .  Susie  has r e c e n t ly  s u f f e r e d  a 

break in  her r e l a t i o n s h i p  with  th e  man she has l i v e d  with s in c e  she 

and Karl s ep a ra te d .  Paul has j u s t  sepa ra ted  from h is  wife  o f  seven 

y e a r s .  Dan i s  being v i s i t e d  no t  only  by Chuck, h i s  good f r i e n d ,  but 

a l so  by V ic to r ,  who l i v e s  in  a c i t y  severa l  hours away — d e s p i t e  the 

f a c t  t h a t  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  has seemed to  be ending (indeed Dan has 

wanted i t  to  be ending) f o r  some time. Chuck has come to  spend Thanks­

g iv in g ,  and h i s  b i r t h d a y ,  with  Dan r a t h e r  than going to  v i s i t  Bob, h is  

lo v e r  o f  two y e a r s .  The ir  r e l a t i o n s h i p  seems to  be on the  way ou t  too .  

Susie i s  s t i l l  performing with  her  former lo v e r ,  who has a l so  come to  

the  Bay Area f o r  the  conce r t  s e r i e s .  Dan i s  u n c e r ta in  about the  s i g ­

n i f i c a n ce  o f  V i c t o r ' s  con t inu ing  v i s i t s .  Paul i s  in  the  process  of  

p iec ing  to g e th e r  h is  f e e l i n g s  about h is  newly-ex-wife and concerned 

about the  e f f e c t  o f  t h e i r  s e p a r a t io n  on h is  c h i ld r e n .  Chuck i s  expec t ­

ing Bob to  v i s i t  him here in  a few days.  (Only Karl and I a re  not in 

the  th ro e s  o f  breakups).

The p a r t i c i p a n t s '  i n t e r e s t s  and concerns over lap  in some ways and 

diverge  in  o th e r s .  There a re  two musicians (Karl and S u s ie ) ;  a 

p a i n t e r  (Dan); two w r i t e r s  (Chuck and I ) ;  two involved in  th e  world of 

the  u n i v e r s i t y  (Paul and I ) .  Three geographical  backgrounds a re  

r e p re se n te d ,  as well as r e l a t i o n s h i p s  of  varying degrees o f  c lo sen ess :  

s i b l i n g s  (Paul and Karl ) ;  former p a r tn e r s  (Susie and K arl ) ;  former 

in-laws (Susie  and Paul) ;  as well  as f r i e n d s  of  varying degrees  o f  

int imacy and frequency o f  c o n ta c t  ranging from Karl and I ,  who have 

been f r i e n d s  near ly  twenty y e a r s ,  to  new acquain tances  (Chuck and
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everyone th e r e  except Dan). There a re  cases  of shared e th n ic  back­

ground (Kar l ,  Paul,  and I)  and shared sex  (two women and fo u r  men). 

Sexual o r i e n t a t i o n  s p l i t s  the  group y e t  ano ther  way: Kar l ,  Dan, and

Chuck a re  gay; Pau l ,  S us ie ,  and I a re  s t r a i g h t .  As the  conversa t ion  

proceeds,  th e se  and o th e r  a l l i a n c e s  appear and recede ,  e i t h e r  dominat­

ing the  group d i scuss ion  o r  c r ea t in g  p a r a l l e l  d i s cu s s io n s .

Each person in  the  group has a mix o f  expec ta t ions  and a n x ie t i e s  

about how the  o the rs  w i l l  f e e l  about him o r  her and how s /h e  f e e l s  

about th e  o th e r s .  As they engage in co n v er sa t io n ,  t h e i r  i n t e r e s t s  

w i l l  lead  them i n to  group or  dyadic d i s c u s s io n s ,  in which t h e i r  foc i  

w i l l  t em pora r i ly  c o in c id e ,  or  j u s t  miss each o th e r ,  or  miss each o th e r  

e n t i r e l y .  Each p a r t i c i p a n t  w i l l  move to  the  c en te r  o f  a t t e n t i o n  a t  

some p o i n t ,  when h e r / h i s  i n t e r e s t s  come i n to  focus .  Karl and Susie 

w i l l  t a l k  about music; Paul w i l l  t a l k  about a ik ido  (he i s  a b la c k b e l t )  

and about h is  c h i ld re n .  Dan w i l l  be looked to as the expe r t  on s ign 

language, Susie on cooking, I on language and communication. Chuck 

w i l l  be asked about h is  home and h i s  work. Events in the  r e l a t i o n ­

ships  o f  some o f  those  p re sen t  w i l l  be d iscussed .  At t r a n s i t i o n  

p o in t s ,  and th roughout ,  everyone w i l l  t a l k  about the food.

‘k - k ' k ' k ' k ' k ’k

Everyone expected to  "have conversa t ion"  during t h i s  g a th e r in g ,  

but t h e i r  notions  o f  what s o r t  of conversa t ion  t h i s  would be and how 

i t  would be e f f e c t e d  was n e c e s sa r i ly  d i f f e r e n t  f o r  d i f f e r e n t  members 

o f  the  group. All the  myriad and s u b t l e  c a l i b r a t i o n s  of  t a l k  t h a t  

have been d iscussed  and not d iscussed  in  the  l i t e r a t u r e  c rea ted  

impressions t h a t  each person made on th e  o th e r  people ,  and u l t im a te ly
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the  impressions  t h a t  each had o f  the  d inner  ga the r ing  as a whole.

In r e c a l l i n g  Thanksgiving d inne r ,  Karl s a id  he f e l t  t h a t  i t  had 

been a t e r r i f i c  evening. The conversa tion had been l i v e l y  and s a t i s f y ­

ing; he had had a g re a t  t ime. This co incided p e r f e c t l y  with my own 

impression.

P a u l ' s  r e c o l l e c t i o n  was s l i g h t l y  l e s s  e n t h u s i a s t i c .  He s a id  i t  

had been "success fu l"  bu t  not " e c s t a t i c . "  He r e c a l l e d  t h a t  the  con­

v e rsa t io n  had been "com pet i t ive ,"  and he remarked t h a t ,  al though he 

can hold his  own in  such a conversa t ion ,  he i s  not  f u l l y  comfortable  

doing so.  To exp la in ,  he sa id  t h a t  he doesn’t  l i v e  in  Berkeley or 

New York, and most of  h is  f r i en d s  a re  not so i n t e l l e c t u a l  as many of 

Kar l ' s  f r i e n d s .

Susie r e c a l l e d  t h a t  i t  had f e l t  l i k e  a "New York evening."  I t  

was " p r e t t y  f r e n e t i c  and changeable ,"  she s a i d ,  and she had been i n s e ­

cure as she always i s  about her "place  in  a rambunctious crowd." She 

sa id  t h a t  she loves New York s t y l e ,  so long as she gives  up t ry i n g  to 

be a p a r t  of  i t :  "As soon as I t r y  to  keep up, I lo se  t r a c k  o f  my­

s e l f . "  Since she c o u l d n ' t  p a r t i c i p a t e ,  t h e re  were t imes when she 

f e l t  h e r s e l f  verging on boredom. Susie commented t h a t  i f  she had 

been a t  a d inner  g a ther ing  in  England, she would have t a lk e d  more.

The conversa t ion  would have been "more c o n s i s t e n t " ;  the  whole th ing  

would have been more "slow-moving, log ica l  and methodical ."

Dan s a id  t h a t  he f e l t  the  d inner had been dominated by " the  New 

York Jewish e lement."  He remembered the  i n t e n s i t y  and the  pace ,  and 

repor ted  t h a t  he had f e l t  l i k e  an observer ,  unable to  q u i t e  " f i t  i n . "  

When I poin ted  out t h a t  he had been the c en te r  of a t t e n t i o n  a t  

numerous t im es ,  he s a i d ,  s u r e ,  he could be the  c e n t e r  o f  a t t e n t i o n  or
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he could be an observer  but he could not j u s t  "be p a r t  o f  th e  f low ."

He enjoyed i t ,  he s a i d ,  but r a t h e r  as i f  he had been t r e a t e d  to  a show.

Chuck r e c a l l e d  t h a t  " the  conversa tion  had been a l l  o v e r , "  but  he 

had enjoyed the  d inner  very much and gone away happy, f e e l i n g  t h a t  he 

l ik ed  the people h e 'd  met: people  who ta lked  a l o t  about th in g s  they

knew something about .  He f e l t  i t  had been an animated and i n t e l l e c ­

tua l  d iscuss ion .

P a r t i c ip a n t s  d i f f e r e d ,  t o o ,  with r e spec t  to  t h e i r  r e c o l l e c t i o n s  

of how much they and o the rs  had p a r t i c i p a t e d .  Karl r e c a l l e d  t h a t  I 

had dominated and Paul had t a l k e d  a l o t  too.  He f e l t  t h a t  Chuck had 

been very q u i e t ,  but  Dan had t a lk e d  r a th e r  a l o t .  Susie i d e n t i f i e d  

the  "rambunctious crowd" as being composed of  Karl ,  me, Pau l ,  and Dan, 

al though she l a t e r  s in g le d  o u t  Karl and me as "a two-man team." Paul 

r e c a l l e d  t h a t  Karl had dominated; he did not fee l  I had. I had the  

impression t h a t  Karl and Paul and I had a l l  taken p a r t  e q u a l l y ,  whi le  

Susie and Chuck had been r a t h e r  q u i e t ,  with Dan somewhere between.

In concre te  te rms, who "dominated" the  evening? Table 1 shows 

how many c o n t r ib u t io n s  each p a r t i c i p a n t  made during the  two and a 

h a l f  hours of  taped t a l k : 1

Table 1

Number o f  Conversat ional C on tr ibu t ions

Name Conversational tu rn s

Deb
K a r l

Paul

Chuck

Dan

Susie

811
594

417

405

386

169
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Thus some o f  the  impressions  l e f t  by the  conversa tion  on the  va r ious  

p a r t i c i p a n t s  d i f f e r e d  r a d i c a l l y  from each o th e r ,  and from the  evidence 

in terms o f  number o f  conversa t iona l  c o n t r ib u t io n s  made. What was i t  

t h a t  made the  t a l k  seem "g rea t"  to  Karl and me and " i n t e l l e c t u a l "  to  

Paul and Chuck, while  Susie  and Dan exper ienced i t  as something d e f i n ­

able  as "New York" (and Paul as "New York or B erke ley" ) .^

A c lue  to  the  s t y l e  d i f f e r e n c e  t h a t  accounted f o r  the  d is c repancy  

between impress ons of  Thanksgiving d in n e r ,  came in th e  form o f  a com­

ment by Dan on ano ther  occasion dur ing  the  time when I was beginning 

my a n a ly s i s  of  th e  d a t a .  He had j u s t  met my s i s t e r ,  Mimi, who was 

v i s i t i n g  me in C a l i f o r n i a .  A f te r  he had been t a lk in g  to  her f o r  a 

while a t  a ga ther ing  a t  my house, Dan came up to  me with  g r e a t  e x c i t e ­

ment and animation.  "Your s i s t e r  t a l k s  j u s t  l i k e  yo u ' "  he exclaimed. 

My i n t e r e s t ,  of co u rse ,  could not have been more in t e n s e .  "Well I was

ta lk in g  to  he r , "  he s a i d ,  "and I t o ld  her t h a t  I had been in New York

l a s t  summer. 'WHERE'!" Dan i l l u s t r a t e d  Mimi's response  by ta ck ing  on 

the  q u e s t io n ,  "Where," very f a s t  and a b ru p t ,  a t  the  end o f  h i s  ques­

t i o n ,  with  f a l l i n g  i n t o n a t i o n ,  l i k e  a poke. As he sa id  i t ,  he da r ted  

his head in  my d i r e c t i o n ,  to o ,  g iv ing  the  f e e l in g  o f  p h y s ic a l ly  impos­

ing in my "space" .  Dan rep ea ted ,  " Ju s t  'WHERE!' J u s t  l i k e  t h a t ! " ,  

as i f  t h i s  were the  most p e c u l i a r  u t t e r a n c e  he had ever  encounte red,  

"She d i d n ' t  say ,  'Oh, r e a l l y ?  Where d id  you go in  New York?' o r  any­

th ing  l i k e  t h a t .  J u s t  'w here ! ' "  Again he im i ta ted  th e  abrup t  ques­

t io n  and j u t t e d  h i s  head toward me. "And then I r e a l i z e d , "  he s a i d ,  

" t h a t  t h a t ' s  what you do. And a t  f i r s t  I thought i t  was r e a l l y  rude ,  

but then I got used to  i t .  And your s i s t e r  does the  same th in g .  I f

I h a d n ' t  known I would have thought i t  meant she was bored and wanted

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



87

th e  conve rsa t ion  to  be over q u ick ly . "

Dan's comment in t r ig u e d  me from a number o f  po in ts  o f  view. That

my s i s t e r  uses a verbal device  which I use i s  not s u r p r i s i n g .  But Dan

was focus ing  on a s t r a t e g y  t h a t  both Karl and I use throughout the

Thanksgiving co n v e r sa t io n .  And the  f a c t  t h a t  Dan found i t  so p e c u l i a r ,

t h a t  he might in  f a c t  f ind  i t  rude ,  was a shock to  me. How could he

th in k  my s i s t e r  Mimi rude? ( l e t  alone me). I was glad t h a t  he had

"got ten  used to  i t , "  but I knew enough about communication to  know t h a t

i f  he found such a s t r a t e g y  d i s c o n c e r t i n g ,  he would con t inue  to  do so ,

and any fo rg iv en e s s  could come only a f t e r  th e  f a c t .  Dan's r e a c t io n  to

my s i s t e r ' s  a b ru p t  q u e s t io n ,  and h is  comment t h a t  he found i t  typ ica l

o f  the  s o r t  o f  th in g  I do,  s e n t  me back to  my Thanksgiving tape  with
3

renewed focus .  Sure enough, I found numerous i n s t a n ce s  in  which 

s t r a t e g i e s  s i m i l a r  to  t h a t  were g e t t i n g  Karl ,  Pau l ,  and me in  t roub le  

with Chuck, Dan, and Susie .  On the  o th e r  hand, such s t r a t e g i e s  worked 

j u s t  f i n e  when we used them with each o th e r .

In f a c t ,  Karl uses p r e c i s e ly  the  same s t r a t e g y  as Mimi in an 

in te rchange  with Chuck. Chuck too had r e c e n t l y  been to  New York, and 

he made r e f e r e n c e  to  t h a t :

(1) C T h a t ' s  what I expected to  f i n d  in  New York was l o t s

o f  bage ls .

(2) K Did you f ind  them?

(3) C No no what I found were were UH— c r o i s s ?  c re sc e n t

r o l l s ,  and c r o i s s a n t  and a l l  t h a t ?  . . .  the  . . .  c re scen t  

r o l l s  mostly ,  l o t s  o f  t h a t  kind o f  s t u f f  but  i t  was

(4) K Where.
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K a r l ' s  ques t ion  ( 4 ) ,  "Where," comes as an i n t e r r u p t io n  and i s  spoken 

with  a b r u p t ,  f a l l i n g  i n to n a t io n ,  j u s t  l i k e  Mimi's question  to  Dan. In 

f a c t ,  t h e  c o n te x t  i s  almost e x a c t ly  t h e  same. Karl too does not know 

Chuck a t  t h i s  t im e ,  and he too i s  a sk ing ,  "Where did you go in  New 

York?" Not s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  Chuck, when l i s t e n i n g  to t h i s  po r t ion  on the  

t a p e ,  agreed with  Dan, t h a t  th e  ques t ion  was d i s c o n c e r t in g ly  abrupt 

and c l ip p e d .  He sa id  t h a t  i t  made him fee l  "on the s p o t . "  His 

response  was h e s i t a n t  and re se rv ed :

(5) C I d o n ' t  know. . . .  I d i d n ' t  go around a whole l o t  fo r  

b re a k fa s t  I was kind o f  . . .  s tuck  in . . .  the  Plaza 

/ f o r  a w hi le /  which was i n t e r e s t i n g .

His answer t r a i l s  o f f  a t  the  end.

This i s  an example o f  the  s o r t  o f  conversa t iona l  devices  which 

w i l l  be d i scussed  in  the  fo llowing  a n a l y s i s .
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FOOTNOTES TO CHAPTER THREE

1. I considered a s i n g l e  "con t r ibu t ion"  any u n in te r ru p ted  flow of 

t a l k .  I f  ano ther  speaker overlapped, and th e  overlap r e s u l t e d  in the  

o r ig in a l  speaker d i s co n t in u in g  t a l k  which s /h e  picked up again l a t e r ,  

the  r e s u l t  was counted as two t u r n s .  I f  an overlap occurred but the  

o r ig in a l  speaker continued wi thout  a break in rhythm, i t  was one tu r n .  

In e i t h e r  case  th e  over lap  counted as a tu rn  f o r  th e  second speaker.  

Non-verbal and c o n te n t l e s s  u t t e r a n c e s ,  such as "mhm" or "wow" were 

counted as tu rn s  when they  were u t t e r e d  a g a in s t  a background o f  s i l e n c e  

in between o th e r  speake rs '  t u r n s .  They were not counted as c o n t r ib u ­

t io n s  i f  they were u t t e r e d  while  o the r  speakers continued t a lk in g  un­

in t e r r u p t e d .

Counts o f  c o n t r ib u t io n s  can be decep t ive .  For one th in g ,  they do 

not r e f l e c t  d i f f e r e n c e s  in  leng th  o f  c o n t r i b u t i o n s ,  nor what t h e i r  

c o n ten t  was. Second, as has a l ready  been noted,  some people s t rayed  

out o f  range o f  th e  r e c o rd e r .  I was the  only one who remained next to  

i t  the  e n t i r e  t ime; Karl was o f f  in the  kitchen q u i t e  a l o t  o f  the 

t ime in the  beginning. Nevertheless  comments made in the  kitchen were 

aud ib le  on the  t a p e ,  i f  they were d i rec ted  to people in the  ad jacen t  

d in ing  a rea .  And f o r  most o f  the  period o f  t a p in g ,  everyone was 

w i th in  range.  There i s  a l s o  the  problem o f  p a r a l l e l  conversa t ions .

In some case s ,  i t  was impossible  to decipher  e i t h e r ,  but in most 

c a se s ,  a t  l e a s t  th e  o u t l i n e s  o f  t a l k  were d i s t i n g u i s h e d ,  and even i f  

i t  was impossible  to  t e l l  what someone was saying, a t  l e a s t  i t  was 

c l e a r  from the  voice  who was saying i t .
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2. I b e l ie v e  P a u l ' s  a s s o c i a t i o n  o f  t h i s  s t y l e  with Berkeley r e p re se n t s  

h is  exper ience  of  Berkeley — i . e .  v i s i t i n g  Karl and K a r l ' s  f r i e n d s ,  

many o f  whom are  o r i g i n a l l y  from the Eas t  Coast .

3. I a l so  began to  n o t ice  t h i s  and s i m i l a r  devices  in my in t e r a c t i o n s  

with o th e r  people.  For example, a t  a d inner  pa r ty  I met a fe llow New 

Yorker f o r  the  f i r s t  t ime. We were t a l k i n g  animatedly to  each o the r .

At one p o in t  she mentioned her b r o t h e r ,  and I asked he r ,  "What does 

your b ro th e r  do?" "Lawyer," she s a id ,  tack ing  her answer immediately 

on th e  t a i l  o f  my ques t ion  in a c l ipped  way, with  f a l l i n g  in to n a t io n .

I enjoyed a rush o f  p leasure  a t  how smoothly our conversa t ion  was 

going, but I thought  too of  Dan's obse rva t ion  and r e a l i z e d  t h a t  t h i s  

was a way o f  answering t h a t  corresponded to  the  reduced question form 

Dan had noted.
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CHAPTER FOUR 

LINGUISTIC DEVICES IN CONVERSATIONAL STYLE

A fte r  Thanksgiving was over ,  I had the  impression t h a t  Dan's 

f r i e n d  Chuck had been r a t h e r  q u i e t .  In a d d i t i o n ,  I was s u rp r i s e d  t h a t  

th e re  hadn’t  been g r e a t e r  r a p p o r t  between us ,  s ince  our i n t e r e s t s  

seemed to  over lap  in a number of  ways. Chuck, to o ,  in r e c a l l i n g  h is  

f e e l i n g s  be fo re  th e  d in n e r ,  sa id  t h a t ,  based on what Dan had t o l d  him 

about the  people he would meet t h a t  day,  he had been p a r t i c u l a r l y  

i n t e r e s t e d  in  meeting me. This su rp r i s ed  me even more, s in ce  I had 

seen no evidence o f  such i n t e r e s t .  L is tening to  our conversa t ions  on 

tape  confirmed my impression t h a t  we never " r e a l l y  c l i c k e d . "

Personal vs.  Impersonal Topics

For example,  I had t r i e d  to  draw Chuck out by asking him some 

ques t ions  about himself:'*'

/

(1) DT rYou l i v e  in  LA?

(2) C Yeah.

(3) DT ^ ' v i s i t i n g  here?

(4) C Yeah.

(5) DT What do you 'do the re?

(6) C uh— I work a t  Disney Prosuh7 . . .  Walt Disney 

-a—nd

(7) DT -You an a r t i s t ?
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(8) C No-- no. [tone]

(9) DT Writer?

(10) C Yeah--. I w r i t e  . . .  a d v e r t i s i n g  copy.
[tone]

[tone:  S e l f -d ep reca t in g ]

As I l i s t e n e d  to  t h i s  in te rchange  on th e  tape* I again had th e  f e e l i n g  

I r e c a l l e d  having had a t  th e  t ime i t  took  p lace :  Chuck was being un­

communicative.  I was asking him ques t ions  to  draw him o u t ,  and he 

kept responding with as l i t t l e  informat ion  as p o s s ib le .  I t  seemed as 

i f  he d i d n ' t  want to  t e l l  me anyth ing .  The conversa t ion  proceeded 

t h i s  way:

(11) DT Hmm. I know a l o t  of  people  who a re  w r i t e r s  in LA.

(12) C r Really? Doing what?

(13) DT CLne,-of them ' s  . .  r been w r i t i n g  movies and th in g s?

(14) C ‘-Screenplays . -Everybody 's  . .  s c r i 7 Really

(15) DT They 're  a l l  t r y i n g  to  w r i t e  s c r  s c reenp lays ,  [chuckle]

(16) C Yeah. T h a t ' s  what everybody does in . .  LA i s  w r i ?
I LYeahJ

t r y  to  w r i t e  s c reenp lays .

(17) DT *Two of  them seem to  be doing p r e t t y  we l l .

(18) C Really? They doing TV, or they doing f e a t u r e s ,  or

what.

(19) DT Movies,
A

(20) C Really?

(21) DT Movies.
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(22) C Yeah i f  t h e y ' r e  doing t h a t  t h e y ' r e  doing very we l l .

(23) DT Yeah.

Once the  s u b je c t  tu rned  to  th e  general  s i t u a t i o n  o f  w r i t e r s  in 

LA, Chuck took an a c t i v e  r o l e  in t h e  c onve rsa t ion .  He showed i n t e r e s t  

by vo lun tee r in g  informat ion (16) and e v a lu a t io n s  (22) and asking ques­

t i o n s  (18) .

As th e  conversa t ion  proceeded about  LA (Chuck and I were now 

engaged in a dyadic in te rchange ;  th e  o th e r s  were elsewhere engaged), 

we achieved a high degree o f  coo p e ra t io n .  For example,  we ex h ib i ted  a 

p a t t e r n  of  coopera t ive  s en te n c e - b u i ld in g  in  which the  l i s t e n e r  picks 

up the  th read  of  the  speaker and su p p l i e s  the  end o f  the  sp eak e r ' s  

sen ten ce ,  which the  speaker then accep ts  and in co rp o ra te s  in to  the  

o r ig i n a l  sentence wi thou t  a h i t c h  in rhythm and almost without a h i tch  

in  t im ing .

would-be a c to r s .

(1) C Yeah the  town's f u l l  o f  would-be w r i t e r s ,  would-be
DT I know 

' f '
/  >. X' '

d i r e c t o r s ,  would-be producers ,

C2) DT L wo'uld-be a c to r s

(3) C

(4) DT Yeah.

(5) C Yeah i t ' s  i n c r e d i b l e .

I pick  up Chuck's s e r i e s  by o f f e r i n g  (2) "would-be a c to r s "  as ano ther  

in  h i s  l i s t ,  and he re p e a t s  t h i s  as p a r t  o f  h i s  l i s t  (3 ) .  Our mutual 

"yeahs" (4) & (5) c o n t r ib u t e  to  t h e  sense o f  harmony and agreement.
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At ano ther  po in t  in t h i s  segment,  i t  i s  Chuck who r e in fo rce s  my 

p o in t .

(1) DT I th in k  everywhere.  What’s depress ing  i s  t h a t  when
acc

you th in k  about i t ,  i t ' s  probably th e  same way with  

d o c to r s ,  and d e n t i s t s ,

(2) C Doctors,  and d e n t i s t s ,  and . . .  yeah . . .  and I know .
[ I t  chuckles]

i t ' s  t r u e  with  lawyers ,  so
/

(3) DT Yeah. . .  Most people . .  I always f ig u r e  . . .  most
C Yeah

/  ^ 
people j u s t  do t h e i r  jobs  and ge t  by . . .  a —nd . . .

\  /
maybe about ten pe rcen t  a re  r e a l l y  g r e a t ,  and about

ten percen t  are r e a l l.y h o r r i b l e .

(4) C .nhm

(5) DT and . .  maybe a n o t h e r  /-twenty percent  on e i t h e r  end

(6) C 1 /  . ? . /The
/  \  

old be l l  curve comes in ag a in .
I ]

(7) DT Yeah

In (2) Chuck picks up my phrase ,  "doctors  and d e n t i s t s , "  and adds 

" lawyers ."  When I exp la in  my idea  (3) about p e o p le ' s  competence in 

t h e i r  j o b s ,  Chuck summarizes the  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  what I have j u s t  s a id  

by c a l l i n g  i t  "the old be l l  curve" (6 ) ,  and I agree  t h a t  t h i s  i s  what 

I had in mind (7) "Yeah."

Thus Chuck and I e x h i b i t  a f low in our conversa t ion  which we both 

found s a t i s f y i n g .  And y e t  in l i s t e n i n g  to  th e  tape  I f e l t  t h a t  I had
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showed a lack  o f  i n t e r e s t  in  Chuck by d e f l e c t i n g  th e  conversa t ion  from 

him p e rso n a l ly  and a llowing  i t  to  veer o f f  toward jobs  in  genera l .  I

can surmise t h a t  I f e l t  j u s t  the  same a t  the  t ime because  I t r i e d  once

more to  focus on him, wi th  r e s u l t s  s im i l a r  to  those  t h a t  appeared the  

f i r s t  t ime:

(1) C So . . . .
/

(2) DT So, but  t h a t ' s  a permanent f u l l - t i m e  th in g  you have?
s '

So you e a t?

(3) C Yeah.

(4) DT T h a t ' s  good.

(5) C Uhuh, I j u s t  s o r t  o f  f e l l  in to  i t .  I was kind of

lucky, ___  and . .  I ' v e  j u s t  been kind o f  playing with

i t  . .  f o r  a while .

Did you go t h e r e  f o r  t h a t  purpose?(6) DT

(7) C No. I went th e r e  to  pay o f f  s tu d en t  loans .

(8) DT How'd you ge t  t h a t  j o b .

(9) C My d a d ' s  worked th e re  s ince  1937.

(10) DT Oh. [chuckle] pThat helps.

(11) C L I d i d n ' t  ge t  a w r i t i n g  job but I got
/

a job  l i k e  in the  mail room. . . .

L i s ten ing  to the  beginning o f  t h i s  segment of  th e  in te rchange ,  I 

again f e l t  t h a t  Chuck was being uncooperat ive .  His monosyllabic 

response  (3) "Yeah" seemed r e s i s t a n t .  Although Chuck o f f e r s  s l i g h t l y  

more in format ion in ( 5 ) ,  he s t i l l  seemed r e l u c t a n t  to  reveal  much, 

because o f  h is  use o f  hedges ( " j u s t  s o r t  o f , "  "kind o f , "  " j u s t  . . .
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kind o f , "  "a while")  and in t e r n a l  h e s i t a t i o n s .  The e n t i r e  c o n t r i b u ­

t i o n  seemed vague and lack ing  in  in format ion .  F r u s t r a t e d  by Chuck's 

vagueness,  I t r i e d  to  g e t  him to  be more s p e c i f i c  by asking (6) "Did 

you go t h e r e  f o r  t h a t  purpose?" Again, Chuck's response  (7) "No I 

went t h e r e  to  pay o f f  s tu d en t  loans"  does not seem to  me to  answer my 

q u e s t io n .  I cannot see the  connect ion between paying o f f  loans  and 

cho ice  o f  a p a r t i c u l a r  c i t y  to  l i v e  in .  At t h i s  p o in t  a two second 

pause a t t e s t s  to  the  breakdown in communication. I expected Chuck to  

go on. Since he d i d n ' t ,  I asked ano ther  q ues t ion ,  t h i s  t ime a more 

d i r e c t  one: (8) "How'd you ge t  t h a t  job?" Chuck's answer t o  t h i s  (9)

i s  no t  verbose ,  but i t  begins to  t e l l  something s p e c i f i c .  While I am 

responding with  (10) "Oh t h a t  h e lp s , "  Chuck begins to  t a l k  a t  leng th  

about how he got h is  jo b .  For the  f i r s t  time I fee l  t h a t  he i s  p a r ­

t i c i p a t i n g  in th e  conversa t ion  in  the  way I expected.

During playback with Dan, I go t my f i r s t  ink l ing  of  what might 

be going on in th e se  in te rchanges  with Chuck. Dan poin ted ou t  t h a t  

th e  very  reason the  conversa t ion  became smooth and coopera t ive  when i t  

d id ,  was t h a t  the  to p ic  had switched from Chuck p e r so n a l ly  to  an 

impersonal t o p i c :  LA. He sa id  t h a t  he knows Chuck i s  not comfortab le

t a l k i n g  about h im se l f ,  e s p e c i a l l y  with someone he d o e s n ' t  know very 

w e l l .  Suddenly I saw th e  irony in my own behavior .  J u s t  when Chuck 

was f e e l i n g  comfortable  with the  t o p i c ,  I became uncomfor tab le ,  f e e l ­

ing t h a t  I had been rude to  Chuck by switching to  a more general  t o p i c .  

There fore  I re focused th e  t a l k  on him, with the  i n t e n t i o n  o f  making 

him more comfortab le ,  bu t I a c t u a l l y  made him uncomfortable ,  and the  

conversa t iona l  rhythm f a l t e r e d  aga in .
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During playback , Chuck vo lunteered  th e  same p e r sp ec t iv e .  He s a id  

t h a t  he f e e l s  on th e  sp o t  when asked to  t a l k  about h imself ,  e s p e c i a l l y  

with  new acq u a in ta n ce s ,  and e s p e c i a l l y  about  h is  jo b .  He sa id  t h a t  

h is  i n i t i a l  vagueness in  the  second quoted segment came from t h a t  d i s ­

comfort ,  but  he f i n a l l y  overcame i t  to  answer my d i r e c t  ques t ions .

Thus I began to  see  one of  th e  major d i f f e r e n c e s  in Chuck's and 

my s t r a t e g i e s :  expec ta t ions  about a p p ro p r ia t e  t o p i c s  of  t a lk  between

new acqua in tances .

The Enthusiasm C on s t ra in t

In o rder  to  unders tand Chuck's view o f  t h i s  in te rchange ,  i t  w il l  

be useful to  back up and look a t  some e a r l i e r  in te rchanges  between him 

and me. Bateson (1972) noted t h a t  i t  i s  p o s s ib le  to  achieve d i f f e r e n t  

views o f  i n t e r a c t i o n  by punctuat ing th e  stream o f  behavior in  d i f f e r e n t  

p laces .  That i s ,  a t  the  same time t h a t  a c e r t a i n  event (X) can be seen 

as an a c t io n  caus ing a r e ac t io n  (Y),  i t  i s  s imul taneously  in i t s e l f  a 

r e a c t io n  to  a preceding ac t ion  (W). And the  event (Y) which occurs as 

a r e a c t io n  to  X w i l l  in tu rn  t r i g g e r  th e  succeeding event (Z), in a 

continuous  s t ream.  Thus, my conversa t ion  with Chuck about LA and his  

job must be seen in l i g h t  of  our preceding in te rch an g es .

E a r l i e r  i n  th e  Thanksgiving d inner  g a th e r in g ,  th e  conversa tion 

had turned to  my work. Chuck asked what kind o f  a n a ly s i s  I do on con­

v e r s a t io n .  In response  to  my ex p lan a t io n ,  he commented, "That ' s  l i k e  

Erving Goffman kind o f  s t u f f . "  His comment provoked the  following 

exchange:
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(1) C T h a t ' s  l i k e  Erving Goffman kind o f  s t u f f .
r  /  x

(2) DT 'You know Erving Goffman?
/  /  /  v

(3) C Oh yeah ,  I love his books.

(4) DT 'oh,  how do you know? I j u s t  met him.

(5) C Oh d id  you?

(6) DT 'Yeah.

(7) C I always wanted to  meet him. I read h is  books
/

book . .  Asylums, f i r s t  but t h a t ' s  a l l
DTLYeahJ

because

(8) DT I d i d n ' t  read Asylums but I know i t ' s  
r  lRu+ j
V MUW

/
th e  b r i l l i a n t  ones.

(9) C And I j u s t  . . . j - r ead  another one.

(10) DT i-Did you read Stigma?

(11) C No. But I ' ve got

(12) DT I t ' s  wonderful .

(13) C I ' v e  go t  . . .  th r e e  or four  o th e r  ones

that^-are  l i k e  t h a t .

(14) DT *"P resen ta t io n  o f  S e l f r in Everyday Life

(15) C ^P re se n ta t io n  o f  S e l f
f ---------------------------1

Everyday L i f e ,p U ~ m

(16) DT  ̂A—nd uh Rela t ions  in P u b l i c ,  ..

I n t e r a c t i o n a l  R i tu a l ,

(17) C Right.  In te ra c t io n a l  R i tu a l .

(18) DT I never  read t h a t  one.

(19) C r /Y eah  I ' v e  got t h a t  o n e . /

I(20) P L What i s  t h i s ?

one o f

in

. and
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I r e c a l l ,  when I th in k  about the  Thanksgiving c o n v e r sa t io n ,  t h a t  

I f e l t  f r u s t r a t e d  a t  th e  time because I wanted to  hear  what Chuck 

thought o f  Goffman, and he did not t e l l  me. Yet as I l i s t e n  to  the 

t a l k  on tap e  i t  sounds to  me as i f  I am not g iv ing  him a chance to t e l l  

me, because I keep c u t t i n g  him o f f .  My comments (8) (10) (12) (14) 

and (16) a l l  a r e  timed to  overlap with  Chuck's t a l k ,  and they a l l  seem 

l i k e  i n t e r r u p t i o n s ,  prevent ing him from saying what he began. How 

could my conversa t iona l  device  ( i n t e r r u p t io n )  so o b s t r u c t  my purpose 

( f ind  out what Chuck th inks  about Goffman's work)?

When I l i s t e n e d  to  o the r  p a r t s  of  the  t a p e ,  in  which I t a l k  to 

Karl and Paul ,  I got an i n s i g h t  in to  what may be going on. I was t r y ­

ing encourage Chuck to  t e l l  me, not by wait ing  f o r  him to  t a l k ,  but by 

showing him my own excitement and exuberance.  The message i s  in the 

very pace which I am c re a t in g :  "See how ex c i t ed  and i n t e r e s t e d  I am?

I can hard ly  con ta in  m ysel f ."  I expect Chuck to  become equal ly  ex­

c i t e d  and shout me down. What throws t h i s  conve rsa t ion  o f f ,  i s  t h a t  

each t ime I over lap  with  Chuck, he s tops  what he i s  say ing .  That i s  

why I end up looking  l i k e  (and f e e l in g  l i k e )  a b u l ld o z e r .  From my 

po in t  o f  view, Chuck r e a c t s  l i k e  a baske tba l l  p la y e r  who purposely 

hu r l s  h im se l f  to  th e  f l o o r  when an opponent touches him, so t h a t  the 

umpire w i l l  t h in k  he has been pushed hard. By c o n t r a s t ,  in conversa­

t i o n s  with  Kar l ,  I become exc i ted  and overlap and sh o u t ,  and Karl 

matches my volume and shouts r i g h t  over me - -  some o f  the  t ime. Other 

t imes he s to p s  and I con t inue .  The overa l l  e f f e c t  i s  a balanced 

in te rchange .  (Examples o f  t h i s  w i l l  be p resen ted  l a t e r ) .

The ove r lap -as -en thus ia sm  s t r a t e g y  i s  r e m in is cen t  o f  the  

"enthusiasm c o n s t r a i n t "  I discovered fo r  Greek speakers  (Tannen 1976
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and 1979a). I t  i s  rem in iscen t  as well o f  a behavioral  p a t t e rn  I have 

seen on numerous occasions  in Greece. When two men become involved 

in  an argument in a pub l ic  s i t u a t i o n ,  they o f ten  shout loudly  a t  each 

o t h e r ,  and i t  i s  very common f o r  one o f  the  two to  r a i s e  h i s  hand to  

a t t a c k  th e  o the r  p h y s ic a l ly .  In v a r i a b ly ,  however, before he can bring 

h is  arm forward in to  h is  enemy's f a c e ,  someone — any o th e r  man in the  

v i c i n i t y  — wil l  grab his  o u t s t r e t c h e d  arm and r e s t r a i n  him. I t  i s  

t h e  knowledge t h a t  someone w i l l  r e s t r a i n  him t h a t  makes i t  po ss ib le  

f o r  the  man to  take  a swing, and th e  backward swing o f  h is  arm i s  the  

complete message to  h i s  enemy: "I am angry enough to h i t  you."  I

s u sp ec t  t h a t  i f  no one stopped him, and he succeeded in punching the  

o th e r  man, the  a t t a c k e r  would be as su rp r i s e d  and m o r t i f i ed  as the  

v ic t im .  The message i s  in  the  swing, not  the  a t t a c k .  Analogously,  my

message in  conversa tion  i s  th e  excitement and exuberance t h a t  urges me

to  t a l k  loud and f a s t  with my i n t e r l o c u t o r .  I t  i s  not my in t e n t io n  to

hog th e  f l o o r .  I f u l l y  expect t h a t  o th e r s  w i l l  t a l k  over me.

Although Chuck does not p a r t i c i p a t e  in t h i s  way when I t a l k  to  

him about Goffman, h is  verbal devices  come c lo s e r  to  such a s t r a t e g y  

when we ope ra te  as a due t (Falk 1979) in  t a l k  with a t h i r d  p a r ty .

This happens when Paul asks what we a re  t a lk in g  about:

(19) C

(20) P

/Yeah I ' v e  got t h a t  one./

-What i s  t h i s ? What i s  he? What i s  he?

(21) DT He's a s o c i o l o g i s t , ■who's so b r i l l i a n t .  You have to

(22) C l H e fs j u s t  i n c re d ib l e .  He's j u s t

DT r /  ? ? /

■incredib le .  He 's w i t t y .
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(23) DT a p leasu re  read ing .  r-Yeah. You guys haver- tean.  

LWhich(24) P LWhich one? Asylums?

(25) C All o f  'em.

(26) DT Read Asylums,

(27) C Yeah, t h a t ' s  a good one to  read .

(28) DT And the  o th e r  one I? well  read Stigma.
C ^Yeah MnmJ

(29) P The what?

(30) DT Stigma.

(31) C Stigma?

(32) DT Well maybe read P r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  S e l f

f i r s t ,  r /  ??? /

(33) C ^And he does r e a l  s t r a n g e  th ings  yknow he goes

to  he t a l k s  about gamblers and a l l  t h i s  kind o f  s t u f f

and makes a l l  t h e se  a n a lo g ie s  . . .  and i t ' s  r e a l l y  / ? /

In t h i s  segment, Chuck t imes h i s  c o n t r ib u t io n s  to  begin before  I 

have done t a l k i n g  (22, 27,  33) ;  we make s i m i l a r  comments s im u l ta ­

neously (21, 22) ;  he r a t i f i e s  my comments (26,  27);  and he echoes my 

words (30,  31) .  He a l so  vo lun tee rs  in format ion  and opinions  (33) .

In p layback, Chuck noted t h a t  when I questioned him about 

Goffman, he was in t im id a te d .  For one t h i n g ,  he f e l t  I was the  "expert"  

and he th e  "novice ,"  and t h e r e f o r e  any th ing  he might say would reveal 

h is  r e l a t i v e  ignorance,  so he p r e f e r r e d  t h a t  I keep t a l k i n g .  He was 

o p e ra t in g  on a de fens ive  s t r a t e g y .  I ,  however, was opera t ing  on a 

r a p p o r t  s t r a t e g y .  S t a r t i n g  from the  assumption t h a t  we were eq u a ls ,

I t r i e d  to  e s t a b l i s h  r a p p o r t  by throwing c u t  every th ing  I could th ink
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of  a s so c ia te d  with  th e  t o p i c :  f o r  example, l i s t i n g  the names of

Goffman's books.  In p ro ro typ ica l  complementary schismogenetic  f a sh io n ,  

t h i s  had the  e f f e c t  o f  overwhelming Chuck and in t im id a t in g  him even 

more. He commented, during playback,  "See how well you know Goffman, 

how y o u ' r e  r a t t l i n g  o f f  the  names a f  a l l  h i s  books?" The f a c t  t h a t  I 

had not read many o f  them did  no t  come through; i t  was overshadowed by 

the  impact o f  th e  l i s t .  However, in  t a l k  aimed a t  Paul ,  who did not 

know anything about th e  s u b j e c t ,  Chuck sa id  he f e l t  f r e e  to  show o f f  

what he knew. This h ig h l ig h t s  the  f a c t  t h a t  whereas a speaker may not 

employ a c e r t a i n  s t r a t e g y  in one s i t u a t i o n ,  s /he  might well employ i t  

in a d i f f e r en t  c o n te x t .  P reference  f o r  one s t r a t e g y  or  ano ther  i s  not 

a b so lu t e ,  but  c o n t e x t - s e n s i t i v e .

In the  d i s cu s s io n  with  Chuck about Goffman, I do the  same th ing  

t h a t  I do in  our  l a t e r  t a l k  about LA: I g e t  a sense  t h a t  I am doing

too much o f  th e  t a l k i n g ,  so I t r y  to  tu rn  the  conversa t ion  back to 

Chuck. The r e s u l t  i s  j u s t  the  same as i t  i s  in th e  o the r  d i s cu s s io n :  

Chuck's s t r a t e g y  becomes more defens ive .

/ \ /  f"(1) DT But anyway. . . .  How do you happen to  know h is  s t u f f ?
f ------------ 2

(2) C Cause I read i t .

(3) P r What do you d’o?7

(4) DT U/ ? ? sociology o r  anything?

(5) C Yeah I read a l i t t l e  b i t  o f  i t .  
[ r id ]

(6) DT Hm?

(7) C I read a l i t t l e  b i t  of  i t .  
[red]

(8) DT I mean were you . . .  uh s tudying sociology?
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(9) C No.

(10) DT You j u s t  heard about i t ,  huh?

(11) C Yeah. No. I heard about i t  from a f r i e n d  who was a

s o c i o l o g i s t ,  and he sa id  read t h i s  book, i t ' s  a good 
I*-uhuhJ

book and I read t h a t  book, sn l
^  DT^uhuh^ PLbuh

(12) DT I had never heard about  him before I s t a r t e d  s tudying
\

l i n g u i s t i c s .

(13) C Really?

(14) DT Yeah.

In answer to  my h igh-p i tched  ques t ion  (1) "How do you happen to  

know h is  s t u f f ? "  Chuck says (2) "Cause I read i t . "  This seemed (and 

seems) to  me to  be begging the  ques t io n .  Chuck seemed to  be r e s i s t i n g  

the  obvious question o f  how he happened to  read i t .  F u r th e r ,  he spoke 

with  a tone t h a t  sugges ts  s l i g h t  annoyance,  as i f  to say ,  "I read i t ,  

o f  course .  How e l se?"  Paul reac ted  as I d id ,  s ince  he asked (3)

"What do you do?" a t  the  same time t h a t  I asked (4) "Are you in s o c i -  

iology?" (During playback Paul a t t e s t e d  t h a t  t h i s  was indeed his  

r e a c t i o n ) .  That i s ,  both Paul and I expected Chuck to  t e l l  how h is  

l i f e  — and most l i k e l y  h i s  work o r  educat ion - -  led him to  Goffman's 

books. My question (4) r e p re se n t s  my c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  t a c t i c  of  asking 

with a more d i r e c t  q u e s t io n ,  when I do not ge t  the  in format ion  I 

expec t .  Again Chuck's answer (7) "I  read a l i t t l e  b i t  o f  i t , "  does 

not expla in  how he came to  read i t .  P r ed ic ta b ly ,  I fo l low up by 

r e s t a t i n g  my question  assuming he d i d n ' t  unders tand: (8) "I mean were

you . . .  uh s tudying sociology?"  Again,  Chuck's answer dec l in es  to  

give more than the  informat ion immediately reques ted :  (9) "No."
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At t h i s  po in t  I apparen t ly  give up t r y i n g  to  e l i c i t  informat ion 

from Chuck. However, the  m a t te r  does not fee l  c losed to  me, so I 

supply a p l a u s i b l e  exp lana t ion  of  my own: ( 1 0 ) "You j u s t  heard about

i t ,  huh?" Here I seem to  be coming to  terms with the  f a c t  t h a t  Chuck 

i s  not going to  f u r n i sh  th e  s o r t  o f  answer I expec t ,  so I s e t t l e  fo r  

my own r e c o n s t r u c t io n  of  h is  uns ta ted  answer.  At j u s t  t h i s  p o i n t ,

Chuck comes through with  what I expected fo u r  conversa tional tu rn s  

e a r l i e r :  (11) "I heard about i t  from a f r i e n d  who was a s o c i o l o g i s t . "

Again, Chuck was r e l u c t a n t  to  o f f e r  in format ion  in a f i e l d  in  which he 

f e l t  I was more competent.  Chuck no ted ,  dur ing playback, ano ther  pos­

s i b l e  f a c t o r  in  h is  r e lu c tan c e  to o f f e r  informat ion about the  source  

of  h is  f a m i l i a r i t y  with  Goffman's work. The f r i en d  who was a s o c i ­

o l o g i s t  was someone Chuck had l iv ed  with  f o r  many years  — hence,  an 

a s s o c ia t i o n  with  personal m a t t e r s ,  which he did  not want to t a l k  about.

This conversa t ion  about Goffman preceded the  one about LA and 

Chuck's work ( p. 91) .  The two in te rchanges  e x h i b i t  roughly th e  same 

p a t t e rn  ( c f  P i t t e n g e r  e t .  a l " r e c u r r e n c e " ) . Throughout these  conver­

s a t i o n s ,  I had the  f e e l i n g  t h a t  Chuck was withhold ing and r e s i s t i n g ,  

and I had no idea why. I kept t r y i n g  to  r e c t i f y  the  s i t u a t i o n  by 

t a lk in g  f a s t e r ,  ask ing him more q u e s t i o n s ,  being more e n t h u s i a s t i c ,  

saying more, and focus ing  more a t t e n t i o n  on him persona l ly .  I t  now 

seems l i k e l y  t h a t  a l l  these  devices  had the  e f f e c t  of  f u r t h e r  st imy- 

ing him.

There a re  a t  l e a s t  two major s t y l i s t i c  d i f f e r e n c e s  opera t ing  

here:  notions  o f  con ten t  (what i t  i s  a p p ro p r i a t e  to  t a l k  about) and

contro l  devices  (how i t  i s  a p p ro p r ia t e  to t a l k  about i t ) .  The idea 

t h a t  i t  i s  " p o l i t e "  to  t a l k  about personal  m a t t e r s ,  t h a t  people l i k e
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to  t a l k  about themselves ,  seems l i k e  a "given" to  some speakers ( e .g .  

me), while f o r  o the rs  i t  i s  equa l ly  obviously  no t  t r u e .  Note, of 

course ,  t h a t  the  s e t t i n g  determines ap p ro p r ia ten ess  judgments.  Chuck 

may well l i k e  to  t a l k  about h im se lf  with  a c lo se  f r i e n d ,  i f  not with  

someone he has j u s t  met.

The Machine-Gun Question

To me, th e  way in which I asked ques t ions  o f  Chuck: with high 

p i t c h ,  rap id  r a t e ,  f a s t  pacing with r e s p e c t  to  preceding comments, and 

reduced s y n ta c t i c  forms,  a l l  s ignal f a m i l i a r i t y  and casual ness — 

hence ra p p o r t ,  designed to make the  o th e r  fee l  comfortable .  However, 

my quest ions  made Chuck fee l  "on th e  s p o t , "  r a t h e r  l i k e  my s i s t e r ' s  

question to  Dan ("Where." p. 86) .  Questions o f  t h i s  s o r t  opera te  

e f f e c t i v e l y  in o th e r  segments of  th e  Thanksgiving conversa tion  - -  

s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  in in te rchanges  between Karl ,  Paul ,  and me.

For example, note  the  following segment. At t h i s  p o in t ,  Paul has 

commented t h a t  his  so n ' s  t e ach e r  b e l i e v es  t h a t  t e l e v i s i o n  has l im i ted  

c h i l d r e n ' s  f a n ta sy  l i v e s ,  and Karl concurs .  I then ask Karl and Paul 

a s e r i e s  of q u e s t i o n s ,  f a s t  and a t  t imes h ig h -p i tch ed ,  j u s t  l i k e  those  

t h a t  I e a r l i e r  asked Chuck:

(1) K I th in k  i t ' s  b a s i c a l l y  done . . .  damage to  c h i ld re n ,  
[ to n e ------------------------------------------------------------ p-----------

 (That what good i t ' s  done i s  . . .  outweighed by . . .
‘“ dec------------------------------ --------- --------------------------
\

the  damage. [very sober  tone throughout]

(2) DT [Did you two grow up with  t e l e v i s io n ?

(3) P Very l i t t l e .  We had a TVpin the  Ouonset

(4) DT Lhow o ld  were you when your
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(5) K

paren ts  go t  i t ?
/

We had a TV but we d i d n ' t  watch i t  a l l
^  /  

t h e  t im e  We were very young. I was four  when my

paren ts  go t  a TV.

(6) DT
/

You were four?

(7) P I even remember t h a t .................r l  d o n ' t  remember/ ??r
I remember they got a TV-^

before

1
f l l

(8) K

P 

K

(9) P II remember we got i t  in the  Quonset hu ts .
r "  /  p-

(10) DT [chuckles] You l ived  in Quonset huts?  When you
S’

were how old?

/  /  
we moved out o f i t h e  Quonset h u ts .  In n ine teen  f i f t y

V  - r
fou r .

(11) K Y'know my f a t h e r ' s  d e n t i s t  s a id  to  him w ha t ' s  a Quonset

hu t .  . . .  And he sa id  God, you must be younger than my

c h i l d r e n  He was Younger than both o f  us.
S [s ighs]

The pace o f  t h i s  e n t i r e  segment i s  f a s t ,  with  much over lap  and 

l i t t l e  pause between u t t e r a n c e s .  My ques t ions  may s e t  the  pace ,  but 

the  re sponses  a re  equa l ly  f a s t - p a c e d .  Paul and Karl over lap  with each 

o th e r  (7 ,8 )  and l a t c h  u t t e r a n c e s  onto preceding ones (5 ,9 ) (The term 

" la tch"  i s  taken from Schenkein 1978). My ques t ion  (2) i s  la tched  

onto K a r l ' s  r a t h e r  slow-paced and sober observa t ion  about t e l e v i s i o n

(1 ) .  My next ques t ion  (4) i s  timed to  over lap  with  P a u l ' s  answer to

(2) .  (S ince Paul and Karl a r e  b ro th e r s ,  they a re  equa l ly  ab le  to
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answer).  My ques t ions  in  (10) a re  h igh-p i tched  and f a s t :  "You l iv e d

in Quonset huts?"  i s  a re sp o n se -q u es t io n ,  showing my s u r p r i s e ,  and 

"When you were how old?"  asks f o r  more in format ion in j u s t  th e  same 

tone .

My ques t ion  (2) "Did you two grow up with t e l e v i s i o n ? "  r e p r e s e n t s  

a s h i f t  in  focus  o f  t h e  c o n v e r sa t io n ,  p u t t in g  Paul and Karl on the  

spot in a personal way, whereas they  were p rev ious ly  t a l k i n g  about 

t e l e v i s i o n  in gen e ra l .  They both quick ly  take  up t h i s  new t a c k ,  and 

in t h e i r  responses  they  i n t e r r u p t  and r e p e a t  each o th e r  t o  answer in 

tandem. By th e  time I ask (4) "How old were you when your p a ren ts  got 

i t ? "  Karl has j u s t  begun to  answer my question  (2) with  h i s  comment

(5) :  "We had a TV but  we d i d n ' t  watch i t  a l l  the  t im e ."  He goes

ahead with  t h i s  comment and then con t inues  to  answer my second ques­

t i o n  by say ing ,  "I was fou r  when my paren ts  got a TV." I t  i s  i n t e r e s t ­

ing to  see how the  c o n s t r u c t io n s  o f  the  two sen tences  r e f l e c t  the  

s h i f t  in focus  of K a r l ' s  s ta tem en ts .  His f i r s t  sentence  in  (5) "We 

had a TV but" echoes P a u l ' s  "We had a TV" in (3 ) .  K a r l ' s  second sen­

tence  in (5) picks  up the  phrase "when my parents  got a TV" from my 

ques t ion  ( 4 ) ".. .When your  paren ts  go t  a TV."

There a re  two i n t r i c a t e  p a t t e r n s  o f  synchroniza t ion  h e re .  The 

f i r s t  i s  P a u l ' s  and K a r l ' s  "due t t ing"  (Falk 1979),  as they  both t a l k  

about t h e i r  childhood r e c o l l e c t i o n s ;  t h a t  i s ,  they j o i n t l y  hold one 

s id e  o f  the  c onversa t ion .  I ,  meanwhile, am timing my ques t io n s  to  

come e i t h e r  as i n t e r r u p t i o n s  o r  a t  the  p re c i s e  end o f  P a u l ' s  and 

K a r l ' s  sentences  - -  extremely rap id  f i r e .  I f  my rap id  qu es t io n s  come 

a t  a t ime when Karl i s  not prepared to s top t a l k i n g ,  he e i t h e r  answers 

when he i s  ready or  ignores  th e  ques t ion  comple te ly ,  depending on how

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



1 0 8

much more he has to  say .  The f i r s t  phenomenon has been seen (5 ) .  The 

second can be seen when Karl ignores my ques t ion  (10) "You l iv e d  in 

Quonset huts?  . . .  When you were how old?" Ins tead  of  answering, he 

t e l l s  a l i t t l e  s to ry  (11) which he has thought o f  in  connection with 

Quonset hu ts .

Note too the  compressed na ture  of  the  ques t ion  (10) "When you 

were how old?"  as opposed to  the  s tandard  form, "How old were you when 

you l iv ed  the re?"  The f u l l  form would have taken longer  to  u t t e r ,  and 

would have s ig n a l l e d  i t s  i n t e r r o g a t i v e  i n t e n t  s y n t a c t i c a l l y .  The ques 

t i o n  as u t t e r e d  i s  a reduced form; i t  i s  s h o r t e r ,  and i t s  i n t e r r o g a ­

t i v e  i n t e n t  i s  s i g n a l l e d  most s a l i e n t l y  by sharp r i s i n g  in to n a t io n .

The r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  r e d u c t io n ,  combined with th e  a c c e l e r a t e d  pace o f  

u t t e r a n c e ,  i s  t h a t  the  ques t ion  re lay s  the  conversa t iona l  ba ll  f a s t e r  

than would "normally" be expected - -  j u s t  l i k e  the  reduced question  

"Where" which was d iscussed  e a r l i e r  (p. 86 ) .  The e f f e c t  i s  intended 

as a r a p p o r t  dev ice ,  by which the metamessage i s ,  "We a re  such good 

communicators,  we d o n ' t  need fu l l  forms."  However, when used with 

someone who does not share  t h i s  system, the  e f f e c t  would most l i k e l y  

be ( l i k e  Dan's r e a c t io n  to  the  reduced question  "Where"), " L e t ' s  ge t  

t h i s  conversa t ion  over with  because y o u ' r e  such a bore ."

In a d d i t i o n ,  the  f a s t  pace,  reduced s y n t a c t i c  form, and high 

p i t c h  of  t h i s  ques t ion  a re  intended to  connote casual n e s s ,  to  s ignal  

the  message,  "Answer t h i s  i f  you l i k e ,  but i f  you have something e l s e  

to  say ,  go ahead, because t h i s  r e a l l y  i s n ' t  a l l  t h a t  im por tan t . "  This 

message ge ts  through; Karl takes  the  option of  not answering the  

ques t ion .  I t  i s  not th e  case  t h a t  the  ques t ion  over laps  with  some­

th in g  he has a l ready  begun to  say ,  as in  (5 ) ,  where h i s  s ta tement
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begins immediately a f t e r  my quest ion  (4 ) .  R ather ,  t h e r e  i s  a long 

pause o f  1.5 seconds a f t e r  my ques t ion  (10 ) ,  before  Karl begins his  

s to ry  (11) .  As I l i s t e n  to  the t a p e ,  I do not mind in  the  l e a s t  t h a t  

he has chosen to  t e l l  t h i s  s to ry  r a t h e r  than answer my ques t ion .  I am 

pleased t h a t  he r e a l i z e s  t h a t  I would l i k e  to  hear  what he most f e e l s  

l i k e  t e l l i n g ,  and t h a t  he does not "stand on ceremony" by f e e l in g  he 

must answer every ques t ion  I happen to  ask .  His lack  o f  compulsion 

about answering my ques t ions  f r e e s  me to  t o s s  them out as exuberently  

as I l i k e .

At ano ther  t im es ,  Karl permits my i n t e r r u p t i o n  to  change the 

course  o f  h is  t a l k .  For example, l a t e r  in th e  same episode ,  he com­

ments t h a t  people l i v in g  in the  Quonset huts  had r a t s ,  and he con­

t in u e s :

(1) K Cause they were b u i l t  near  th e  swamp We used to
/  /

go . . .  hunting frogsr-in th e  swamps,
I s ' \  '  ^

(2) DT LWhere was i t .  Where were yours?
£  acc

(3) K In th e  Bronx.
/  /  N

(4) P Lin the Bronx. In th e  East  Bronx?
/  — i

(5) DT How long did  you l i v e  in i t ?

(6) K [Near the  swamps? ----  Now

t h e r e ' s  a big coopera t ive  b u i ld in g .

(7) P LThree y e a r s .

(8) DT Three .years?
[breathy tone]

In t h i s  segment, Karl permits  my over lap  to  become an i n t e r r u p t i o n .  

When I ask (2) "Where was i t ?  Where were yours?"  he h a l t s  his
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r e c o l l e c t i o n  about hunting f rogs  in the  swamps (1) to  answer my ques­

t i o n  in (3 ) .  However, when my next question  (5) comes: "How long did

you l i v e  in i t ? "  he i s  s t i l l  answering my previous ques t ion  with (6) 

"Near the  swamps? . . .  Now t h e r e ' s  a big coopera t ive  bu i ld in g ?"  In 

o th e r  words, he has taken  one ques t ion  (2) and allowed i t  to  determine 

his next c o n t r i b u t i o n s ,  but he ignores  ano ther  (5) because i t  i s  too 

soon a f t e r  h is  answer t o  (2 ) .  My ques t ion  (5) i s  a c t u a l l y  answered by 

Pau l ,  who i s  not o the rwise  engaged (and who throughout  th e  evening i s  

a t t e n t i v e  to  my ques t ions  and needs,  as I am to  h i s ) .

When Karl l i s t e n e d  to  t h i s  conversa t ion  on the  t a p e ,  he af fi rmed 

t h a t  i t  was a f i n e  c o n v er sa t io n .  He was not t roubled  by my rapid  

q u e s t io n s ;  he f e l t  they showed i n t e r e s t ,  and he found t h e i r  pace appro­

p r i a t e  to  the  dynamic na tu re  o f  th e  t a l k .  I t  was j u s t  t h i s  dynamic 

q u a l i t y ,  he aver red ,  t h a t  made the  conversa t ion  s a t i s f y i n g .  Paul did 

not f ind  the  pace unusual e i t h e r ,  but he noted t h a t  he was having some 

t ro u b le  s tay ing  in t h e r e .

There a re  many o th e r  segments of  the  Thanksgiving d in n e r  conversa­

t io n  which show t h a t  Karl and I use rap id  ques t ions  in th e  same way.

In one, Chuck i s  again  the  u n fo r tu n a te  t a r g e t .  The beginning of t h i s  

segment has a l ready  been rep o r ted  and d iscussed  (p. 8 7 ) .  I t  i s  the  

d i scuss ion  in with  Chuck mentions h is  t r i p  to  New York, and Karl asks 

him where he went t h e r e  ([5] below). Following i s  the  r e s t  o f  t h a t  

segment.

i /  N(1) C 'T h a t ' s  what I expected to  f ind  in New York was l o t s  of
acc

y
bagels .

. /  /
(2) DR Yeah l o t s  o f  bagels  and when you go to  Boston you
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expect to  f indpbeans.t ue<

Did you f in d  them?

(4) C r No no. What I found were were uh— . . .  c r o i s o 7

c re s c e n t  r o l l s ?  and c r o i s s a n t ?  and a l l  t h a t ?

thE . .  c r e s c e n t  r o l l s  mostly .  Lots o f  t h a t  kind o f  

s t u f f .  But i t  was

(5) Where.

(6) DR C ro is san t .
s  S ' \

(7) C I d o n ' t  know. . . .  I d i d n ' t  go around a whole l o t  fo r

b re a k f a s t .  I was kind o f  s tuck  a t  . . .  the  Plaza f o r
PP

a while  which was i n t e r e s t i n g .

(8) DT Y^u stayed a t  th e  Plaza?

(9) C Yeah.

(10) DT rHooooooooo!

(11) K [Were you on the^West Side a t  a l l ?
acc

Karl responds to  Chuck's comment (1) t h a t  he expected to  f ind  

bagels  in New York by asking (3) "Did you f in d  them?" In t h i s  he cu ts  

o f f  the  end of  Dan's humorous ob se rv a t io n  (2 ) .  Chuck’s r e p ly  (4) to  

K a r l ' s  ques t ion  i s  f a i r l y  long but r e p e t i t i v e ,  slowed down by a f i l l e r  

(uh— ) ,  a f a l s e  s t a r t  ( " c r o i s a 7 " ) ,  r e p e t i t i o n  and rewording ( " c re sc e n t  

r o l l s " ,  " c r o i s s a n t " ,  " c re sc en t  r o l l s " ) ,  empty phrases  ("and a l l  t h a t ? , "  

" t h a t  kind of  s t u f f " ) ,  and pauses .  Karl i n t e r r u p t s  t h i s  rep ly  to  ask

(5) "Where." The c o n t r a s t  between Chuck's d i f f u s e  and r e p e t i t i v e  (4) 

and K a r l ' s  abrup t  ques t ion  (5) could not be more d ramat ic .  In (7)

Chuck r e p l i e s  to  K a r l ' s  ques t ion  with ano ther  d i f f u s e  c o n t r ib u t io n .
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(7) begins wi th  a hedge (" I  d o n ' t  know"), proceeds t o  a pause,  has 

more hedges ("a whole l o t , "  "kind of" )  and has more pauses before  

reaching th e  co n ten t fu l  answer t h a t  he a t e  b re a k fa s t  a t  th e  Plaza Hotel ,  

a f t e r  which h is  vo ice  t r a i l s  o f f .  I t  has a l ready  been p o s tu la ted  

(p. 88 ) ,  as confirmed by Chuck, t h a t  th e  abruptness  o f  K a r l ' s  ques t ion  

probably took him aback and th e r e fo re  slowed him down even more than 

o r d i n a r i l y  might have been his  s t y l e .

No sooner does Chuck ge t  t h i s  in format ion o u t ,  than I ask a ques­

t i o n  which i s  r e a l l y  a back channel response: (8) "You s tayed a t  the

Plaza?" In t h i s  in s t a n c e ,  as has been seen e lsewhere ,  rephras ing  

Chuck's s ta tem en t  as a ques t ion  i s  meant to  show g r e a t  i n t e r e s t :  his

words have made an impression.  Chuck's muted and c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  

response  (9) "Yeah" i s  met with y e t  ano ther  exclamation from me, t h i s  

t ime a h ig h -p i tched  non-rsrba l  one: (10) "Hoooooooo!" At t h i s  p o in t ,

Karl jumps in  with  (11) "Were you on the  WestSide a t  a l l ? "  His ques-
acc

t io n  i s  spoken q u ic k ly ,  with  high p i t c h ,  ends with  marked r i s i n g  i n ­

t o n a t io n ,  and i s  l a tch ed  onto the  preceding u t t e r a n c e .

In ano ther  segment o f  c onve rsa t ion ,  i t  i s  c l e a r  Paul too uses the  

s t r a t e g y  o f  quick qu es t io n s  to  show i n t e r e s t .  In th e  second hour of  

taped c o n v e r sa t io n ,  Dan i s  t a lk in g  to th e  group about  sign language.

He has j u s t  exp la ined  th e  th r e e  s igns  he knows f o r  th e  word "Christmas" 

and t o ld  what they symbolize.

(1) DR So— and t h i s  i s  the  one t h a t ' s  Berkeley.  This i s

th e  Berkeley . . .  s ign f o r  . .  forr-Christmas

(2) DT u-Do you f ig u r e  o^ t
f
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(11) P

those  . .  those  um correspondences? o r  do? when you
DR/?/

s '

l e a r n  the  s ig n s ,  / d o e s /  somebody t e l l s  you.

(3) DR Oh you meanr-watching i t ?  l i k e

(4) DT (-Cause I can imagine knowing t h a t  s i g n ,  . . .

and not . .  f i g u r in g  out t h a t  i t  had anything to  do with 

the  deco ra t ions .

(5) DR No. Y you know t h a t  i t  has to  do with the

(6) DT

decora t ions .

/
i t  ou t .

y

•Cause somebody t e l l s  you? Or you f i g u r e 7
DR̂ No-*

/  \
(7) DR Oh. . . .  You you t a lk in g  about me, or  a deaf person.

(8) DT WeahW /You.

You.

(9) DR Me? uh— Someone t e l l s  me, u su a l ly  . . . .  But a l o t  of
y  y

em I can t e l l .  I mean t h e y ' r e  obvious  The b e t t e r

I g e t  the  more I can t e l l .  The longer I do i t  the  more

I can t e l l  what t h e y ' r e  t a lk in g  about.

  Without knowing what the  s ign i s .

(10) DT huh. W hat 's  interesting.*^

But how do you
\  /  

l e a r n  a new s ign?

\  /  *t
(12) DR How do I le a rn  a new sign?

(13) P j_Yeah. I mean supposing

V i c t o r ' s  t a lk in g  and a l l  of  a sudden he uses
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a sign f o r  Thanksgiving, and you've never seen i t  

before .

My ques t ions  (2) (4) and (6) and P a u l ' s  questions  (11) and (13) a re  

timed to  over lap  or l a t c h  immediately onto Dan's preceding comments.

In c o n t r a s t ,  Dan's comments fo l low  our questions  a f t e r  normal or even 

n o t i c e a b le  (5,  12) pauses .

My question  (2) about  whether Dan f ig u r e s  out the  s ign symbolism 

f o r  h imse lf  or  i s  to ld  about i t ,  not only i s  la tched  onto Dan's fading 

comment (1 ) ,  but i s  spoken lo u d ly ,  and whereas Dan was making a general  

s ta tement  about s ig n ,  I am suddenly tu rn ing  the  focus on him person­

a l l y ,  as I do in previous examples with  Chuck and Karl . I now know 

(from Dan's comments during playback) t h a t  abrup t  questions  catch  him 

o f f  guard.  Therefore  he i s  taken aback a t  t h i s  poin t  and h e s i t a t e s  by 

rephras ing  the  ques t ion .  I then i n t e r r u p t  Dan's rephrasing  to  give  

more informat ion to i l l u s t r a t e  my ques t ion  (4 ) .  The f a c t  t h a t  Dan 

h e s i t a t e d  in d ica ted  to  me t h a t  I had not given him enough in format ion ;  

however, th e  rea l  t ro u b le  was not  t h a t ,  but the  suddenness o f  my ques­

t io n  and the  f a c t  t h a t  i t  s h i f t e d  from a general  to a personal to p ic  

wi thout  outward warning. What Dan r e a l l y  wanted was a slower paced 

conversa t ion .

Dan answers my ques t ion  (4) by commenting (5) on my i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  

but he does not answer my i n i t i a l  ques t ion  (2) of  HOW he knows t h a t  

the  sign symbolizes a c e r t a i n  th in g  ( the  Christmas sign symbolizing 

decora t ions  was an example). I t h e r e f o r e  use my now f a m i l i a r  s t r a t e g y  

o f  asking aga in ,  becoming more s p e c i f i c .  My quest ion (6) "Cause some­

body t e l l s  you? Or you f i g u r e  i t  o u t . "  i s  la tched  onto Dan’s comment

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



1 1 5

(5) "You know t h a t  i t  has to  do with the  d e c o r a t io n s . "  Once more Dan 

s t a l l s  by ask ing  (7) f o r  c l a r i f i c a t i o n  o f  the  q u e s t io n .  Again 

h is  qu es t io n  comes a f t e r  a f i l l e r ,  a pause ,  a s l i g h t  s t u t t e r  a t  the  

beginning o f  h is  sentence: "Oh. . . .  You you t a l k i n g  about m e . . . " .  And 

y e t  a g a in ,  I c l a r i f y  in machine-gun fa sh io n :  (8) "Yeah. You. You."

Dan then answers my question  to  my s a t i s f a c t i o n  and i s  rewarded with

(10) "huh" and a comment "T ha t ' s  i n t e r e s t i n g , "  which over lap  with h is  

answer.

The rhythm o f  t h i s  in te rchange  i s  most p e c u l i a r .  As with Chuck 

in  th e  LA d is cu s s io n  (see p . 91) ,  the  rhythm i s  a p a t t e r n  of answer- 

q u e s t i o n ,  pause ,  answer-ques tion ,  pause.  Normally,  a ques t ion -and -  

answer a re  seen as an "adjacency p a i r"  (Sacks,  S c h e g lo f f ) ,  and in a 

smooth c o n v e r sa t io n ,  they a re  rhy thm ica l ly  pa i red  as w e l l .  The d i f ­

fe ren ces  in Dan's s t y l e  on the  one hand, and P a u l ' s  and mine on the  

o t h e r ,  however, c r e a t e  pauses not between an answer and the  following 

q u e s t i o n ,  but between our rap id  ques t ions  and h i s  delayed answers.

Each r e s u l t a n t  "rhythmic p a i r , "  then ,  i s  made o f  Dan's answer and the  

next a d j a c e n t  ques t ion .  This i s  t y p ic a l  of  the  way in which s t y l i s t i c  

d i f f e r e n c e s  c r e a t e  o b s t ru c t io n s  in conversa t iona l  rhythm. The je rk y  

rhythm i s  c r e a te d  by the  d i f f e r e n c e  in ex p ec ta t io n s  about how much 

t ime should a p p ro p r i a t e ly  lapse  between u t t e r a n c e s  in the  co nversa t ion .  

( I t  has been seen t h a t  Chuck i s  p e r f e c t l y  capable  o f  overlapping and 

i n t e r r u p t i n g  in o the r  co n v e r sa t io n s ,  and Karl ,  Paul and I al low long 

pauses dur ing  o th e r  s o r t s  of  t a l k  — f o r  example, a s e r ious  d iscuss ion  

o f  emotional problems).

A v a r i e t y  o f  l i n g u i s t i c  devices  make these  ques t ions  seem l i k e  

machine-gun f i r e :  some combination o f  the  devices  o f  h i t h  p i t c h ,
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reduced s y n t a c t i c  form, f a s t  r a t e  of  speech,  and d i r e c t n e s s  of  con­

t e n t .  In a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  e f f e c t  o f  a l l  these  devices  i s  inc reased  by the  

pace with  which th e  ques t ion  i s  f i r e d  in  conversa t ion :  the  t ime t h a t  

i s  pe rm i t ted  to  e lap se  before  the  question i s  posed. In t h i s ,  the  

quick ques t ion  i s  one a sp e c t  o f  f a s t  pacing t h a t  i s  one o f  th e  most 

s a l i e n t  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  th e  rappor t -based  s t r a t e g y  under a n a l y s i s .

Overlap and Pace

In th e  d i s cu s s io n  presented  above ( p . 110) about New York, Karl 

and I a r e  so quick with  our responses ,  so animated in our i n t e r e s t  in 

New York as a to p i c  o f  t a l k ,  t h a t  Chuck ge ts  l o s t  in s h o r t  o rde r .

K a r l ' s  ques t ion  (11) "Were you on the  West Side a t  a l l ? "  does not 

spark  a d i s cu s s io n  with  Chuck about h is  v i s i t  to  New York. Rather ,  i t  

launches Karl and me, and to  some e x te n t  Paul,  on a d i s cu s s io n  o f  our 

own about New York. We f i r e  and answer ques t ions  and over lap  in the  

con t inu ing  d i s c u s s io n .

In answering K a r l ' s  ques t ion  about whether he went to  the  West 

S ide ,  Chuck mentions a r e s t a u r a n t  he went to  downtown. Karl then c o r ­

r e c t s ,  "No, I mean the  Upper West S ide ."  Chuck says he d o e s n ' t  know, 

so I hypothesize  f o r  him t h a t  he did  not go t h e r e ,  and I ask a ques­

t i o n  to  v e r i f y  t h i s .  The question  (1 ) ,  however, e l i c i t s  a t e r s e

response  from Chuck. The one i t  engages in conversa t ion  i s  Karl:

(1) DT Probly no t .  Dju go to  the  Coliseum?
acc

(2) C No.

(3) DT Probly he d i d n ' t  go to  the  West S ide .
acc ,  p

(4) K rColtseum'?l
f
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(5) DT T h a t ' s  where th e  beginning o f  the  WestrSide i s .
acc

(6) K Oh r i g h t .

(7) P rWwhat's the  Coliseum.

K 1 / 1 /

(8) DT F i f t y  n in th  and uh—

(9) C [s ings]  Ea—s t  S i —de, We—s t  S i —de.

(10) P What i s  i t .

(11) DT What i s  i t ?  I t ' s  a big expos i t ion  c e n t e r .

(12) K And o f f i c e  b u i ld ing .

DR r / V

(13) P L b y  f i f t y  n in th .  And Columbus C i r c l e .

(14) DT ^mmm-^

(15) K. Remember where rW I N S  used to  be?

(16) DT No7

(17) K Then they b u i l t  a big huge skysc raper  th e re ?

(18) DT No. Where was t h a t .

(19) K Right where Central  Park West met Broadway. That
acc

/ -bu i ld ing  shaped l i k e  t h a t .  [Makes a pyramid with  hands]

(20) P ^-Didrl g ive  you too much? [re turkey]

(21) DT L By Columbus C i rcu i t?  . . .  t h a t  Columbus C irc le?
I

(22) K. “- R i g h t  on Columbus C i r c l e .

H ere ' s  Columbus C i r c l e ,  . . . r h e r e ' s  Centra l  Park. West,

(23) DT L Now i t ' s

"he Huntington Hart ford  Museum.

(24) P H h a t ' s  the  Huntington H ar t fo rd ,  r i g h t ?
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(25) K Nuhnuhno. . . .  Here 's  Central  Park West, h e r e ' s
DT^Yeah.

Broadway. We're going n o r th ,  t h i s  way? . . .  and
DT unuh

^  V. /
h e r e ' s  t h i s  bu i ld ing  here .  The Huntington Hart ford  is  

i s r on th e  South s id e .

(26) DT ‘- 0n the  o the r7 ac ro ss .  Yeah, r i g h t r i g h t r i g h t r i g h t -

r i g h t ...........
y

j-And now t h a t ' s  a new bu i ld ing  with  uh—

(27) K L And th e re  was . . .  ^  and th e re  was a7

s t o r e s  here ,  and the  upper second f l o o r  was W I N S .
DT oh—

. . .  And we l i s t e n e d  t o —

(28) DT Now i t ' s  a round p lace  with  a - -  movie t h e a t r e .

(29) K Now7 t h e r e ' s  a roun7 No. The next . .  next block i s  but

. . .  but . .  t h i s  i s  a huge skysc raper  r i g h t  the re -  

DT -̂oh J  ^-oh,

yeah.

(30) DT hml

(31) K [ I t ' s  amazing.

(32) DT I never knew where W I N S  was.
/

(33) K That was my haunt cause I went down f o r  c h i l d r e n ' s

co n ce r t s .

Beginning with  K a r l ' s  question to  Chuck about  whether he went to  the  

West Side in  New York, Karl and I launch an in te n s e  d i scuss ion  o f  the  

goegraphy o f  Columbus C i rc le .  We were jo ined  o c ca s io n a l ly  by Paul ,  

bu t Paul noted during playback t h a t  he does not know New York City  as

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



1 1 9

well as Karl does ,  s in ce  he never l ived  in  Manhattan as an a d u l t ;  

t h e r e f o r e  he f e l t  somewhat in t imidated  during t h i s  d i s cu s s io n .  The 

pace of  t h i s  conve rsa t ion  i s  extremely r a p i d ,  and inc ludes  complex sub- 

t o p i c s  w i th in  th e  ove ra l l  top ic  of  Columbus C i r c l e .  For example, Karl 

asks

(15) R remember whererWINS used to  be?

WINS i s  a NY ra d io  s t a t i o n  t h a t  was popular when we were young. I 

answer (16) :'No,l! but Karl proceeds with (17) very qu ick ly ,  as i f  I 

had no t  answered t h i s  way a t  a l l .

(17) Then they  b u i l t  a big hugy skyscraper  the re?

I r e p e a t  my nega t ive  r e p ly  (18) "No," and ask "Where was t h a t? "

As Karl ex p la in s  to  me where WINS was,  th e re  i s  rap id  and loud 

over lap  as Karl ,  Paul and I a l l  r e p e a t  each o t h e r ' s  phrases to  show 

agreement. I sugges t  (21) "By Columbus C irc le?"  (which i s  no t  a rea l  

q u e s t io n ,  s in ce  i t s  l o c a t io n  in Columbus C i rc le  i s  the  reason Karl 

brought WINS up in  th e  f i r s t  p lace ) .  Karl r e p e a t s  t h i s  phrase  (22) 

"Right on Columbus C i r c l e , "  t iming h is  agreement to  overlap with  my 

u t t e r a n c e .  He has had a c lue  in the  form o f  my f a l s e  s t a r t  (21) 

"Columbus C i r c u i t "  and th e r e f o r e  need not wa i t  f o r  me to  complete th e  

c o r r e c t  phrase .  Karl then continues his  ex p lan a t io n ,  with ha rd ly  a 

h i tch  in t iming:

(22) K Right on Columbus C i rc le .  H ere 's  Columbus C i r c l e ,  

h e r e ' s  Central  Park West,

I then i n t e r r u p t  h is  explanation  (22) to  show t h a t  I understand well
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enough to  supply a new landmark of my own:

(23) DT Now i t ' s  the  Huntington Hart ford  Museum.
v /

(24) P ‘-T h a t ' s  the  Huntington H a r t fo rd ,  r i g h t ?

I t  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n t e r e s t i n g  to  note P a u l ' s  c o n t r ib u t io n  (24). 

Paul i s  ab le  to  use h i s  f a m i l i a r i t y  with  the  rhythmic p a t t e r n s  of 

our t a l k  to  p a r t i c i p a t e ,  even though he i s  not f a m i l i a r  with  the 

m ate r ia l  under d i s c u s s io n .  Paul suggests "T ha t ' s  th e  Huntington 

H ar t fo rd ,  r ig h t ? "  q u i t e  as i f  he had reason to  b e l ie v e  t h a t  t h i s  i s  

c o r r e c t .  In f a c t ,  he i s  "piggy-backing" my erroneous comment (23).

I t  i s  h ighly  u n l i k e l y ,  were he to  mistake K a r l ' s  geography lesson 

independently ,  t h a t  he would make p r e c i s e ly  the  same mis take t h a t  I 

d id .  I t  seems c l e a r ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  t h a t  he p icks  up my comment (23) and 

uses i t  as the  b a s i s  f o r  h is  own (24) ,  wai t ing  j u s t  long enough a f t e r  

I began t a l k i n g  f o r  him to  know what I would say .  He took a ca lcu ­

l a t e d  r i s k ,  assuming t h a t  I would be r i g h t .  Although I was wrong, and 

hence he was wrong, he did succeed in p a r t i c i p a t i n g  smoothly in  the  

in te rchange . This i s  a tes tament  to  the  f a c t  t h a t  shar ing  conversa­

t io n a l  s t y l e  in th e  form of  pacing and overlap h a b i t s  i s  s u f f i c i e n t  

f o r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n ;  s p e c i f i c  knowledge o f  the  to p i c  i s  no t .

Since the  b u i ld in g  Karl has in mind i s  not the  Huntington Hart ford  

Museum, Karl t e l l s  us t h a t  we are  wrong: (25) "Nuhnuhno," backing up

to  repea t  h i s  exp lana t ion  in  p re c i s e ly  the  same in to n a t io n  t h a t  he 

began in (22):

/  /
(25) K Nuhnuhno. . . .  Here 's  Central  Park West, h e r e ' s

Broadway
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I am now even more anxious to  show t h a t  I unders tand ,  s ince  I have 

been wrong once,  so I complete K a r l ' s  sentence  with  him:

(25) K The Huntington Har t fo rd  i s  i s ron  th e  SOUTH s id e .

(26) DT on th e  o ther?  across .

Yeah, r i g h t r i  g h t r i  g h t r i  g h t r i  g h t .

My q u i n t u p l e t  machine-gun " r i g h t s "  (26) correspond to  Karl 's  t r i p l e  

machine-gun "no 's"  (25) ;  I need a few more to  c o u n te rac t  my previous  

e r r o r  (23) .

This segment demonstrates  as well how our r a p p o r t  s t r a t e g y ,  

urging us to  reach agreement,  throws us i n to  exaggerated forms o f  our 

hab i tua l  s t y l e  when i t  i s  t h r e a te n e d .  Since I do not r e a l l y  under­

s tand  which bu i ld ing  Karl has in mind, I am even more eager with my 

over laps  and o f f e r s  to  f i n i s h  h is  sen tences  about where i t  i s .  The 

r a p i d - f i r e  "no 's"  and " r ig h t s "  a re  a symptom of  t h i s  too .

The next way t h a t  I t r y  t o  r e c t i f y  my e r r o r  and show unders tand­

ing i s  to  o f f e r  my idea o f  what i s  t h e r e  now:

(26) DT  pand now t h a t ' s  a new bu i ld ing  w i th  uh--^

(27) K -And th e r e  was . . / a n d  i / t h e re  was

a? s to r e s  he re ,  and on the  upper second f l o o r  was WINS.

. . .  And we l i s t e n e d  t o —

At t h i s  p o in t  Karl i s  fo llowing up what he s t a r t e d  in  (15) ,  t h a t  i s ,  

the  lo c a t io n  of  the  rad io  s t a t i o n .  Since he chooses to  ove r r ide  my 

over lap  (26) with his exp lana t ion  (27 ) ,  I r e p e a t  i t :

(28) DT Now i t ' s  a round p lace  with  a— movie t h e a t e r .
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The next l i n e  o f  conversa tion  i s  a most i n t r ig u in g  form o f  evidence

f o r  the  d r i v e  to  agree .  Karl says :

(29) K Now ? t h e r e ' s  a roun? . .  no. The next . .  nex t  block i s

but . . .  but . . .  t h i s  i s  a huge skyscraper  r i g h t
I oh

th e re .
I oh,  yeah.

In (29) Karl begins a u to m a t ica l ly  to  r e p e a t  my phrase "now i t ' s  a 

round b u i ld in g  with  a movie t h e a t e r , "  to  r a t i f y  my o f f e r  o f  under­

s tand ing .  But in f a c t  he cannot dc so ,  because I have been wrong 

again (in  f a c t  I h a v e n ' t  any idea  a t  a l l  where WINS used to  b e ) ,  so he 

must s top h im se l f  from agreeing ,  to  c o r r e c t  me again .  The f a l s e  s t a r t  

i s  a t e s tam en t  to  the  s t r e n g th  o f  h i s  tendency to  r e p e a t  an i n t e r ­

l o c u t o r ' s  phrase  which has been o f f e red  as a show o f  r a p p o r t ,  t h a t  i s  

to  i n c o rp o ra te  t h e i r  o f f e r  in to  o n e ' s  own s ta tement .  I t  i s  i n t e r e s t ­

ing to  no te ,  to o ,  t h a t  K a r l ' s  c o r r e c t io n  (29) " th i s  i s  a huge sky­

scraper"  i s  a r e p e t i t i o n  of  h is  e a r l i e r  statement (17) "Then they 

b u i l t  a big huge skyscraper  th e re ?"  "Huge skyscraper"  seems to  be 

ope ra t ing  as a formulaic  phrase;  and a f t e r  a l l  t h i s  heated n e g o t i a t i o n ,  

Karl i s  r i g h t  back where he began with  h is  d e sc r ip t i o n .

Now Karl and I have f i n a l l y  agreed upon the  s i t e  f o r  the  bu i ld ing  

t h a t  Karl i s  t a l k i n g  about - -  o r  a t  l e a s t  he has d isabused me of my 

s p e c i f i c  confusion o f  i t  with ano ther  bu i ld ing .  There i s  then a s l i g h t  

pause,  in which I say (30) "Hmm" and Karl says (31) " I t ' s  amazing," 

both of  which seem l i k e  c o n ten t !e s s  u t te ra n ce s  meant to  f i l l  the  q u i e t  

a f t e r  th e  storm. Then, in (32) ,  I expla in  why I have been so in e p t  in 

p lac ing  the  b u i ld ing  Karl has t r i e d  to  r e c a l l :
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(32) DT I never knew where WINS was.

In (33) Karl j u s t i f i e s  h is  g r e a t e r  e x p e r t i s e  and perhaps a lso  h is  

i n t e n s e  preoccupation with g e t t i n g  th e  geography of  th e  area r i g h t :

(33) K That was my haunt cause I went down f o r  c h i l d r e n ' s

conce r t s .

S u s i e ' s  r e a c t i o n ,  when l i s t e n i n g  to  t h i s  in te rchange  on the  t a p e ,  

was to  laugh. She no t iced ,  f i r s t  o f  a l l ,  how th e  to p ic  o f  New York got 

taken away from Chuck. Then she commented on the  i n t e n s i t y  of  the  d i s ­

cuss ion which Karl and I became embroiled i n .  "I f in d  i t  in c re d ib ly  

funny," Sus ie  s a id .  "I love i t .  I t ' s  u l t im a te  New York." What she 

found funny was t h a t  Karl was so i n t e n t  on e s t a b l i s h i n g  j u s t  which 

s t r e e t  and which build ing  he was th in k in g  o f ,  and t h a t  I shared t h a t  

e a r n e s tn e s s .  Susie  remarked t h a t  while  she loves l i s t e n i n g  to  such 

d i s c u s s io n s ,  she could never p a r t i c i p a t e  in one because she c o u l d n ' t  

d i s t i n g u i s h  between what 's  important and what i s n ' t .  "I would never 

t a l k  so i n t e n s e l y  about something so i n s i g n i f i c a n t , "  she s a id .  I t  

seems to  her  t h a t  in a Mew York co n v e r sa t io n ,  anyth ing i s  impor tant,  

j u s t  by v i r t u e  of being ta lked  about.  To h e r ,  the  Coliseum d iscuss ion  

i s  a g r e a t  sound and fury  s ig n i fy in g  noth ing .

The f a c t  t h a t  Susie f e l t  she could no t  d i s t i n g u i s h  between what 

i s  im por tan t  and what i s n ' t  i s  s t rong  evidence t h a t  d i f f e r e n t  s i g n a l ­

ing systems a re  a t  work (c f  Gumperz). In c o n t r a s t  to  S u s i e ' s  r e a c ­

t io n  to  t h i s  d iscuss ion  as remarkable,  when Karl l i s t e n e d  to i t  on 

ta p e ,  he had no p a r t i c u l a r  r e a c t i o n ,  except to  smile  and note t h a t  i t  

had been an en joyable  evening. To him (as t o  me),  i t  was j u s t  a good
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conversa t ion .

Thus, rap id  r a t e  o f  speech, over lap ,  and l a t c h in g  o f  u t te ra n ce s  

a re  devices  by which some speakers show s o l i d a r i t y ,  enthusiasm, and 

i n t e r e s t  in o t h e r s '  t a l k .  The r e s u l t i n g  f a s t  pace g reases  th e  conver­

s a t io n a l  wheels when speakers  share  expec ta t ions  about use o f  these  

dev ices .

I t  i s  probably no t  a co incidence t h a t  t h i s  i n t e r c h an g e ,  which 

seems ty p ica l  o f  "New York" s t y l e  in i t s  i n t e n s i t y ,  pace,  ove r lap ,  

loudness ,  and emphasis on r a p p o r t ,  was about New York. I t  seems to  be 

the  case t h a t  a conversa t ion  about a c e r t a in  ingroup o r  about i ssues  

a sso c ia ted  with t h a t  ingroup o f ten  t r i g g e r s  use o f  verbal s t r a t e g i e s  

a sso c ia ted  with t h a t  group. Many New Yorkers have repo r ted  t h a t  when 

they t a l k  about New York, e s p e c i a l l y  with o the r  New Yorkers,  they  find 

themselves us ing exaggera ted  New York s t y l e .  This i s  n a t u r a l ,  s ince  

verbal s t r a t e g i e s ,  when shared ,  a re  p a r t  of what g ives  people the  f e e l ­

ing t h a t  they "are  on the  same wave l en g th , "  I t  i s  th e  comfort and 

ease of  us ing a shared  communicative system t h a t  makes i t  p leasu rab le  

to t a l k  to  people o f  shared  background, al though th e  f e e l i n g  may not 

be consc ious ly  a t t r i b u t e d  to  t h a t  f a c t o r .

I t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  to  note t h a t  Susie mentioned t h a t  she "loved" 

l i s t e n i n g  to  a conversa t ion  l i k e  t h i s  one,  even though i t  seemed 

s t range  to  her.  She l i v e d  with  Karl fo r  s ix  y e a r s ,  so f o r  her such 

conversa tion  i s  a s s o c i a t e d  with  him. I f  she has p o s i t i v e  f e e l in g s  

about t h a t  conversa t iona l  s t y l e ,  those f e e l in g s  n e c e s s a r i l y  come from 

her f e e l i n g s  about her  h i s t o r y  with Karl . Susie noted t h a t  when she 

f i r s t  met K a r l ' s  f a m i ly ,  t h e i r  way o f  t a lk in g  e x h ib i t i n g  charac­

t e r i s t i c s  of  the  Columbus C i rc le  d iscuss ion)  was overwhelming to  her,
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and a b i t  o f f e n s iv e .  (One c a n ' t  help but r e c a l l  here the  s p l i t - s c r e e n

scene from Woody A l l e n ' s  f i lm  Annie H a l l , c o n t r a s t i n g  the  d in n e r  t a l k

o f  h is  New York hero and his mid-western he ro ine ,  exaggerated f o r  comic

e f f e c t ,  o f  course) .  But because of  l a t e r  p o s i t i v e  a s s o c i a t i o n s ,  Sus ie

now f in d s  such conversa t ion  n o s t a l g i c .  A t t i tu d e s  toward speech s t y l e s

a re  n e c e s s a r i l y  a s s o c ia te d  with a t t i t u d e s  toward th e  people one has met
2

who e x h i b i t  those s t y l e s .

I t  i s  q u i t e  c l e a r  t h a t  no t  everyone f e e l s  p o s i t i v e  about people 

who use such conversa t iona l  dev ice s .  A r e c e n t  a r t i c l e  in New West 

magazine (E s te r ly  1979) t e l l s  o f  th e  work o f  Gerald Goodman, a psy­

c h o l o g i s t  a t  UCLA who b e l ieves  t h a t  f a s t  t a l k e r s  a re  a conversa t iona l  

menace. He c a l l s  than  "crowders" ( thus  ev incing h i s  b i a s ,  as perhaps 

my own b ias  emerges in my choice  of  th e  term " r a p p o r t " ) ,  and o f f e r s  a 

t r a i n i n g  course ( a t  a p r ice )  which i s  designed to  help them le a r n  

" p a t i e n c e . "

Goodman sees over lap  and l a t c h i n g  as o b s t r u c t iv e  moves: "A slow

t a l k e r  may a c t u a l l y  be allowed to  end h is  thought ,  but then the  o th e r  

person immediately s t a r t s  t a l k i n g ,  and t h a t  c o n t r ib u t e s  to  a f e e l i n g  

o f  not being understood or a p p rec ia ted  or taken s e r i o u s l y .  And, of 

course ,  i f  you ge t  two ag g re ss iv e ,  crowding people to g e th e r  in com­

p e t i t i o n ,  t h e r e ' s  a chain r e a c t io n  and no communication "( p . 69 ) 

Goodman i s  express ing  the  view o f  th e  d eco n tex tua l ized  s t r a t e g i s t .

From ano ther  p e r s p e c t iv e ,  t h a t  o f  those  ope ra t ing  on a r a p p o r t  s t r a t ­

egy, th e  f a c t  t h a t  i n t e r l o c u t o r s  unders tand  and a p p r e c ia t e  each o th e r  

i s  an assumption; th e  s ig n a l in g  load i s  on r a p p o r t :  showing i n t e r e s t

and enthusiasm through pace.
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Goodman's view, however, c l e a r l y  expresses  the  pe rspec t ive  of  

many non-"crowders".  Dan and Susie  were d isconce r ted  by th e  rap id  pace 

and over lap  t h a t  dominated the  co n v e r sa t io n ,  to  the  e x ten t  t h a t  i t  made 

i t  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  them to  p a r t i c i p a t e .  Dan commented, "I 'm amazed a t  

how you guys t a l k  over each o th e r  - -  saying the  same th ing  a t  the  

same time. When I have a conversa t ion  t h e r e  a re  pauses ."  Dan remarked 

t h a t  h is  pa ren ts  o f ten  i n t e r r u p t e d  each o t h e r ,  but he had the  f e e l i n g  

t h a t  t h i s  meant they wanted to  block each o th e r  ou t .  In t h i s ,  he i s  

express ing  the  view t h a t  Goodman holds  o f  crowders:  t h a t  i s ,  t h a t

overlap  makes communication impossib le .  However, examples of  th e  con­

ve rsa t io n  a t  Thanksgiving d inne r  demonst rate t h a t  f o r  some people over­

lap not only does not impede but in  f a c t  enhances communication.

Mutual Revela tion

The Coliseum d is cu s s io n  con ta ins  y e t  ano ther  important phenomenon 

which i s  p a r t  of  th e  conversa t iona l  s t y l e  of  i t s  p a r t i c i p a n t s .  In 

(32) I make a s ta tement  about  my own exper ience :

(32) DT I never knew where WINS was.

Karl responds to  t h i s  by making a s ta tem en t  about his exper ience:

(33) K That was my haunt cause I went down f o r  c h i l d r e n ' s

co n ce r t s .

This i s  a device  by which a personal s ta tement  i s  in tended as a 

show o f  r a p p o r t .  By t h i s  s t r a t e g y ,  th e  speaker expects  his  or her 

s ta tement  o f  personal exper ience  to  e l i c i t  a s im i l a r  s ta tement from 

the  o th e r .  Thematic cohesion i s  e s t a b l i s h e d  by the metamessage: "We
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are  in t im a te ;  we both t e l l  about o u rse lv e s ;  we a re  both i n t e r e s t e d  in 

hear ing about th e  o t h e r ' s  exper ience ."

The e f f e c t iv e n e s s  o f  t h i s  device  i s  dependent upon the  sharedness 

o f  the  system. A f r i e n d  r e c e n t l y  t o ld  me about a d i s co n c e r t in g  d inner  

conversa t ion  with a man she had j u s t  met. During t h i s  i n i t i a l  conver­

s a t i o n ,  the  man began to  r e g a le  her with personal r e v e l a t i o n s  about h is  

pa s t  and his  l i f e .  My f r i e n d  could not he lp  h e r s e l f  from asking him, 

"Why are  you t e l l i n g  me a l l  t h i s ? "  The man exp la ined ,  "Because I want 

to  g e t  to  know you."  This seems a t  f i r s t  p a t e n t ly  absurd — how could 

he g e t  to  know her by t e l l i n g  about himself?  Yet h i s  s t r a t e g y  makes 

sense i f  h is  personal r e v e l a t i o n s  were in tended as an i n v i t a t i o n  f o r  

her t o  fo llow s u i t  — in  f a c t ,  f o r  one who shares  such a system his  

r e v e l a t i o n s  might be sensed as an im pera t ive  to  fo l low s u i t ,  since  

r e s i s t a n c e  would be an obvious re fusa l  to  p a r t i c i p a t e .

The device o f  mutual r e v e l a t i o n  i s  p a r t  of  th e  rappor t  s t r a t e g y .

I t  f i t s  in with  th e  image o f  convent iona l ized  camaraderie which was

i l l u s t r a t e d  in Chapter One ( p . 31 ) ,  in the  example o f  the  two graduate 

s tu d en t s .  I t  a l so  f i g u r e s  in a passage in the novel Daniel Martin by 

John Fowles. The n a r r a t o r  comments, with  re fe re n ce  to  an American 

couple sea ted  a t  the  p r o t a g o n i s t ' s  t a b l e  on a c r u i s e  sh ip :

The American p a i r  seemed to  have been abroad long enough

— they  had been in  Cairo some fou r  months — to  have 

que l led  t h a t  l e a s t  a t t r a c t i v e  ( to  Dan) o f  na t iona l  charac­

t e r i s t i c s :  the  need to  overwhelm you with personal i n f o r ­

mation and then demand yours .  The occasional conversa tion 

a t  lunch — i t  was p roper ly  a r e c t a n g u la r  t a b l e  f o r  s i x ,
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which allowed them some sepa ra t ion  — was almost English

in  i t s  g e n e r a l i t y ,  (pp.  506-7)

The p re fe rence  f o r  personal t o p i c s  and the  expec ta t ion  o f  mutual r e v e l a ­

t i o n  which the  n a r r a t o r  a s s o c i a t e s  with  Americans comes from a ra p p o r t -  

based pre ference  f o r  conven t iona l ized  camarader ie.  The commentator, 

i n c i d e n t a l l y ,  i s  naive in h is  observa t ion  t h a t  t h e  couple have given 

up t h i s  " t y p i c a l l y  American" device  because they have been abroad four  

months. I t  i s  h ighly  u n l ik e ly  t h a t  people would change s t r a t e g i e s  t h a t  

quick ly  — i f  ever .  I t  i s  more l i k e l y  t h a t  the  hero has come in con­

t a c t  with Americans who ope ra te  on a d i f f e r e n t  s t r a t e g y ,  one c l o s e r  to

h is  own, and c l o s e r  Chuck's.

The s t r a t e g y  o f  mutual personal s ta tements  need not be so d r a ­

matic as extended or  deeply in t im a te  r e v e l a t i o n s .  I t  o p e ra tes  on a 

s u b t l e  level as well as in my comments and K a r l ' s  about WINS ( p . 123).

In t h i s  system, the  i n t e rp e r s o n a l  connection i s  the  source  of  

thematic  cohesion. The r a p p o r t  func t ion  — t h a t  i s ,  the  notion t h a t ,  

because o f  our in te rp e r so n a l  connec t ion ,  we are  i n t e r e s t e d  in each 

o t h e r ' s  r e v e l a t i o n s  - -  i s  assumed. I f  such an assumption i s  not  

o p e r a t iv e ,  or  i f  an i n t e r l o c u t o r  i s  not f a m i l i a r  with  t h e  mutual -  

r e v e l a t i o n  dev ice ,  then th e  most ap p ro p r ia te  response  to  someone-s 

personal s ta tement  would be a r e a c t io n  to  t h a t  s t a t e d  cond i t ion  or  

opin ion . In o th e r  words, themat ic  cohesion would be e s t a b l i s h e d  on 

the  bas is  of  con ten t  (hence the  s t r a t e g y  i s  decon tex tua l ized  r a t h e r  

than r ap p o r t -b ased ) .  This i s  th e  s t r a t e g y  upon which Chuck opera ted  

when I was t ry in g  to  ge t  him to  t a l k  about Goffman's work (p ,103) .

Using the  mutual s ta tem en t  d e v ice ,  I s a id ,
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DT I had never heard about him before  I s t a r t e d  s tudying  

1i n g u i s t i e s .

This r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  same device which I used in my comment to  Karl 

about WINS. I expected (and when I l i s t e n  t o  th e  t a p e ,  I again  expect)  

Chuck to  respond with a s im i l a r  s ta tement  about h imse lf .  In s te a d ,

Chuck kept the  focus on me:

C Really?

DT Yeah.

with  th e  r e s u l t  t h a t  the  in te rchange  came to  a temporary h a l t .  Not 

s u r p r i s i n g l y  (knowing what we now know) the  one who did  pick up on my 

ploy was Paul:

P That name i s  f a m i l i a r  but  I d o n ' t  I din know I d i d n ' t  know 

anyth ing about

Another extended in te rchange  between Paul and me demonstrates  the  

ope ra t ion  o f  mutual r e v e l a t i o n .  The d i scuss ion  took place  inrnediately 

a f t e r  th e  Goffman d i s cu s s io n .

(1) DT Do you read? . . . .

(2) P Do I ' r e a d ?  . . .
\  x

(3) DT Do you read th ings  j u s t  f o r  fun?

(4) P Yeah Right now I'm reading  Norma Jean th e

Termite Queen.
[laughs]

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



130

r  \  /
(5) DT ‘ What's t h a t ?   Norma Jean l i k e  uh—  Marilyn

f

Monroe?

(6) P I t ' s  . .  ,No— . I t ' s  a book a b o u t .......a housewife
[tone] dec

/??/

(7) DT Is i t  a^novel or  what.
. \  ^

(8) P I t ' s  a ,novel. [ tone: s e l f - d e p r e c a t in g ]
[tone]

(9) DT *Yeah?

(10) P Before t h a t  ____  I read The French L ie u te n a n t ' s  Woman?

rHave youpread t h a t ?

(11) DT Lr iOh yeah? ^ No. Who wrote  t h a t ?

(12) P John Fowles.

(13) DT Yeah I ' v e  heard t h a t  h e ' s  good.

(14) P ’Ha' s a j g r e a t  w r i t e r .  l l  th ink  h e ' s  one o f  t h e Lbes t
[tone-------------------------------------------------------------------------

wri t e r s .
 ] DT: hm

(15) DT / ? /

(16) P 'H e ' s  r e a l l y  ,good.
[tone] [ tone :  e a r n e s t ]

(17) DT / ? /

/  ^
(18) P But I ge t  very busy pY'know?

(19) DT LYeah. I ? . .  hard ly  ever
\

read .

\  /
(20) P What I ' v e  been doing i s  c u t t i n g  down on my s leep .
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(21) DT 0y!

(22) P

(23) DT

[sighs]

And I ' v e  been [K laughs] .........  and I

.1 do t h a t  too

but i t ' s  p a i n f u l .

(24) P

(25) DT

Yeah. F i— ve, s i x  hours a ' n i g h t ,

and
/  \  ✓ /

Oh God, how can you do i t .  You surv ive?

(32) P

(26) P Yeah l a t e  a f te rnoon  meetings a re  h a rd  But ou t -
DT : mmm

s id e  o f  t h a t  I can keep g'oing ,-pretty  well

(27) DT i-Not s leep ing  enough i s

t e r r i b l e  ___  I ' d  much r a t h e r  not e a t  than not s l e e p .
[tone] p

[S laughs]

[tone:  "concern"]

(28) P I probably should no t  e a t  so much, i t  would . .  i t
^  N.

would uh . . .  save a l o t  o f  t ime.

(29) DT I f  I 'm / l i k e  r e a l l y /  busy I d o n ' t  I d o n ' t  I d o n ' t  e a t .

I d o n ' t  yeah I j u s t  d o n ' t  e a t  butpl

(30) P

(31) DT

1V  I tend to  spend a

l o t  o f  t ime ea t in g  and prepar ing  a n d r / ? /

Oh— I
/

never

prepare  fo o d ..................  I e a t  wnatever I can g e t  my

hands onll

Yeah.
u

Paul and I exchange a s e r i e s  o f  mutual obse rva t ions  about our own 

h a b i t s .  With (19) I show t h a t  I understand what Paul means about being
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busy by saying t h a t  I ha rd ly  ever  read (presumably because I too am 

too busy).  In (23) I do the  same in response  to  his comment t h a t  he 

cuts  down on s leep .  In (27) I sympathise with h is  s ta tement (26) 

about g e t t i n g  t i r e d  a t  l a t e  a f te rnoon meetings by s t a t i n g  what my own 

prefe rence  would be. In (28) Paul makes a comment about h is  e a t in g  

h a b i t s ;  in (29) I de sc r ibe  mine; in  (30) he r e i t e r a t e s  h i s ,  and in 

(31) I r e i t e r a t e  mine. I t  might seem to  some observers  t h a t  we are  

not "communicating" a t  a l l ,  s ince  we both p e r s i s t  in t a lk in g  about our­

s e lv e s .  However, i f  one i s  f a m i l i a r  with  the  mutual r e v e l a t i o n  dev ice ,  

i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  we a re  showing our unders tanding of  and concern f o r  

each o t h e r ' s  s ta tements  by o f f e r i n g  comparable personal s ta tem en ts .

Bonding Through Rapport-based Devices

Throughout Thanksgiving th e r e  i s  a s i g n i f i c a n t  amount of  bonding 

between Paul and me. We l i s t e n  to  each o th e r ;  we encourage each o th e r  

to speak; we have a number o f  dyadic t a l k s ,  or a t  l e a s t  t a l k s  in which 

the  main dynamic i s  between us .  This i s  p a r t l y  exp la inab le  by the f a c t  

t h a t  we have known each o th e r  f o r  a s i g n i f i c a n t  length of t ime ,  a l ­

though we have not been " f r i e n d s "  during t h a t  time and have not 

s o c i a l i z e d  to g e th e r  much. I t  may a l so  be a t t r i b u t a b l e  in p a r t  t o  the  

f a c t  t h a t  we are  both now s i n g l e .  But c e r t a i n l y  the con t inua t ion  of 

in te rchanges  between us i s  a t  l e a s t  in p a r t  due to the  f a c t  t h a t  our 

s t y l e s  a re  r a t h e r  s i m i l a r ,  and t h e r e f o r e  we f ind  t a l k  between us easy 

and s a t i s f y i n g .

There i s  evidence throughout the  taped conversa t ion ,  f o r  example, 

t h a t  Paul and I use Gverlap in  s i m i l a r  ways. This has been seen 

a l r e ad y ,  in the  above example (pp. 129-131). Paul and I both timed our
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comments to  over lap  with o r  inmedia te ly  l a t c h  onto those o f  th e  o th e r :  

P a u l ' s  comments (22) ,  (24) and (30) and mine (19) ,  (23) ,  (25 ) ,  (27) 

and (31) .  Paul responds p o s i t i v e l y  to  my sudden focus o f  a t t e n t i o n  on 

h is  personal l i f e .  When I tu rn  to  him and ask  (1) "Do you read?" I use 

a r a p id ,  abrup t  ques t io n ,  in t roducing  a new to p ic  unexpectedly.  A f te r  

a b r i e f  h e s i t a t i o n  in  th e  form o f  r e s t a t i n g  my quest ion (2) "Do I 

read?" Paul not only answers the  question but supp l ies  s p e c i f i c  i n f o r ­

mation (4) about the  book he i s  c u r r e n t ly  r ead ing .  That i s ,  r a t h e r  

than j u s t  answering my ques t ion  as Chuck did  with  "Yeah," Paul volun­

t e e r s  added informat ion which gives m a t te r  f o r  f u r t h e r  t a l k .  I then 

ask him about th e  book, but i t  i s  apparent  from (6) " I t ' s  . .  No--.

I t ' s  a book about ...........  a housewife / ? ? / "  t h a t  Paul would have gone

on to say more about i t  even i f  I h a d n ' t  asked. He begins by saying

" I t ' s , "  and then has to  s top  in order to  answer my question with  "No,"

and then con t inues  where he had s t a r t e d ,  with  a sentence t h a t  now does 

double duty as the  answer to  my ques t ion :  " I t ' s  a book about a house­

w i fe . "  As with Karl in e a r l i e r  exmaples, when I i n t e r r u p t  Paul in the

middle o f  a sentence  he wants to f i n i s h ,  he cont inues  t ry in g  to  say i t  

u n t i l  he succeeds.  See,  f o r  example, (22) and (24) ,  in which Paul 

makes th r e e  a t tempts  to  say t h a t  he s leeps  only  f i v e  or s ix  hours a 

n ig h t .

When Paul f i n a l l y  says t h a t  he s leep s  so l i t t l e ,  my response i s  

immediate: (25) "Oh God, how can you do i t .  You survive?"  Note the

d e le t io n  o f  the  a u x i l i a r y  to  render the  reduced s y n ta c t i c  form of  

the  q u e s t io n ,  a device d iscussed  e a r l i e r .
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Expressive Phonology and In tona t ion

An a sp e c t  o f  P a u l ' s  and my s t y l e s  i s  "express ive"  use o f  phonology 

and o th e r  p a r a l i n g u i s t i c  cues.  For example,  my ques t ion  (5) "What's 

th a t? "  i s  loud and high p i tched .  I t  w i l l  be seen in a l a t e r  d i scuss ion  

(p. 169) t h a t  I use t h i s  device  with Chuck and Dan, with  the  r e s u l t  t h a t  

they s top t a l k i n g  in s u r p r i s e ,  wondering what caused my o u tb u r s t .  In 

the  p re sen t  segment,  the  high p i tch  on "What's t h a t ? "  i s  echoed in  th e  

way I end th e  ques t ion  as wel l :  The l a s t  s y l l a b l e  o f  "Monroe" has very

high p i t c h .  I t  seems h igh ly  l i k e l y  t h a t  my use o f  t h i s  p a t t e r n  was 

t r i g g e r e d  by P a u l ' s  l a u g h te r  as he f i n i s h e d  saying th e  t i t l e  o f  the  

book he was reading  (4 ) .

In responding to  my exclamation (5 ) ,  Paul uses sharp  c o n t r a s t s  in 

p i tch  and voice  q u a l i t y  to  s ignal the  message,  "I know t h i s  i s  a s i l l y  

book." His p i tch  on (6) "No" i s  very low, and he draws out the  vowel, 

then u t t e r s  the  sen tence  with slowed pace. The same s ig n a l s  func t ion  

in (8) when he ex p la in s  " I t ' s  a nove l . "  S h i f t s  in p i t c h  a lso  func t ion  

in P a u l ' s  eva lu a t io n  o f  John Fowles:

{ . y
(.14) P He 's a Lg r e a t  w r i t e r .  I t h in k  h e ' s  one o f  the

^ e s t  w r i t e r s .

(16) P ^ e ' s  r e a l ly ,g o o d .

The p i t c h  i s  very high on the  beginnings o f  the  sentences  ("He's" and 

"I" in [14];  "He's i n " [1 6 ] ) ,  and very low on the emphasized words a t  

the  ends o f  th e  sen tences  ( " g re a t  -writer" and "bes t  w r i t e r s "  in (14] ;  

"good" in [16]) .  The contour which r e s u l t s  s ig n a l s  g r e a t  e a rnes tness  

and s i n c e r i t y .
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When Paul says (20) ,  t h a t  he has been c u t t i n g  down on h is  s l e e p ,

I respond with a Yiddish non-verbal express ion  o f  s u f f e r i n g :  (21)

"Oy." I am thus  express ing  sympathy f o r  P a u l ' s  lo s s  o f  s le e p .  My 

choice  o f  a Yiddish "response cry"  (Goffman 1978) func t ions  in a num­

ber o f  ways, based on a r a p p o r t  s t r a t e g y .  F i r s t  o f  a l l ,  I u t t e r  th e  

c ry  as i f  i t  were an express ion of  my own f e e l i n g ,  thus  tak ing  P a u l ' s  

p o in t  o f  view to  show t h a t  I empathize with h is  f e e l i n g s .  Second, the  

f a c t  t h a t  I chose a Yiddish express ion  s i g n a l s ,  through metaphorical  

code-switching (Blom & Gumperz 1972),  P a u l ' s  and my shared e thn ic  back­

ground. At the  same time, however, the  exaggerated na tu re  of  my 

response  — th e  f a c t  t h a t  I u t t e r  "oy" with a g re a t  s igh — i s  a way 

o f  mocking my own usage,  so t h a t  the  u t t e ra n ce  i s  i r o n i c .  The humor 

o f  t h i s  response i s  not l o s t  on Karl ,  who has been engaged in a p a r a l ­

l e l  conversa t ion  with  o ther  numbers o f  the  group, but who, on hear ing 

my exclamation,  laughs loud ly .  ( I t  w i l l  be seen ,  in the  sec t io n  on 

humor, t h a t  t h i s  type  of  self -mocking ,  s t y l i z e d  i r o n i c  usage i s  ty p ic a l  

o f  K a r l ' s  own humor, and t h a t  I am his  bes t  audience when he indulges  

in i t . )

I con t inue  the  device o f  express ing  exaggerated concern f o r  P a u l ' s  

l o s s  o f  s leep  in (23 ) ,  (25) ,  and (27) .  These comments a re  a l l  spoken 

with  marked s t r e s s  and breathy  voice  q u a l i t y  t h a t  express  exaggerated 

and s t y l i z e d  concern.  The e n t i r e  in te rchange ,  t h u s ,  e x h ib i t s  marked 

p i t c h  s h i f t s  and exaggerated s t r e s s  which gives  i t  a sense o f  expres ­

s iveness  and empathy ( to  Paul and me).

My in te rchange  with Paul ends with  observa t ions  about  da t in g .

Paul v o lun tee rs  th e  in format ion t h a t  following h i s  s e p a r a t i o n ,  he went 

through a period o f  da t ing  a l o t ,  but now he has decided t h a t  he does
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not f ind  t h a t  s a t i s f y i n g .  I make a g e n e r a l i z a t i o n  (a device  ty p ica l  

of  my s t y l e )  t h a t  h is  exper ience i s  "normal ."  At the  end o f  our ex­

change, both th e  rhythm and con ten t  o f  our comments e f f e c t  harmony and 

conclus ion :

y  y
(1) DT Well t h a t ' s  a very usual p a t t e r n .  I mean I th in k  when 

you suddenly f ind  y o u r s e l f  s i n g l e ,  o f  course  what you

want to do i s  d a te  a l o t  In f a c t  I would th ink

i t  would s remain i n t e r e s t i n g  f o r  about a y e a r .

[laugh] Then you g e t  bored.

(2) P We—11, I th ink  I got bored.  [DT laughs] Well I? I
acc

y
mean b a s i c a l l y  what I f e e l  i s  what I r e a l l y  l i k e  . . .

i s  people.  And g e t t i n g  to  know them r e a l l y  w e l l .  And

you j u s t  c a n ' t  ge t  to  know ___  ten p e o p le - r e a l ly
[breathy]

w e l l . i-You c a n ' t  do i t .

.(3) DT Yeah r i g h t .  Y'have to  t h e r e ' s  no? Yeah

th e re 'S rn o  t ime.

(4) P i -There ' s  not t ime.

(5) DT Y e a h   ' s t r u e .

At the  beginning of  (2 ) ,  Paul takes  my words "Then you g e t  bored ,"  and 

r e s t a t e s  them. By pausing, and by c o n t r a s t i n g  the  drawn-out "well" 

with th e  c l i p p e d ,  f a s t  "I th in k  I got bored ,"  he c r e a t e s  a humorous 

e f f e c t .  He uses pauses to  h ig h l ig h t  the  key words "people" and " t e n . "  

The word " ten" i s  a l so  emphasized by brea thy  voice q u a l i t y ,  and the
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words " r e a l l y  well"  a re  a l so  u t t e r e d ,  th e  second t ime, with  a p los ive  

emphasis. P a u l ' s  s ta tements  (2) and (4) f low in  a continuous s tream, 

ending with  "You c a n ' t  do i t .  T h e re ' s  not t im e ."  However the  phrase 

"There 's  not time" echoes my words in  (3 ) .  My "Yeah . . .  I t ' s  t rue"  

in (5) marks the  agreement t h a t  s e a l s  th e  d i s cu s s io n .  The end o f  the  

t a l k  i s  a l so  s igna led  by the q u ie t in g  down of  th e  tone — our voices 

are  s o f t e r ;  our t a l k  i s  s lower .  I t  i s  l i k e  a f ad e -o u t .

P e r s i s ten c e

Throughout the  Thanksgiving d in n e r ,  our conversa t iona l  behavior 

shows t h a t  Paul and Karl and I ope ra te  on the  assumptions t h a t  i f  

someone wants to  say something, s /h e  w i l l  f i n d  the  time to  say i t .  By 

t h i s  system, the  burden of  the  speaker  i s  not to  make room f o r  o the rs  

to  speak nor to  a s c e r t a i n  whether o th e r s  want to  hear  o n e ' s  comments. 

Rather,  th e  c o n v e r s a t i o n a l i s t ' s  burden i s  t o  m ain ta in  a show of r ap p o r t  

by o f f e r i n g  comments. That o the rs  w i l l  want to  hear  whatever comments 

one has to  make, i s  taken as given.  The f a c t  t h a t  one makes th i s  

assumption i s  in i t s e l f  a te s tam en t  t o  r a p p o r t .  S im i l a r ly ,  one assumes 

t h a t  o th e r s  know t h a t  one i s  i n t e r e s t e d  in  hear ing whatever comments 

they may have.

Thus, one of the  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of  our s t y l e  i s  t h a t  Paul and 

I p e r s i s t  when we have something to  say .  This has a l ready  been seen in 

some o f  the  preceding examples.  Both Paul and I p e r s i s t  with  co n t r ibu ­

t io n s  f o r  two, t h r e e ,  and fou r  t r i e s .  For example, in  the  following 

segment, I am expla in ing  a paper  in  which I have w r i t t e n  about d i f ­

fe rences  in  conversa t iona l  pace.  I have t o l d  Susie  t h a t  she has

appeared in  an example in  my paper ,  and I am exp la in ing  th e  d i f f e r en c e
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between S u s i e ' s  and my tu rn tak in g  s t y l e ,  as d iscussed  in  t h a t  paper :

(1) S

K r / ?  /  was w a i t in g  ?

u—m . .  That Susie would . .  was . .  was s o r t  o f  had 

? /• 

l e a rn ed

K ’/ c u t t i n g /  every th ing  o f f  before  she / ? / - j  

t o ‘■wait f o r  a moment o f  s i l e n c e  before  making a

c o n t r i b u t i o n ,  . . . .  and P  was taugh t  to  never l e t  th e r e

be any s i l e n c e   So I would jump in .  [laughs]
[ laughter]

(2) P T h a t ' s  r e a l l y

(3) DT r Dju / ? /  ? ^ i d  you? / D id n ' t  I t e l l  you th a t

(4) P

I wrote that-*

LI no t iced

• that  . . .

r A c t u a l l y  I no ticed t h a t  balance a l o t  . .  with  people .

Lpaper?  Oh yeah. [laughs]

(5) P

(6) D T * - i  should send you a copy.
| I

S LYeah.4

(7) P Y'know th e r e  are  some people I have to  be very v e r b a l ly  

ag g re ss iv e  with cause they  never l e t  . . .  a moment of  

s i l e n c e  develop, and o th e r  people ,  / ? /

Paul begins h is  comment four  t imes ,  the  f i r s t  t h r e e  timed to  over lap  

with my t a l k .  The f i r s t  th r e e  t r i e s  ( 2 ) ,  (4) and (5) f a i l  because I 

do not s top  f o r  him. By (6 ) ,  however, I have f i n i sh e d  my conversa t ion  

with Susie  about th e  paper in which I mention h e r ,  and th e r e f o r e  Paul 

succeeds in making h i s  comment. I t  i s  amusing t h a t  Paul i s
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i l l u s t r a t i n g  the  very phenomenon he i s  (and I am) t a l k i n g  abou t .  That 

i s ,  he has to  be "very v e r b a l ly  aggress ive"  a t  t h a t  moment, because I 

am the s o r t  o f  person he i s  (and I have j u s t  been) r e f e r r i n g  t o ,  who 

does not LET a moment o f  s i l e n c e  develop. (Paul here i s  e x e r c i s in g  a 

device  t h a t  i s  p e c u l i a r  to  him and i s  seen numerous t imes th roughout  

the  t ape .  He repea ts  something t h a t  someone e l s e  has j u s t  s a i d ,  but he 

says i t  as i f  he j u s t  thought of  i t  h imself .  I t  was seen as well in 

the  Coliseum d iscuss ion  ( p . 120) when he echoed my sugges t ion  t h a t  Karl 

had in mind what was now th e  Huntington Hart ford  Museum.)

At y e t  another p o in t  in  the  conversa t ion ,  Paul makes fo u r  t r i e s  

before  he ge ts  the  f l o o r .  In t h i s  c a se ,  th e re  i s  much simultaneous 

t a l k  as people are  s i t t i n g  down to  d inner .  Paul t e l l s  a jo k e :

(1) 

-*> (2)

(3)

( 4 )

-7> (5)

( 6 )

(7)

( 8 )

(9)

(10)

( 11)

K So should we 'do t h a t ?  rShould we s t a r t  withr-the white
DT:SureJ I

P ^-Didju hear

about the? . . / - l ad y ,  who was asked,

DT Ll 'm gonna ge t  in t h e r e ,  r i g h t ?

C Okay.

P D id ju ’hear?
\ ✓

DR We have to  s i t  boy g i r l  boy.

C Boy g i r l  boy?

P Didju hear  about the  lady who was asked,

C ^-There 's  only two g i r l s

DT What?

P Did you hear  about the  lady,who was asked . . .  Do you 
dec C LBoy g i r l  boyJ

/  ^
smoke a f t e r  sex?
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/  /
(12) DR I d o n ' t  know I never looked, [ tone: mimicking, nasa l ]  

[ tone------------------------------------------ ]

(13) DT And she sa id?  What?

(14) P I d o n ' t  know I never* looked .

(15) DT LOh [chuckles]

Paul a t t em pts  to  begin his joke in (2) (5) and (8) before  he f i n a l l y  

ge ts  to  t e l l  i t  in (11) ,  because everyone e l s e  is concerned with  s i t t i n g  

down to  d i n r r:y'. Karl i s  t a lk in g  about th e  wine (1) and the  r e s t  o f  us 

a re  t a l k i n g  about  sea t in g  arrangements .  When Paul f i n a l l y  begins h is  

joke  (11) with  audience a t t e n t i o n ,  Dan supp l ie s  the  punchline (12) in 

a n a s a l ,  twangy voice  t h a t  i s  d i sg u i se d  to  mimic the  speaker in th e

joke .  There i s  no evidence t h a t  Paul i s  d isconcer ted  by the  o b s t ru c ­

t i o n s  to  h is  j o k e - t e l l i n g ,  nor t h a t  he h e s i t a t e s  about whether or  not 

to  t e l l  i t ,  once he has made up h is  mind to  do so ,  d e sp i t e  what might

well be taken  as lack  of  i n t e r e s t  from the  o th e r s .  P a u l ' s  only a d j u s t ­

ment i s  a s l i g h t  d e ce le r a t io n  and o v e r a r t i c u l a t i o n  in (11) when he pro­

nounces "Did you hear about the  lady  who was asked ," and a no t iceab ly

emphatic tone  in (18) when he r e p e a t s  the  punchline .  These do not 

sound annoyed only emphasized.

Following i s  an example in which I p e r s i s t  with a comment I wish 

to in t r o d u ce .  The to p ic  o f  d i s cu s s io n  has been Chuck's p a r t i c i p a t i o n  

in the  c r o s s -c o u n t ry  w h is t ! e - s to p  t o u r  sponsored by Disney Product ions  

to  c e l e b r a t e  Mickey Mouse's b i r t h d a y .  Dan remarks (boas ting  f o r  Chuck 

in a way t h a t  f r i e n d s  f r eq u e n t ly  do) t h a t  Chuck may ge t  to  make a 

s i m i l a r  t r i p  through Europe.
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(1) DR Y'know they might g e t  to  go to  Europe? .........  And do the

same th ing  in Europe? In th e  spr ing?

(2) P Oh r e a l l y .

(3) DT

(4) K

Really?

LOh— . 
f

, . /  x
(5) P That sounds l i k e  fun.

-*> (6) DT

(7) C

Did

L-And take the  t r a i n  t o u r  through Europe.

(8) DT Did you . . r s e rv e  a func t ion

(9) P *-Except w ouldn ' t  i t  i t  be n ice  i f  you had a
acc

l i t t l e  more time th e re?

(10) C Yeah? We—11 we /? ?  /  d iscovered  t h a t .  . . .  But we

a l so  know . .  we found out we . .  found ou t  the  man who 

owned a l l  the  . .  the  who bought a l l  th e  c a r s  from the
S  S  X
O rien t  Express  So w e ' l l  go t  a l l  . .  g e t  a l l  the

^ ^
old  cars  from the  Or ien t  Express and s t i c k  them a l l

[I chuckle]

t o g e t h e r  and take  i t .
P

/  x
(11) K i-What was the  Orient Express?

(12) DT Were you serv ing  a func t ion  on the  t o u r ,  o r  did you

j u s t  ge t  to  go along.
. . /  /
(13) C I was j u s t  in v i t e d  a long. . . .  I t  was my idea and

th in g s  l i k e  t h a t  y'know cause I worked on the  show, 
p,  a c c -------------3

I t r y  to  s t a r t  my question  in (6) and (8) but am superseded by 

Chuck (7) and then Karl (9 ) .  I f i n a l l y  ask th e  ques t ion  in  (12) ,  t h i s
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t ime not g iv ing in to  K a r l ' s  competing ques t ion  (11) .  (Notice  the 

balance in K a r l ' s  and my a l t e r n a t i n g  in t e r r u p t i o n s  o f  each o th e r ) .

On another  occas ion ,  when th e  meal i s  f i n i sh e d  and th ings  a re  

being c lea red  away, Paul makes t h r e e  a t tempts  to  br ing up the  top ic  of  

d e s s e r t .  None o f  them i s  reponded t o ,  so he drops th e  m a t te r .

Such examples of  speaker p e r s i s t e n c e  a re  no t  found in  th e  speech 

o f  Sus ie ,  Dan, or  Chuck. They do not p e r s i s t  more than two t r i e s .  For 

example, the  following segment r e p r e s e n t s  th e  most "aggress ive"  t r y  

Susie makes during the  d in n e r  conversa t ion .  Karl and I were ques t ion­

ing Dan about sign language. Our d iscu ss io n  began with Karl asking Dan 

how to  say " d i s c re te "  in  s ign  language.  Several tu rn s  l a t e r  Susie asks 

Dan how he sa id  d i s c r e t e ,  bu t  Dan i s  s t i l l  busy answering another  ques­

t io n  t h a t  was posed by Karl and me. Rather than continue  to  t r y  to ge t  

Dan's a t t e n t i o n ,  Susie tu rn s  to  someone e l s e  to  pursue her ques t ion .

At t h a t  p o in t ,  Dan does d i r e c t  h im se lf  to  her to  answer,  but he does 

not r e a l l y  give her th e  informat ion  she r e q u e s t s .  Nonetheless ,  she 

l e t s  the  m a t te r  drop.

(1) DR No. I d o n ' t  t h in k  s i?  . . .  No. I d o n ' t  th in k  Victor
DTLThey d o n ' t ?

would . .  ever  say t h a t .
DT*-Huh?J

(2) S What what what was d i s c r e t e ?
P

(3) DR You'd use t h i s .  Inform. Inform.

(4) S Did he t e l l  us what d i s c r e t e  was?
P

(5) DR u—m, d i s  u—m . . .  T he re ' s  d i f f e r e n t  . . .  wa? t h e r e ' s
p ^uhuh
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d i f f e r e n t rways of  t a lk in g  about i t .

(6) P I  Are th e r e  d i c t i o n a r i e s  of  s ign?
P

(7) DR Yeah.

Following i s  an extended segment of the  d inner  conversa t ion  in 

which Karl ,  Paul and I a l l  s im ultaneously  p e r s i s t  in t a l k i n g  about our 

own t o p i c s ,  with  l i t t l e  or no response from anyone. This segment 

occurs whi le  we are  e a t i n g .

^    /  /  /  N
(1) DT I wonder how our . .  . . .grandparents and p a re n ts  f e l t

(2) P LCranberry  sauce .  ^

about Thanksgiving.

(3) P Cranberry sauce.

(4) DT I t  w a sn ' t  t h e i r ' h o l i d a y .

(5) P I t ' s  a wonderful ho liday.

(5) P Is t h a t  the  c ranberry  sauce? 
p, acc

One holiday a y e a r  f o r  s t u f f

(7) DT I wonder i f  they did i t

(8) C

,-for s t u f f i n g  y o u r s e l f ?

(9) P LY'know what we should r e a l l y  have?

(10) K Couldrwe ge t  t h i s  o f f  the  t a b l e ? '

(11) DT ^7 ? f -

Y'know i f  they  used to  do i t  f o r  th e  k id s ,  o r  whether-?’

(12) P U * d  l i k e  i t  off-*
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DT they r e a l l y  f e l t  i t .

P th e  t a b l e . ^

(13) K I t  keeps coming back on th e  t a b l e .  I t  must have a

\
wi11 o f  i t s  ,own.

-T ha t ' s  a l l  I can say.  [c l ip p e d ,  mock sober tone]

(14) P LWe should have more napkins.

(15) K uh? wel l^

(16) S

(17) K

K ar l ' s  paren ts  . . .  fee l  i t .  . . .  They f e e l ,

. . .  r e a l l y  s t rong ly

uh .

'Sure they  do. r Yeah, i t ' s  a major

^  \  \
(18) P I t ' s  always been my f a v o r i t e  ho l iday .

(19) DT Well I wonder how

(20) P

(21) DT

except  maybe f o r  . . . j -Pesach

Well your

paren? t h e i r  parents  were born in t h i s  country .

(22) S Yeah.

(23) DT But mŷ  p a re n t s !

(24) P [to  C] [ J \ r e  you Jewish? J o u ' r e  not Jewish.
a c c ---------------------   -T

I in t roduce  the  to p i c  (1) of  how "our pa ren ts  and grandparents  

f e l t  about Thanksgiving ,"  s in ce  they were immigrants to  the  United 

S t a t e s .  In making t h i s  s ta tem en t ,  i n c i d e n t a l l y ,  I am bonding with 

Paul and Karl ,  to  the  exclus ion  of  Dan and Chuck, whose pa ren ts  and 

grandparen ts  were born in  t h i s  country ,  and Sus ie ,  who i s  B r i t i s h
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(much e a r l i e r  I addressed the  same ques t ion  to  her — asking whether 

she had i n t e r n a l i z e d  Thanksgiving as a ho l iday .  In t h i s  s ense ,  my 

br ing ing  up th e  to p ic  again i s  in i t s e l f  a form o f  p e r s i s t e n c e  with a 

to p ic  o f  i n t e r e s t  to  m yse l f ) .  I pursue t h i s  to p ic  over seven more 

t u r n s ,  in (4 ,  7, 11, 19, 21, 23) .  I continue  t r y i n g  to  make my p o in t ,  

as o th e rs  e i t h e r  ignore my to p ic  o r  respond to  i t  in a way t h a t  misses 

my p o in t .  During the  same conversa t iona l  segment,  Paul t a l k s  about the  

food over f i v e  tu rns  - -  t h r e e  concerned with c ran b er ry  sauce (2,  3,  6) 

and two with napkins (9 ,  14) ,  none o f  which e x c i t e s  any response from 

o t h e r s .  Karl ,  f o r  his p a r t ,  takes  two tu rn s  about th e  tape  recorder  

(10, 13).

P a u l ' s  remark (5) " I t ' s  a wonderful holiday" appears  to  be a 

response  to  my second t r y  (4) " I t  w a sn ' t  t h e r e  h o l id a y ."  P a ra l in -  

g u i s t i c a l l y ,  i t  echoes the  sound and rhythm o f  my comment in an almost 

p o e t i c  way. His choice  of the  word "wonderful" echoes my verb "wonder" 

and the  sound of  "wonderful" echoes th e  i n i t i a l  consonant and the  

rhythm of  my "wasn ' t  t h e i r . "  (Sacks,  in h is  l e c t u r e s ,  noted the 

tendency o f  speakers to  choose words j u s t  used by i n t e r l o c u t o r s  or 

t h a t  use sounds which appeared immediately p r i o r .  He c a l l s  t h a t  p ro ­

cess  "sound s e l e c t i o n . " )  However, while P a u l ' s  response  (5) coheres 

with the  rhythm and to p ic  o f  my remark (4 ) ,  i t  does not cohere with  my 

comment. Whereas I am making a po in t  about th e  f e e l i n g  o f  immigrants 

f o r  the  hol idays  o f  t h e i r  new coun t ry ,  Paul says  something about h is  

own f e e l i n g s  f o r  Thanksgiving. He does t h i s  again in  (18) " I t ' s  

always been my f a v o r i t e  h o l id ay ."  Paul i s  employing t h e  s t r a t e g y  I 

have d iscussed  prev ious ly  ( p . 126) o f  making a personal  s ta tement  as a 

conversa t iona l  c o n t r ib u t io n .  However, I have not been making personal
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s t a t e m e n t s ,  but  r a t h e r  have been t r y i n g  to  e l i c i t  a t h e o r e t i c a l  d i s ­

cu ss io n .  Therefore ,  I am not  s a t i s f i e d  with  h is  c o n t r ib u t io n  and pe r ­

s i s t  in  t ry i n g  to  g e t  the  conversa t ion  to  focus on th e  to p ic  as I see 

i t .

The one who picks up on my p o in t  most c lo se ly  i s  Susie  (16)

" K a r l ' s  pa ren ts  fee l  i t .  They fe e l  r e a l l y  s t r o n g ly , "  I t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  

Sus ie  i s  answering my q u es t io n ,  s ince  she uses the  express ion  "feel  

i t "  which I use in (1) and r e p e a t  in (12) .  S u s i e ' s  remark (16) 

d i r e c t l y  answers my ques t ion  about how our paren ts  f e l t  about thanks­

g iv ing .  However, t h e re  i s  an ambigui ty  in my use o f  th e  phrase 

"p a ren ts  and g randparen ts ."  What I meant was "my p a ren ts  and your 

g randparents"  — i . e .  those  who came to  the  United S t a t e s  as immi­

g r a n t s .  Since K a r l ' s  pa ren ts  were born in t h i s  c o un t ry ,  my question 

does no t  apply to  them. However, in  responding, Karl picks  up the  

focus o f  S u s i e ' s  remark, not my i n i t i a l  ques t ion .  Pau l ,  however, is  

s t i l l  on h is  own tack:  express ing  h i s  own f e e l in g s  about the ho liday

(18, 20) .

I cont inue  t ry in g  to exp la in  what I had in mind (21, 23),  but I 

am f i n a l l y  cu t  o f f  by Paul,  who tu rn s  to  Chuck with  a new quest ion

(24) "Are you Jewish? You're not Jewish ."  Paul asks t h i s  in j u s t  the 

way t h a t  I asked questions  of  Chuck in segments d iscussed  e a r l i e r  

(pp. 91 ,95) .  I t  i s  easy to  see what led Paul to  t h i s  ques t ion .  His 

comment about his f e e l i n g s  about holidays  led him from Thanksgiving to 

a Jewish ho l iday ,  Pesach (Passover)  in (20) ,  and t h i s  led  him to  

wonder whether Chuck was Jewish.  Chuck answers;  I do not  hear his  

answer c o r r e c t l y ;  th e re  ensues a d i s cu s s io n  about my hear ing ,  and then 

the  conversa t ion  tu rn s  to  th e  food. My observa t ion  about immigrants
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and Thanksgiving i s  never  picked up.

In t h i s  segment, then I p e r s i s t e d  over seven tu rns  in  attempts  to  

make a p o in t .  Paul pursued o th e r  po in ts  over f i v e  tu rn s ;  responded to  

my remark wi thou t  responding to  my p o i n t ,  tw ice ;  and f i n a l l y  turned the 

d i scuss ion  o f f  my to p ic  e n t i r e l y .  Karl pursued h is  own preoccupation 

with keeping the  t a b l e  a t t r a c t i v e ,  with  only  a b r i e f  r a t i f i c a t i o n  from 

Paul (12). No one e l s e  acknowledged h is  remarks a t  a l l ,  and no one 

moved the tape  reco rder .

Tolerance f o r  Noise vs .  S i lence

Thus, Pau l ,  Karl and I pursue our own i n t e r e s t s  in t a l k .  When 

Chuck says something (8) "One ho l iday  a y e a r  f o r  s tu f f in g  y o u r s e l f , "  

he i s  responding to  P a u l ' s  remark.  S u s i e ' s  comment (16) responds to  

mine. They do not to s s  out  new, u n re la ted  ideas  o f  t h e i r  own, simply 

because they thought  o f  them. The o v e ra l l  e f f e c t  of  th ree  speakers 

a l l  p e r s i s t i n g  with t h e i r  own t o p i c s  i s  a period o f  d i f f u s e  t a l k .

A concomitant o f  the  p e r s i s t e n c e  dev ice ,  and the  assumption t h a t  

o n e ' s  thoughts a re  of  i n t e r e s t ,  i s  a t o l e r a n c e  f o r  such d i s t r a c t i o n  

and d i f f u s e  t a l k ,  which i s  r e l a t e d  to  the  t o le r a n c e  fo r  over lap .  When 

S us ie ,  Dan and Chuck l i s t e n e d  to  t h i s  segment on tape ,  they noted t h a t  

i t  sounded odd (to say the  l e a s t )  to  hear Karl ,  Paul and me pursuing 

d i f f e r e n t  to p ic s  a t  the  same time.  Chuck volunteered t h a t  h is  conver­

s a t i o n s  tend to  s t i c k  to  one t o p i c  a t  a t ime. In c o n t r a s t ,  i t  sounds 

q u i t e  na tu ra l  to  Karl ,  Paul and me f o r  var ious  to p ic s  to  be tossed 

about u n t i l  one i s  picked up and developed. Such simultaneous to p ic -  

r a i s i n g  i s  a necessary  outgrowth of  th e  s t r a t e g y  we are  opera t ing  on - -  

the  assumption t h a t  i t  i s  a p p r o p r ia t e  f o r  speakers  to in t roduce  new

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



148

t o p ic s  j u s t  because they thought o f  them, and t h a t  a to p ic  should not 

n e c e s s a r i l y  be dropped simply because i t  w a sn ' t  picked up on the  f i r s t  

few t r i e s .

What speakers  o f  t h i s  system cannot t o l e r a t e  i s  the  a l t e r n a t i v e

to  t h i s  s t r a t e g y :  s i l e n c e .  That i s ,  i f  speakers  do not to s s  out what­

ever  comes i n to  t h e i r  heads, and i f  t o p i c s  a re  dropped a f t e r  one or  two 

t r i e s ,  t h e r e  w i l l  n e c e s sa r i ly  be per iods  o f  s i l e n c e  in conversa tion 

between t o p i c s .  In f a c t ,  i t  i s  l i k e l y  t h a t  the  devices  o f  the  r ap p o r t -  

based system grow out  of the  i n to le r a n c e  f o r  s i l e n c e .  This opposit ion  

i s  noted by Goodman as well :  " I t  may come as a b u l l e t i n  to  crowders

t h a t  one o f  t h e i r  options  i s  S-I-L-E-N-C-E." Again, John Fowles notes 

t h i s  a sp e c t  o f  c o n t r a s t  between communicative s t r a t e g i e s  o f  American 

and B r i t i s h  speakers .  In Daniel M ar t in , the  p r o t a g o n i s t ,  who has been 

l i v i n g  in C a l i f o r n i a ,  v i s i t s  his n a t iv e  England and immediately breaks 

th e  r u le s  on a B r i t i s h  t r a i n :

When we drew out of  the  s t a t i o n  the  e l d e r l y  woman opposite  

me glanced up a t  the  v e n t i l a t i o n  window. I t  was s l i g h t l y

open. A minute l a t e r  she glanced aga in .  I s a i d ,  "Shall

I sh u t  i t ? "

"Oh well i f  . . . "

I stood and shut i t ;  and rece ived  a f rozen  grimace,  meant 

to  r e p r e s e n t  g r a t i t u d e ,  from th e  lady and two or th ree  

c o v e r t l y  disapproving examinations  from my male fe l low -  

passengers .  I had committed th e  ca rd ina l  s in  not of 

s h u t t i n g  th e  window, but of  opening my mouth. No o ther
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c as te  in the  world [are] so c e r t a i n  t h a t  publ ic  decency 

and good breeding i s  s i l e n c e  . . . (139).

The system descr ibed  by Fowles i s  th e  p o la r  oppos i te  o f  t h a t  e x h ib i ted  

by Karl ,  Paul and me in the  Thanksgiving t a l k :  one system seeks com­

f o r t  in i n t e r a c t i o n ,  th e  o th e r  in s i l e n c e .  The f a c t  t h a t  Susie  grew 

up in the  environment Fowles i s  d e sc r ib in g  may have something to  do 

with th e  f a c t  t h a t  she i s  the  most s i l e n t  o f  the  members o f  the  

Thanksgiving d inner .

Thus the  p a r t i c i p a n t s  in the  Thanksgiving d inne r  conversa t ion  

showed d i f f e r e n t  expec ta t ions  with  r e s p e c t  to  what i s  a p p ro p r ia t e  to 

say and how i t  i s  a p p ro p r i a t e  to  say i t .  Karl ,  Paul and I shared the  

tendency to fee l  comfortable  with personal  to p ic s  o f  t a l k .  We showed 

i n t e r e s t  by asking machine-gun ques t ions  and used marked s h i f t s  in  

p i t c h  and amplitude to  show enthusiasm. In a d d i t i o n ,  overlap and f a s t  

pacing were coopera t ive  dev ice s ,  c o n t r ib u t in g  to  th e  enthusiasm e f f e c t .

We opera ted on a s t r a t e g y  which puts  the  s ig n a l l i n g  load on r a p p o r t :  

t h a t  i s ,  we assumed t h a t  i r r e l e v a n t  to p ic s  were of  i n t e r e s t  because we 

thought o f  them, and we p e r s i s t e d  in  our i n t r o d u c t io n  of  t o p ic s  f a r  

longer  than did  th e  o th e r  speake rs .  Thus we showed a high t o l e r a n c e  

f o r  no ise  and d i f f u s e  to p i c s  as opposed to  s i l e n c e .  All t h e se  devices  

opera ted  to  give the  conversa t ion  i t s  " f r e n e t i c "  to n e ,  and to  e s t a b ­

l i s h  among us a sense o f  r a p p o r t  and success fu l  communication.

The o ther  members o f  the  group: Dan, Chuck, and Sus ie ,  did not

p a r t i c i p a t e  in t h e  use o f  th e se  d e v ice s .  During th e  in te rchanges  in 

which Karl ,  Paul,  and I used them, the  o th e r  members were s i l e n t  or  

p a r t i c i p a t e d  only minimal ly.  In dyadic  in te rchanges  with Chuck, I
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c l e a r l y  v io l a t e d  h i s  e x p ec ta t io n s  about  to p i c  and pace,  and Dan and 

Susie remarked during playback t h a t  the  f a s t ,  exp re ss ive ,  over lapping  

conversa t ion  seemed odd to  them. Their  lack  of  exper ience with  such 

devices  made i t  impossible  f o r  them to  p a r t i c i p a t e .
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FOOTNOTES TO CHAPTER FOUR

1. T r an sc r ip t io n  conventions  a r e  gleaned from th r e e  sources :  those

developed on th e  Chafe n a r r a t i v e  p r o j e c t ;  those  developed by Gail 

J e f f e r so n  and used by ethnomethodologis ts  (Schenkein 1978); and those 

used by members o f  the  Gumperz p r o j e c t ,  based on t r a n s c r i p t i o n  conven­

t i o n s  developed by John Trim. Those conventions which a re  used:

. .  n o t i c e ab le  pause or  break in rhythm ( l e s s  than .5 second)

. . .  h a l f  second pause ,  as measured by s top  watch.

an e x t r a  dot i s  added f o r  each h a l f  second of  pause,  hence,

  f u l l  second pause

  second and a h a l f  pause,  and so on.

^  marks primary s t r e s s  

x  marks secondary s t r e s s  

u nde r l ine  marks emphatic s t r e s s  

CAPS marks very emphatic s t r e s s  

r  marks high p i tch  on word

‘ marks high p i t c h  on phrase ,  con t inu ing  u n t i l  punctuat ion  

marks low p i t c h  on word

! marks low p i tch  on phrase ,  con t inu ing  u n t i l  punctuat ion

. marks s e n te n c e - f in a l  f a l l i n g  in to n a t io n  

? marks yes/no ques t ion  r i s i n g  in to n a t io n  

7 i s  th e  s tandard  l i n g u i s t i c  symbol f o r  g l o t t a l  s top

o i s  the  s tandard  l i n g u i s t i c  symbol f o r  the  phoneme "schwa"

("uh")

— in d ic a t e s  lengthened vowel sound
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i n d i c a t e s  sentence  continues  w ithout break in rhythm (look 

f o r  next l i n e )

, marks p h ra s e - f in a l  in to n a t io n  ("more t o  come")

. . . spaced do ts  in d i c a t e  e l l i p s i s  

Musical n o ta t io n  i s  used f o r  ampli tude:  

p piano (spoken s o f t l y )  

pp p ianis s im o (spoken very s o f t l y )  

f  f o r t e  (spoken loudly) 

f f  f o r t i s s im o  (very loud ly) 

acc spoken qu ickly  

dec spoken slowly

The above n o ta t io n s  continue  u n t i l  punc tua t ion ,  un less  

o therwise  noted.

/ ? /  i n d i c a t e s  inaud ib le  s e c t io n .

/words /  w i th in  s la shes  i n d i c a t e  unce r ta in  t r a n s c r i p t i o n  

[brackets]  a re  used fo r  comments on q u a l i t y  o f  speech 

[tone] look f o r  explanation  o f  spec ia l  tona l  q u a l i t y  

i— Penned b racke ts  between l i n e s  i n d i c a t e s  overlapping speech. 

*- Two people t a lk in g  a t  the  same time.

Penned b racke ts  on two l i n e s

in d i c a t e  second u t t e r a n c e

la tched  onto f i r s t .

2. Note however the  poss ib ly  pa t ro n iz in g  and c e r t a i n l y  d i s tan c in g  

e f f e c t  o f  the  amused observer  s tan c e .  I t  i s  r a t h e r  l i k e  saying .

"Oh, a r e n ' t  they cute?"  (Thanks to  R. Lakoff f o r  p o in t ing  t h i s  o u t ) .
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3. Lakoff po in ts  out t h a t  Paul may have taken my comment as an

i m p l i c i t  c r i t i c i s m  o f  Thanksgiving — i . e .  "not a holiday f o r  every­

one" — and may be c o n t r a d i c t i n g  t h a t .  Nonetheless,  h is  comment does

not bu i ld  on my po in t  as I in tend  i t .
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CHAPTER FIVE 

NARRATIVE STRATEGIES

I n t e g r a l l y  r e l a t e d  to  expec ta t ions  about pace,  over lap ,  r a t e  of  

speech, and o th e r  conversa t iona l  devices  which have been d iscussed  a re  

e x p ec ta t io n s  about th e  t e l l i n g  o f  n a r r a t i v e s  in  conversa t ion .  All o f  

th e se  dev ices  opera te  in the  t e l l i n g  of  s t o r i e s  j u s t  as they do in 

o th e r  forms o f  t a l k ,  but in  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e r e  a re  verbal devices which 

a re  s p e c i f i c  to  th e  t e l l i n g  of  s t o r i e s .

The notion " n a r r a t iv e "  i s  not a d i s c r e t e  ca tegory  but a p ro to type .  

Some verbal t e x t s  a re  more n a r r a t i v e  than o t h e r s .  The p ro to typ ica l  

n a r r a t i v e  (o r  " s to ry " ;  I w i l l  use these  terms in te rchangeably) 

recoun ts  events  which occurred in th e  p a s t .  However, the re  a re  numer­

ous in s t a n c e s  of  t a l k  which resemble n a r r a t i v e  in some ways but not in 

o th e r s .  For example, during the  Thanksgiving conversa t ion ,  Paul sum­

marized an a r t i c l e  he had read in a soc io logy  journa l  about adopted 

c h i l d r e n ,  and Chuck a t  one po in t  desc r ibed  V ic to r  s ign ing .  Neither  o f  

these  v e r b a l i z a t i o n s  seemed q u i t e  l i k e  n a r r a t i v e s  because they did not 

r ecoun t  ev en ts .  At f i r s t ,  Chuck's seemed more n a r r a t i v e  in t h a t  i t  

t o ld  about something he saw. But Chuck r e f e r r e d  to  Victor in o rder  

to  j u s t i f y  a po in t  he was making about the  d i f f e r e n c e  between s ign and 

spoken language,  and h is  l i s t e n e r s  r e a c te d  n o t  to  h is  experience but 

to h is  obse rv a t io n  about language. In t h a t  sense ,  Paul -s summary of 

the  a r t i c l e  he had read more c lo s e ly  resembled a n a r r a t i v e ,  because 

i t  t r i g g e r e d  a s e r i e s  o f  s t o r i e s  about adopted c h i ld re n .  However, I 

did no t  count e i t h e r  o f  th e se  accounts  as n a r r a t i v e s .  In o rder  to
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i s o l a t e  a c e r t a i n  segment o f  th e  data  f o r  a n a l y s i s ,  I decided to  con­

s i d e r  " s t o r i e s "  only th o se  accounts  which adhered t o  the  s t r i c t e s t  

d e f i n i t i o n ;  t h a t  i s  those  which t o ld  about p a s t  e ven ts .

In a l l ,  48 n a r r a t i v e s  were to ld  during the  d in n e r  conversa t ion .  

There a re  s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f f e r e n c e s  in the  number o f  n a r r a t i v e s  t o ld  by 

d i f f e r e n t  members o f  t h e  group (see  Figure 1).  Karl t o l d  the  most (15) 

I was a c lo se  second (13) ;  Paul came next (8 ) ;  Chuck, Dan, and Susie 

t o l d  fewer (4 each) .  This h ie ra rchy  corresponds to  th e  sense  t h a t  most 

o f  the  p a r t i c i p a n t s  r e p o r t e d ,  t h a t  Karl was the  most "dominant" pa r ­

t i c i p a n t ,  followed by me and then Paul ,  whi le  Chuck, Dan and Susie had 

p a r t i c i p a t e d  much l e s s .

Since some p a r t i c i p a n t s  spoke more than o t h e r s ,  the  sheer numbers 

o f  n a r r a t i v e s  t o l d  may be m is lead ing .  There fo re ,  I c a lc u l a t e d  the  num­

ber of  n a r r a t i v e  t u r n s  as a percentage  o f  the  t o t a l  number of  tu rns  

spoken by each p a r t i c i p a n t  (see  Figure 1).  This y i e l d s  s l i g h t l y  d i f ­

f e r e n t  r e s u l t s .  Karl s t i l l  emerges as the  most given to  s t o r y - t e l l i n g ,  

with 6% of  h i s  tu rn s  devoted to  n a r r a t i v e s .  However, Dan and Susie a re  

c lo se  to  him, with  5% o f  t h e i r  t a l k  devoted to  n a r r a t i v e .  This con­

t r a s t s  with  th e  face  t h a t  Dan and Susie a re  the  two p a r t i c i p a n t s  who 

spoke the  l e a s t  number o f  tu rn s  during th e  co n v e r sa t io n .  Furthermore,  

Paul and I switch  p lace s  with  r e s p e c t  to  percentage  o f  t a l k  devoted to 

s t o r y - t e l l i n g  (Paul 4% and I 3%). Chuck i s  the  speaker l e a s t  given to  

n a r r a t i v e  t a l k ;  only  2 %  o f  h i s  tu rn s  a re  devoted to  t e l l i n g  s t o r i e s .

Looked a t  in connec t ion  with  o the r  aspec ts  o f  s t o r y t e l l i n g ,  the se  

s t a t i s t i c s  a re  r e v e a l in g .  For example, the  low percentage  of  n a r r a ­

t i v e  tu rns  in Chuck's t a l k  c o r r e l a t e s  with h is  observab le  re lu c tan c e  

to  vo lu n tee r  in fo rm at ion  about  h is  personal exper iences .  Thus, he
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Figure 1
Use of  N a r ra t iv e s  in Thanksgiving Conversation

Name
Total  number 
o f  tu rns

Total  number 
o f  n a r r a t i v e s  
to ld

Total number 
of  n a r r a t i v e  
tu rns

number of 
words per 
n a r r a t i v e  
tu rn

Percentage  
o f  tu rns  
which a re  
n a r r a t i v e

Average 
number of  
words per 
n a r r a t i v e

Number of  
s t o r i e s  t o ld  
in c l u s t e r s

Karl 594 15 36 23 6% 46 8

Deb 811 13 21 45 3% 80 5

Paul 417 8 16 40 4% 81 6

Chuck 405 4 8 47 2% 94 0

Dan 386 4 - 18 34 5% 154 2

Susie 169 4 8 21 5% 43 0
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t e l l s  th ree  o f  h is  four  n a r r a t i v e s  in answer to  d i r e c t  ques t ions  by 

o th e r s  ( the  fo u r th  i s  about a car toon s t r i p  he read as a c h i l d ) .  Chuck 

i s  th e  only speaker  in the  group who i s  d i r e c t l y  quest ioned  in  t h i s  

way.

I t e l l  13 s t o r i e s  during the  conversa t ion .  The most s t r i k i n g  

f a c t  about them i s  t h a t  7 o f  the  13 a re  to ld  in  suppor t  of someone

e l s e ' s  po in t  o r  matching someone e l s e ' s  s t o r y .  In c o n t r a s t ,  Karl t e l l s

t h r e e  s t o r i e s  which c o n t r a d i c t  someone e l s e ' s  p o in t ,  and, even more 

un ique ly ,  8 o f  h is  s t o r i e s  e i t h e r  o f f e r  his  own exper ience ,  unasked or 

even unre la ted  to  what has been going on be fo re ,  or  expla in  some r e f ­

e rence  or remark t h a t  he h imse lf  made immediatley p r i o r  to  th e  n a r r a ­

t i v e .  This may have c o n t r ib u te d  to  the  impression Paul r epo r ted  t h a t

i t  had been Kar l ,  not me, who "dominated" th e  g a the r ing .

I t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t h a t  Karl and Susie t e l l  th e  s h o r t e s t  s t o r i e s ,  

on the  average,  and they have, on th e  average,  the  s h o r t e s t  number of  

words per t u r n .  K a r l ' s  n a r r a t i v e  tu rn s  con ta in  an average of  23 words 

and S u s i e ' s  21; h is  n a r r a t i v e s  have an average o f  46 words each, and 

S u s i e ' s  43. Thus whi le  Karl t e l l s  a l o t  of  s t o r i e s ,  the  s t o r i e s  he 

t e l l s  a re  comparat ively  s h o r t .  This  seems to  r e f l e c t  the  f a c t  t h a t  

h is  s t o r y - t e l l i n g  s t y l e  i s  s u c c in c t .  He does not give long o r i e n t a ­

t i o n s  or exp lan a t io n s .  S u s i e ' s  s t o r i e s  a re  u n d e rs ta ted .  But d e s p i t e  

t h a t  (or because of  t h a t )  she has a hard time g e t t i n g  the p o in t  o f  her 

s t o r i e s  across  to  t h i s  group.

P a u l ' s  s t o r i e s  a re  a l l  p e r s o n a l ,  and h a l f  of  them are  about  h is  

c h i ld re n .  Furthermore,  Paul i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a p t  to  t e l l  s t o r i e s  in a 

round.
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Story  Rounds

One way in which s t o r i e s  fu nc t ion  in  the  Thanksgiving conversa t ion  

i s  in  s to r y  rounds. Ethnomethodologists noted t h a t  s t o r i e s  in conver­

s a t i o n  a re  o f ten  t o ld  in c l u s t e r s  or sequences (Ryave 1978). However,

I use th e  term "s to ry  round" to  r e f e r  to  a p a r t i c u l a r  kind o f  s to ry  

c l u s t e r ,  in which speakers  exchange s t o r i e s  o f  personal exper iences  

which i l l u s t r a t e  s i m i l a r  p o in t s .  The s t o r i e s  t o ld  in rounds during 

Thanksgiving d i f f e r  in some ways from th e  s t o r i e s  to ld  in o th e r  con­

t e x t s .  For example, they r e q u i r e  l i t t l e  or  no o r i e n t a t i o n  s e c t io n ;  

t h a t  i s ,  the  speaker does no t  begin by in t roducing  the  s to ry  with 

something l i k e  "Did I t e l l  you what happened . . . "  or "You'll  never 

guess what happened . . . "  The very j u x t a p o s i t i o n  o f  s t o r i e s  fu rn i shes  

thematic  cohesion. (See fo r  example s t o r i e s  p resented  on pp. 174 and 

177).

21 o f  the  48 s t o r i e s  to ld  during Thanksgiving dinner were t o l d  in 

a t o t a l  of  f i v e  rounds.  The f i r s t  round con s i s ted  of  th ree  s t o r i e s  

about sex d i f f e r e n c e s  in language; th e  second round was made up o f  5 

s t o r i e s  about people th e  speakers knew who were adopted; the  t h i r d  o f  

f i v e  s t o r i e s  about summer camp; the  fo u r th  o f  f i v e  s t o r i e s  about f r eak  

a c c id e n t s ;  the  l a s t  o f  four  s t o r i e s  about ch i ld ren  and sex (There was 

a t  l e a s t  one more s to r y  to ld  in t h i s  round, but the  tape  ran out 

s h o r t l y  a f t e r  I began i t ,  so i t  i s  not inc luded in  the  a n l a y s i s . )

The s to ry  round device c l e a r l y  belongs to  th e  r a p p o r t - s t r a t e g y  

members o f  the  group. 19 o f  th e  21 s t o r i e s  to ld  in rounds were t o ld  

by Karl ,  Paul,  and me. Chuck and Susie t o l d  not a s in g le  s to ry  in  a 

round. In c o n t r a s t ,  6 o f  P a u l ' s  8 s t o r i e s  were t o ld  in rounds.
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The s to r y  round i s  ano ther  example o f  th e  f a i l u r e  of  pure ly  s u r ­

face  phenomena to  e l u c i d a t e  what i s  going on in i n t e r a c t i o n  — in  t h i s  

c a se ,  to  show th e  d i f f e r e n c e  between a s to r y  c l u s t e r  and a s to ry  round. 

J u s t  as over lap  i s  a s u r f a c e  phenomenon, whereas i n t e r r u p t i o n  i s  an 

i n t e r p r e t i v e  ca tegory  (Bennett  1978), so a s to r y  c l u s t e r  i s  i d e n t i ­

f i a b l e  simply by r e f e r e n c e  to  the  c o n t ig u i ty  of  s t o r i e s  in conversa­

t i o n ,  but th e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  a round re q u i r e s  th e  e s tab l i shm en t  o f  

thematic  cohesion in  an app rop r ia te  way. For example, Dan's p a r t i c i ­

pa t ion  in th e  s to r y  rounds y i e l d s  d i f f e r e n t  r e s u l t s  from those  o f  the  

o th e r  th r e e .

C o n t ra s t ive  N a r ra t iv e  S t r a t e g i e s

An examination o f  Dan's four  s t o r i e s  suppor ts  h is  r e c o l l e c t i o n  

t h a t  he had been ab le  e i t h e r  to  be th e  c e n t e r  of  a t t e n t i o n  or  to  

observe the  i n t e r a c t i o n  bu t  not to  "be p a r t  o f  the  f low ."  His 

s t o r i e s ,  on the  average ,  were s t r i k i n g l y  long: an average of  154

words each (see  Figure  1 ) .  This length  i s  not  approached by anyone 

e l s e .  C le a r ly ,  th e  e f f e c t  o f  t e l l i n g  long s t o r i e s  i s  to  keep the  

speaker the  c e n t e r  o f  a t t e n t i o n .

Dan's lo n g e s t  s t o r y  i s  one in which he t e l l s  about an episode on 

a t e l e v i s i o n  program. O s ten s ib ly ,  t h i s  s t o r y  i s  p a r t  o f  a s to r y  round 

about adopted c h i ld r e n .  The round was t r i g g e r e d  by P a u l ' s  summary of  

th e  a r t i c l e  he read r e p o r t i n g  resea rch  to  th e  e f f e c t  t h a t  the  ch i ld ren  

o f  adopted p a ren ts  have IQ 's  c lo s e r  to  those  of  t h e i r  na tu ra l  paren ts  

than t h e i r  adop t ive  p a r e n t s .  Karl immediately o f f e red  a s to ry  about 

a s tu d en t  and then an o th e r  about a f r i e n d  who were adopted and were 

very d i f f e r e n t  from t h e i r  adopt ive  p a re n t s .  Dan followed with a s to ry
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about some cousins  o f  h i s  who were adopted.  (This s to ry  w i l l  be 

presented  l a t e r ) .  I then t o l d  about  someone I know who i s  adopted and 

" s t i c k s  out" in her fam i ly ;  Karl comments on my s to r y  (he knows the  

person I am t a l k i n g  about) by saying

K Y'mean j u s t  because she t a l k s  l i k e  t h i s .  But'anybody 
[ tone------------------------------------------------------------------------------

\  /  N-----------
who ta lk ed  l i k e  t h a t  would s t i c k  ou t  l i k e  a sore  thumb.

-]

In saying t h i s ,  Karl mimics t h e  person in  ques t ion  by speaking in a 

loud ,  n a s a l ,  and rasp ing  vo ice .  Several tu rn s  l a t e r  he say s ,  s e r i ­

o u s ly ,  "She 's  j u s t  very lo u d . "

At t h a t  p o in t ,  Dan begins  a s to r y  about a s a t i r i c a l  sketch he 

saw on th e  t e l e v i s i o n  program Saturday Night Live:

(1) K She does look d i f f e r e n t ?  She 's  j u s t  very lo u d .

(2) DR Speaking o f  which they had th e  Loud family .  Remember
[DT laughs]

th e  Loud family?  On Saturday Night Live?

(3) K What was th e  Loud family?

(4) DR Dju hear about  t h a t ?  THEY TALK LIKE THIS.
P

[ laugh te r ]

(5) K I know l o t s  o f  people in New York who t a l k  l i k e  t h a t .

(6) DT j-You d o n ' t  . .  yknow the  Loud family .
t
l _

(7) DR u f  ?? /  t h e  Loud family .

(8) K _Are they a l l

(9) DT I t  was a th in g  on t e l e v i s i o n  c a l l e d  An American Family.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



161

There ensues a b r i e f  d iscu ss io n  c o n te x tu a l i z in g  the  Loud family .  When 

everyone i s  agreed upon who they  were,  Dan t r i e s  to  begin his s to ry  

ag a in ,  but th e r e  i s  s t i l l  confusion about what they have to  do with  

the  t e l e v i s i o n  program Dan has r e f e r r e d  to :

(10) DR So they  had the  1 r>,,H ■^'"■ny.

f a m i l y ' s ,  gonna be on?

(12) DT Where.

(13) P The . .  Saturday Night Live?

(14) DT j-No. No. / ? /

(15) DRLNo , l a s t  week they had the LOUD family .  On Saturday-

Night Live.  And i t ' s  l i k e  . . .  and the  and the  pa ren ts  

a re  t r y i n g  to  FIGURE OUT . . .  WHY THEIR KIDS, . . .  j u s t  

ALIENATE, . . .

Dan then proceeded to  t e l l  about the  s a t i r i c a l  sketch in which a family  

named Loud c o n s ta n t ly  y e l l e d  a t  each o t h e r ,  wi thout  r e a l i z i n g  t h a t  

they were doing so.

The connect ion between Dan's s t o r y  and th e  one preceding i t  i s  

the  r e fe re n ce  to  people who a re  loud. Like Kar l ,  Dan im i ta te s  the  

loud speech in h is  n a r r a t i v e .  K a r l ' s  "she t a l k s  l i k e  t h i s "  i s  echoed 

by Dan's (4) "THEY TALK LIKE THIS." However, t h e re  i s  a problem with  

thematic  cohes ion. Dan has a l o t  o f  t ro u b le  with  h is  o r i e n t a t i o n  

s ec t io n  before  he can launch h is  n a r r a t i v e ,  Paul and Karl are  both 

confused and ask  a s e r i e s  o f  ques t ions  showing misunders tanding (3)

(5) (11) (13) ,  before  they grasp what Dan's s t o r y  i s  about .  Dan 

f i n a l l y  goes ahead with  h is  s to ry  (15) wi thou t  exp la in ing  to  Paul t h a t

(11) P gonna be on? The whole
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i t  i s  not t h e  Loud family  themselves but a s a t i r e  about them which he 

i s  t e l l i n g  abou t .  Presumably, Paul caught on while th e  s to ry  was 

being t o l d .

A f te r  Dan t e l l s  t h i s  extended s t o r y ,  recount ing  th e  d e t a i l s  o f  

the  t e l e v i s i o n  ep isode ,  I comment, "All on the  pun o f  Loud, huh?" In 

a s u b t l e  way, my comment i s  (though was not consc ious ly  in tended to  

be) a censure ;  i t  i s  as i f  to  say th e  s t o r y  was too long to  i l l u s t r a t e  

a pun. In a d d i t i o n ,  i t  seems to  be t ray  my f e e l i n g  t h a t  th e  connection 

by pun i s  no t  s u f f i c i e n t  to  warrant in c lu s io n  in the  round. Thematic 

cohesion i s  e s t a b l i s h e d  in rounds through the  s t o r i e s  having s im i l a r  

or opposing p o i n t s .

Nonetheless ,  Dan i s  the  only non-New Yorker who p a r t i c i p a t e s  in 

s to ry  rounds a t  a l l .  On two occas ions ,  he c o n t r ib u t e s  s t o r i e s  to 

rounds which do cohere in an a pp rop r ia te  way. However, t h e r e  a re  some 

o the r  d i f f e r e n c e s  which emerge in terms o f  pace and form ula t ing  the  

po in ts  of  t h e  s t o r i e s .

Following i s  a n a r r a t i v e  which Dan t o l d  with  Chuck's p a r t i c i p a ­

t i o n .  In th e  immediately preceding c o n v e r sa t io n ,  I have been t a lk in g  

about men's and women's language and have t o l d  about an upcoming l e c ­

tu re  by a woman who teaches  men who are  about to  undergo sex change 

opera t ions  how to  t a l k  l i k e  women. A f te r  general  exlamations  about 

and r e a c t i o n s  to  t h i s  announcement, Dan t e l l s  about a conversa t ion  

th a t  he and Chuck had the  n ight before  with  a f r i e n d  o f  t h e i r s  named 

Randy. (Karl and I a l so  know Randy). Dan's s to r y  i s  about sex and 

voice q u a l i t y ,  and th e re f o r e  i t  i s  a p p r o p r i a t e ly  coheren t  with the 

top ic  o f  th e  round. There i s  much i n t e r e s t  among the  group members in 

Dan's s t o r y .  However, t h e r e  i s  evidence t h a t  some o f  th e  o the r
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members o f  th e  group expected s t o r i e s  to  be t o l d  somewhat d i f f e r e n t l y  

from the way Dan (with the  help of  Chuck) was t e l l i n g  i t .

I t  becomes c l e a r  t h a t  I fee l  Dan and Chuck do not  ge t  to  the  

po in t  of  t h e i r  s t o r y  quickly  enough. This can be seen in my repeated 

q ues t ions  which se rv e  to  "prompt" them t o  t e l l  th e  p o in t .  (Overiappin 

t a l k  by Karl and Paul i s  occasioned by th e  t im er  going o f f  in the  

ki tchen during t h i s  in te rch an g e ) .

(1) DR Well . . .  what was Randy saying l a s t  n igh t?  . . .  He was

t a l k i n g  about y'know he works Randy works a t

the  uh [name o f  f i rm]?  At . . .  [p lace  of  f i rm]?  -----
CLRightJ

Something he works with c h i ld re n ?  ___  Language

development?

(2) C / -Yeah 110 he cloes “  ^anguage evalua t ion
*N

on . . .  a u t i s t i c  a—nd . .  a l l  those  . ,  kind of  ch i ld ren  
DR^eah-7

[t imer  goes o f f  in k i t c h e n ] .

(3) DR Crazy c h i ld re n .

(4) K What t ime i s  i t  Paul?

(5) DT LSo what was he saying.

(6) C He was ta lk in g  about

(7) P Twenty f i v e  t i l l

(8) K ,-Twenty f i v e  to?

(9) C LThere was a th e r e  was a

(10) DR There was a s t a f f  confe rence

(11) C Right.  A s t a f f  conference .

(12) DR And they were . . .  these  i n c r e d i b l e ,  . . .  these
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p s y c h i a t r i s t s ?  . . .  go t up th e re  ? ___
C^mhmJ p K [chuckles] hm

(13) DT What were they  doing.

(14) P [from k itchen]  Karl y o u ' r e  having / ? /  problems back here .

(15) C Well they were t a lk in g  about sexual i d e n t i t y  and a l l

t h i s  kind o f  s t u f f .  So t h i s  . . .  one woman was"!

(16) DR [one

woman was t a l k i n g  about . .  the  gay vo ice .
K *-/ ? /J

(17) C Yeah th e  gay voice .  She was t a lk in g  about gay vo ices .
DRi-The gay vo ice  J

(18) DR And Randy was s i t t i n g  th e r e  simmering.

(19) C Right,  p / ? /

(20) DT was h e ' s a y in g .

(21) C They were wondering whether or not i t  was . .  hormonal.

(22) DR Whether th e r gay voice was hormonal.

(23) DT "WHAT! ^  

f f

(24) C 'Yeah. Whether the  gay voice was hormonal.

(25) DT ^-You're kidding!"^

(26) DT Wo—w.

(27) K Oh God! 
P

(28) C Or whether i t  was learned  behavior ,  o r  was w whether 

i t  was . . .  uh learned  behavior ,  o—r  g e n e t i c ,  o r
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hormonal or  w h a t . - . / ?  a s  they were gonna /

(29) K LOoo t h a t  makes my skin c r e e p ...........
p ,dec
[ tone -------------------------------------

ew—
— 1

In l i s t e n i n g  to  t h i s  conversa t ion  on t a p e ,  I reexperienced my 

impatience with  Dan and Chuck f o r  no t  g e t t i n g  to  the  po in t  — t h a t  

Randy had been p resen t  a t  a meeting a t  which "exper ts"  were d i scuss ing  

the  ques t ion  o f  whether the  gay voice was hormonal. Three t imes I ask

ques t ions  to  prompt Dan and Chuck to  g e t  t o  the  p o in t :

(5) So what was he saying .

(13) What were they  doing.

(20) What was he saying?

The f i r s t  two ques t ions  do not n e c e s s a r i l y  show impatience.  I 

o f f e r  such prompts to  o th e r  s t o r y t e l l e r s  as w e l l .  However, the  t h i r d  

prompt (20) c l e a r l y  shows impat ience ,  in  the  r a i s e d  p i tch  on the

s t r e s s e d  word "say ing ."  Furthermore,  I have played t h i s  segment to

o th e rs  o f  backgrounds s i m i l a r  to  mine,  and they have remarked (without 

prompting from me) t h a t  Dan and Chuck a r e  having a hard t ime g e t t i n g  

to  the  po in t  o f  t h e i r  s t o r y .  During playback,  Dan no ticed my ques­

t i o n s  as w e l l .  I was s u r p r i s e d ,  however, a t  h is  explana t ion  o f  what 

was going on.

Dan noted f i r s t  o f f  t h a t  he began h i s  s to r y  (1) in a "weak" way:

(1) D Well . . .  what was Randy saying l a s t  n ight?  . . .  He was 

t a lk in g  about y'know he works Randy works a t
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t h e  . .  uh [name of f i rm]?  At . . .  [place o f  f irm]?
CLr i g h t J

  Something he works with  ch i ld ren?  ___  Language
P

development?

Dan pointed ou t  t h a t  he s t a r t e d  with "Well ,"  then paused, and g e n e ra l ly  

sounded as i f  he w a sn ' t  very sure  of  what he was saying. Although Dan 

did  not say s o ,  th e  unsureness comes a l so  from th e  f i l l e r  ("uh") the  

repea ted  pauses ,  f a l s e  s t a r t s ,  and the  ques t ion  in tona t ion  a t  th e  ends 

o f  ph rases .  Dan s a id  t h a t  he was h e s i t a n t  f i r s t  because he w a sn ' t  

su re  people would want to  hear the  s to r y .  Second he sa id  t h a t ,  a l ­

though he knows p e r f e c t l y  well what Randy does ,  y e t  he spoke as i f  he 

d i d n ' t  and looked to  Chuck f o r  conf i rm a t ion ,  to  cover h imself ,  l e s t  

Chuck c o n t r a d i c t  him. F in a l l y ,  he wanted to  draw Chuck in to  the  con­

v e r s a t i o n ,  s in ce  Chuck was Dan's guest  and f r i e n d  and Dan f e l t  " p a t e r ­

n a l i s t i c "  toward him in t h i s  s e t t i n g .  Chuck, on the  o the r  hand, r e ­

c a l l e d  t h a t  he was h e s i t a n t  because i t  was r e a l l y  Dan's s to r y ,  and he 

too was wary l e s t  he make an e r r o r  t h a t  Dan would then c o n t r a d i c t .

In a d d i t i o n ,  Dan sa id  t h a t  he was f i s h i n g  f o r  j u s t  the  s o r t  of  

encouragement which I supplied  with my q u e s t io n s .  These questions  

were rea ssu ran ce  to  him t h a t  h is  s to r y  was o f  i n t e r e s t .  Dan noted,  

however, t h a t  he d id  pick up a s l i g h t  sense o f  impatience in my tone ,  

and t h a t  t h a t  might have re in fo rced  h is  hesita.nce.  Chuck indepen­

den t ly  noted th e  same phenomenon during playback. He remarked t h a t  

had I not  asked any prompting q u es t io n s ,  he might well have d iscon­

t inued  th e  s t o r y .  However, coming as they d i d ,  my quest ions  made him 

wonder what I wanted,  which then made him fe e l  h e s i t a n t  about saying
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anything:  hence the  t e n t a t i v e  sense o f  h is  n a r r a t i v e .  Both Dan and

Chuck thus  were o pe ra t ing  on defens ive  s t r a t e g i e s ,  "covering them­

se lves"  as i t  were,  p r e f e r r i n g  to  e r r  by saying l e s s ,  whereas Karl and 

I would sooner r i s k  e r r o r  by saying more.

Dan a l s o  pointed o u t ,  with  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  pe rcep t iveness  about 

language p ro cesses ,  t h a t  a t  th e  same time t h a t  I asked (13) "What 

were they doing?" Karl u t t e r e d  the  sound "hm" in a way t h a t  Dan r e ­

cognized as c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  Karl and synonymous with  my ques t ion .  

That i s ,  Dan h i t  upon th e  notion o f  pragmatic synonymy. K a r l ' s  "hm" 

was a l so  a way o f  encouraging Dan to  go on while evidenc ing  some 

impatience.  Dan sa id  i t  sounds to  him as i f  Karl i s  holding himself  

back, fo rc in g  h imself  t o  be p a t i e n t  with  Dan's slower pace.

Dan's idea  o f  t e l l i n g  a s to r y  presupposes a c e r t a i n  he s i t ancy  — 

i t  i s  a p p r o p r i a t e ,  he ex p la in ed ,  t o  give an in d ic a t io n  of  what one has 

to say and then see  i f  anyone picks up on i t ,  r a t h e r  than imposing the  

s to ry  whether o the rs  l i k e  i t  or no t .  This s t r a t e g y  honors Brown and 

Levinson 's nega t ive  face  want,  or Lakof f ' s  R1 "Don't impose." How­

ever ,  Dan's s t r a t e g y  i s  exaggera ted in t h i s  in te rchange .  Feeling a 

b i t  in secure  in the  s e t t i n g ,  he begins h is  s to ry  even more h e s i t a n t l y  

than he o therwise  might have.  This inc reased  h e s i t an ce  then arouses 

K a r l ' s  and my im patience ,  and the  evidence o f  our impatience  r e i n ­

forces  h is  f e e l i n g  t h a t  he i s  not f i t t i n g  in very w e l l .  In o the r  

words, we have once more a s i t u a t i o n  o f  complementary schismogenes is .

Expressive vs .  Unders ta ted Evaluation and Response

Dan expla ined ano ther  p e c u l i a r i t y  o f  t h i s  in te rchange  as w e l l .  

Afte r  (24) ,  when Dan and Chuck have t o ld  the  poin t o f  t h e i r  s to ry
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(about th e  gay voice  being hormonal),  t h e re  i s  a s e r i e s  o f  pauses in 

the  c onve rsa t ion .  A f te r  a 2-second pause I say (25) "Wo—w", and

a f t e r  ano ther  pause o f  a second and a h a l f ,  Karl says (27 ) ,  "Oh God!"

Both Karl and I ,  in  our usual tandem fa sh io n ,  f i l l  the  pauses with  

loud and marked exclamations  in response  to  Dan's s t o r y .  Dan noted 

t h a t  he d i d n ' t  t h in k  t h a t  would have happened i f  i t  had been one o f  us 

t e l l i n g  th e  s t o r y .  My f i r s t  r e a c t i o n  was to  d i s ag r ee ;  i t  seemed to  me 

t h a t  such exclamations  a re  ty p ic a l  o f  Karl ' s  and my s t y l e .  However,

I r e a l i z e d  a f t e r  c o n s id e ra t io n  t h a t  what made i t  d i f f e r e n t  was the  

f a c t  t h a t  we were u t t e r i n g  th e se  exclamations a g a in s t  the  background 

o f  s i l e n c e .  In a conversa t ion  in which one o f  us i s  t e l l i n g  a s t o r y ,  

such exclamations  o r d i n a r i l y  come as overlaps  or a t  l e a s t  r a p id ly  

paced in th e  in te rchange ,  where they  have the  e f f e c t  of  g reas ing  th e  

conversa t iona l  wheels by encouraging the  n a r r a t i v e  t e l l e r .  In f a c t .

I suddenly wondered why th e se  long pauses occurred  in the  m ids t  o f  

the  n a r r a t i v e .

I t  i s  only  a f t e r  ano ther  pause o f  a second t h a t  Chuck cont inues

th e  s t o r y ,  r a t h e r  h e s i t a n t l y :

(28) C Or' whether i t  was le arned  behavio r ,  or was w whether 

i t  was . . .  uh lea rned  behavior ,  o—r  g e n e t i c ,  or 

hormonal or what / a s  they were gonna/

Dan expla ined  t h a t  he and Chuck in t e r r u p t e d  t h e i r  s to ry  and paused 

because o f  my r e a c t io n  (23) "WHAT!" My sudden, loud and h igh -p i tch ed  

exclamation stopped them because i t s  marked p a r a l i n g u i s t i c  f e a t u r e s  

were unexpected.  Dan and Chuck wondered what was wrong, what my o u t ­

b u r s t  could mean, and they waited to  f ind  ou t .  Th is ,  th en ,  c re a te d  a
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pause t h a t  was completely  unexpected and unexplained f o r  Karl and me, 

so we f i l l e d  i t  with  exclamations  ( l i k in g  nothing l e s s  than s i l e n c e  in 

a busy c o n v e r sa t io n ) .  Only a f t e r  a s c e r t a i n i n g  t h a t  I w asn ' t  going to  

fo l low up my s h r i e k  with  anything  e l s e ,  did  Chuck cont inue  what he 

began in  (24) ,  s t i l l  h e s i t a n t  as a r e s u l t  o f  h is  u n c e r t a in t y  about the  

s ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  my extreme r e a c t i o n .

Dan's i n s i g h t f u l  observa t ion  about t h i s  dynamic was proven c o r ­

r e c t ,  as th e  same phenomenon occurred when I was t a l k i n g  to  Chuck 

dur ing  playback. We were l i s t e n i n g  to  th e  taped segment about Goffman 

which has been r e f e r r e d  to  e a r l i e r  (p. 98).  On th e  t a p e ,  Chuck 

o f fe red  some observa t ions  about Goffman f o r  the  f i r s t  t ime.  Shut t ing  

o f f  the  tape  r e c o r d e r ,  Chuck commented t h a t  he f e l t  f r e e  to  do t h i s  a t  

the  t ime because he was address ing  h imself  to  Paul,  not me, and Paul 

did not know anything about the  s u b je c t .  This i n s i g h t  was so helpfu l 

and i n t e r e s t i n g  to  me t h a t  I showed my a p p re c ia t io n  by exclaiming,

"Oh  How i n t e r e s t i n g ! "  My exclamation "Oh— " was sudden and drawn-

o u t ,  and I s a i d ,  "How i n t e r e s t i n g "  in a voice t h a t  showed i n t e n s i t y  

through exaggerated low p i t c h  and th i c k  q u a l i t y .  As soon as I sa id  

t h i s ,  Chuck stopped s h o r t ,  and th e r e  was a f l e e t i n g  look o f  a s t o n i s h ­

ment on h is  fa c e .  I immediately t r i e d  to  r e p a i r  th e  s i t u a t i o n  by 

r e p e a t in g ,  "T h a t ' s  i n t e r e s t i n g , "  in a more m a t t e r - o f - f a c t  way: 

f a s t e r ,  more c l ip p e d ,  with  h igher  p i t c h .  Suddenly I r e c a l l e d  Dan's 

exeges is  o f  the  e f f e c t  o f  my extreme r e a c t io n  to  t h e i r  s to ry  about 

the  gay voice.  I asked Chuck i f  my extreme response  had stopped him 

j u s t  then .  He admitted t h a t  i t  had.

This exper ience  a l so  demonst ra tes  how awareness o f  s t y l i s t i c  d i f ­

fe rences  can o p e ra te .  I could not help responding to  Chuck in  a way
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t h a t  I "knew" would make him u n f o r f o r t a b l e  because my response  was 

automatic .  However, once the  u t t e r a n c e  was ou t ,  and I saw h is  r e a c ­

t i o n ,  I could catch what had happened and comment on i t .  Thus we could 

understand our r e a c t io n s  to  each o t h e r ' s  s t y l e s ,  a l though we could not 

change them.

During playback, Dan poin ted  out y e t  another  in s ta n ce  o f  pragmatic 

synonymy. This one c o n t r a s t s  ex p ress ive  as opposed to  unde rs ta ted  

ev a lu a t io n .  ("Evalua t ion"  in t h i s  sense ,  following Labov 1972, i s  a 

sp ea k e r ’s way o f  showing h e r / h i s  a t t i t u d e  toward what s /h e  i s  say ing) .  

He noted t h a t  Chuck's (28) and K a r l ' s  (29) were synonymous, al though 

on the  su r face  they could  not have been more d i f f e r e n t :

(28) C Or whether  i t  was learned  behavior ,  o r  was w whether

i t  was . . .  1 earned behavior ,  o—r  g e n e t i c ,  o r

hormonal or  what,  r - / ?  as they were gonna/

(29) K 1-Oooo t h a t  makes my skin  c r e e e p ............

ew— .

Chuck's (28) seemed to  me to  be a s t r a ig h t fo rw a rd  ( i f  somewhat d i s c u r ­

s ive)  s ta t em en t ,  w i thou t  judgment on the  p a r t  o f  th e  speaker .  Yet Dan 

pointed out t h a t  Chuck's running to g e th e r  a l i s t  o f  a l t e r n a t i v e s  in a 

monotonous tone ,  ending with  something hedgy and mumbled l i k e  "or 

what ,"  i s  h i s  way o f  b e l i t t l i n g  what he i s  t a lk in g  abou t ,  o f  showing 

t h a t  the  ideas  he i s  r e p o r t i n g  a re  repugnant,  and he wishes to  d i s ­

s o c i a t e  h imse lf  from them. K a r l ' s  (29 ) ,  with i t s  slowed pace ,  d e l i ­

b e ra te  emphasis, exaggera ted  and metaphoric  s ta tement  o f  h is  r e a c t i o n ,  

and nonverbal express ion  o f  d isguse  ("ew—" ) ,  i s  h i s  way o f  d i s ­

s o c i a t i n g  h im se lf  from t h e  s u b j e c t ,  because he f in d s  i t  repugnant.
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Karl uses marked in to n a t io n  and voice  q u a l i t y  to  show d i s g u s t ;  Chuck 

uses e x t r a  words and monotonous tone .  Chuck's i s  a s t y l e  o f  nuance 

and unders ta tem ent ,  K a r l ' s  o f  express iveness  and overs ta tement .

A s i m i l a r  c o n t r a s t  can be seen in the d iscuss ion  t h a t  immediatley 

fo llows th e  one about the  gay vo ice .  I t  i s  the  d i scuss ion  o f  adoption 

which i s  sparked by P a u l ' s  summary of  the  a r t i c l e  he read r e p o r t i n g  

re sea rch  showing t h a t  the  IQ 's  o f  adopted ch i ld ren  a re  more c l o s e l y  

c o r r e l a t e d  with  those  of t h e i r  na tu ra l  paren ts  than those  o f  t h e i r  

adopt ive  p a re n t s .  As soon a s  Paul f i n i s h e s  h is  o b se rv a t io n ,  Karl 

excla ims, "Oh, I b e l iev e  t h a t ! "  and I say ,  "Oh, o f  co u rse , "  and laugh.  

K a r l ' s  exclamation i s  timed to  immediately follow P a u l ' s  comment with 

no pause,  and mine immediately follows K ar l ' s  a t  an equa l ly  f a s t  pace. 

K a r l ' s  comment i s  loud and mine i s  h ig h-p i tched .  Once more i t  i s  i n ­

t e r e s t i n g  t o  see t h a t  we ope ra te  as a team; i f  our s t r a t e g i e s  a r e  

s i m i l a r  to  s t a r t  w i t h , t h e  response  o f  one seems to  t r i g g e r  t h a t  o f  the  

o th e r .

Following K a r l ' s  and my loud responses ,  Dan and Chuck agree with 

us with  th e  muted responses  "uhuh" and "mhm" r e s p e c t i v e l y .  During 

playback, Chuck s a id  t h a t  he did  no t  r e a c t  so s w i f t l y  and openly to  

P a u l ' s  remarks because he d i d n ' t  know how th e  r e s t  o f  us f e l t  about 

t h a t  s o r t  o f  argument ( i . e .  h e re d i ty  vs .  environment).  As u s u a l ,

Chuck was honoring th e  de fens iveness  motive of  i n d i r e c t n e s s .

In l i s t e n i n g  to  t h i s  segment o f  the t a p e ,  I f e l t  t h a t  i t  was rude 

o f  Karl and me to  r e a c t  so p r e c i p i t o u s l y  to  P a u l ' s  observa t ion  and 

r e j e c t  i t  ou t -o f -hand .  I f e l t  t h a t  I would not have done so on my 

own; not  t h a t  I would not have f e l t  t h a t  the  r e s u l t s  of th e  s tudy were 

obvious ,  but I would not have sa id  so in such a peremptory way, had
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I no t  been echoing Karl.  I expected Paul ,  dur ing  playback, to  admit 

to  having f e l t  h u r t .  Quite the  c o n t r a r y ,  Paul remarked, on hear ing 

t h i s  segment, t h a t  the p re c ip i to u s  re sponse ,  d ismiss ing  h is  comments 

as obvious ,  was a verbal device  he h im se lf  u ses .  He s a id ,  " I t  was the 

s o r t  o f  th in g  t h a t  drove [my former wife] c razy  about l iv in g  with me. 

She would cons ide r  t h a t  a put-down, whereas I expect people to  say ,  

'Well look! I t  r e a l l y  IS i n t e r e s t i n g 1." Thus Paul ve rba l ized  one 

a sp ec t  o f  the  r ap p o r t  s t r a t e g y  t h a t  has been d i scussed :  the  expecta ­

t i o n  t h a t ,  having something to s ay ,  speakers  w i l l  say i t .  I t  i s  not 

th e  burden o f  th e  i n t e r l o c u t o r  to  make i t  comfortable  and convenient 

f o r  o th e r s  to  express t h e i r  id e a s ,  but r a t h e r  t o  be f r e e  and spon­

taneous with  r e a c t i o n s .  In answer t o  my d i r e c t  question of  whether 

K a r l ' s  response  sounded l i k e  a put-down a t  Thanksgiving, Paul s a id  no: 

" I t  sounds l i k e  Karl . "  Then he added, with some s a t i s f a c t i o n ,  t h a t  

th e  conversa t ion  continued on h is  t o p ic  fo r  some time,  so c l e a r l y  

people had been i n t e r e s t e d ,  and t h e r e f o r e  i t  was not a put-down.

Get t ing  to  the  Poin t

As has a l r ead y  been noted and as Paul h im se l f  observed, the  IQ 

to p i c  sparked a s to r y  round about adopted c h i ld r e n .  Karl t o ld  two 

s t o r i e s  about adopted ch i ld ren  he knew; I one; and Dan one. Dan's 

s t o r y  cohered th e m a t ica l ly  and c o n t r ib u te d  to  th e  round, but t h e re  i s  

evidence t h a t  Karl f e l t  he d id  not  g e t  to  the  p o in t  in the way he 

expected.

Let us compare K ar l ' s  and Dan's adopt ion s t o r i e s  and the re a c ­

t i o n s  they  t r i g g e r e d  from l i s t e n e r s .  Here i s  K a r l ' s  f i r s t  s to ry :
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(1) K In f a c t  one of  my s tuden ts  to ld  me f o r  th e  f i r s t  time

I t a u g h t  her f o r  over a y e a r  That she was

adopted,  and then I thought  . .  ?uh? . . .  t h a t  exp la ins  
p acc

. .  so_ may th in g s .

(2) DT What. That she was

(3) K Cause s h e ' s  s"o— d i f f e r e n t r f r o m  her mother

(4) DT ^-Smarter than she

should have been? or s tu p id e r -*  

i-than she should 've  been, [chuckle]

(5) K L-It w a s n ' t  smart or s t u p i d ,  a c t u a l l y ,  i t  was j u s t  she

;n t .  . . .
DT hm

was so d i f f e r e n t ...................J u s t  d i f f e r e n t .

In response  to  K a r l ' s  s t o r y ,  I express doubt of  h i s  premise;  I remark 

"But you o f ten  f in d  kids  t h a t  a re  q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  from t h e i r  p a re n t s ,  

d o n ' t  you?" and Sus ie  supports  my o b je c t io n :  " T h a t ' s  seems very

unusual t h a t  t h a t  t h a t  th e  kid d i d n ' t  pick up h i s  h i s  unnatura l

p a r e n t s '  -----  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s . "  To prove h is  p o i n t ,  Karl t e l l s

a no ther  s t o r y ,  about  a woman t h a t  he and Susie had both known:

DT^-the . . .  s o r t  of-i
1 1

(5) K Remember what Deborah Lincoln? Debby Lincoln t o ld  us

(6) S What.

(7) K That she met a h a l f  s i s t e r ? r / ?  ? H

P?L/? This a r t i c l e  ?/-»

When they  were t h i r t y  year s  old? . . . .  t h a t  . .  she had

never met before?  I t  was a h a l f  s i s t e r ?  I t  was 
^  \

f a t h e r ' s  , c h i ld  And they had a l l  th e  same
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mannerisms.

[Reactions]

(8) DT But they  could have go t ten  the  mannerisms from the  
_-i

(9) K

(10) DT

*No. The f a t h e r  d i d n ' t  l i v e  with  the  o th e r  k id .  Or

d i d n ' t  l i v e  with Debby. . . .  I d o n ' t  remember.

r i g h t .  T h a t ' s  very w e i rd .

You're

(11) K So—
[creaky voice]

Dan then to ld  a s to r y  which supports  K a r l ' s  p o in t :

(12) DR My u— m . . .  my a u n t ' s  two kids a re  adopted,  and they

were both adopted from d i f f e r e n t  ___  fam i l i?  d i f f e r e n t
/

mothers.

(13) K Yeah. And?

(14) DR i /
And t h e y ' r e  j u s t  d i f f e r e n t  from each o ther

and d i f f e r e n t  from anyone in my f a m i ly  They 're
K hm

not l i k e  each o the r  a t  a l l .

In comparing K a r l ' s  s t o r y  (1-4) to  Dan's (12-14) ,  I no t iced  th a t  

th e  e f f e c t s  and rhythm o f  the  s t o r i e s  were q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t .  For one 

th in g ,  the  focus of  K a r l ' s  n a r r a t i v e  i s  h is  own personal r e a c t io n  to 

the  in format ion t h a t  h is  s tu d en t  was adopted.  That i s ,  while the  

po in t  of  the  s t o r y  i s  t o  demonst ra te  th e  f a c t  t h a t  adopted c h i ld re n  are  

more l i k e  t h e i r  na tu ra l  p a ren ts  than t h e i r  adop t ive  p a r e n t s ,  Karl
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dramatizes t h i s  po in t  by r e c r e a t i n g  h is  emotional exper ience .  In con­

t r a s t ,  Dan t e l l s  about h is  a u n t ' s  two c h i ld re n  without saying anything 

about h is  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  or  how he f e e l s  about i t .  In t h i s  s ense ,  

then ,  Karl i s  employing a rappor t -based  dev ice :  the  personal  invo lve­

ment between himself  and h is  s u b je c t  m a t te r  i s  paramount. In con­

t r a s t ,  Dan's s t r a t e g y  i s  deco n tex tu a l iz ed :  he t e l l s  about t h e  con ten t

without involv ing h imse lf  pe r so n a l ly .

I t  i s  h ighly  l i k e l y  t h a t  t h i s  d i f f e r e n c e  — i . e .  K a r l ' s  expec ta ­

t io n  t h a t  a s to r y  w i l l  be about the  s p e a k e r ' s  f e e l in g s  about what s / h e :  

saying — c o n t r ib u te s  to  K a r l ' s  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  when Dan t e l l s  his  

s to r y .  K a r l ' s  prompt (13) "Yeah. And?" i s  c l e a r l y  im p a t ie n t .  Examin­

ing K a r l ' s  s t o r y ,  I no t iced  t h a t  I prompt Karl during his  t e l l i n g .

But the  na tu re  o f  the  prompting and the  e f f e c t  of  the  s t o r y - p l u s -  

prompts a re  q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t .

K a r l ' s  s t o r y  i s  t o ld  in a s e r i e s  o f  a l t e r n a t e  up-turned and down- 

turned c la u s e s .  His opening s ta tem en t  (1) "One of my s tu d en t s  t o ld  me 

fo r  th e  f i r s t  t ime,"  ends with  r i s i n g  in to n a t io n .  The next c l a u s e ,

"I t augh t  her f o r  over a y e a r , "  i s  spoken qu ick ly ,  with r a t h e r  low 

p i t c h ,  ending ab rup t ly  with  f a l l i n g  in to n a t io n .  The in to n a t io n  and 

pace mark i t  as a p a re n th e t i c a l  remark w i th in  the  surrounding sentence  

"One o f  my s tuden ts  t o ld  me f o r  the  f i r s t  t ime th a t  she was adopted ."  

The con t inua t ion  of  t h a t  sen tence ,  " th a t  she was adopted ,"  a l so  ends 

with p h ra s e - f in a l  in to n a t io n  ( i . e .  "more to  come"), while  th e  f i n a l  

sentence in  the  c o n t r ib u t io n  (1) " t h a t  exp la in s  . .  so^many t h i n g s , "  i s  

spoken quick ly  and a b ru p t ly ,  with  marked f a l l i n g  in to n a t io n .  This 

r i s i n g  c lause  f a l l i n g  c lause  contour c a r r i e s  th e  reader  rhy thm ica l ly  

through the  n a r r a t i v e .  At the  end o f  ( 1 ) ,  t h e re  i s  a marked sense of
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f i n a l i t y .  I b e l iev e  t h i s  expla ins  why I chose t h a t  moment to  o f f e r  

(2, 4) "What. That she was smarte r than she should have been or  s t u ­

p ider  t h a t  she sh ou ld 've  been." This question feeds  Karl h is  next

l i n e .  I t  does not show lack o f  unders tanding o f  the  po in t  o f  his

s t o r y ,  nor impatience with him f o r  h is  pacing. In f a c t ,  Karl does not  

wai t  f o r  me to f i n i s h  my question (2) but  goes r i g h t  in to  h is  explana­

t io n  (3) which over laps  with my ques t ion  (2) .  For my p a r t ,  I go

r i g h t  on with  my ques t ion  even a t  the  same time t h a t  he i s  answering 

i t ,  and Karl in co rp o ra te s  my question  in to  his  con t in u a t io n / re sp o n se

(5) .  Thus Karl and I overlap  during a cons iderab le  por t ion  o f  h is  

s to r y ,  and t h e r e  a re  no pauses between question-answer components, but  

r a t h e r  they weave i n to  each o th e r  t o  make an i n e x t r i c a b l y  in te r tw ined  

s to ry / re sp o n se  e n t i t y .

There i s  a s i m i l a r  rhythmic p a t t e r n  in K a r l ' s  second s to ry  (5 -11) .  

Again, t h e r e  i s  dramatic  s h i f t i n g  from high p i t c h  and r i s i n g  in to n a t io n  

on th ree  c lauses  (shown in the  t r a n s c r i p t i o n  by ques t ion  marks) f o l ­

lowed by marked f a l l i n g  in to n a t io n  ending on very low p i tch  on the  

fo r th  c l a u s e ,  " I t  was her  f a t h e r ' s  c h i l d . "  At t h a t  po in t  th e re  i s  a 

long pause (1 .5  seconds) before  Karl d e l i v e r s  th e  climax in a f a s t  and 

d e l i b e r a t e l y  m a t t e r - o f - f a c t  sounding coup: "And they  had a l l  the  same

mannerisms." The pauses in K a r l ' s  n a r r a t i v e  a re  a l l  functional. '*'  The 

f i r s t  pause,  a f t e r  " t h i r t y  years  o ld " ,  could not be seen as f l o o r -  

r e l in g u i s h in g  because o f  the  sharp r i s i n g  in to n a t io n  on the  preceding 

phrase.  And the  pause j u s t  before  the  f in a l  sen tence  in (7) follows 

the  r a p id ly  spoken c lau se s  and t h e r e f o r e  seems d e l i b e r a t e ,  not  h e s i ­

t a n t .
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When Dan begins  h i s  s to r y  (12) ,  he beg ins ,  as he did  h is  e a r l i e r  

s t o r y ,  with a number o f  cues t h a t  show hes i tance  about what he i s  

about to  say.  F i r s t  t h e r e  i s  a f a l s e  s t a r t  ("my"),  then a f i l l e r  

("u--m"),  then a ha l f -second  pause.  Within the  s t o r y ,  he pauses a f t e r  

" d i f f e r e n t "  and then has another f a l s e  s t a r t :  " fam i l i?  d i f f e r e n t

mothers ,"  I t  i s  then t h a t  Karl asks (13) "Yeah. And?" Thus i t  seems 

l i k e l y  t h a t  K a r l ' s  impatience is  a l so  sparked by the  f a c t  t h a t  Dan's 

pauses,  un l ike  K a r l ' s ,  a r e  seemingly random r a t h e r  than dramatic  

devices .  In t h i s  sense ,  K a r l ' s  prompt i s  designed to  help Dan along: 

r a t h e r  l i k e  say in g ,  "Okay, d o n ' t  worry about background. I'm with you 

Now g e t  to  the  p o i n t . "  In c o n t r a s t ,  my prompts to  Karl during his 

s to ry  asked him to  e l a b o r a t e  upon a po in t  he had a l read y  made, not to 

ge t  to  the  p o in t .

I f  K a r l ' s  prompts (7) in d ic a te  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  with  the  way Dan i 

t e l l i n g  a s t o r y ,  th e  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  works both ways. In ano ther  seg­

ment, i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  Karl does not t e l l  a s t o r y  th e  way Dan expects .  

At the  very beginning o f  the  taped conversa t ion ,  t h e r e  has been much

overlapping t a l k  and p a r a l l e l  d iscuss ions .  At one end o f  the  t a b l e ,

Karl has been showing Dan p ic tu re s  o f  h is  l i t t l e  n iece  (P a u l ' s  c h i l d ) ,  

and he has commented t h a t  "she looks l i k e  a l i t t l e  g i r l  a l r e a d y . "

There i s  some in te rv e n in g  t a l k .  Paul,  Sus ie ,  and I have been d i s ­

cussing cowboy b oo ts .  Karl suddenly switches to  our conversa t ion  and 

his  voice  p r e v a i l s  over the  e n t i r e  group:

(1) K I have a l i t t l e  seven-year-o ld  s tu d e n t  . . .  a l i t t l e

g i r l  who wears th o s e ................. -jShe . .  i s  too
P

(2) DT She wears these?  [chuckle]-
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much. Can you imagine? She 's  seven years  o l d ,  and 
acc

she s f t s  in her c h a i r  and she goes -----  [squeals  and
a c c  — 5

squirms in  h is  s e a t ] .

(3) DT Oh— Go—d. . . .  She 's  only SEVen? [tone: repugnance!
[tone  ] ^

(4) K And I say well . .  how about l e t ' s  do so -and-so .  And
acc

ncN/" r?-.^.................. ^ .sne says . . .  uxay. . . .  ous t  n x e  t n a t .
13 [squeal ing]

(5) DTpOh-------
P

(6) DR^What does i t  mean.
p ,acc

(7) K I t ' s  j u s t  so . . .  rs h e ' s  a c t i n g  l i k e  such l i t t l e  g i r l
P

a l ready .

In t e l l i n g  about h is  s tu d en t  (1 - 4 ) ,  Karl does not a c t u a l l y  s t a t e  

h is  po in t  a t  a l l .  Rather ,  he i l l u s t r a t e s  i t  by mimicking th e  c h i l d ' s  

"g i r ly "  mannerisms and speech. My response  i s  i n s t a n t :  (3 ) .  (I  a l so

use the  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  s t r a t e g y  o f  r e p e a t in g  back an element o f  K a r l ' s  

s t o ry  in e c h o / d i s b e l i e f :  "She 's  only seven?") I did t h i s ,  in milder

form, in (2) as w e l l .  My response  (3) i s  express ive  through exag­

gera ted  in to n a t io n  and ampli tude .  When Karl f i n i s h e s  h i s  s to r y  (4 ) ,  

Dan and I respond s im ul taneous ly :  I groan in  commiseration (5) but

Dan asks (6) "What does i t  mean?" K a r l ' s  exp lana t ion  (7) i s  a 

r e p e t i t i o n ,  in almost the  same words and in  p r e c i s e ly  th e  same syn­

t a c t i c  paradigm with the  same in to n a t io n a l  p a t t e r n  as he had sa id  j u s t  

be fo re ,  when showing Dan p i c tu r e s  of  h i s  n iece :
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E a r l i e r :  "She looks l i k e  a l i t t l e  . .  g i r l  a l r e ad y ,  

now (8) :  "She 's  a c t i n g  l i k e  such a l i t t l e  g i r l  a l r e ad y ."

Karl made t h i s  e a r l i e r  remark to  Dan; I was engaged a t  the  t ime in  the

p a r a l l e l  conversa t ion  with Paul and Susie  about boo ts .  So Dan should

have been more l i k e l y  to  unders tand K a r l ' s  i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  the  same

phenomenon in the  s to ry  about h is  s tu d e n t .  For me, the  po in t  o f  K a r l ' s

s to r y  r e p re se n t s  a change in focus ;  th e  connection to  "boots" i s  only 
2

s u p e r f i c i a l .  Nonetheless i t  i s  Dan who misses the  p o in t  of  the  s to r y .

During playback, Dan sa id  he s t i l l  f e l t  t h a t  Karl h a d n ' t  r e a l l y  

t o ld  th e  po in t  o f  h is  s to r y .  I go t  the  impression t h a t  Dan h a d n ' t  so 

much been unable to  understand K a r l ' s  po in t  as he was annoyed t h a t  

Karl h a d n ' t  r e a l l y  made i t ;  t h a t  i s ,  h a d n ' t  t o l d  th e  s to r y  r i g h t .  Dan 

noted t h a t  even a f t e r  he asked Karl "What does i t  mean?" Kar l ' s  

exp lana t ion  (7) "She 's  a c t in g  l i k e  such a l i t t l e  g i r l  a l r e ad y ,"  does 

not exp la in  what he i s  t r y in g  to say about her ,  Dan noted t h a t  "such 

a l i t t l e  g i r l "  to  him meant " j u s t  l i k e  a person ,"  or  "grown up,"  as 

opposed to  " l i k e  an i n f a n t . "  What Karl meant and should have sa id  was 

t h a t  she was ac t ing  l i k e  a " co q u e t t e . "  Dan cont inued t h a t  i t  made him 

uncomfortable  f o r  Karl to  squeal and squirm in  h is  s e a t ,  im i ta t in g  the  

g i r l ' s  manner. This a c t i n g - o u t  o f  the  s to ry  seemed to  him a breach of  

good t a s t e .

In l i s t e n i n g  to  t h i s  segment,  Chuck noted t h a t  Dan's question (6) 

"What does i t  mean" was making o v e r t  what he h im se lf  might have won­

dered.  That i s ,  al though he guessed t h a t  Karl meant t h a t  the  g i r l  was 

ac t in g  too c o q u e t t i s h ,  he would have wanted t h a t  made c l e a r ,  I then 

asked, given t h a t  he had a p r e t t y  good idea of  what Karl meant, why
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would he ask in  a way t h a t  showed no comprehension a t  a l l ?  Chuck 

r e p l i e d  t h a t  t h a t  way he would not r i s k  making h imse lf  look f o o l i s h ,  

in case  he had g o t t e n  th e  wrong idea .  Once aga in ,  in Chuck*s and 

Dan's system, i t  i s  b e t t e r  to  r e f r a i n  from committing o n e s e l f ,  l e s t  

one be wrong; in mine, i t  i s  b e t t e r  to make a t r y ,  because the  rappor t  

value o f  having unders tood c o r r e c t l y  i s  p o t e n t i a l l y  more impor tant 

than the  p o s s ib le  n ega t ive  value o f  having been wrong.

There i s  probably  another  level of  i n t e r a c t i o n  t h a t  c o n t r ib u te s  

to  the  sw i f tne ss  with  which I p a r t i c i p a t e d  in K a r l ' s  s t o r y  and the 

d i s t a n c e  t h a t  Dan f e l t .  The p o in t  of K a r l ' s  s t o r y  was expected to me. 

I t  i s  the  kind o f  o b se rva t ion  t h a t  I might make mysel f ,  t h a t  I have 

made numerous t im es .  I t  i s  the  s o r t  of th ing  t h a t  Karl and I observe 

to  each o t h e r ,  based on our mutually and r ep ea ted ly  r e in fo r c e d  a t t i ­

tudes  toward sex r o l e s .  In t h i s  way, shared s t r a t e g i e s  extend to  ex­

p e c ta t io n s  about what w i l l  be s a i d ,  and what can be assumed about 

o t h e r s '  a t t i t u d e s ,  in  th e  s p i r i t  o f  C. Wright M i l l s '  (1940) notion of 

vocabu la r ie s  o f  m ot ives .  For Karl and me, i t  i s  obvious t h a t  i t  i s  

u n d es i r ab le  f o r  l i t t l e  g i r l s  to  a c t  s t e r e o t y p i c a l l y  feminine ,  and we 

expect each o th e r  to  t e l l  s t o r . e :  with t h i s  as t h e i r  p o in t ,

K a r l ' s  s t r a t e g y  in  demonstrat ing r a t h e r  than d e sc r ib in g  his 

s t u d e n t ' s  manner i s  s i m i l a r  to  the  one he uses in the  e a r l i e r  example 

(see  p . 174) about th e  s tu d en t  who was adopted.  When he s ay s ,  in t h a t  

s t o r y ,  "and then I thought  ?uh? ," Karl does not exp la in  what he 

thought:  "This c h i l d  i s  so d i f f e r e n t  from her p a r e n t s . "  Rather,  he

dramatized h is  own r e a c t i o n  by demonstrat ing h is  s u r p r i s e  through a 

schwa-l ike  sound bounded by a p a i r  of  g l o t t a l  s to p s .
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Meaning in In tona t ion

I t  i s  p a r t  o f  K a r l ' s  s t y l e  t o  t e l l  a s to ry  th e  p o in t  o f  which i s  

in the  in tona t ion  r a t h e r  than the  verbal con ten t .  This can be seen 

s t r i k i n g l y  in the  fo llowing example. I have commented on how a t t r a c ­

t i v e  the  t a b l e  i s ;  Karl has put  nuts  and tanger ines  with  leaves  around 

i t .  A humorous d i s cu s s io n  followed about "making th in g s  p r e t t y , "  in 

which Dan suggested t h a t  th e  reason Karl l i k e s  t o  make th ings  p r e t t y  

i s  t h a t  h e ' s  gay. Paul then sa id  t h a t  he a lso  l i k e s  to  make th ings  

p r e t t y ,  and h e ' s  not gay. Amid general  l a u g h te r ,  Karl sa id  to  Paul,  

"But do you make th ings  as p r e t t y  as I make them?" He sa id  t h i s  in a 

mock-taunting tone ,  l i k e  a c h i ld  razz ing  his  b r o th e r .  Paul picked up 

K a r l ' s  game and responded in k ind,  saying " P r e t t i e r , "  a l so  in mock- 

t aun t ing  tone ,  so t h a t  t h e  two o f  them seemed to  be f i g u r a t i v e l y  

s t i c k in g  t h e i r  tongues ou t  a t  each o th e r .  Everyone laughed a t  the  

joke ;  th e re  was a b r i e f  pause; and then Karl t o l d  t h i s  s to ry :

(1) K L e s l i e  sa id  to  m e ............ Can I have t h a t  can I have

t h a t  pen to  play with? ____ And I s a id

(2) DT That pen to

play with?

(3) K I was p laying  . .  with  a pen. She s a i d .  Can I have t h a t  
p ,acc

pen to  play with? ___  I sa id  No, tak e  t h i s  pen. She

said  No I want t h a t  pen. And I s a id  . . .  I 'm playing

with t h i s  pen. . . .  She sa id  . . .  We coulda j u s t  been 
^  acc

four  y e a r s  old .

Karl t e l l s  t h i s  s to ry  as an i l l u s t r a t i o n  of ano ther  i n c id e n t  in which
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he engaged in m ock-ch i ld l ike  f i g h t i n g ,  j u s t  as he and Paul j u s t  d id .

The cohesion between the  two in c id en ts  i s  in th e  in to n a t io n  used by 

him and Paul in th e  one case  and by him and L es l ie  in the  o th e r .  He 

never s t a t e s  t h a t  p o in t ;  i t  r e s id e s  in  the  in to n a t io n  p a t t e r n  and th e  

j u x t a p o s i t i o n  o f  the  s t o r i e s .  As Karl t e l l s  the  s to r y  about h i s  e a r ­

l i e r  conversa t ion  with  L e s l i e ,  he r e c r e a t e s  th e  tone and voice  q u a l i t y  

with which they spoke, in th e  same way t h a t  he mimicked his  l i t t l e  

s tu d en t  in  th e  o th e r  s t o r y .  Moreover, he begins the  s to r y  with no 

"o r i e n t a t i o n "  i . e .  in t ro d u c t io n  or  c o n te x t u a l i z a t i o n .  He simply 

leaps  in to  the  n a r r a t i v e  event.

As usual I have a response a f t e r  K a r l ' s  very f i r s t  sen tence .  In 

t h i s  c a se ,  I ques t ion  the  con tex t ,  because he has jumped in to  the  

s to ry  wi thou t  e xp lana t ion ,  so the  thematic  cohes ion,  which r e s id e s  

in the  i n to n a t io n ,  has not y e t  become apparent .  He begins (1) "L es l ie  

sa id  to  me," q u i t e  as i f  he had a l ready  been t a lk in g  about L e s l i e .  

There fore  I ask (2) "That pen to play with?" Using only in to n a t io n  as 

a cue,  I r e p e a t  h i s  phrase  to ask ,  "What a re  you t a lk in g  about?" My 

ques t ion  ba re ly  slows Karl a t  a l l .  He expla ins  qu ick ly ,  with low 

amplitude ( 3 ) ,  "I was p laying  with a pen."  The way in which he d i s ­

misses t h i s  exp lana t ion  — a miminal exp lana t ion  - -  o f  the  c o n te x t ,  

i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  t h i s  i s  not where the  s ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  the  s to ry  l i e s ,  

so i t  i s  not necessary  to  spend much t ime t a lk in g  about i t .  Karl then 

r e tu rn s  to  h i s  s to ry  immediately,  with  hard ly  a h i tch  in  t iming a t  a l l .  

He backs up and begins again from th e  beginning: (3) "She s a i d ,  ''Can

I have t h a t  pen to  p l a y ? 1" Since h is  s to ry  depends f o r  i t s  impact on 

th e  i n to n a t io n a l  p a t t e r n  o f  the  in te rchange  between him and L e s l i e ,  i t  

i s  necessary  f o r  him to  give  the  e n t i r e  sequence without i n t e r r u p t i o n ,
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s t a r t i n g  from L e s l i e ' s  f i r s t  r eq u es t  f o r  " t h a t  pen to  play  with" up 

to  the in to n a t io n  c limax, (3) "We coulda j u s t  been fo u r  y ea r s  o ld , "  

which i s  spoken very f a s t ,  with  very ab rup t  f a l l i n g  in to n a t io n .

The s t r a t e g y  of  backing up and s t a r t i n g  from th e  beginning to  

preserve  an in to n a t io n a l  p a t t e r n  i s  the  same t h a t  Karl used in the  

e a r l i e r  example (see p . 117) of  the  Coliseum d i s c u s s io n .  There Karl 

began, "Here's  Columbus C i r c l e ,  h e r e ' s  Central  Park West," but was 

in t e r r u p t e d  by Paul and me sugges ting  (e r roneous ly)  t h a t  the  bu i ld ing  

he had in mind was the  Huntington Hart ford  museum. Karl then sa id  

"Nuhnuhno," quickly  d ism iss ing  our e r r o r  (much as in  the  p re sen t  

example he dispensed with  my ques t ion  about the  c o n tex t  o f  the  pen to

play w i th ) and then began again with  th e  same in to n a t io n a l  p a t t e r n :

"Here's  Central  Park West, h e r e ' s  Broadway." The f a c t  t h a t  the  words 

have changed a b i t  - -  t h a t  i s ,  "Central  Park West" and "Broadway" 

have rep laced  "Columbus C irc le"  and "Central  Park West" r e s p e c t i v e l y ,  

does not change the  rhythm of  the  sen tence ;  the  i n to n a t io n  p a t t e rn  

remains j u s t  the  same, and t h i s  i s  what g ives  th e  t a l k  i t s  shape.

In a d d i t i o n ,  i t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t h a t  Karl uses th e  same rhythmic 

p a t t e rn  to  s ignal  th e  climax of  t h i s  s to r y  as he used in the  s to ry  

about h is  s tu d en t  who was adopted (p .173).

From p . 173 (1 ) :

and then I thought  . .  ?uh? . . .  t h a t  e x p la in s  so many t h i n g s .

Presen t  example (3)

She sa id  . . .  We coulda j u s t  been four  y e a r s  o ld .

Af te r  Karl t e l l s  th e  s t o r y  about L e s l i e  and th e  pen, th e re  i s

general  l a u g h te r .  Then Paul says to  Dan, "You missed i t , "  and Dan
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says ,  "Yes I d i d . "  Once more Dan has missed th e  po in t  o f  K a r l ' s  

s t o r y .  L is ten ing  to  the  s t o r y  on t a p e ,  Dan commented t h a t  he could 

e a s i l y  see  th e  p o in t  of  K a r l ' s  s t o r y ,  but  he thought  i t  f e l l  f l a t .  

Again,  th e  problem seems to  be not h is  i n a b i l i t y  to  fo l low  such 

l o g i c ,  but th e  sense t h a t  t h i s  i s  not how a s to r y  should be t o l d .

Cooperative vs.  Impatient Prompting

I wondered about the  d i f f e r e n c e  between prompting someone in a 

coopera t ive  way and dragging a s to ry  ou t  o f  them. The c o n t r a s t  

between th e se  two prompting phenomena emerges in  a comparison of  

s t o r i e s  t o ld  by Paul and S u s ie ,  and how I r e a c t  to  them.

Cooperative  prompting ques t ions  can be seen in the  fo llowing 

s to r y .  Paul has j u s t  commented t h a t  he wonders how his  c h i l d r e n ' s  

view o f  l i f e  i s  a f f e c t e d ,  now t h a t  he i s  having r e l a t i o n s h i p s  with new 

women. As he i s  t a l k i n g ,  the  e n t i r e  group i s  l i s t e n i n g  and r e a c t i n g ,  

but i t  i s  I who a c t u a l l y  prompt him in the  s t o r y t e l l i n g :

(1) P I mean ___  y'know Jamie,  . . . .  waking up each morning

with some . .  new . .  lady in  the  house, [o the rs  laugh] .
[laughing]

  Did YOU s tay  ove rn igh t  l a s t  n igh t?  WHERE did
acc

YOU SLEEP, [ laugh te r ]  .......................1 s l e p t  in  your
DT Yeah [laughing]

daddy's bed."  . . .  "Where d id  my’Daddy s leep"  [ laugh te r ]
f

(2) DT What'd she say .

A l i t t l e  f u r t h e r  on in the  same t a l k ,  I prompt Paul aga in :
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(3) P The o th e r  day he sa id  . . . 'Why were you guys making so
[laughing]

much noise?"  [laughte r]

(4) DT rDid he r e a l l y ?  _____And what 'd  y o u ‘say— .

At f i r s t  my questions  seem s im i l a r  to  my ques t ions  o f  Dan (see  p . 163) 

when he was t e l l i n g  about h is  f r i e n d ' s  exper ience  a t  a meet ing.  How­

ever ,  on c lo se  in s p e c t io n ,  the  in s tances  o f  ques t ions  a r e  r e a l l y  q u i t e  

d i f f e r e n t .  My ques t ions  o f  Dan a re  t ry i n g  to  ge t  him to  be s p e c i f i c  

about what he has thus  f a r  only h in ted  a t .  That i s ,  in t h a t  i n t e r ­

change, Dan sugges ts  t h a t  what his  f r i e n d  Randy heard people saying a t  

the  meeting was somehow r e l a t e d  to  what I have mentioned about women's 

language, but he h a s n ' t  s a id  what the  connection was. Therefore  I 

a sk ,  "So what was he saying?" then "What were they doing?" and aga in ,  

"What was he saying?" All t h i s  t ime , I have the  f e e l i n g  t h a t  I have 

not been t o l d  what th e  p o in t  of Dan's s to r y  i s .

In the  p re sen t  in te rch an g e ,  Paul has begun and stopped h is  s to ry  

to o ,  but  he seems to  have stopped on purpose ,  f o r  e f f e c t .  The loud 

l a u g h te r  o f  the  group confirms t h a t  h is  po in t  has been app rec ia ted .  

When I ask Paul (2) "What'd she say?" I am prompting him to  co n t inue ,  

to t e l l  the  next l i n e .  My question  comes a f t e r  a long pause o f  four  

seconds,  f i l l e d  with genera l  lau g h te r .  This i s  the  same th ing  t h a t  i s  

going on in  ( 4 ) ,  when I fo l low  a h igh-p i tched  exclamation,  "Did he 

r e a l ly ? "  with  the  prompt, "And what 'd you say?" My tone  shows appre ­

c i a t i o n  o f  th e  s ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  the  moment Paul has de sc r ib ed .  "Did he 

r e a l l y "  i s  spoken with  exaggerated in to n a t io n  to  show t h a t  P a u l ' s  

s to ry  has had an e f f e c t ,  and the l a s t  word "say" in  "And what 'd  you
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say?" i s  drawn out and spoken in  an exaggera ted in tona t ion  contour 

t h a t  s h i f t s  from high to  low p i t c h .  Thus the  question serves  both as 

a prompt and as an a d d i t io n a l  back-channel show of  i n t e r e s t  in  the  

s to ry  as i t  has proceeded thus  f a r .

In t e l l i n g  t h i s  s t o r y ,  Paul uses i n to n a t io n  and tone to  frame 

d i r e c t  q u o ta t io n s .  He does not in t roduce  repor ted  speech by saying,  

"He said"  or  "She s a i d . "  Rather ,  he mimics h is  son 's  and his  g i r l ­

f r i e n d ' s  speech. The f a c t  t h a t  he i s  quoting i s  communicated by the  

tone ,  i n to n a t io n ,  and voice q u a l i t y .

Throughout the  Thanksgiving d in n e r  co nversa t ion ,  Susie has a hard 

time g e t t in g  h e r s e l f  heard.  She speaks in  a s o f t  voice with high 

p i tch  and l o t s  o f  pauses w i th in  her speech. According to her own 

r e p o r t ,  she g enera l ly  wai ts  f o r  s i l e n c e  before  saying something, and 

she does not f ind  many moments o f  s i l e n c e  in t h i s  fa s t -paced  conversa­

t i o n .  Sus ie  has had much exper ience  wi th  conversa t ions  of t h i s  s o r t ;  

she l ived  with  Karl f o r  s ix  y e a r s .  But conversa t iona l  contro l  hab i t s  

a re  learned e a r ly  (Anderson 1977; S c h i e f f e l i n  in press)  and a re  au to ­

matic ;  once they have s o l i d i f i e d ,  cont inued exposure does not r e s u l t  

in a c q u i s i t i o n  o f  a new system. I t  merely i n t e n s i f i e s  o n e ' s  f e e l in g s  

about one 's  i n a b i l i t y  to  unders tand t h a t  system, or  r a t h e r  one 's  f e e l ­

ings about the  people who behave in a way t h a t  has d i f f e r e n t  meaning 

in one 's  own system. This exp la ins  the  re sea rch  f ind ing  (V ass i l iou ,  

T r a ia n d i s ,  V ass i l io u ,  and McGuire 1972) t h a t  increased exposure to 

members o f  d i f f e r e n t  groups le ads  t o  inc reased  r a t h e r  than decreased 

s t e r eo ty p in g .

When Susie does f in d  a p lace  to  i n j e c t  her speech in to  the  con­

v e r s a t i o n ,  her t r o u b l e s  a re  not over .  I t  i s  c o n s i s t e n t l y  d i f f i c u l t
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f o r  her to  pursue a t o p i c  u n t i l  her complete thought i s  o u t ,  and i t  i s  

d i f f i c u l t  f o r  Paul and me to  f i g u r e  ou t  what her main po in t  i s .  For 

example, no te  th e  fo llowing in te rchange in which Sus ie  t e l l s  what she 

a t e  on the  p lane from Vancouver to  C a l i fo rn ia  t h a t  day:

/ Ns- ^(1) S Oh I was amazed to  see the  uh . . .  the  meal on the

a i r p l a n e  today.

(2) P What was i t ?

(3) S I t  was . . .  a bagel with cream cheese ..........

(4) DRpWhat's  t h i s ?

(5) P i  For lunch?

(6) S A t , lu n c h ,  . . .  a bagel with  cream^-cheese

(7) P ^ T ha t ' s  *• t h a t ' s

Air  Canada, r i g h t ?  . . .  urn Pacific]

(8) DT / A . .  a bagel

i-and cream cheese? i

(9) S . I t  was United. A bagel and cream cheese ,  . . .  
acc

and a whole p i l e  of  ham.

[ laughte r ]

Susie begins her s t o r y  a t  a po in t  in the  conversa t ion  when th e r e  was a 

b r i e f  pause. So f a r  so good. She begins by s t a t i n g  the  background f o r  

what she wants to  say ( I ) ,  much as Dan began h is  s to ry  about h is  f r i e n d  

Randy (see  p . 163) .  S u s i e ' s  opening a l so  i s  c h a rac te r i z ed  by a pause,  

and the  f i l l e r  "uh" plus  r e p e t i t i o n  of  the  dete rminer  " the" give her 

c o n t r ib u t io n  a h e s i t a n t  q u a l i t y .
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Paul gives Susie the  encouragement she awaits  when he asks (2) 

"What was i t . "  This seems to  be coo p e ra t iv e  prompting. Sus ie  then 

con t inues  with (3) " I t  was . . .  a bagel with cream c h e e s e . . . " .  This 

s ta tem en t  ends with s teady  in to n a t io n  and a pause.  Paul then asks  (5) 

"For lunch?" I t  i s  c l e a r  from th e  t a p e ,  and Paul s t a t e d  as much during 

playback,  t h a t  he had the  impression t h a t  Susie  had f in i s h e d  her  s to ry .  

Indeed most informants  who l i s t e n e d  to  t h i s  segment made t h i s  i n t e r ­

p r e t a t i o n .  Since Susie stopped a f t e r  "cream cheese ,"  and her in to n a ­

t i o n  did not r i s e ,  Paul assumed t h a t  her complete s t o r y  was t h a t  she 

had been served a bagel and cream cheese on the  p lane .  But a f t e r  Susie 

answers P a u l ' s  question  (6) "At lunch ,"  she backs up to  r e p e a t  "a bagel 

with cream cheese ."  Again Paul asks  a ques t ion  (7) about  which a i r l i n e  

she was on. I i n t e r r u p t  Paul (who has i n t e r r u p t e d  Susie) to  respond to 

her s t o r y  by rep ea t in g  what I , l i k e  Paul,  th in k  i s  her a l ready  u t t e r e d  

main p o in t .  Yet aga in ,  Susie answers P a u l ' s  ques t ion  with (9) " I t
3

was United" and then backs up and r e p e a t s ,  "a bagel and cream cheese ,"  

but t h i s  t ime she says i t  q u ick ly ,  with a sense o f  urgency, and pauses 

f o r  only  h a l f  a second before  adding what has been the  po in t  o f  her 

s t o r y  a l l  along — t h a t  the  bagel and cream cheese were served with 

"a whole p i l e  of ham." The ham i s  i r o n i c  because bagel and cream 

cheese a re  typ ica l  Jewish food, while  ham i s  non-kosher and t y p i c a l l y  

non-Jewish.  The f a c t  t h a t  t h i s  i s  a more s i g n i f i c a n t  po in t  i s  a t t e s t e d  

to  by the  loud l au g h te r  which fo l lows S u s i e ' s  mention o f  the  ham. Karl 

excla ims ,  "Tha t ' s  d i s g u s t i n g . "

During playback, Susie  sa id  she c o u l d n ' t  unders tand  why Paul kept 

i n t e r r u p t i n g  her s to ry  to  ques t ion  her  about i r r e l e v a n t  d e t a i l s .  In 

o th e r  words,  P a u l ' s  and my prompts seemed o b s t r u c t i v e  to  he r .  The
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reason f o r  them was t h a t  Paul and I had not understood the  p o in t  o f  

her s t o r y  — indeed, missed the  f a c t  t h a t  she hadn ' t  g o t ten  to  th e

po in t  y e t  - -  and were t ry in g  to  show i n t e r e s t  in what seemed l i k e  a

r a t h e r  du l l  s t o r y .

Paul and x d i d n ' t  expect Susie  to  pause before  making her  main 

p o in t ,  w i thou t  in d i c a t in g  through in to n a t io n  t h a t  more was to  come.

For S u s ie ,  th e  pause i s  necessa ry .  In ( 9 ) ,  she succeeds in  communicat­

ing the  f a c t  t h a t  more i s  to  come by rush ing  through "a bagel with  

cream cheese" very r a p id ly  with a b rea thy  q u a l i t y ,  but she s t i l l  

pauses before  adding "and a whole p i l e  o f  ham."

A s i m i l a r  s i t u a t i o n  a r i s e s  when Susie  t e l l s  of  ano ther  exper ience

l a t e r  in the  co n v e r sa t io n .  The t a l k  has focused on hands.  Karl has

commented t h a t  s h o r t ,  stubby hands a re  b e t t e r  f o r  playing the  p iano. 

Susie  says ,

^  ^  /
(1) S I shook hands with jRubinstein  once? ___ ^ " d

(2) K

to g e th e r .

(3) S r T h a t ' s  r i g h t .  '"We were to g e th e r ,  h a s n ' t  i t  i n c re d ib l e ?

(4) K Oh i t  was l i k e  a cushion
[laughing]

(5) DR /What 's  t h i s ?
\  /

(6) S I . . .  we shook we shook hands with Rubinste in .

I ' I(7) K L R u b in s t e in ' s  hands .JR u b in s te in ' s

(8) DT And he had? —?

(9) S His hands

DT Short  stubby hands?
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J u s t  as Karl asked Dan in the e a r l i e r  conversa t ion  "Yeah. And?" 

(see p . 174),  here I ask Susie (8) "And he had? Short  stubby hands?"

My f e e l i n g  as I l i s t e n  to  t h i s  on the  tape now coincides  with  what I 

appear t o  have f e l t  then — t h a t  s ince  Susie brought up th e  f a c t  t h a t  

she shook hands with Rubinste in ,  she should have continued to  t e l l  what 

i t  was about  h is  hand t h a t  v/as remarkable,  a f t e r  (7).  Since Karl had 

been saying t h a t  s h o r t  stubby hands are good f o r  p laying the  p iano ,  I 

supply t h i s  as a p l a u s ib le  po in t  f o r  S u s i e ' s  c o n t r ib u t io n .  ( I t  i s  

ty p ic a l  o f  my s t y l e  to  supply a po in t  i f  someone e l se  does not provide 

one when I expect them t o ) .  In f a c t ,  t h a t  i s  not what Susie had in 

mind. While Karl had ta lk ed  about s h o r t  stubby f i n g e r s ,  Susie had com­

mented, "and you need th ick  pads on the  end." However, she sa id  t h i s  

in such a low voice t h a t  i t  was almost inaudib le  and i t  was not picked 

up on.

The conversa t ion  continued t h i s  way:

(8) DT And he had'

(9) S hands ___

S

DT Short  stubby hands?

They were

l i k e  . . .  j e l l y .  They were l i k e  ___  they were l i k e  . . .
KLa famous concer t  p i a n i s t . J 

p u t ty .  . . .  J u s t  . .  completely s o f t
DT L  Real ly?  J

andrl imp  J u s t  mush. I t  was as though th e re
K Lmush [DT chuckles]

was no bone, -i 
K i-and warm.

(10) DT And s h o r t  stubby f inge rs?
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(11) S LShor t  stubby f in g e rs  but j u s t  . . .  t o t a l l y  covered
acc------------------------ ]

w i t h -----

(12) K f a t .

(13) S f a t .

Here again i s  S u s i e ' s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  s t r a t e g y  o f  pausing before 

u t t e r i n g  the  c ru c ia l  word:

(9) They were l i k e  . . .  j e l l y .  They were l i k e  ___  they were

l i k e  . . .  p u t ty .

In (10) and (11) Sus ie  and I almost e x a c t ly  r e p l i c a t e  the  devices we 

both used in  the  bagels  in te rchange .  When I ask (10) "And s h o r t  stubby 

f in g e r s ? "  I am supp ly ing ,  with  quest ion  i n t o n a t i o n ,  the  p o in t  of 

S u s i e ' s  s t o r y .  She l e t s  me know th a t  t h i s  i s  f a c t ,  but  not the  p o in t ,  

by re p e a t in g  what I have sa id  quickly  and with  low p i t c h ,  and then 

proceeding to  th e  r ea l  p o in t ,  which she u t t e r s  a f t e r  a pause:

(11) Short  stubby f i n g e r s  but j u s t  . . .  t o t a l l y  covered

w i t h   f a t .
K f a t .

In the  bagels  example ( p .187) ,  I repea ted ,  with  ques t ion  i n to n a t io n ,

"A bagel and cream cheese?" and Susie repea ted  th e se  words quick ly  then 

con t inued ,  a f t e r  a pause ,  "and a whole p i l e  o f  ham."

The f a c t  t h a t  Sus ie  pauses before  saying th e  key word of ten  leads  

some o the rs  o f  us to  conclude t h a t  she i s  done.  When i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  

she i s  not done,  her pause sometimes tempts Karl to  supply her with 

th e  word, as i f  th e  pause i s  evidence t h a t  she i s  having t ro u b le
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f in d in g  th e  r i g h t  word, and he wants to  help her ou t .  In answer to 

my ques t ion ing  during playback, Sus ie  sa id  t h a t  she does not mind t h a t  

kind o f  "help";  i t  makes her fee l  p ro tec ted  and cared f o r .  C er ta in ly  

t h i s  i s  th e  s p i r i t  in which Karl o f f e r s  i t .  I t  i s  c l e a r ,  however, 

t h a t  many people do not l i k e  t h a t  kind o f  he lp ,  as evidenced by such 

f a m i l i a r  comments as "Don't  t e l l  me what I'm going to  say ,"  o r ,  "Don't  

put words in my mouth." The w r i t e r  o f  the  New West a r t i c l e ,  f o r  

example, begins by s t a t i n g  t h a t  he i s  a slow t a l k e r ,  and he complains,  

"But my d e l i b e r a t e  g a i t  r e s u l t s  in  . . .  problems: All my l i f e ,  f o r  

i n s t a n c e ,  people have been f i n i s h i n g  my sentences  fo r  me" (E s te r ly  

1979, p. 67).

What the  Point Can Be

An even more s t r i k i n g  d is crepancy  a r i s e s  when Susie t e l l s  a longer 

s to r y .  The only extended s to r y  she t e l l s  during the  taped conversa­

t i o n ,  i t  occurs l a t e  in the  evening, which may account f o r  the  f a c t  

t h a t  she f e l t  comfortable enough to  o f f e r  a s to ry .  A f l y e r  a d v e r t i s ­

ing a conce r t  s e r i e s  f e a tu r in g  S u s i e ' s  group i s  ly ing  on the  t a b l e ,  

s in ce  Susie  had brought i t  out e a r l i e r  in the  evening in connection 

with  a d iscuss ion  o f  ca r to o n s .  The f l y e r  i s  i l l u s t r a t e d  by car toons  

(See Figure 2).  At t h i s  po in t  in the  conversa t ion ,  I n o t i c e  the  f l y e r  

and ask Susie whether she did  the  l e t t e r i n g .  She answers t h a t  she did 

and adds t h a t  the  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  were "done" by Howard Pyle ( the  

c a r t o o n i s t ) .  Chuck makes a comment about th e  car toons ,  and Sus ie  then 

con t inues :
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F ig u re  2
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(1) S Yeah Yeah I t ' s  a wonderful poem t h a t  goes
f

with the  . .  with  th e  . .  p i c t u r e s .  . . .  The— . . .  the

. . .  r i c h  la d y ,  . . .  uh . . .  takes  in the  pig? And makes

him her f r i e n d ?  And decides  t h a t  s h e ' s  going to  make

him in to  a gentleman  So he becomes a gentleman
acc-----------------------------]

and f a l l s  in  love with  a . .  f a l l s  in love with  a lady.

  And . . .  and then he he proposes to  the  l ady ,  ana

a l l  he can say i s  . . fiwhee7whee7 . [chuckles] .........

And t h a t ' s

/  N,

(2) DT Who tu rns  him i n t o  a pig?

(3) C No. He i s  a p ig . l

(4) S I He i s  a p ig .  ~]

I ,  I
(5) DT LHe i s  a p ig l

C /Right.

(6) S And the  r i c h  lady  . . .  decides  to  bring him up, to

be a gentleman.
. . /  /
(7) DT And he a c t s  l i k e  a gentleman, except he . . .  looks

\
l i k e  a pig?
[S laughs]

(8) DRpAnd a l l  he can say i s  -i

(9) S l -A n d  he le a r n s  he T e a m s '   he learns  to  dance, and

and and have th e  e leg a n t  . . . .  the  g races ,  . . .  of  the  

e legan t  man, . . . r b u t

(10) DT And how does i t  end,

(11) S He proposes to  th e  lady? And a l l  he can say ,  . , .  when

he opens h is  mouth i s ^ h e e 7 whee7 .
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(12) DT [chuckle] And then?j-

(13) S /.And tnerfj

DT [.Does she accep t  him?

(14) S No--.  Look. Look a t  th e  l a s t  p i c tu r e ,  
f

(15) DT What. She 's  . .  looks uh she . .  scowls a t  him?

(16) S Yes.

(17) DT She says is  t h i s  the  thanks I get?

(18) S [laughs]

I t  i s  c l e a r  from my ques t ions  and remarks (2,  7,  10, 12, 15 and 

17) t h a t  I simply do not understand the  po in t  o f  th e  s t o r y .  My ques­

t i o n  (2) "Who tu rns  him in to  a pig?" shows a lack o f  a t t e n t i o n ;  i f  I 

l i s t e n  t o  S u s i e ' s  s t o r y  on the  t a p e ,  I e a s i l y  see t h a t  the  c h a r a c t e r  

began as a b ig .  But my o ther  q ues t ions  r e f l e c t  a sense o f  baff lement  

t h a t  I exper ience  anew each t ime I l i s t e n  to  the  s t o r y .  To S u s ie ,  how­

e v e r ,  the  p o in t  o f  the  s to ry  i s  obvious .  When I ask her (10) "How does

i t  end?" she merely repea ts  (11) what she a l ready  s a id  in (1 ) :  "He

proposes t o  the  lady? And a l l  he can say when he opens h is  mouth i s

whee whee." By way o f  "exp lana t ion ,"  she adds the  phrase  "when he

opens his  mouth." To Sus ie ,  t h i s  is.  the  end; the  f a c t  t h a t  a lady 

would not marry a pig  who c a n ' t  t a l k  i s  s e l f - e v i d e n t .  This i s  s i m i l a r  

to  what happened in th e  e a r l i e r  example in which Karl t o ld  about h is  

l i t t l e  g i r l  s t u d e n t ' s  behavior.  When Dan asked what he meant t o  po in t  

o u t ,  Karl responded by repea t ing  something he had sa id  p rev io u s ly  

which to  him seemed t r a n s p a r e n t  but to  Dan was begging th e  ques t ion  

(see  p .178) .
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During playback, Susie  admitted t h a t  my responses  were most d i s ­

co n ce r t in g  to  her .  I t  seemed as i f  I was not paying any a t t e n t i o n  a t  

a l l .  Her annoyance can be seen in  her r e a c t io n  to  my quest ions  and 

comment a t  the  t ime. When I ask (12) "Does she accept him?" th e  way 

Susie  says  "Nc -" (11) i s  most s t r i d e n t  f o r  her:  her voice i s  much

louder  than u sua l ,  and she draws ou t  th e  vowel. She then says ,  "Look. 

Look a t  th e  l a s t  p i c t u r e . "  She c l e a r l y  f e e l s  t h a t  i f  I only pay 

a t t e n t i o n ,  I ' l l  ge t  the po in t .  I do in f a c t  look a t  the  p ic tu re  and 

d e sc r ib e  what I see (15) ,  but I s t i l l  do not  g e t  the  po in t .  From my 

p e r s p e c t iv e ,  i f  I am to  suspend r e a l i s t i c  judgment to accept t h a t  a pig 

lea rned  to  dance,  why should he no t  a l so  l e a rn  to  t a lk ?  And i f  a lady 

would r a i s e  a pig in her house and dance with  him, why not marry him 

too? The very long pause o f  5 seconds fo llowing (14) a t t e s t s  to  my 

confus ion .

My ques t ion  (17) "She says i s  t h i s  the  thanks I get?"  i s  a charac ­

t e r i s t i c  a t tem pt  to  supply an exp lana t ion  when I fee l  no s a t i s f a c t o r y  

one has been o f f e red .  I t  r ev ea l s  y e t  ano ther  misunderstanding of  

S u s i e ' s  s t o r y .  I am under th e  impression  t h a t  the  lady who r a i s e d  the  

pig and th e  lady he proposed to  a r e  one and th e  same. I have go t ten  

t h i s  impression  from S u s i e ' s  i n to n a t io n  in t e l l i n g  the s to ry .  When 

sa,  . ,  " the  r i c h  lady ,  takes  in th e  p ig , "  and when she l a t e r  says t h a t  

the  p ig  " f a l l s  in love with a l a d y ,"  the  emphasis i s  on "lady" in  both 

c a s e s ,  in  the  same way. I would have expected her to  d i f f e r e n t i a t e  by 

say ing ,  "He f a l l s  in love with ano ther  l a d y . "  In rap id  speech, " the  

lady" and "a lady" a re  i n d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e .  From S u s i e ' s  point  o f  view, 

however, my quest ion was very odd. But r a t h e r  than confront me 

d i r e c t l y ,  she responded by laughing (18) and l e t t i n g  the m at te r  drop.
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In t h i s  c a s e ,  t h e r e  a r e  c l e a r l y  c u l t u r a l  d i f f e r en c es  causing 

problems. In p layback ,  Susie expla ined  t h a t  the  obvious meaning of 

the  s t o r y  i s  a l l e g o r i c a l :  the  pig  r e p r e s e n t s  the  bourgeousie ,  and the

po in t  i s  t h a t  no m a t t e r  how much you educate  and d ress  them up, t h e i r  

bas ic  na tu re  w i l l  no t  be changed. Nei ther  I nor any o th e r  person a t  

th e  Thanksgiving d in n e r  nor any o th e r  American fo r  whom I played the  

s t o r y ,  was ab le  t o  g lean  t h i s  meaning from i t ,  nor any o th e r  meaning 

e i t h e r .  By c o n t r a s t ,  ano ther  n a t iv e  B r i t i s h  informant who l i s t e n e d  to 

the  s to r y  sa id  immediate ly ,  "Oh y e s ,  the  s t o r y  shows t h a t  you should 

no t  g e t  involved with  those  who a re  fundamentally d i f f e r e n t  from you."  

When I asked i f  i t  might have r e fe re n ce  to  c l a s s  d i f f e r e n c e s ,  she 

s a i d ,  "Oh yes o f  c o u r s e . "  S im i l a r ly ,  but d i s a s t r o u s l y ,  I t o ld  the  

s to r y  to  my h a i r d r e s s e r ,  who i s  o f  working c l a s s  B r i t i s h  background, 

while  he was c u t t i n g  my h a i r .  Not only was he v i s ib ly  in s u l t e d  by the  

s t o r y ,  but I walked ou t  o f  h is  shop with the  worst  h a i r c u t  he had ever  

given me.

In a d d i t io n  to  d i f f e r e n c e s  in e x p ec ta t io n s  about what s t o r i e s  can 

be about ,  t h e r e  a r e  c l e a r l y  d i f f e r e n c e s  opera t ing  about how s t o r i e s  a re  

t o l d .  Like Karl in  e a r l i e r  examples, Susie  did  not o v e r t l y  s t a t e  th e  

po in t  of  her s t o r y ;  she l e f t  i t  to  her audience to  draw the  conclusions .  

Her s t r a t e g y  i s  t o  no t  impose, no t  i n s u l t  her audience by h i t t i n g  them 

over  the  head with  th e  p o in t .  But her s t y l e  d i f f e r s  from K a r l ' s  in 

t h a t  in to n a t io n  and d i r e c t  d i s co u r se  a re  not used to  dramatize  the 

p o in t  e i t h e r .  S u s i e ' s  s t y l e  combines th e  l e x i c a l  unders ta tement o f  

K a r l ' s  with th e  p a r a l i n g u i s t i c  unders ta tement of Chuck's s t y l e s .

I t  i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  our s t y l e s ,  t o o ,  t h a t  o f  a l l  those  who 

l i s t e n e d  to  S u s i e ' s  s t o r y ,  everyone admitted in playback t h a t  they
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d i d n ' t  g e t  the  p o in t ,  but only  I v e rb a l iz e d  my confusion  - -  with  the  

r e s u l t s  t h a t  have been seen. Chuck, f o r  example, s a id  t h a t  he would 

never r i s k  offending Susie  by making i t  so obvious t h a t  he d i d n ' t  see 

the  po in t .  Thus Chuck's de fens ive  (o r  c o n s id e ra te )  s t r a t e g y  pays o f f  

in r a p p o r t ,  while my rappor t -based  s t r a t e g y  (assuming p o s i t i v e  i n t e r ­

personal r e l a t i o n s )  cause in te rp e r s o n a l  d i s t r e s s .  In o th e r  words,  the  

f e e l i n g  o f  r appo r t  i s  the  r e s u l t  whenever s t r a t e g i e s  a re  shared .  The 

use o f  a rapport -based  s t r a t e g y  with  o th e r s  who do not share  i t s  

p r i n c i p l e s  and devices  can lead to j u s t  th e  oppos i te  o f  r a p p o r t :  a 

f e e l i n g  o f  being imposed upon, o r ,  in Goodman's (E s t e r ly  1979) te rms, 

crowded. Ways of  t e l l i n g  and responding to  s t o r i e s ,  then ,  a re  an 

i n t e g r a l  p a r t  o f  conversa t iona l  s t y l e .
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FOOTNOTES TO CHAPTER FIVE

1. To say they a re  func tiona l does not imply t h a t  they  a re  consc ious ly  

c a l c u l a t e d .

2. Such a s u p e r f i c i a l  coherence i s  accep tab le  to  in t ro d u ce  a s to ry  

because t h i s  i s  not a round. I t  seems t h a t  w ith in  t h i s  system, j u s t  

as personal s ta tem en ts  have a c e r t a i n  p r i o r i t y ,  s t o r i e s  have even 

g r e a t e r  p r i o r i t y .  Once a round has begun, however, cohesion i s  more 

s t r i c t l y  cons t ra ined .

3. I t ' s  i n t e r e s t i n g  to  note t h a t  Susie  says "a bagel with  cream 

cheese ,"  her  f i r s t  two u t t e r a n c e s ,  but I say "a bagel and cream cheese." 

For me t h i s  i s  formula ic .  When Susie  r a t i f i e s  my echo of  her u t t e r a n c e  

in (1 0 ) ,  she switches  to  and . This i s  apparen t ly  the  e f f e c t  o f  the  

echo which she i s  now u t t e r i n g .  There a re  numerous examples in  the  

conversa t ion  o f  people repea t ing  th in g s  t h a t  they would not o r d i n a r i l y  

say ,  because the  person they a re  echoing sa id  them t h a t  way.
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CHAPTER SIX 

IRONY AND JOKING

One o f  th e  most d i s t i n c t i v e  aspec ts  o f  any pe rson 's  s t y l e  i s  the  

use o f  humor. Through in t o n a t i o n ,  pace,  voice  q u a l i t y ,  and non-verbal 

s i g n a l s ,  a speaker can frame an u t t e r a n ce  or s t r i n g  of  u t t e r a n c e s  as 

"not meant l i t e r a l l y . "  Such s t y l i z e d  usage can range from sarcasm (in  

which the  i n t e n t  i s  not humorous, and of ten  h o s t i l e ) ,  to  irony  (which 

might e x c i t e  a smile or  chuck le ) ,  to  a jo k e ,  in which th e  main purpose 

i s  to  e n t e r t a i n .  Close examination of  the  use of  irony and joking by 

members o f  the  Thanksgiving group ( th e re  were few in s ta n ce s  of  sarcasm) 

c o n t r ib u t e s  f u r t h e r  i n s ig h t s  in to  t h e i r  s t y l e s .

Roy (1978) notes  in  an extended study o f  irony  in conversa t ion  

t h a t  i rony vs.  non- irony i s  not a binary  d i s t i n c t i o n  but r a t h e r  a con­

tinuum. C lear ly  th e re  i s  some s u b j e c t i v i t y  involved in c l a s s i f y i n g  

u t t e r a n c e s  as i r o n i c  or  not ( j u s t  as th e re  was with  c l a s s i f y i n g  u t t e r ­

ances as n a r r a t i v e ) .  Roy po in ts  out t h a t  t h e r e  a re  problems with  the  

t r a d i t i o n a l  d e f i n i t i o n s  o f  i rony as "meaning the  oppos i te  o f  what i s  

sa id"  or  "meaning something d i f f e r e n t  from what i s  s a i d . "  To a r r i v e  

a t  a sa t i s fy ing  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  i rony would r e q u i r e  a major s tudy in 

i t s e l f .  In g e n e r a l ,  I regarded s ta tements  as humorous or i r o n i c  i f  

they seemed no t  to  be meant l i t e r a l l y  and seemed to  be in tended to  

amuse.

Cu t le r  (1974) notes  the  fo llowing in to n a t io n a l  cues o f  i rony:
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1. n a s a l i z a t i o n  o f  a l l  o r  p a r t  of  an u t t e r a n ce

2. slower r a t e  in a l l  o r  p a r t

3. exaggerated s t r e s s  on one or  more p a r t s .

In many cases  th e se  cues were p re sen t  in u t te ra n ce s  I judged i r o n i c ,

but c e r t a i n l y  not in  a l l  cases .

Figure 3 shows the  number o f  tu rn s  and percentage  o f  tu rns  devoted 

to  i r o n i c  or humorous s ta tem en ts  by members of  the  Thanksgiving group.

The speaker who shows the  g r e a t e s t  use o f  irony and humor i s  Kar l ,  with 

64 of h is  tu rn s  c l a s s i f i e d  i r o n i c  or  humorous. In t h i s  his use of  

humor c o r r e l a t e s  with  h is  use of  n a r r a t i v e .  I am next with 58 humorous 

or i ro n i c  t u r n s ,  but s in ce  my t o t a l  number of  tu rn s  i s  g r e a t e r  than 

K a r l ' s ,  the  percentage o f  h is  tu rns  which were i r o n i c  o r  humorous i s  

even more s i g n i f i c a n t l y  g r e a t e r  than mine: 11% as opposed to  my 7%.

I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  the  person next in l i n e  in terms o f  number of i r o n i c  or 

humorous tu rns  i s  Dan. In o th e r  words,  Dan and Paul switch p l a c e s ,  as 

Karl and I switch p l a c e s ,  in  terms o f  abso lu te  use of  irony and humor 

as opposed to  abso lu te  number o f  c o n t r ib u t io n s .  S t r i k i n g l y ,  the  p e r ­

centage o f  Dan's tu rns  which a re  i r o n i c  or humorous i s  11% - -  equal to  

K a r l ' s  percentage .  In s t a r k  c o n t r a s t ,  Chuck emerges as the  member 

l e a s t  given to  humor or  i rony .  Although Chuck's c o n t r ib u t io n s  in 

abso lu te  number o f  tu rns  was almost as g rea t  as P a u l ' s  and g r e a t e r  than 

Dan 's,  y e t  h is  use of  i rony or  humor i s  much l e s s  — only th re e  more 

c o n t r ib u t io n s  than Susie  (10 f o r  Chuck; 7 fo r  S u s i e ) ,  and only 2% of  

h is  tu rns  a re  devoted to  i rony or  humor — by f a r  the  l e a s t  in the  

group and f a r  l e s s  than Dan 's.  Chuck’s use of  humor c o r r e l a t e s  

with h is  use o f  n a r r a t i v e  which a l so  accounted f o r  only 2% of  h is
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Figure  3 

Use o f  Irony and Humor

Name

Number o f  
ironic/humorous 

tu rn s

Total 
number of  

tu rns
Percentage o f  tu rns  
i r o n i c  or humorous

Karl 65 594 11%

Deborah 58 811 7%

Dan 43 386 11%

Paul 19 417 5%

Chuck 10 405 2%

Susie 7 169 4%
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t u r n s .  This d i f f e r e n c e  may account f o r  th e  d i f f e r e n t  impressions made 

by Dan's and Chuck's p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in  t h e  group. On hear ing th e  r e ­

s u l t s  o f  th e  t u r n - c o u n t ,  severa l  members o f  the  group were su rp r i s ed  

to  l e a rn  t h a t  Chuck had ta lked  as much as he had. We had come away 

with  the  impression t h a t  he had been very  q u i e t .  But in l i s t e n i n g  to  

the  t a p e ,  looking a t  the  t r a n s c r i p t ,  and l e a rn in g  o f  the  tu rn - c o u n t s ,  

we r e a l i z e d  t h a t  Chuck had in f a c t  been q u i t e  an a c t iv e  p a r t i c i p a n t  in 

the  co nversa t ion .  S im i l a r ly ,  we had thought t h a t  Dan had p a r t i c i p a t e d  

more. S us ie ,  f o r  example, when r e f e r r i n g  to  th e  group as a "rambunc­

t io u s  crowd," had included Dan, but no t  Chuck. Yet in number o f  tu rns  

taken ,  Dan was l e s s  a c t i v e  a p a r t i c i p a n t  than Chuck, and more t a l k a t i v e  

only than Sus ie .  I t  seems l i k e l y  t h a t  th e  impression t h a t  Dan had 

p a r t i c i p a t e d  more than he had, came from the  f a c t  t h a t  he cracked a 

l o t  of j o k e s .  This impl ies t h a t  use o f  humor makes one 's  presence 

f e l t  - -  a t  l e a s t  the  kind o f  humor t h a t  Dan employed (we w i l l  see what 

kind t h a t  was,  p r e s e n t l y ) .

Paul was next a f t e r  Dan, with many fewer jokes  — 19, as opposed to  

Dan's 44. my 58, and K a r l ' s  64 — and a sm al le r  percen tage ,  as w e l l :  

Paul devoted 5%  o f  h is  tu rn s  to  i rony.  Sus ie  i s  r i g h t  next to Paul in 

terms of  percentage  — 4%, but  in a b so lu t e  number o f  i r o n i c  t u r n s ,  she 

i s  a t  th e  bottom o f  th e  l i s t  with 7.

Thus some of  the  d i f f e r e n c e s  in  s t y l e  which c h a r a c te r i z e  the  mem­

bers o f  th e  group can be seen in the  amount o f  t h e i r  use o f  humor and 

i rony. Even more, th e  kind of  humor t h a t  each person employed was 

d i s t i n c t i v e .  I t  seems l i k e l y  t h a t  "brand of  humor" i s  one o f  the  most 

highly i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c  aspec ts  o f  a p e r s o n ' s  s t y l e .  Thus i t  has been 

seen t h a t  in expec ta t io n  of  conversa t iona l  con t ro l  devices such as
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over lap ,  r a t e  o f  speech, use of  p a r a l i n g u i s t i c  f e a t u r e s ,  and s t r u c t u r ­

ing o f  n a r r a t i v e s ,  th e re  were many ways in  which Chuck and Dan shared 

e x p e c ta t io n s ,  while  Karl ,  Paul and I shared s t y l i s t i c  f e a t u r e s .

However, in use o f  humor, Chuck and Dan could not be more d i f f e r e n t ,  

and Karl ,  Paul and I a l so  e x h i b i t  s t r i k i n g l y  d i f f e r e n t  s t y l e s .

K a r l ' s  most c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  form o f  humor i s  a mocking s t y l e  by 

which he exaggera tes  e i t h e r  his own o r  someone e l s e ' s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  

speech p a t t e r n s .  In t h i s  sense ,  h is  i s  an i rony aimed a t  s t y l e .  I t  

i s  a l so  o f  the  form which Roy (1978),  fo llowing Wayne Booth, c a l l s  

"dramatic i ro n y ."  By t h i s  dev ice ,  Roy n o te s ,  " the  speaker can mean 

what he says and a t  the  same time d i sc la im  what he says by taking on a 

r o l e ,  f r eq u e n t ly  s t e r e o ty p i c a l  o r  a t  l e a s t  w e l l -de f ined"  (118).  For 

example, in h is  r o l e  as h o s t ,  Karl i s  f r e q u e n t ly  in the  p o s i t io n  of  

g iv ing orders  to  people and o f f e r i n g  them food. He f r eq u en t ly  mocks 

h is  own behavior  in t h i s  r o l e  by a f f e c t i n g  a s t e r e o ty p i c a l  Jewish 

speech p a t t e r n .  For example, when someone o f f e r s  to  help him s e r v e ,  

he r e p l i e s ,

You should s i t  and r e l a x ,  dahlink!

His use o f  the  modal "should ,"  exaggera ted in t o n a t i o n ,  s t y l i z e d  voice 

q u a l i t y  and phonology a re  a l l  p a t t e rn ed  on the  speech o f  K a r l ' s  grand­

mother. Thus he i s  mocking h is  own impulse to  p a t t e rn  h is  hos ting 

behavior on her model. In a d d i t  i on to  a f f e c t i n g  exaggerated "host ing" 

s t y l e ,  Karl s t y l i z e s  the  boss iness  which h is  hos t  r o l e  leads  him to .

Thus, f o r  example, he says t o  S u s ie ,  who i s  he lp ing him serve:

S us ie ,  THAT was f o r  the  STUFFing!
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His tone  a f f e c t s  annoyance f a r  g r e a t e r  than what he might have a c t u a l l y  

f e l t ,  and thereby makes a joke  o f  whatever s l i g h t  annoyance he a c t u a l l y  

did  f e e l .  This i s  the  a t t i t u d e  t h a t  Karl adopts  and f r eq u e n t ly  draws 

upon with regard  to  the  presence o f  the  tape  recorder  on the  t a b l e .

In his  r o l e  as hos t ,  Karl i s  preoccupied with making the  t a b l e  

a t t r a c t i v e .  He has c a r e f u l l y  l a i d  out nuts  and tanger ines  with green 

l e a v e s ,  and he makes a po in t  o f  tak in g  every th ing  o f f  the  t a b l e  t h a t  

i s  no t  a t t r a c t i v e .  I placed th e  tape  reco rde r  in the  middle of  the  

t a b l e  with f u l l  approval from Karl ,  but a t  severa l  times during the  

occas ion ,  h is  eyes l i g h t  upon th e  machine,  and he complains about i t  

in an exaggerated tone .

(1) K Dofwe have to  Lhave t h i s  here.  ..... Does ^ h i s  have

to  be here?

(2) S / ? /

(3) DT No I mean

(4) C She s e t  i t  in  th e  middle.

(5) DT G'head. Spoil my d i s s e r t a t i o n  I'm gonna put a -i
lO-nnoc F h i c  h aup-i
I I I .  ^ V I I I I U  far 14 W VA

K'-Does t h i s  have

footnote .

(6) K

(7) C I t ' s  h i s .

(8) K /-I mean Mari e ' s .

(9) DR bwell put  i t  on th e  sa lad  and then you can do whatever

you want with  i t .

(10) K Marie ' — s? I mean, j u s t  look a t  every th ing  a t
\

t h i s  t a b l e .  I t ' s  b e a u t i f u l .  And we have to  look a t  

M ar ie ' s?
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(11) DT [chuckle]

Each of  K a r l ' s  s ta tements  ( i ,  6,  8,  and 10) i s  spoken with exaggera ted 

in to n a t io n  and voice q u a l i t y  showing g r e a t  annoyance. A f te r  complain­

ing about the  f a c t  t h a t  the  tape  re c o rd e r  i s  s p o i l in g  the  appearance 

o f  the  t a b l e ,  he moves on t o  complain, in  the  same to n e ,  about the  

presence o f  a j a r  o f  commercial sa lad  d ress ing  ("Marie ' s"  i s  the  brand 

name o f  the  d ress ing  which i s  p r in t e d  on the  j a r ) .

In response to  K a r l ' s  complaint  about the  tape  r e c o rd e r ,  I respond 

with i rony of  my own. I a f f e c t  annoyance a t  the  f a c t  t h a t  he i s  i n t e r ­

fe r in g  with my d i s s e r t a t i o n  (5).  (In f a c t ,  I had only the  vaguest  

notion of poss ib ly  using the  tape  record ing  f o r  my d i s s e r t a t i o n  a t  t h a t  

p o i n t . )  Although I did  f ee l  some s l i g h t  annoyance t h a t  Karl was draw­

ing a t t e n t i o n  to  the tape  r e c o rd e r ,  I d id  not take  h is  complaint  s e r i ­

ous ly ;  I did  not th in k  he s e r i o u s l y  minded i t  being th e r e ;  and I d id

not f o r  a moment cons ide r  tak ing  i t  away. I be l ieved  Karl did not mind

my t a p in g ,  and I knew t h a t  the  only way to  tape was to  leave the  r e ­

corder  in the  middle of  the  t a b l e .

Dan however, i s  r e sp o n s ib le  f o r  th e  sa lad  d re s s in g ,  and his  

response i s  q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  from mine. He takes  K a r l ' s  complaint  

s e r i o u s l y ,  i t  seems, and expla ins  (9) t h a t  a f t e r  the  d re ss ing  i s  put 

on the  s a l a d ,  the  b o t t l e  can be taken away. "You can do whatever you 

want with i t , "  sounds l i k e  a non - i ro n ic  express ion  of  annoyance a t  

Karl f o r  making a f u s s .

During playback, Dan expla ined h i s  understanding of  what was 

going on. He be l ieved  t h a t  Karl was t r u l y  angry a t  me f o r  having the
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tape  r e c o rd e r  on the  t a b l e ,  and then t r i e d  to  cover  h i s  s in ce re  anger 

by a l s o  saying something about the  sa lad  dress ing  b o t t l e .  However, 

Karl ,  during h is  playback s e s s io n ,  was speech less  a t  my sugges tion 

t h a t  he might have genuinely  been angry a t  me f o r  t a p in g .  He 1iked

the  idea  o f  my t a p in g ,  he i n s i s t e d .  He sa id  he t r u l y  did  no t  l i k e  the

tape  re c o rd e r  messing up h is  t a b l e ,  but he w a sn ' t  th in k in g  c l e a r l y  

about th e  f a c t  t h a t  i t  had to  be t h e r e  in  o rde r  t o  record  th e  conver­

s a t i o n .  He was j u s t  p ick ing  up on a f e e l i n g  he go t  and exaggera ting 

i t  f o r  comic e f f e c t .  He f e l t  the  same way about th e  sa lad  d ress ing  

b o t t l e  as he did  about th e  r eco rd e r .  Thus I had c o r r e c t l y  perceived 

the  i n t e n t  o f  h is  i ro n y ,  but Dan had missed i t s  f u l l  impact.

Karl r e tu r n s  to  the  mock-anger about the  tape  re c o rd e r  a t  two 

l a t e r  p o in t s  in the  d in n e r .  One in s ta n ce  has a l r e ad y  been d is cussed  

in ano ther  connection ( p . 143).  Early  in the  d in n e r ,  he s ays ,  "Could 

we g e t  t h i s  o f f  th e  t a b l e ? "  This f i r s t  question  i s  sa id  more or 

l e s s  s e r i o u s l y .  But Karl immediately moves in to  h i s  mocking s t y l e ,  

making fun o f  h imself  by exaggera t ing  h i s  s l i g h t  annoyance:

I t  keeps coming back on the  t a b l e ,  i t  must have a w i l l  o f

i t s  own. T h a t ' s  a l l  I can say.

And y e t  ag a in ,  l a t e r ,  he no t ice s  i t  and comments:

(1) K Be uh have we been . . rtap ing?  This who!

(2) DT M 'm

I d i d n ' t  n o t ic e  i t j - u n t i l  j u s t  now.

(3) C running.
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(4) K

(5) P

(6) D‘

(7) P

(8) D'

(9) K

(10) Dl

(11) D'

(12) P

I keep P  . .  I say ,  g e t  t h a t  th in g  o f f  the  t a b l e .  She

says . .  oh yeah okay I ' l l  t ake  i t  o f f  the  t a b l e  and 
a c c ----------------------------------------------------------------

f /
I look ,  . . .  TWO minutes l a t e r  and i t ' s  back.

? [laughter]

........................  What's  to  analyze .  There h a s n ' t  been one

misunders tand ing ,  we've a l l  unders tood each o th e r  

p e r f e c t l y -

What do you mean by t h a t .

[loud la u g h te r ]   ...............................
I  I ^  ' s * Ir T h a t ' s  two— ........................  J u s t  f o r g e t  about i t .  So

[ laughter]

i t ' s ‘t h e r e .......................  [ laughing] [K laughs] What

do yo”u ca re  what I'm gonna do about i t .

•̂1 d o n ' t  mind the  t a p in g ,  I mind the  splice i t  

takes  up. 

f I t ' s  so unob t ru s ive .

/ I t ' s  so UGly. . . .  Everything on
^  TDT T a u n h c ---------------------------------[DT laughs

t h i s  t a b l e  i s  b e au t i fu l  except THAT and Mar lE's .  And 
----------------------------------------------------------------- [DR Chuckles]

y
even M ar ie ' s  i s  p a l a t a b l e  . .  next to  THAT. [DT laughs]

/  /
} You can e a t  . .  M ar ie ' s .

r I t ' s  so s l e e k ,

[ lau g h te r ]  .........

I t ' s  s l e e k ,  and b lack ,  and and . . . r f i n e ,

b-You never met

Disney. Did you?
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As in  the  e a r l i e r  example, I r e a c t  to  K a r l ' s  exaggerated annoyance 

about the  presence of  th e  tape  re c o rd e r  by exaggerating my defense  of 

i t .  (My comment [2] i s  with  re fe re n ce  to  th e  preceding t o p i c ,  no t  the

tape  r e c o rd e r ) .  Again,  K a r l ' s  in to n a t io n  and voice  q u a l i t y  i n d i c a t e

extreme annoyance,  but i t  i s  mock annoyance — and t h a t  i s  why I take  

i t  as a joke ,  laugh ,  and do not fee l  i t  would be app rop r ia te  to  comply. 

Karl does not a t tem pt  to  make me comply; he simply wants t o  be a b le  to 

make a joke about i t .

Thus Karl uses the  mocking s t y l e  to  exaggera te  and laugh a t  h is  

own speech. At o th e r  t im es ,  he uses i t  to  a f f e c t  a speech p a t t e r n  t h a t  

i s  c l e a r l y  fo re ig n  to  him. Thus when he i s  serving wine and I am 

d i s t r a c t e d ,  he g e t s  my a t t e n t i o n  by saying,

Gimme ya g l a s s ,  baby.

He says t h i s  with  nasal  q u a l i t y  and a c l ip p ed ,  "tough" manner. My 

r e a c t io n  i s  to  laugh and ask ,  "Who1re  you c a l l i n g  baby?" At ano ther  

t ime Karl uses a s i m i l a r  s t y l e  with Paul.  In o f f e r in g  t i c k e t s  to  his

upcoming c o n c e r t s ,  he tu rn s  to  Paul and says ,

How many ya want,  P au l .

This i s  sa id  in th e  same way as the  preceding example - -  mock "tough" 

s t y l e .

A pe rson 's  s t y l i s t i c  devices  change with  changing s i t u a t i o n s  and 

i n t e r l o c u t o r s .  The r o l e  o f  hos t  encourages Karl to  use h is  mocking 

s t y l e  as a way o f  p laying t h a t  r o l e  without  tak ing  himself  s e r i o u s l y  

in i t .  In the  l a s t  h a l f  hour o f  taped conversa t ion ,  when d in n e r  i s  

over and everyone i s  s i t t i n g  around the  t a b l e  t a l k i n g ,  Karl ha rd ly  uses
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t h e se  devices  a t  a l l .

I a l so  occas iona l ly  a f f e c t  exaggera ted Jewish s t y l e .  For example, 

I say to  Karl ,  " S i - - t ,  s i —t , "  when he i s  busy serv ing  food. But my 

most c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  s t r a t e g y  i s  to  bu i ld  on someone e l s e ' s  humor, as 

when Karl a f f e c t e d  i r o n i c  annoyance with  regard  to  my tape  re c o rd e r ,  

and I responded in kind.  Frequently  throughout th e  conversa tion I make 

jokes  by changing s l i g h t l y  or  adding to  something t h a t  someone e l s e  has 

s a id .  Thus, when I announce t h a t  I w i l l  tape  the  conversa t ion ,  Paul 

a sk s ,  " Jus t  to  see i f  we say anyth ing i n t e r e s t i n g ? "  I answer, "No.

J u s t  to  see how you say nothing i n t e r e s t i n g . "  S im i la r ly ,  in ano ther  

d i s c u s s io n ,  Paul i s  t a l k i n g  about  th e  problem of  spending money on 

c h i ld r e n .  He comments ( i r o n i c a l l y ) :

Thus I bu i ld  on the  a l ready  e s t a b l i s h e d  i r o n i c  tone  by s l i g h t l y  

changing K a r l ' s  pe rsp ec t iv e .

At another  p o in t ,  Dan i s  t e l l i n g  an extended joke  about a f i c t i ­

t i o u s  o rgan iza t ion  he and his  f r i e n d s  inven ted ,  c a l l e d  N0RCL0D

(1) P Yeah. . . .  I mean I ge t  7 1 1. I l i k e  th ings  . .  t h a t  you 
p [sighing]

can buy with money. Y'know i t ' s  not l i k e  I l i k e  to
[pi  laugh]

s u f f e r  and s t a r v e .'1

[laugh]

(2) K Paul,  you 7 I th in k  you should

s t a r t  m ed i ta t ing  more. [laughter]  You g o t ta

ge t  more in to  s p i r i t u a l  4' u '  —

(3) DT could teach  h is

kids to  m ed i ta te ,  [ laughter]
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(Northern C a l i f o r n i a  Lovers o f  the  Deaf).  As Dan embroiders th e  joke  

by exp la in ing  the  r u le s  o f  the  o rg a n iz a t io n ,  I c o n t r ib u t e  to  h i s  joke 

by supplying ano ther  d e t a i l  along the l i n e s  he e s t a b l i s h e d :

(1) DR u—m   a n d   urn the  way we were gonna have the

uh t h e ' o f f i c e r s  of  the  o rgan iza t ion  th e  h ighe r  up you 

go, . . .  the  more hearing people th e re  would be and 

then the  . .  the  . .  t h e - -  chai rperson  o f  the  o rgan iza-  

t i o n  was gonna be a hear ing person.

(2) DT That d i d n ' t  know sign language.

(3) DR That d i d n ' t  ---- Yeah. That d i d n ' t  know
/  [ l a u g h te r ]

s ign language.

Paul ,  in  c o n t r a s t  to  Karl ,  i s  a s t r a i g h t  man. Whereas K a r l ' s  

irony i s  mock-annoyed, mock-tough, or m ock-so l ic i tous  — and drama­

t i z e d  through exaggera ted enuncia t ion  — P a u l ' s  i s  mock-ser ious .  Susie 

descr ibed  Paul as "more seda te"  than Karl and me. This impression  no 

doubt comes in  p a r t  from P a u l ' s  se r ious  way of d e l iv e r in g  i r o n i c  l i n e s ,  

as opposed to  K a r l ' s  (and Dan's)  dramatized,  camping i ro n y .  In add i­

t i o n ,  whereas Karl o f ten  fol lows his  i ro n i c  comments with  l a u g h te r

(Dan laughs even more, and I laugh the most and lo u d e s t ) ,  Paul never 

laughs a f t e r  h i s  o n e - l i n e r s ,  and he of ten  fo llows them up with  genu­

in e ly  s e r io u s  s ta t em en ts .

For example,  in  th e  preceding example but  one (p. 210),  Paul 

s t a t e d  (1) "I l i k e  th ings  t h a t  you can buy with  money. I t ' s  not l i k e  

I l i k e  to  s u f f e r  and s t a r v e . "  He sa id  t h i s  with  a s e r io u s  tone .  Even 

more t y p i c a l l y ,  in  th e  t a p e - r e c o rd e r  in te rchange  (p. 208),  Karl has 

s a i d ,  in  gross  mocking s t y l e ,  (4) "What's to  analyze .  There h a s n ' t
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been one misunders tand ing ,  we've a l l  understood each o th e r  p e r f e c t l y . ' 1 

(Karl i s  r e f e r r i n g  to my e a r ly  work on th e  an a ly s i s  o f  misunders tand­

ings in c o n v e r sa t io n ) .  Paul immediately snaps (5) "Whaddya mean by 

t h a t . "  He says  t h i s  in  an u t t e r l y  s e r io u s  tone .  I t s  i rony  comes 

from th e  f a c t  t h a t  he i s  pre tend ing  to  misunders tand,  c o n t r a d i c t i n g  

what Karl has j u s t  s a id .  The r e s u l t a n t  loud l au g h te r  from the  group 

i s  evidence t h a t  h is  humor i s  s u c c e s s f u l ,  but Paul does not p a r t i c i p a t e  

in th e  l a u g h te r .  Rather ,  he fo llows up h i s  joke  with a s e r io u s  s t a t e ­

ment (7) "I d o n ' t  mind the  t a p in g ,  I mind the  space i t  t akes  up." 

(Throughout t h e  d in n e r ,  Paul evidences th e  same preoccupation with 

g e t t i n g  extraneous  th ings  o f f  the  t a b l e  t h a t  Karl does) .  Karl never 

makes such a s e r io u s  s ta tem ent  about th e  tape  r e c o rd e r .  He continues  

in an e s c a l a t i o n  o f  h is  mocking s t y l e  (9 ) .

Another i n s ta n c e  in which Paul uses t h i s  mock-serious irony 

immediately fo l lows  the  Coliseum d i s c u s s io n  which has a l r e ad y  been 

analyzed ( p .116).

(1) DT Did you know t h a t  where- i . . .  the  s t a t u e  of  Columbus 
y  L / ? /  JK L/ ? /

i s  THE c e n te r  o f  Manhattan?

(2) K The geographical  c e n t e r .  My b ro th e r  t o ld  me t h a t

when I was a l i t t l e  boy.

(3) DT Your b r o t her t o ld  you? [laughs]

(4) P Is  i t  r e a l l y ?

(5) DR God r e s t  h i s  sou l .  [DT laughs]

(6) K He a l so  t o ld  me about

(7) DT
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(8) P |____________ I t ' s  the  p o i n t -----

(9) C Sex?]

(10) P t h a t  . .  i t ' s  the  poin t  a t ( which t h e y   ■

(11) K i-. 'reud, ilarx and sex.

they measure,  . . .  i f  you say y y o u ' r e  . .  t h i r t y  f i v e
\  s  /

miles  from New York, t h a t ' s  where they mean.

(12) D T | - I t ' s  t h e  c en te r?

(13) K L He d i d n ' t  t e l l  me about the  kind o f  sex I was

" in te re s ted  i n ,  though.

(14) C Nnn never  do.

[ laugh te r ]

(15) P I d id n ' t 'k n o w .
' - N

(15) K I know.................... Neither did  I_, a c t u a l l y ,  to  t e l l  you
[laughing]

the  t r u t h .

[DT laughs]

(17) P The b l ind  lead ing  t h e ' b l i n d .

K a r l ' s  s ta tement (2) i s  i r o n i c  because the  b ro th e r  he r e f e r s  to  i s  

s i t t i n g  next to  him, y e t  he r e f e r s  to  him as i f  he were not  p re sen t .

Dan picks  up on t h i s  when he says (5) "God r e s t  h i s  s o u l , "  as i f  the  

b ro th e r  were not only not p re s e n t  but  not a l i v e .  Paul then f u r t h e r s  

th e  joke  by asking (4) " Is  i t  r e a l l y ? "  as i f  he s e r i o u s l y  did  not know. 

In keeping with  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  s t y l e s ,  Karl cont inues  th e  i rony (13) 

whi le  Paul continues  t h e  geography le sson  (10) in  a t r u l y  se r ious  

ve in .  When K a r l ' s  joke  wins ou t  (only I [12] respond to  P a u l ' s  

e x p la n a t io n ) ,  Paul again p a r t i c i p a t e s  in the  i rony .  However, whereas

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



214

K a r l ' s  u t t e r a n c e s  (13) and (16) a r e  spoken with  a s l i g h t  h in t  of 

laughter*  P a u l ' s  (15) and (17) a re  thoroughly deadpan. They a re  

marked f o r  i rony in t h e i r  con ten t  and a s l i g h t  exaggeration in  p i tch  

he igh t  on t h e i r  f i n a l  words -

One f in a l  example of P a u l ' s  deadpan i r o n i c  s t y l e  wil l  be p re­

sen ted .  Paul has made an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of  a s to r y  to ld  by Karl . I 

am e f f u s iv e  in  my admira tion o f  P a u l ' s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n :

(1) DT T h a t ' s  ’g rea—t !   That i s  b r i l l i an t .

(2) K rHave you ever  thought o f  ____  g e t t i n g  a d o c to ra te  in
[DT & S laugh-----------------------

\  s
socio logy , o r  psychology?
 ]

[DT laughs]

(3) P No.
\  ✓

(4) K You could w r i t e  a t h e s i s .

(5) P No good jobs .

[DT chuckle]

K a r l ' s  response  i s  i r o n i c ,  marked by d e l i b e r a t e l y  emphatic to n e ,  mock­

ing my exaggerated ap p rec ia t io n  of  P a u l ' s  i n s i g h t .  Paul answers in  a 

way t h a t  seems "ca su a l , "  " s in c e r e , "  and s e r io u s :  with low vo ice ,

r e l a t i v e l y  low and s teady p i t c h ,  and reduced s y n t a c t i c  form (4,  5 ).

Only the  knowledge t h a t  the  question  was not s e r io u s  makes i t  c l e a r  

t h a t  the  answer i s  not meant s e r io u s ly  e i t h e r .

Paul does occas iona l ly  a f f e c t  a mocking in to n a t io n ,  but he does 

so only a few times and always in response  to  th e  same usage by o th e r s .  

This was a l read y  seen ( p . i s i )  in the  sequence in  which he picked up 

K a r l ' s  cue to  p a r t i c i p a t e  in a m ock-ch i ld l ike  t a u n t in g  exchange:
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K Do you make th in g s  as p r e t t y  as I make them?

P P r e t t i e r .

To r i s e  to  the  occas ion o f  K a r l ' s  mock-challenge, Paul a f f e c t e d  a nasal  

tone  and marked downward s h i f t  in p i t c h .  But Paul does no t  i n i t i a t e  

such mocking s t y l e  and does not s u s ta in  i t  f o r  any length  o f  t ime.

F in a l ly ,  Paul i s  t h e  only  person a t  Thanksgiving who v o lu n tee r s  

jo k es .  One has a l r e ad y  been seen ( p . 139) — the  one about th e  lady who 

was asked i f  she smokes a f t e r  sex .  At another  po in t  in th e  conversa ­

t i o n ,  sparked by Chuck's r e fe re n c e  to a tu rkey p a r t  as " the  pope 's  

nose,"  Paul a sks ,

_ /  /
(1) P Oh, d id  you hear? The new po? t h e — new pope, . . .

performed h is  f i r s t  miracle?

(2) C What.

(3) DR What. Whatwhatwhat.

(4) P He made a b l ind  man lame.

Here to o ,  P a u l ' s  humorous s t y l e  i s  his  se r ious  manner. A f te r  he t e l l s  

t h i s  jo k e ,  I laugh and Dan and Chuck both comment on the  P o l i sh  joke .

I then say ,  "Poli sh  pope,  huh?" and Paul r e p e a t s ,  with s i g n i f i c a n t l y  

lowered p i tch  and no h i n t  of  humor, "A Poli sh  pope. Yeah." And y e t  

aga in ,  a f t e r  t e l l i n g  t h i s  jo k e ,  Paul follows up with a genuinely  

s e r io u s  exp lana t ion :  " T h a t ' s  the  neck, by the  way. I t ' s  no t  the

pope 's  nose."

Dan's humor i s  s i m i l a r  t o  K a r l ' s  in t h a t  he o f ten  speaks with  an 

exaggerated form o f  a speech s t y l e .  Whereas Karl exaggera tes  Jewish 

speech and h is  own f u s s i n e s s ,  Dan exaggerates  s t e r e o ty p i c a l  gay speech
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p a t t e r n s ;  in o th e r  words, he camps. At t imes he speaks with an exag­

ge ra ted  French accen t ;  a t  o th e r  t imes he o v e r s t r e s s e s  in to n a t io n a l  con­

t o u r s .  For example, a t  one p o in t  Karl i s  in th e  kitchen when the  con­

v e r s a t io n  tu rn s  t o  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  with ex-spouses and ex - lo v e r s .  When 

Karl e n te r s  the  room he a sk s ,  with  h is  own mocking s t y l e ,  "What1r e  we 

t a l k i n g  about?" Paul answers ,  " R e la t io n sh ip s " ;  I say " e x - r e l a t i o n ­

s h i p s , "  and Dan says ,  a f t e r  a s l i g h t  pause,  "My FAW-MUH," in response  

to  which everybody laughs.

Since they share  t h i s  t a s t e  f o r  mocking s t y l e ,  Dan and Karl some­

times p a r t i c i p a t e  in extended " r o u t i n e s . "  For example, a t  one po in t  

r e f e r e n c e  i s  made to  a d i s p u te  t h a t  had a r i s e n  between Karl and Dan 

some time in  the  p a s t .  Dan begins to  expla in  to  the  o the rs  t h a t  they 

a r e  r e f e r r i n g  to  t h i s  p a s t  d i s p u t e ,  but before  he ge ts  to  the end of  

the  sen tence ,  he has taken on an exaggerated i n to n a t io n  p a t te rn  and 

switched the  u t t e r a n c e  to  " i r o n i c . "  Karl picks  up on t h i s ,  and they 

both have a mock-petty-argument:

(1) DR We had t h i s  big  . . .  we had . . .  Karl and I had our
[tone------------ — ■-]

f i r s t  f a l l i ng o u t , 
[ tone------------------ ]

(2) K F i r s t ?

(3) DR No. I t  was . .  not  our f  . .  Our t h i r d .............  [laughs]

The second one was . .  [laughs] and you remember the  
[tone---------------------] [DT laugh] [tone---------------- ]

(4) K And what about th e  t ime befo re  th e  f i r s t  one,
[ t o n e ------------------------------------------------------------ ]

(5) DR That was . . .  t h a t  was k inde rga r ten .
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As Dan begins to  exp la in  what he and Karl were r e f e r r i n g  to  (1 ) ,

he sounds s e r io u s  ("We had t h i s  b i g " . . . ) *  However, he h e s i t a t e s  and

s t a r t s  again  in a tone t h a t  becomes i n c r e a s in g ly  i r o n i c ,  u n t i l  he says 

" f i r s t  f a l l i n g  out" with  d i s t i n c t l y  emphatic s t r e s s .  The choice o f  

terms " f a l l i n g  out" and th e  exaggera ted emphasis mark his  tone as 

i r o n i c .  Karl j o i n s  th e  i rony by using exaggera ted  forms o f  h i s  own 

s t y l e :  he l a t c h e s  onto Dan's s ta tement  a c l i p p e d ,  monosyllabic

" F i r s t ? "  K a r l ' s  i r o n i c  tone in  (4) i s  nasal  and ra s p in g ,  and he main­

t a i n s  i t  th roughout h i s  e n t i r e  u t t e r a n c e .  Dan, on the  o ther  hand, 

exaggera tes  emphatic tone  but does not use n a s a l i z a t i o n ,  and he tends 

to  build  up to  h i s  f u l l  mocking s t y l e  during h i s  u t t e r a n c e .  Fur ther ­

more, Dan laughs in between phrases  (3 ) ,  while  Karl mainta ins  the po in t  

o f  view o f  h is  mock persona throughout .  Dan's l a s t  u t t e ra n ce  (5)

" t h a t  was . . .  t h a t  was k in d e rg a r t e n . "  i s  spoken in almost-normal tone .

As has a l ready  been noted ,  Chuck uses l i t t l e  humor and irony (10 

in s tan ces  in a l l ) .  Nearly a l l  o f  h is  u t t e r a n c e s  which a re  i ro n i c  a re  

r e p e t i t i o n s  o f  or  a d d i t i o n s  to  o t h e r s '  i ro n y .  This l i n e  i s  d e l iv e re d ,  

moreover,  in r a t h e r  s tanda rd  to n e s ,  w i thou t  exaggera ted p a r a l i n g u i s t i c  

f e a t u r e s .  In t h i s ,  h i s  humorous s t y l e  resembles Paul "s. At another 

t ime when Dan comments i r o n i c a l l y  on s t e r e o t y p i c  gay behavio r ,  Chuck 

s ays ,  " I t ' s  g e n e t i c . "  (This i s  an ex tens ion  o f  the  e a r l i e r  d iscuss ion

about  the  gay v o ic e ) .  In a l l  but  one ca se ,  Chuck's i r o n i c  comments

a re  p a r t  o f  a l a r g e r  i r o n i c  in te rchange  such as t h i s .

S us ie ,  f i n a l l y ,  makes only 7 i r o n i c  or humorous statements,'*' but 

th e se  c o n s t i t u t e  4% of  her u t t e ra n ce s  as compared to  Chuck's 2%.

Susie twice  c o n t r ib u t e s  to  a l read y  e s t a b l i s h e d  i r o n i c  ban te r ,  but more 

o f ten  ( f i v e  t imes) she o f f e r s  i r o n i c  comments in  conversa t ion  which i s ,
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to  t h a t  p o in t ,  s e r i o u s .  For example, th e r e  was an extended d i scuss ion

about th e o r i e s  o f  l e a r n i n g ,  in  which Karl says t h a t  sometimes, when

teaching h i s  s tu d en t s  p iano , he has to  push t h e i r  f i n g e r s  down to  show

them what to  do; Sus ie  comments, "And i f  they  s t i l l  d o n ' t  respond you

take  a hammer." S u s i e ' s  i rony can be very s u b t l e ,  as when she says ,

in answer to  my q u es t io n  about whether she did  t h e  l e t t e r i n g  on her

f l y e r s ,  "I d id  the  l e t t e r i n g  and and Howard Pyle d id  the  drawing."

Howard Pyle was th e  c a r t o o n i s t  whose i l l u s t r a t i o n s  were borrowed, but

he drew h is  car toons  a t  th e  tu rn  o f  the  cen tu ry ;  S u s i e ' s  way of  naming

him implies t h a t  he did  the  drawings e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  the  f l y e r s ,  with

humorous e f f e c t .  Notice  too  t h a t  while Karl ' s  i rony  i s  aimed a t  mock-
2

ing his own s t y l e ,  S u s i e ' s  i s  content  i rony;  i t  i s  aimed outward.

I t  i s  impor tant  to  remember t h a t  the  forms o f  humor employed by

members o f  the  group on t h i s  occas ion are  not n e c e s s a r i l y  t h e i r  only o r

even "standard" forms o f  humor. We can be sure  only  t h a t  t h i s  i s  the  

way they spoke on t h i s  occas ion .  I t  i s  l i k e l y ,  f o r  example,  t h a t  the  

f a c t  t h a t  he did  no t  know the  r e s t  of  the  p a r t i c i p a n t s ,  made Chuck 

more reserved than he might have been with f r i e n d s .  At the  same time, 

someone e l s e  might have r eac ted  d i f f e r e n t l y  to  being the  only s t r a n g e r  

in the  crowd).  I t  i s  l i k e l y  too t h a t  s ince  Karl was the  h o s t ,  and 

s ince  his  form o f  humor was p a r a l i n g u i s t i c a l l y  g r o s s ,  t h a t  the  guests  

tended to  fo llow h i s  lead  in t h e i r  form of  humor. I t  has been seen 

t h a t  many o f  the  i r o n i c  s ta tements  were made as p a r t  o f  ban te r  or 

ro u t in es  begun by Karl .  In f a c t ,  in order to  make up f o r  t h i s  b i a s ,

I had Chuck and Dan tap e  severa l  hours of  t h e i r  p r i v a t e  i n t e r a c t i o n .  

Although I d id  not analyze  th e se  conversa t ions  in  d e t a i l ,  in the  

i n t e r e s t  o f  keeping the  da ta  f o r  the  p re sen t  s tudy c ircumscr ibed ,  much
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of the  t ime during t h e i r  p r i v a t e  in te rch an g es ,  Chuck and Dan engaged 

in camping which both p a r t i c i p a t e d  in  equa l ly .  I t  was, however, o f  a 

s o r t  somewhat d i f f e r e n t  from what went on a t  Thanksgiving. I t  i s  not 

ap p ro p r ia te  to  e n te r  here upon an a n a ly s i s  o f  t h e i r  humor on the  o th e r  

occasion.  The poin t tG  be made i s  simply t h a t  the  s t y l e s  ex h ib i ted  

by p a r t i c i p a n t s  a t  Thanksgiving can be understood to  r e p re se n t  the  

behavior they deemed a p p ro p r i a t e  t o  th e  occasion.  And t h e i r  use of 

humor played a s i g n i f i c a n t  r o l e  it. t h e  impact t h a t  each had on the  

group.
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FOOTNOTES TO CHAPTER SIX

1. I t  i s  p o s s ib l e  t h a t  Sus ie  made s ta tements  in tended as i r o n i c  or 

humorous which I have not c re d i t ed  her w i th .  For one t h i n g ,  I may 

have missed i rony  where she intended i t ,  and f o r  an o th e r ,  many o f  her 

comments a re  in au d ib le  because she speaks so s o f t l y .

2. Thanks to  R. Lakoff f o r  t h i s  obse rva t ion .
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CONCLUSION

The fo regoing  a n a ly s i s  has a ttempted to  show some of  the  concre te  

devices  which make up conversa t iona l  s t y l e .  The devices  which have 

been i l l u s t r a t e d  and d iscussed  a r e ,  n e c e s s a r i l y ,  only some of  the  mass 

o f  complex devices  opera t ing  in  i n t e r a c t i o n .  As P i t t e n g e r  e t .  a l . 

note  under th e  fu n c t io n  they c a l l  "re in forcement"  (see  p. 9 ) ,  "The 

wise working assumption then i s  t h a t  always no m a t te r  how many pos­

s i b l e  c o n t r ib u t in g  f a c to r s  we have i tem ized ,  t h e r e  may s t i l l  be o th e r s  

t h a t  we have over looked."  Furthermore,  the  devices  t h a t  have been 

d iscussed  a re  not d i s c r e t e  phenomena but r a t h e r  dimensions along which 

conversa t iona l  mechanisms o p e ra te .

Following i s  a summary o f  the  dimensions which have been examined.

1. Rela t ive  personal  focus o f  to p ic

2. P a r a l i n g u i s t i c  f e a tu r e s  ( a b so lu te  use and use o f  marked s h i f t s )

a .  loudness

b. p i tch

c.  pauses

d.  voice  q u a l i t y  and tone

3. Expectat ion t h a t  enthusiasm be o v e r t l y  demonst ra ted ,  fo r  example

through:

a .  quickness o f  response

b. p a r a l i n g u i s t i c  f e a t u r e s

c .  f r e e  o f f e r  of  r e l a t e d  m a te r ia l

d. use o f  ques t ions  ( in fo rm a t ion ,  echo, e t c . )
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4. Use o f  q u e s t io n s ,  inc luding

a.  echo ques t ions  as back-channel

b. informat ion ques t ions

5. Pacing

a.  coopera t ive  vs .  o b s t r u c t iv e  over lap

b. t iming o f  c o n t r i b u t i o n ,  r e l a t i v e  to  previous  c o n t r ib u t io n

c.  r a t e  o f  speech

d. f l o o r - g e t t i n g  devices  ( increased  ampl i tude ,  r e p e t i t i o n  of  

words)

6. Use o f  r e p e t i t i o n ,  f o r  example

a.  to  f i n i s h  o t h e r ' s  s ta tement or add to  t h e i r  l i n e  of  

argument

b. to  in c o rp o ra te  o t h e r ' s  o f f e r  in to  o r ig i n a l  s ta tem en t  or 

argument

7.  Topic cohesion (and to le ra n ce  f o r  d i f f u s e  to p i c s )

8.  Tolerance f o r  noise  vs .  s i l e n c e

9. Laughter (when, how much)

These and o th e r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  ways of  saying th in g s  a r e  used in the  

p roduct ion  o f  s p e c i f i c  d ev ices ,  f o r  example:

1. Machine-gun ques t ions

2. Mutual r e v e la t i o n /p e r so n a l  s ta tements

3.  Use o f  e t h n i c a l l y  marked or  o therwise  in g ro u p -as so c ia ted  

express ions

4. S to ry  rounds

5. I r o n ic  ro u t in e s
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The tendency to  use such dev ices  based on these  dimensions i s  

n e i t h e r  p r e c i s e ly  p r e d ic ta b l e  nor random. There a re  p a t t e rn s  or 

cooccurrence expec ta t ions  according to  which c e r t a i n  devices tend to 

c l u s t e r ,  and by which s ig n a l s  in  one channel a re  a ssoc ia ted  with  c e r ­

t a i n  s ig n a l s  in o th e r  channels .  For example,  f a s t  r a t e  of  speech; 

f r eq u en t  over lap  and l a t c h i n g ;  use o f  f r eq u e n t  ques t ions ;  use o f  high 

ampli tude and high and lew p i t c h ,  as well as c o n t r a s t s  of  these  to  

y i e l d  exaggera ted con tours ;  t o l e r a n c e  f o r  no ise  r a t h e r  than s i l e n c e  — 

a l l  t h e se  were seen to  cooccur.  (Although t h i s  i s  beyond the  scope o f  

the  p re s e n t  s tudy ,  I would hypothesize  t h a t  th e se  l i n g u i s t i c  s ig n a l s  

a re  c o r r e l a t e d  with such non-verbal f a c t o r s  as use o f  broad f a c i a l  

express ions  and g e s tu r e s ,  as well as r e l a t i v e l y  c lo se  k ines ic  proximity  

and f r eq u e n t  touching during t a l k ) .

Based on t h e i r  use of  th e se  and o th e r  d e v ic e s ,  the  s ix  people 

gathered  f o r  Thanksgiving d inner  had s t y l e s  which were unique in some 

ways and in  o the rs  resembled those  of  o th e r  people p re sen t  to  a g r e a t e r  

or  l e s s e r  degree.  In some senses ,  Karl and I shared s t y l e s ;  fo r  

example, we tended to  t a l k  a l o t ;  we used much ove r lap ,  l a t c h i n g ,  quick 

e x p ress ive  re sponses ,  and f a s t ,  c l ipped  q u e s t io n s .  Paul t a lk ed  l e s s ,  

but  he a l so  used ov e r lap ,  f r e e  o f f e r  of  opin ions  and thoughts ,  pe r ­

sonal t o p i c s ,  and quick abrup t  ques t ions  in ways s im i l a r  to  Karl and 

me. We th r e e  to ld  th e  most s t o r i e s ,  and we t o ld  near ly  a l l  the  

s t o r i e s  t h a t  occurred  in rounds.  Thus, Paul ,  Karl ,  and I seemed to  

share  s t y l i s t i c  s t r a t e g i e s ,  while  Chuck, Dan, and Sus ie  d i f f e r e d .

Yet s t y l e  i s  not a m a t te r  o f  po la r  d i s t i n c t i o n s .  Any device  can 

be used to  varying deg rees ,  and each p e r s o n ' s  s t y l e  i s  made up of  a 

unique combination o f  dev ices .  Whereas Karl and I shared pacing
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s t r a t e g i e s ,  y e t  h is  use o f  humor was more f r eq u e n t  and more extreme 

t h a t  mine. He o f ten  i n i t i a t e d  comic r o u t i n e s ,  whereas I o f t e n  b u i l t  

on o t h e r s '  humor. Karl t o l d  more s t o r i e s ,  and a g r e a te r  percentage  

o f  his  t a l k  was devoted to  n a r r a t i v e .  He was a l so  mo~c l i k e l y  to  

i n i t i a t e  s t o r i e s  un re la ted  to  p r i o r  t a l k .  Paul shared many s t r a t e g i e s  

with Karl and me, y e t  h is  sense  o f  humor was s t r i k i n g l y  d i f f e r e n t .

Paul tended to  main ta in  a s e r io u s  demeanor and d e l iv e r  i r o n i c  l i n e s  in 

mock sober tones ;  Karl laughed more and marked i r o n i c  s ta tements  with 

exaggerated in to n a t io n  c on tou rs .  Paul used exp ress ive  p a r a l i n g u i s t i c  

f e a tu r e s  in  n a r r a t i v e s  and p l a in  t a l k .  Dan, whose pacing devices  were 

very d i f f e r e n t  from those  o f  Karl ,  Paul,  and me, exerc ised  a form of 

humor which resembled K a r l ' s  in  many ways. Whereas Chuck, a t  f i r s t  

g lance ,  seemed to  be using pacing devices s i m i l a r  to  Dan 's,  i t  tu rned 

otu  t h a t  he did use f a s t  pacing and overlap when the  top ic  was ob jec ­

t i v e  r a t h e r  than persona l .  He never volunteered  personal in fo rm at ion ,  

whereas Dan d id ;  he never co n t r ib u te d  s t o r i e s  to  rounds,  as Dan d id ;  

in f a c t ,  he r a r e l y  o f fe red  s t o r i e s  a t  a l l  un le ss  he was asked. Chuck 

a l so  used humor much l e s s  than Dan.

S us ie ,  in many ways, was the  one whose s t y l e  was most d i f f e r e n t .  

Her voice was th e  s o f t e s t ;  she ta lk e d  th e  l e a s t .  When Dan and Chuck 

to l d  s t o r i e s ,  th e re  was evidence t h a t  they did  not ge t  to  th e  po in t  in 

the  way t h a t  Karl ,  Paul and I expected,  but when Susie t o l d  s t o r i e s ,  

t h e r e  was evidence t h a t  we could no t  t e l l  what the  po in t  was — nor 

could Dan o r  Chuck. S u s i e ' s  t a l k  showed a r e l a t i v e l y  high percentage 

o f  humor, but th e  humor was o f ten  o f  a d i f f e r e n t  s o r t  (co n ten t  r a t h e r  

than s t y l e  i ro n y ) .
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In o th e r  words, each person used a unique mix o f  conversa t iona l  

devices  which c o n s t i t u t e d  ind iv idua l  s t y l e .  When t h e i r  devices  

matched, communication between or  among them was smooth. When they 

d i f f e r e d ,  communication showed s igns  o f  d i s r u p t io n  or o u t r i g h t  mis­

unders tanding.

Since the  p resen t  a n a ly s i s  i s  based on the  t a l k  of  only s ix  

people,  i t  i s  impossible  to  g e n e ra l iz e  about the  c u l tu r a l  de te rmina­

t i o n  o f  t h e i r  s t y l e s .  Nonetheless i t  i s  equa l ly  impossible  to  ignore 

the  f a c t  t h a t  th ose  whose s t y l e s  seemed most s im i l a r  — e s p e c i a l l y  in 

the  gross  o u t l i n e s ,  such as tu rn t ak in g  convent ions ,  use o f  express ive  

p a r a l i n g u i s t i c  f e a t u r e s ,  and so on — were o f  s im i l a r  e th n ic  and geo­

graphic  background. Karl ,  Paul ,  and I a l l  grew up in  middle c l a s s  

J e w i s h - id e n t i f i e d  f a m i l i e s  and so c ia l  networks in New York C ity .  (The 

f a c t  t h a t  Karl and I met in camp when we were teen -age rs  i s  evidence 

t h a t  our f a m i l i e s  had s i m i l a r  o r i e n t a t i o n s ) .  Chuck and Dan, on the  

o th e r  hand, grew up in non-Jewish,  non-e thn ic  i d e n t i f i e d  s ec t io n s  o f  

Los Angeles. Chuck however was l e s s  d isco n ce r ted  by the  f a s t  pace of 

the  even ing 's  t a l k ,  and he was b e t t e r  ab le  to  p a r t i c i p a t e .  One can­

not help but wonder whether the  f a c t  t h a t  h i s  mother i s  an I t a l i a n  

from New York City  plays a p a r t  in t h i s  d i f f e r e n c e .

The one who was l e a s t  ab le  to  p a r t i c i p a t e  in terms o f  rhythm and 

the  e s tab l i shm en t  o f  thematic  cohesion was S u s ie ,  who was born and 

r a i s e d  in  England. Moreover, anyone who has exper ience with  people 

from these  backgrounds immediately i d e n t i f i e s  the  devices  used by the  

New Yorkers in  t h i s  group as somehow rem in iscen t  o f  the  s t y l e s  they 

have observed in people from t h a t  background, and o f  S u s i e ' s  s t y l e  as 

somehow " ty p ic a l "  o f  upper c l a s s  B r i t i s h  speech.
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I t  i s  c e r t a i n l y  not th e  case  t h a t  anyone from th e se  backgrounds 

t a l k s  j u s t  l i k e  t h i s .  People d i f f e r  in  ind iv idua l  ways. Nonetheless ,  

use of  such conversa t iona l  devices  and the  ex p ec ta t ion  t h a t  o th e r s  w i l l  

use them i s  c e r t a i n l y  lea rned  the  way language i s  lea rned  — in i n t e r ­

a c t io n  with family  and f r i e n d s .  Although th e re  i s  no i n h e r e n t  d i s p o s i ­

t i o n  toward p a r t i c u l a r  s t y l i s t i c  devices  a s so c ia t e d  with  e t h n i c i t y  o r  

c l a s s ,  e th n ic  and o th e r  su bcu l tu ra l  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f ten  invo lves  one 

in so c ia l  networks in  which p a r t i c u l a r  l i n g u i s t i c  s t r a t e g i e s  a r e  ex e r ­

c ised  and the reby  learned  (Gumperz to  appear) .  I t  would be s u r p r i s i n g  

indeed i f  people who h a b i t u a l l y  i n t e r a c t e d  did not develop ways o f  

t a lk in g  t h a t  became g en e ra l iz ed  among them .

Conversa tional s t y l e ,  th e n ,  may be seen as a continuum r e p r e s e n t ­

ing r e l a t i v e  use o f  s t r a t e g i e s  r e s u l t i n g  in conversa t iona l  d ev ices .

In one s en se ,  each device  i s  rep resen ted  by a continuum o f  i t s  own. 

Speakers may be d i s t r i b u t e d  on one continuum with r e s p e c t  to  how f a s t  

they pace t h e i r  comments r e l a t i v e  to  previous  comments; a no the r  f o r  

how gross  t h e i r  p a r a l i n g u i s t i c  f e a tu r e s  a r e ;  ano ther  f o r  how many 

s t o r i e s  they t e l l ,  and so on. In t h i s  sense ,  speakers  in  the  Thanks­

g iv ing  group occupy d i f f e r e n t  p laces  on d i f f e r e n t  con t inuua .

A continuum re p re s e n t in g  grossness  o f  s t y l e s  o f  humor might look l i k e  

t h i s :

Sub t le  S C P DT DR K Gross
humor humor

A continuum re p re s e n t in g  pacing p r a c t i c e s  might look something l i k e  

t h i s :
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Slow S 
pace

DR C P DT K  Fast  
pace

Percentage  of  t a l k  devoted to  s t o r i e s  y i e ld s  t h i s :

Few
n a r r a t i v e  C

tu rn s

Many
DT P S DR K n a r r a t i v e s

tu rns

But numbers o f  n a r r a t i v e s  t o ld  y i e l d s  y e t  ano ther :

Few
n a r r a t i v e s

C
DR
S

P DT K
Many

n a r r a t i v e s

I f  th e se  continuua a r e  superimposed one upon the  o th e r ,  perhaps 

some ove ra l l  continuum r e p re se n t in g  r e l a t i v e  s i g n a l l i n g  o f  p o s i t i v e  

and nega t ive  face  wants ( c a m arad e r ie /d i s tan ce ,  in  L ak o f f ' s  terms) 

would y i e l d  something l i k e  t h i s :

Negative S DR_______ C P DT K P o s i t iv e

An i n t e r e s t i n g  i n s i g h t  i s  suggested by the  d i f f e r e n t  ways in 

which th e  people in t h i s  group o f  speakers  perceived  each o th e r .  In 

r e c a l l i n g  the  occasion severa l  months a f t e r  i t  had occur red ,  Susie 

had r e f e r r e d  to  the  group as a "rambunctious crowd," and she i d e n t i ­

f i e d  th e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  of  t h a t  "crowd" as Karl ,  Pau l ,  Dan, and me.

Dan, in  c o n t r a s t ,  had thought the  evening was dominated by Karl ,  Paul,  

and me. Paul had thought th e  evening dominated by Karl ,  and Karl had 

thought i t  dominated by me. I had had the  impression t h a t  Karl ,  Paul,  

and I had equa l ly  p a r t i c i p a t e d ,  to  the  exclus ion  o f  the  o th e r  th r e e .

face face
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Reference to  the  preceding continuum may account f o r  t h i s  d i s ­

c repancy .1 D iscr im ina t ions  between speakers become more r e f i n e d ,  the  

c lo s e r  one i s  to  those  speakers in s t y l e .  Thus,  to  Sus ie ,  Dan's s t y l e  

was more l i k e  th e  s t y l e s  o f  the  r e s t  of  us than l i k e  her own, so she 

perceived him in  a s s o c i a t i o n  with us.  To Dan, i t  was c l e a r  t h a t  Paul,  

Karl ,  and I d i f f e r e d  from himself ,  so he did  no t  make d i s t i n c t i o n s  

between our s t y l e s .  Paul,  however, i s  very f a m i l i a r  with f a s t - t a l k i n g  

s t y l e ,  and he was thus  ab le  to  perceive the  d i f f e r e n c e  between Karl 

and me. Karl ,  on the  o the r  hand, might unders tandably  be u n l ik e ly  

to  see h imse lf  as "dominating,"  so he n a t u r a l l y  perceived the  one with 

the  next most " i n t r u s i v e "  s t y l e  in t h a t  r o l e .

I t  seems l i k e l y ,  cons ider ing  my f i n d i n g s ,  t h a t  some aspec ts  of 

s t y l e  a re  p a r t i c u l a r l y  s a l i e n t  — pacing, g rossness  o f  humor, s t o r y ­

t e l l i n g .  I t  seems l i k e l y  t h a t  Karl and I perceived Dan as more ac t ive  

a p a r t i c i p a n t  than he was because he to ld  a number o f  long s t o r i e s ,  

and because he joked a l o t ,  with  a p a r a l i n g u i s t i c a l l y  gross  s t y l e .  

S im i la r ly ,  we perceived  Paul as more a c t i v e  a p a r t i c i p a n t  than he was 

because he kept up with  the  f a s t  pace and to ld  many s t o r i e s .

Conversa tiona l s t y l e ,  then ,  i s  made up of  use of  s p e c i f i c  devices ,  

chosen by r e f e r e n c e  to  broad opera t ing  p r i n c i p l e s  or  conversa tional 

s t r a t e g i e s .  The use o f  th e se  devices a re  hab i tua l  and may be more or 

l e s s  unconscious.  The goal o f  a l l  conversa t ion  i s  to  make c l e a r  to  

o the rs  th e  i n t e n t i o n s  o f  the  speaker;  the  degree to  which o ne 's  mean­

ing i s  unders tood as in tended depends upon the  degree  to  which con­

ve rsa t io n a l  s t r a t e g i e s ,  and hence use of  d e v ice s ,  a re  s i m i l a r .  Fur­

thermore ,  th e  s i m i l a r i t y  o f  such devices makes f o r  rhy thm ica l ly  smooth 

i n t e r a c t i o n .  Both th e  rhythmic synchrony and the  c o n s t ru c t io n  of
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shared meaning c r e a t e  the  s a t i s f y i n g  sense o f  harmony which o f ten  

accompanies conversa t ion  between people who share  s o c i a l ,  e t h n i c ,  geo­

graph ic ,  or  c l a s s  background. By th e  same token ,  the  use o f  s t r a t ­

eg ies  and consequent devices  which a r e  not unders tood or expected 

c r e a te s  a sense o f  d issonance which of ten  leads  to  negat ive  or  mis­

taken judgments o f  i n t e n t  and o f ten  leads one to  walk away from an 

encounter f e e l i n g  d i s s a t i s f i e d  o r  d i s g r u n t l e d .  Thus an unders tanding 

o f  conversa t iona l  s t y l e  exp la ins  in p a r t  what o f ten  appears as c l a n ­

nishness  among members of  c e r t a i n  groups,  or d i s c r im in a t io n  or p r e j ­

udice on th e  p a r t  o f  o th e r s .

The p resen t  s tudy has focused on a s in g le  extended i n t e r a c t i o n ,  

during which a p a r t i c u l a r  s t y l e  in  some way "dominated." Although a l l  

conversa t iona l  devices  a re  equa l ly  success fu l  when used by speakers 

who share  expec ta t ions  of  s i g n a l l i n g  systems, i t  i s  in the  na tu re  of  

i n t e r a c t i o n  t h a t  when devices  a r e  not the  same, one s t y l e  takes  over.  

For example, those  who expect  s h o r t e r  pauses between u t te ra n ce s  w i l l  

n e c e s s a r i l y  speak f i r s t ,  and having spoken, e f f e c t i v e l y  block the  con­

t r i b u t i o n s  o f  o the rs  — but  j u s t  those  o the rs  who cannot t o l e r a t e  much 

over lap .  The voices  o f  those  who tend to  t a l k  loudly  with marked 

p i t c h ,  w i l l  n e c e s s a r i l y  r ing  o u t ,  while  the  vo ices  o f  those  who t a l k  

s o f t l y  with  s u b t l e  contours  w i l l  the reby  be drowned out or  over­

shadowed. These e f f e c t s  a re  independent of  th e  in t e n t io n s  o f  the  

speakers  involved.  Thus, whereas fa s t -p a ce d  t a l k  such as t h a t  d i s ­

cussed here can be observed wherever i t  occurs ,  th e  devices  o f ' o t h e r  

s t r a t e g i e s  w i l l  have to  be observed in i n t e r a c t i o n  in  which t h e r e  a re  

no f a s t  t a l k e r s .
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This has been a f i r s t  a t tem pt  to  i s o l a t e  the  devices  which con­

s t i t u t e  conversa t iona l  s t y l e .  Much work remains t o  be done, to  con­

t i n u e  such documentation o f  dev ices ;  to  b e t t e r  understand the s t r a t ­

eg ies  and universa l  p r i n c i p l e s  underlying them; to  document the  

devices  which make up d i f f e r e n t  s t y l e s ;  t o  c o r r e l a t e  l i n g u i s t i c  with  

non-verbal channels o f  communication. I would hope in the fu tu r e  to 

extend t h i s  study in a number of  ways. F i r s t ,  t h e re  remains,  always,  

more d e t a i l e d  a n a ly s i s  to  be done on the  p re s e n t  d a ta :  ana lys is  of

o th e r  a spec ts  o f  th e  speech o f  those  who p a r t i c i p a t e d  ( fo r  example, 

t h e i r  use of various  speech a c t s ,  such as ex p la in in g ,  and various  

d ev ice s ,  such as r e p e t i t i o n ) .  Second, I would want to  extend the  

study to  o the r  groups o f  people .  I t  would be i n t e r e s t i n g  to  observe 

a group made up e n t i r e l y  o f  people who use a f a s t -p aced  s t y l e ,  and 

ano ther  made up only o f  th o se  who use a slow-paced s t y l e .  Moreover, 

i t  would be i n t e r e s t i n g  to  observe both groups ,  as well as mixed 

groups,  under d i f f e r e n t  c ircumstances  (both more formal and le s s  

fo rmal) .  F in a l ly ,  i t  would be p r e fe ra b le  f o r  any study ca r r ied  out to  

be based on video- taped  i n t e r a c t i o n ,  so t h a t  the  nonverbal channels 

may be c o r r e la t e d  with  th e  verbal one.  The p re sen t  study i s ,  however, 

a f i r s t  s t ep  in th e  rende r ing  concre te  and comprehensible the e lu s iv e  

processes  of  conversa t iona l  s t y l e .
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FOOTNOTES TO CHAPTER SEVEN

1. Robin Lakoff a l e r t e d  me to  t h i s  p e r s p e c t iv e ,  by sugges t ing  the  

continuum and observing the  opera t ing  p r i n c i p l e ,  "anyone to  the  r i g h t  

o f  me i s  rambunct ious."
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