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Introduction 
This chapter presents what we believe to be a useful new 
framework for examining differences in the speaking patterns of 
American men and women. It is based not on new data, but on a 
reexamination of a wide variety of material already available in the 
scholarly literature. Our starting problem is the nature of the 
different roles of male and female speakers in informal cross-sex 
conversations in American English.Our attempts to think about 
this problem have taken us to  preliminary examination of a wide 
variety of fields often on or  beyond the margins of our present 
competencies: children's speech, children's play, styles and patterns 
of friendship, conversational turn-taking, discourse analysis, and 
interethnic communication. The research which most influenced 
the development of our present model includes John Gumperz's 
work on problems in interethnic communication (1982) and Mar- 
jorie Goodwin's study of the linguistic aspects of play among black 
children in Philadelphia (1978, l98Oa, l98Ob). 

Our major argument is that the general approach recently 
developed for the study of difficulties in cross-ethnic communica- 
tion can be applied to cross-sex communication as well. We prefer 
to think of the difficulties in both cross-sex and cross-ethnic 
communication as two examples of the same larger phenomenon: 
cultural difference and miscommunication. 

The problem of cross-sex conversation 
Study after study has shown that when men and women attempt to 
interact as equals in friendly cross-sex conversations they do not 
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play the same role in interaction, even when there is no apparent 
element of flirting. We hope to explore some of these differences, 
examine the explanations that have been offered, and provide an 
alternative explanation for them. 

The primary data on cross-sex conversations come from two 
general sources: social psychology studies from the 1950s such as 
Soskin and John's (1963) research on two young married couples 
and Strodbeck and Mann's (1956) research on jury deliberations, 
and more recent sociolinguistic studies from the University of 
California at Santa Barbara and the University of Pennsylvania by 
Candace West (Zimmerman and West 1975; West and Zimrner- 
man 1977; West 1979), Pamela Fishman (1978), and Lynette 
Hirschman (1973). 

Women's features 
Several striking differences in male and female contributions to 
cross-sex conversation have been noticed in these studies. 

First, women display a greater tendency to ask questions. Fish- 
man (1978:400) comments that "at times I felt that all women did 
was ask questions," and Hirschman (1973:lO) notes that "several 
of the female-male conversations fell into a question-answer 
pattern with the females asking the males questions." 

Fishman (1978:408) sees this question-asking tendency as an 
example of a second, more general characteristic of women's 
speech, doing more of the routine "shitwork" involved in maintain- 
ing routine social interaction, doing more to facilitate the flow of 
conversation (Hirschman 1973:3). Women are more likely than 
men to make utterances that demand or  encourage responses from 
their fellow speakers and are therefore, in Fishman's words, "more 
actively engaged in insuring interaction than the men" (1978:404). 
In the earlier social psychology studies, these features have been 
coded under the general category of "positive reactions" including 
solidarity, tension release, and agreeing (Strodbeck and Mann 
1956). 

Third, women show a greater tendency to make use of positive 
minimal responses, especially "mm hmm" (Hirschman 1973:8), 
and are more likely to insert "such comments throughout streams 
of talk rather than [simply] at the end" (Fishman 1978:402). 

Fourth, women are more likely to adopt a strategy of "silent 
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protest" after they have been interrupted or have received a delayed 
minimal response (Zimmerman and West 1975; West and Zimmer- 
man 1977524). 

Fifth, women show a greater tendency to use the pronouns "you" 
and "we," which explicitly acknowledge the existence of the other 
speaker (Hirschman 1973 : 6 ) .  

Men's features 
Contrasting contributions to cross-sex conversations have been 
observed and described for men. 

First, men are more likely to interrupt the speech of their 
conversational partners, that is, to interrupt the speech of women 
(Zimmerman and West 1975; West and Zimmerman 1977; West 
1979). 

Second, they are more likely to challenge or dispute their 
partners' utterances (Hirschman 1973: 11). 

Third, they are more likely to ignore the comments of the other 
speaker, that is, to offer no response or acknowledgment at all 
(Hirschman 1973:11), to respond slowly in what has been de- 
scribed as a "delayed minimal response" (Zimmerman and West 
1975: 118), or to respond unenthusiastically (Fishman 1978). 

Fourth, men use more mechanisms for controlling the topic of 
conversation, including both topic development and the introduc- 
tion of new topics, than do women (Zimmerman and West 1975). 

Finally, men make more direct declarations of fact or opinion 
than do women (Fishman 1978:402), including suggestions, opin- 
ions, and "statements of orientation" as Strodbeck and Mann (1956) 
describe them, or "statements of focus and directives" as they are 
described by Soskin and John (1963). 

Explanations offered 
Most explanations for these features have focused on differences 
in the social power or in the personalities of men and women. One 
variant of the social power argument, presented by West (Zimmer- 
man and West 1975; West and Zimmerman 1977), is that men's 
dominance in conversation parallels their dominance in society. 
Men enjoy power in society and also in conversation. The two 
levels are seen as part of a single social-political system. West sees 
interruptions and topic control as male displays of power - a power 
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the larger social order but reinforced and expressed in 
ce interaction with women. A second variant of this 
t, stated by Fishman (1978), is that while the differential 
f men and women is crucial, the specific mechanism 
which it enters conversation is sex-role definition. Sex roles 
obscure the issue of power for participants, but the fact is, 

an argues, that norms of appropriate behavior for women 
en serve to give power and interactional control to men while 

mg it from women. To be socially acceptable as women, 
n cannot exert control and must actually support men in their 
1. In this casting of the social power argument, men are not 
arily seen to be consciously flaunting power, but simply 
g the rewards given them by the social system. In both 

nts, the link between macro and micro levels of social life is 
as direct and unproblematic, and the focus of explanation is 
neral social order. 
roles have also been central in psychological explanations. 

rimary advocate of the psychological position has been Robin 
f (1975). Basically, Lakoff asserts that, having been taught to 

and act like 'ladies,' women become as unassertive and 
ure as they have been made to sound. The impossible task of 

to be both women and adults, which Lakoff sees as culturally 
patible, saps women of confidence and strength. As a result, 

v come to produce the speech they do, not just because it is how 
women are supposed to speak, but because it fits with the persona- 
lities they develop as a consequence of sex-role requirements. 

The problem with these explanations is that they do not provide 
a means of explaining why these specific features appear as 
opposed to any number of others, nor do they allow us to 
differentiate between various types of male-female interaction. 
They do not really tell us why and how these specific interactional 
phenomena are linked to the general fact that men dominate within 
our social system. 

An alternative explanation: sociolinguistic subcultures 
Our approach to cross-sex communication patterns is gomewhat 
different from those that have been previously proposed)i We place 
the stress not on psychological differences or power differentials, 
although these may make some contribution, but rather on a notion 
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of cultural differences between men and women in their concep- 
tions of friendly conversation, their rules for engaging in it, and, 
probably most important, their rules for interpreting it. We argue 
that American men and women come from different sociolinguistic 
subcultures, having learned to do different things with words in a 
conversation, so that when they attempt to carry on conversations 
with one another, even if both parties are attempting to treat one 
another as equals, cultural miscommunication results. 

The idea of distinct male and female subcultures is not a new one 
for anthropology. It has been persuasively argued again and again 
for those parts of the world such as the Middle East and southern 
Europe in which men and women spend most of their lives spatially 
and interactionally segregated. The strongest case for sociolinguis- 
tic subcultures has been made by Susan Harding from her research 
in rural Spain (1975). 

The major premise on which Harding builds her argument is that 
speech is a means for deal~ng with social and psychological 
situations. When men and women have different experiences and 
operate in different social contexts, they tend to develop different 
genres of speech and different skills for doing things with words. In 
the Spanish village in which she worked, the sexual division of 
labor was strong, with men involved in agricultural tasks and 
public politics while women were involved in a series of networks 
of personal relations with their children, their husbands, and their 
female neighbors. While men developed their verbal skills in 
economic negotiations and public political argument, women be- 
came more verbally adept at a quite different mode of interactional 
manipulation with words: gossip, social analysis, subtle informa- 
tion gathering through a carefully developed technique of verbal 
prying, and a kind of second-guessing the thoughts of others 
(commonly known as 'women's intuition') through a skillful moni- 
toring of the speech of others. The different social needs of men and 
women, she argues, have led them to sexually differentiated 
communicative cultures, with each sex learning a different set of 
skills for manipulating words effectively. 

The question that Harding does not ask, however, is, if men and 
women possess different subcultural rules for speaking, what 
happens if and when they try to interact with each other? It is here 
that we turn to the research on interethnic miscommunication. 
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Interethnic communication 
Recent research (Gumperz 1977, 1978a, 1978b, 1979; Gumperz 
and Tannen 1978) has shown that systematic problems develop in 
communication when speakers of different speech cultures interact 
and that these problems are the result of differences in systems of 
conversational inference and the cues for signalling speech acts and 
speaker's intent. Conversation is a negotiated activity. It progresses 
in large part because of shared assumptions about what is going on. 

Examining interactions between English-English and Indian- 
English speakers in Britain (Gumperz 1977, 1978a, 1979; Gumperz 
et al. 1977), Gumperz found that differences in cues resulted in 
systematic miscommunication over whether a question was being 
asked, whether an argument was being made, whether a person was 
being rude or polite, whether a speaker was relinquishing the floor 
or interrupting, whether and what a speaker was emphasizing, 
whether interactants were angry, concerned, or indifferent. Rather 
than being seen as problems in communication, the frustrating 
encounters that resulted were usually chalked up as personality 
clashes or interpreted in the light of racial stereotypes which tended 
to exacerbate already bad relations. 

To take a simple case, Gumperz (1977) reports that Indian 
women working at a cafeteria, when offering food, used a falling 
intonation, e.g. "gra\vy," which to them indicated a question, 
something like "do you want gravy?" Both Indian and English 
workers saw a question as an appropriate polite form, but to 
English-English speakers a falling intonation signalled not a ques- 
tion, which for them is signalled by a rising intonation such as 
"gr?vy," but a declarative statement, which was both inappropriate 
and extremely rude. 

A major advantage of Gumperz's framework is that it does not 
assume that problems are the result of bad faith, but rather sees 
them as the result of individuals wrongly interpreting cues accord- 
ing to their own rules. 

The interpretation of minimal responses 
How might Gumperz's approach to the study of conflicting rules for 
interpreting conversation be applied to the communication between 
men and women? A simple example will illustrate our basic 
approach: the case of positive minimal responses. Minimal re- 
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sponses such as nods and comments like "yes" and "mm hmm" are 
common features of conversational interaction. Our claim, based 
on our attempts to understand personal experience, is that these 
minimal responses have significantly different meanings for men 
and women, leading to occasionally serious miscommunication. 

We hypothesize that for women a minimal response of this type 
means simply something like "I'm listening to you; please con- 
tinue," and that for men it has a somewhat stronger meaning such 
as "I agree with you" or at least "I follow your argument so far." The 
fact that women use these responses more often than men is in part 
simply that women are listening more often than men are agreeing. 

But our hypothesis explains more than simple differential fre- 
quency of usage. Different rules can lead to repeated misunder- 
standings. Imagine a male speaker who is receiving repeated nods 
or  "mm hmm"s from the woman he is speaking to. She is merely 
indicating that she is listening, but he thinks she is agreeing with 
everything he says. Now imagine a female speaker who is receiving 
only occasional nods and "mm hmm"s from the man she is 
speaking to. He is indicating that he doesn't always agree; she 
thinks he isn't always listening. 

What is appealing about this short example is that it seems to 
explain two of the most common complaints in male-female 
interaction: (1) men who think that women are always agreeing 
with them and then conclude that it's impossible to tell what a 
woman really thinks, and (2) women who get upset with men who 
never seem to be listening. What we think we have here are two 
separate rules for conversational maintenance which come into 
conflict and cause massive miscommunication. 

Sources of different cultures 
A probable objection that many people will have to our discussion 
so far is that American men and women interact with one another 
far too often to possess different subcultures. What we need to 
explain is how it is that men and women can come to possess 
different cultural assumptions about friendly conversation. 

Our explanation is really quite simple. It is based on the idea that 
by the time we have become adults we possess a wide variety of 
rules for interacting in different situations. Different sets of these 
rules were learned at different times and in different contexts. We 
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have rules for dealing with people in dominant or subordinate 
social positions, rules which we first learned as young children 
interacting with our parents and teachers. We have rules for flirting 
and other sexual encounters which we probably started learning at 
or near adolescence. We have rules for dealing with service 
personnel and bureaucrats, rules we began learning when we first 
ventured into the public domain. Finally, we have rules for friendly 
interaction, for carrying on friendly conversation. What is striking 
about these last rules is that they were learned not from adults but 
from peers, and that they were learned during precisely that time 
period, approximately age 5 to 15, when boys and girls interact 
socially primarily with members of their own sex. 

The idea that girls and boys in contemporary America learn 
different ways of speaking by the age of five or earlier has been 
postulated by Robin Lakoff (1975), demonstrated by Andrea 
Meditch (1975), and more fully explored by Adelaide Haas (1979). 
Haas7s research on school-age children shows the early appearance 
of important male-female differences in patterns of language use, 
including a male tendency toward direct requests and information 
giving and a female tendency toward compliance (1979:107). 

But the process of acquiring gender-specific speech and behavior 
patterns by school-age children is more complex than the simple 
copying of adult "genderlects" by preschoolers. Psychologists 
Brooks-Gunn and Matthews (1979) have labelled this process the 
"consolidation of sex roles"; we call it learning of gender-specific 
L ~ ~ l t ~ r e s . '  

Among school-age children, patterns of friendly social interac- 
tion are learned not so much from adults as from members of one's 
peer group, and a major feature of most middle-childhood peer 
groups is homogeneity; "they are either all-boy or all-girl" (Brooks- 
Gunn and Matthews 1979). Members of each sex are learning 
self-consciously to differentiate their behavior from that of the 
other sex and to exaggerate these differences. The process can be 
profitably compared to accent divergence in which members of two 
groups that wish to become clearly distinguished from one another 
socially acquire increasingly divergent ways of speaking.' 

Because they learn these gender-specific cultures from their 
age-mates, children tend to develop stereotypes and extreme ver- 
sions of adult behavior patterns. For a boy learning to behave in a 
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masculine way, for example, Ruth Hartley (1959, quoted in 
Brooks-Gunn and Matthews 1979:203) argues that: 

both the information and the practice he gets are distorted. Since his peers 
have no better sources of information than he has, all they can do is pool 
the impressions and anxieties they derived from their early training. Thus, 
the picture they draw is oversimplified and overemphasized. It is a picture 
drawn in black and white, with little or no modulation and it is incomplete, 
including a few of the many elements that go to make up the role of the 
mature male. 

What we hope to argue is that boys and girls learn to use 
language in different ways because of the very different social 
contexts in which they learn how to carry on friendly conversation. 
Almost anyone who remembers being a child, has worked with 
school-age children, o r  has had an opportunity to observe school- 
age children can vouch for the fact that groups of girls and groups 
of boys interact and play in different ways. Systematic observations 
of children's play have tended to confirm these well-known differ- 
ences in the ways girls and boys learn to interact with their friends. 

In a major study of sex differences in the play of school-age 
children, for example, sociologist Janet Lever (1976) observed the 
following six differences between the play of boys and that of girls: 
(1) girls more often play indoors; (2) boys tend to play in larger 
groups; (3)  boys' play groups tend to include a wider age range of 
participants; (4) girls play in predominantly male games more often 
than vice versa; (5) boys more often play competitive games, and 
(6) girls' games tend to last a shorter period of time than boys' 
games. 

It is by examining these differences in the social organization of 
play and the accompanying differences in the patterns of social 
interaction they entail, we argue, that we can learn about the 
sources of male-female differences in patterns of language use. 
And it is these same patterns, learned in childhood and carried over 
into adulthood as the bases for patterns of single-sex friendship 
relations, we contend, that are potential sources of miscommunica- 
tion in cross-sex interaction. 

The world of girls 
Our own experience and studies such as Goodwin's (1980b) of black 
children and Lever's (1976, 1978) of white children suggest a 
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complex of features of girls' play and the speech within it. Girls 
play in small groups, most often inpairs  (Lever 1976; Eder and 
Hallinan 1978; Brooks-Gunn and Matthews 1979), and their play 
groups tend to be remarkably homogeneous in terms of age. Their 
play is often in private or semi-private settings that require partici- 
pants be invited in. Play is cooperative and activities are usually 
organized in noncompetitive ways (Lever 1976; Goodwin 1980b). 
Differentiation between girls is not made in terms of power, but 
relative closeness. Friendship is seen by girls as involving intimacy, 
equality, mutual commitment, and loyalty. The idea of 'best friend' 
is central for girls. Relationships between girls are to some extent in 
opposition to one another, and new relationships are often formed 
at the expense of old ones. As Brooks-Gunn and Matthews 
(1979:280) observe, "friendships tend to be exclusive, with a few 
girls being exceptionally close to one another. Because of this 
breakups tend to be highly emotional," and Goodwin (1980a:172) 
notes that "the non-hierarchical framework of the girls provides a 
fertile ground for rather intricate processes of alliance formation 
between equals against some other party." 

There is a basic contradiction in the structure of girls' social 
relationships. Friends are supposed to be equal and everyone is 
supposed to get along, but in fact they don't always. Conflict must 
be resolved, but a girl cannot assert social power or superiority as 
an individual to resolve it. Lever (1976), studying fifth-graders, 
found that girls simply could not deal with quarrels and that when 
conflict arose they made no attempt to settle it; the group just broke 
up. What girls learn to do  with speech is cope with the contradic- 
tion created by an ideology of equality and cooperation and a social 
reality that includes difference and conflict. As they grow up they 
learn increasingly subtle ways of balancing the conflicting pressures 
created by a female social world and a female friendship ideology. 

Basically girls learn to do  three things with words: (1) to create 
and maintain relationships of closeness and equality, (2) to criticize 
others in acceptable ways, and (3) to interpret accurately the speech 
of other girls. 

T o  a large extent friendships among girls are formed through 
talk. Girls need to  learn to give support, to recognize the speech 
rights of others, to let others speak, and to acknowledge what they 
say in order to  establish and maintain relationships of equality and 
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closeness. In activities they need to learn to create cooperation 
through speech. Goodwin (1980a) found that inclusive forms such 
as "let's," "we gonna," "we could," and "we gotta" predominated 
in task-oriented activities. Furthermore, she found that most girls in 
the group she studied made suggestions and that the other girls 
usually agreed to them. But girls also learn to exchange information 
and confidences to create and maintain relationships of closeness. 
The exchange of personal thoughts not only expresses closeness but 
mutual commitment as well. Brooks-Gunn and Matthews 
(1979:280) note of adolescent girls: 

much time is spent talking, reflecting, and sharing intimate thought. 
Loyalty is of central concern to the 12- to 14-year old girl, presumably 
because, if innermost secrets are shared, the friend may have 'dangerous 
knowledge' at her disposal. 

Friendships are not only formed through particular types of talk, 
but are ended through talk as well. As Lever (1976:4) says of 'best 
friends,' "sharing secrets binds the union together, and 'telling' the 
secrets to outsiders is symbolic of the 'break-up'." 

Secondly, girls learn to criticize and argue with other girls 
without seeming overly aggressive, without being perceived as 
either 'bossy' or 'mean,' terms girls use to evaluate one another's 
speech and actions. Bossiness, ordering others around, is not 
legitimate because it denies equality. Goodwin (1980a) points out 
that girls talked very negatively about the use of commands to 
equals, seeing it as appropriate only in role play or in unequal 
relationships such as those with younger siblings. Girls learn to 
direct things without seeming bossy, or they learn not to direct. 
While disputes are common, girls learn to phrase their arguments in 
terms of group needs and situational requirements rather than 
personal power or desire (Goodwin 1980a). Meanness is used by 
girls to describe nonlegitimate acts of exclusion, turning on some- 
one, or withholding friendship. Excluding is a frequent occurrence 
(Eder and Hallinan 1978), but girls learn over time to discourage or 
even drive away other girls in ways that don't seem to be just 
personal whim. Cutting someone is justified in terms of the target's 
failure to meet group norms and a girl often rejects another using 
speech that is seemingly supportive on the surface. Conflict and 
criticism are risky in the world of girls because they can both 
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rebound agai'nst the critic and can threaten social relationships. 
Girls learn to hide the source of criticism; they present it as coming 
from someone else or make it indirectly through a third party 
(Goodwin 1980a, 1980b). 

Finally, girls must learn to decipher the degree of closeness being 
offered by other girls, to recognize what is being withheld, and to 
recognize criticism. Girls who don't actually read these cues run the 
risk of public censure or ridicule (Goodwin 1980). Since the 
currency of closeness is the exchange of secrets which can be used 
against a girl, she must learn to read the intent and loyalty of others 
and to do so continuously, given the system of shifting alliances and 
indirect expressions of conflict. Girls must become increasingly 
sophisticated in reading the motives of others, in determining when 
clo\seness is real, when conventional, and when false, and to 
respond appropriately. They must learn who to confide in, what 
to confide, and who not to approach. Given the indirect expression 
of conflict, girls must learn to read relationships and situations 
sensitively. Learning to get things right is a fundamental skill for 
social success, if not just social survival. 

The world of boys 
Boys play in larger, more hierarchically organized groups than do 
girls. Relative status in this ever-fluctuating hierarchy is the main 
thing that boys learn to manipulate in their interactions with their 
peers. Nondominant boys are rarely excluded from play but are 
made to feel the inferiority of their status positions in no uncertain 
terms. And since hierarchies fluctuate over time and over situation, 
every boy gets his chance to be victimized and must learn to take it. 
The social world of boys is one of posturing and counterposturing. 
In this world, speech is used in three major ways: (1) to assert one's 
position of dominance, (2) to attract and maintain an audience, and 
(3) to assert oneself when other speakers have the floor. 

The use of speech for the expression of dominance is the most 
straightforward and probably the best-documented sociolinguistic 
pattern in boys' peer groups. Even ethological studies of human 
dominance patterns have made extensive use of various speech 
behaviors as indices of dominance. Richard Savin-Williams (1976), 
for example, in his study of dominance patterns among boys in a 
summer camp uses the following speech interactions as measures of 
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dominance: (1) giving of verbal commands or orders, such as "Get 
up," "Give it to me," or "You go over there"; (2) name calling and 
other forms of verbal ridicule, such as "You're a dolt"; (3) verbal 
threats or boasts of authority, such as "If you don't shut up, I'm 
gonna come over and bust your teeth in"; (4) refusals to obey 
orders; and ( 5 )  winning a verbal argument as in the sequence: "I 
was here first" 1 "Tough," or in more elaborate forms of verbal 
duelling such as the 'dozens.'2 

The same patterns of verbally asserting one's dominance and 
challenging the dominance claims of others form the central 
element in Goodwin's (1980a) observations of boys' play in Phi- 
ladelphia. What is easy to forget in thinking about this use of words 
as weapons, however, is that the most successful boy in such 
interaction is not the one who is most aggressive and uses the most 
power-wielding forms of speech, but the boy who uses these forms 
most successfully. The simple use of assertiveness and aggression in 
boys' play is the sign not of a leader but of a bully. The skillful 
speaker in a boys' group is considerably more likeable and better 
liked by his peers than is a simple bully. Social success among boys 
is based on knowing both how and when to use words to express 
power as well as knowing when not to use them. A successful leader 
will use speech to put challengers in their place and to remind 
followers periodically of their nondominant position, but will not- 
browbeat unnecessarily and will therefore gain the respect rather 
than the fear of less dominant boys. 

A second sociolinguistic aspect of friendly interaction between 
boys is using words to gain and maintain an audience. Storytelling, 
joke telling, and other narrative performance events are common 
features of the social interaction of boys. But actual transcripts of 
such storytelling events collected by Harvey Sacks (Sacks 1974; 
Jefferson 1978) and Goodwin (1980a), as opposed to stories told 
directly to interviewers, reveal a suggestive feature of storytelling 
activities among boys: audience behavior is not overtly supportive. 
The storyteller is frequently faced with mockery, challenges and 
side comments on his story. A major sociolinguistic skill which a 
boy must apparently learn in interacting with his peers is to ride out 
this series of challenges, maintain his audience, and successfully get 
to the end of his story. In Sacks's account (1974) of some teenage 
boys involved in the telling of a dirty joke, for example, the 
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narrator is challenged for his taste in jokes (an implication that he 
doesn't know a dirty joke from a non-dirty one) and for the 
potential ambiguity of his opening line "Three brothers married 
three sisters," not, as Sacks seems to imply, because audience 
members are really confused, but just to hassle the speaker. 
Through catches,3 put-downs, the building of suspense, or other 
interest-grabbing devices, the speaker learns to control his audi- 
ence. He also learns to continue when he gets no encouragement 
whatever, pausing slightly at various points for possible audience 
response but going on if there is nothing but silence. 

A final sociolinguistic skill which boys must learn from interact- 
ing with other boys is how to act as audience members in the types 
of storytelling situations just discussed. As audience member as 
well as storyteller, a boy must learn to assert himself and his 
opinions. Boys seem to respond to the storytelling of other boys not 
so much with questions on deeper implications or with minimal- 
response encouragement as with side comments and challenges. 
These are not meant primarily to interrupt, to change topic, or to 
change the direction of the narrative itself, but to assert the identity 
of the individual audience member. 

Women's speech 
The structures and strategies in women's conversation show a 
marked continuity with.the talk of girls. The key logic suggested by 
KalCik's (1975) study of women's rap groups, Hirschman's (1973) 
study of students and Abrahams's (1975) work on black women is 
that women's conversation is interactional. In friendly talk, women 
are negotiating and expressing a relationship, one that should be in 
the form of support and closeness, but which may also involve 
criticism and distance. Women orient themselves to the person they 
are talking to and expect such orientation in return. As interaction, 
conversation requires participation from those involved and back- 
and-forth movement between participants. Getting the floor is not 
seen as particularly problematic; that should come about automati- 
cally. What is problematic is getting people engaged and keeping 
them engaged- maintaining the conversation and the interaction. 

This conception of conversation leads to a number of characteris- 
tic speech strategies and gives a particular dynamic to women's 
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talk. First, women tend to use personal and inclusive pronouns, 
such as 'YOU' and 'we' (Hirschman 1973). Second, women give off 
and look for signs of engagement such as nods and minimal 
response (Kaltik 1975; Hirschman 1973). Third, women give more 
extended signs of interest and attention, such as interjecting 
comments or questions during a speaker's discourse. These some- 
times take the form of interruptions. In fact, both Hirschman 
(1973) and KalEik (1975) found that interruptions were extremely 
common, despite women's concern with politeness and decorum 
(Kali-ik 1975). KalEik (1975) comments that women often asked 
permission to speak but were concerned that each speaker be 
allowed to finish and that all present got a chance to speak. These 
interruptions were clearly not seen as attempts to grab the floor but 
as calls for elaboration and development, andwere taken as signs of 
support and interest. Fourth, women at the beginning of their 
utterances explicitly acknowledge and respond to what has been 
said by others. Fifth, women attempt to link their utterance to the 
one preceding it by building on the previous utterance or talking 
about something parallel or related to it. KalEik (1975) talks about 
strategies of tying together, filling in, and serializing as signs of 
women's desire to create continuity in conversation, and Hirschman 
(1973) describes elaboration as a key dynamic of women's talk. 

While the idiom of much of women's friendly talk is that of 
support, the elements of criticism, competition, and conflict do  
occur in it. But as with girls, these tend to take forms that fit the 
friendship idiom. Abrahams (1975) points out that while 'talking 
smart' is clearly one way women talk to women as well as to men, 
between women it tends to take a more playful form, to be more 
indirect and metaphoric in its phrasing and less prolonged than 
similar talk between men. Smartness, as he points out, puts distance 
in a relationship (Abrahams 1975). The target of criticism, whether 
present or not, is made out to be the one violating group norms and 
values (Abrahams 1975). Overt competitiveness is also disguised. As 
Kalrik (1975) points out, some stories that build on preceding ones 
are attempts to cap the original speaker, but they tend to have a 
form similar to supportive ones. It is the intent more than the form 
that differs. Intent is a central element in the concept of 'bitchiness,' 
one of women's terms for evaluating their talk, and it relates to this 
contradiction between form and intent, whether putting negative 
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messages in overtly positive forms or acting supportive face to face 
while not being so elsewhere. 

These strategies and the interactional orientation of women's 
talk give their conversation a particular dynamic. While there is 
often an unfinished quality to particular utterances. (Kali-ik 1975), 
there is a progressive development to the overall conversation. The 
conversation grows out of the interaction of its participants, rather 
than being directed by a single individual or series of individuals. In 
her very stimulating discussion, Kaltik (1975) argues that this is 
true as well for many of the narratives women tell in conversation. 
She shows how narrative "kernels" serve as conversational re- 
sources for individual women and the group as a whole. How and if 
a "kernel story" is developed by the narrator andlor audience on a 
particular occasion is a function of the conversational context from 
which it emerges (Kaltik 1975:8), and it takes very different forms 
at different tellings. Not only is the dynamic of women's conversa- 
tion one of elaboration and continuity, but the idiom of support 
can give it a distinctive tone as well. Hannerz (1969:96), for 
example, contrasts the "tone of relaxed sweetness, sometimes 
bordering on the saccharine," that characterizes approving talk 
between women, to the heated argument found among men. Kaltik 
(1975:6) even goes so far as to suggest that there is an "underlying 
esthetic or organizing principle" of "harmony" being expressed in 
women's friendly talk. 

Men's speech 
The speaking patterns of men, and of women for that matter, vary 
greatly from one North American subculture to another. As Gerry 
Philipsen (1975:13) summarizes it, "talk is not everywhere valued 
equally; nor is it anywhere valued equally in all social contexts." 
There are striking cultural variations between subcultures in 
whether men consider certain modes of speech appropriate for 
dealing with women, children, authority figures, or strangers; there 
are differences in performance rules for storytelling and joke 
telling; there are differences in the context of men's speech; and 
there are differences in the rules for distinguishing aggressive joking 
from true aggression. 



212 Daniel N. Maltz and Ruth A. Borker 

But more surprising than these differences are the apparent 
similarities across subcultures in the patterns of friendly interaction 
between men and the resemblances between these patterns and 
those observed for boys. Research reports on the speaking patterns 
of men among urban blacks (Abrahams 1976; Hannerz 1969), 
rural Newfoundlanders (Faris 1966; Bauman 1972), and urban 
blue-collar whites (Philipsen 1975; LeMasters 1975) point again 
and again to the same three features: storytelling, arguing and 
verbal posturing. 

Narratives such as jokes and stories are highly valued, especially 
when they are well performed for an audience. In Newfoundland, 
for example, Faris (1966:242) comments that "the reason 'news' is 
rarely passed between two men meeting in the road - it is simply 
not to one's advantage to relay information to such a small 
audience." Loud and aggressive argument is a second common 
feature of male-male speech. Such arguments, which may include 
shouting, wagering, name-calling, and verbal threats (Faris 
1966:245), are often, as Hannerz (1969:86) describes them, "de- 
bates over minor questions of little direct import to anyone," 
enjoyed for their own sake and not taken as signs of real conflict. 
Practical jokes, challenges, put-downs, insults, and other forms of 
verbal aggression are a third feature of men's speech, accepted as 
normal among friends. LeMasters (1975:140), for example, de- 
scribes life in a working-class tavern in the Midwest as follows: 

It seems clear that status a t  the Oasis is related to the ability to "dish it out" 
in the rapid-fire exchange called "joshing": you have to have a quick 
retort, and preferably one that puts you "one up" on your opponent. 
People who can't compete in the game lose status. 

Thus challenges rather than statements of support are a typical way 
for men to respond to the speech of other men. 

What is happening in cross-sex conversation 
What we are suggesting is that women and men have different 
cultural rules for friendly conversation and that these rules come 
into conflict when women and men attempt to talk to each other as 
friends and equals in casual conversation. We can think of at  least 
five areas, in addition to that of minimal responses already 
discussed, in which men and women probably possess different 
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conversational rules, so that miscommunication is likely to occur in 
cross-sex interaction. 

(1) There are two interpretations of the meaning of questions. 
Women seem to see questions as a part of conversational mainte- 
nance, while men seem to view them primarily as requests for 
information. 

(2) There are two conventions for beginning an utterance and 
linking it to the preceding utterance. Women's rules seem to call for 
an explicit acknowledgment of what has been said and making a 
connection to it. Men seem to have no such rule and in fact some 
male strategies call for ignoring the preceding comments. 

(3) There are different interpretations of displays of verbal 
aggressiveness. Women seem to interpret overt aggressiveness as 
personally directed, negative, and disruptive. Men seem to view it 
as one conventional organizing structure for conversational flow. 

(4) There are two understandings of topic flow and topic shift. 
The literature on storytelling in particular seems to indicate that 
men operate with a system in which topic is fairly narrowly deflned 
and adhered to until finished and in which shifts between topics are 
abrupt, while women have a system in which topic is developed 
progressively and shifts gradually. These two systems imply very 
different rules for and interpretations of side comments, with major 
potential for miscommunication. 

(5) There appear to be two different attitudes towards problem 
sharing and advice giving. Women tend to discuss problems with 
one another, sharing experiences and offering reassurances. Men, 
in contrast, tend to hear women, and other men, who present them 
with problems as making explicit requests for solutions. They 
respond by giving advice, by acting as experts, lecturing to their 
audiences.4 

Conclusions 
Our purpose in this paper has been to  present a framework for 
thinking about and tying together a number of strands in the 
analysis of differences between male and female conversational 
styles. We hope to  prove the intellectual value of this framework by 
demonstrating jts ability to do two things: to serve as a model both 
of and for sociolinguistic research. 

As a model of past research findings, the power of our approach 
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lies in its ability to suggest new explanations of previous findings on 
cross-sex communication while linking these findings to a wide 
range of other fields, including the study of language acquisition, of 
play, of friendship, of storytelling, of cross-cultural miscommunica- 
tion, and of discourse analysis. Differences in the social interaction 
patterns of boys and girls appear to be widely known but rarely 
utilized in examinations of sociolinguistic acquisition or in explana- 
tions of observed gender differences in patterns of adult speech. 
Our proposed framework should serve to link together these and 
other known facts in new ways. 

As a model for future research, we hope our framework will be 
even more promising. It suggests to us a number of potential 
research problems which remain to be investigated. Sociolinguistic 
studies of school-age children, especially studies of the use of speech 
in informal peer interaction, appear to be much rarer than studies of 
young children, although such studies may be of greater relevance 
for the understanding of adult patterns, particularly those related to 
gender. Our framework also suggests the need for many more 
studies of single-sex conversations among adults, trying to make 
more explicit some of the differences in conversational rules 
suggested by present research. Finally, the argument we have been 
making suggests a number of specific problems that appear to be 
highly promising lines for future research: 

(1) A study of the sociolinguistic socialization of 'tomboys' to 
see how they combine male and female patterns of speech and 
interaction; 

(2) An examination of the conversational patterns of lesbians 
and gay men to see how these relate to the sex-related patterns of 
the dominant culture; 

(3) An examination of the conversational patterns of the elderly 
to see to what extent speech differences persist after power 
differences have become insignificant; 

(4) A study of children's cultural concepts for talking about 
speech and the ways these shape the acquisition of speech styles (for 
example, how does the concept of 'bossiness' define a form of 
behavior which little girls must learn to recognize, then censure, 
and finally avoid?); 

. . 
(5) An examination of 'assertiveness training' programs for 

women to see whether they are really teaching women the speaking 
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skills that politically skillful men learn in boyhood or are merely 
teaching women how to act like bossy little girls or bullying little 
boys and not feel guilty about it. 

We conclude this paper by reemphasizing three of the major 
ways in which we feel that an anthropological perspective on 
culture and social organization can prove useful for further re- 
search on differences between men's and women's speech. 

First, an anthropological approach to culture and cultural rules 
forces us to reexamine the way we interpret what is going on in 
conversations. The rules for interpreting conversation are, after all, 
culturally determined. There may be more than one way of 
understanding what is happening in a particular conversation and 
we must be careful about the rules we use for interpreting cross-sex 
conversations, in which the two participants may not fully share 
their rules of conversational inference. 

Second, a concern with the relation between cultural rules and 
their social contexts leads us to think seriously about differences in 
different kinds of talk, ways of categorizing interactional situations, 
and ways in which conversational patterns may function as 
strategies for dealing with specific aspects of one's social world. 
Different types of interaction lead to different ways of speaking. 
The rules for friendly conversation between equals are different 
from those for service encounters, for flirting, for teaching, or for 
polite formal interaction. And even within the apparently uniform 
domain of friendly interaction, we argue that there are systema- 
tic differences between men and women in the way friend- 
ship is defined and thus in the conversational strategies that 
result. 

Third and finally, our analysis suggests a different way of 
thinking about the connection between the gender-related behavior 
of children and that of adults. Most discussions of sex-role 
socialization have been based on the premise that gender differ- 
ences are greatest for adults and that these adult differences are 
learned gradually throughout childhood. Our analysis, on the other 
hand, would suggest that at least some aspects of behavior are most 
strongly gender-differentiated during childhood and that adult 
patterns of friendly interaction, for example, involve learning to 
overcome at least partially some of the gender-specific cultural 
patterns typical of childhood. 


