




EL DISCURSO PÚBLICO DE LAS MUJERES EN LOS LIBROS DE ENSEÑANZA DEL INGLÉS 

analyses o f typical female ways o f interacting have ident i f ied features 

wh i ch can be described as cooperative, facil i- tative and "person-or ien­

ted" (Tannen, 1991) . B y contrast, male talk has been characterized as 

competit ive, argumentative and more verbal ly aggresive 2 . Women use 

interactive devices wh i ch encourage others to contribute and participate 

-i.e. m in ima l responses, facilitative quest ion tags ( H o l m e s , 1986 :1 ) - and 

s ignal that they are paying attention w h i l e men tend to compete for the 

f loor, interrupt frequently, assert their v i ews s t rong ly and differ w i t h 

others^. 

T h e r e i s some disagreement, however, about the relative amount o f 

talk that women and men contr ibute to interaction. Some researchers 

have found that w o m e n talk more than men but o thers consider i t i s 

the opposi te ( T h o m e et al, 1983 :279 -81 ) . One explanat ion that can 

account for these apparently inconsis tent resu l t s i s bearing i n m i n d the 

contexts where the interact ions take place and the di f ferent purposes 

o f the talk. 

I I / A MULTIFUNCTIONAL PERSPECTIVE ON MIXED-SEX CONVERSATION ANALYSIS 

IN ELT TEXTBOOKS 

Language i s said to have many funct ions wh ich are often s imul tane­

ous . A usefu l and w ide ly acknowledged theoretical d ist inct ion i s that 

between social, interpersonal talk on the one hand and referential or 

informat ive talk on the other (Hal l iday, 1980, 1985 ; H y m e s , 1974) . T h e 

ten dialogues imitat ing real speech out o f a corpus o f twenty- four E L T 

tex ts 4 s h o w that i n contexts where the main funct ion o f the talk i s inter­

personal or social women tend to contribute more ( texts n 2 1 1 , 12, 17, 19, 

23 ) . O n the contrary, when the most important funct ion o f the talk i s 

referential and focused on information, men often talk more ( texts n B 2, 

4, 1 1 , 12, 13, 18, 19, 20 and 23 ) . T h e s e procl iv i t ies become even more 

2. Bing and Bergvall criticize this binary model of difference stating that it overlo­
oks similarities and overlapping categories of women's and men's language, ignoring as 
well individual differences within or across groups. It is necessary to move beyond 
binary thinking because "these binary models (deficit, difference and dominance) sug­
gest dichotomies separated by clear boundaries....these boundaries can raise or maintain 
very social barriers for women and people of colour". (Bing and Bergvall, 1996:24). 

3. See West (1979:91); Poynton (1989:70) and Coates (1986:117). 
4. See appendix for corpus data. For further information about the complete cor­

pus, see Molina (1997). 
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apparent i n different contexts. Women tend to be more comfortable i n 
private, in formal contexts o f talk ( texts 6, 10) whereas men are gene­
ra l ly more w i l l i n g than women to contribute i n more publ ic contexts 
(text 4, 7). General ly speaking, women are most comfortable ta lk ing 
one-to-one or i n smal l groups and they are more concerned w i t h affec­
tive or social meaning than men. Men, on the other hand, are presented 
more at ease w i t h referential o r informat ion-or iented talk i n E L T dialo­
gues. Clearly, these are broad general izat ions and it i s a lways poss ib le to 
f ind exceptions but they are he lp fu l background i n t ry ing to account for 
the differential contr ibut ion to talk by women and men i n several E L T 
contexts. Apart f r om learning the morphosyntactic and lexical i tems, the 
female E L T student i s also l i k e l y to adopt th is stereotyped conversatio­
nal sty le wh i l e facing a real l i fe conversation. 

I n th is paper, a sample o f talk (text eighteen o f corpus) that takes 
place i n a formal context between a journa l is t , Cathy Edwards and her 
boss , M r Eastwood w i l l be analyzed f rom a language and gender pers­
pective, examin ing both the social and referential funct ion and the imp l i ­
cations for the woman participant i n particular. I n the referential func­
t ion, attention w i l l be paid to two typical male talk strategies i n exp lo­
ratory talk and contrast them w i t h Cathy's contr ibut ions. F ina l l y , i t w i l l 
be revealed i n the social funct ion that there i s an asymmetrical rela­
t i onsh ip between the male and female speaker i n th is particular interac­
t ion. 

I l l - C A S E S T U D Y : M O O N D O W N 5 

"Now, Cathy, what's the problem? What's this letter that y o u want to talk 
to me about?" 
"Here it is. You see...it's about M o o n d o w n p o w e r station. I think. ." 
"Just be quiet for a moment , Cathy. Give me a chance to read it, please". 
"Sorry, Mr Eastwood". 
"Mmm.. .very interesting. What d o y o u want to d o about it?. 
"I'd l ike to wri te an article about it. I'd l ike to go to M o o n d o w n and ask 
a few questions". 

5. This dialogue comes from Mode SB2, page 32 by Radley and Millerchip. See 
bibliography. 
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"Well, Cathy, y o u k n o w very w e l l w e can't d o that. H o w d o w e k n o w this 
letter is genuine?. It c o u l d be some madman t ry ing to cause trouble. We 
can't risk it". 
"Why not?" 
"Can y o u imagine the reaction of the director o f the p o w e r station? He'd 
sue us for every penny we've got". 
"I suppose you're right". 
"Of course I 'm right. I've been in this business a l o n g t ime, Cathy. I can't 
take risks l ike that". 
"Well, w h y can't w e publ ish the letter o n the Readers' Letters page? 
"Mmm... . I suppose w e could" . 
"Oh, go o n , Mr Eastwood. I'm sure the letter is genuine!" 
"All r ight, Cathy. You can put it in the Reader's Letters section o n Friday. 
But i f there's any t rouble , you're responsible!" 
"Thanks, Mr Eastwood. A n d can I go to M o o n d o w n and ask some ques­
tions?" 
"Definitely, not, Cathy. We don't want any t rouble w i t h M o o n d o w n " 
"All r ight, Mr Eastwood. A n d thanks again". 

A l t h o u g h at f i rst s igh t i t seems a p e r f e c t l y o r d i n a r y c o n v e r s a t i o n 
t a k i n g p l a c e at a j o b s e t t i n g , a c a r e f u l s t u d y suggests tha t M r E a s t w o o d ' s 
t u r n s are l o n g e r t h a n Cathy 's : h e uses 148 w o r d s o u t o f t h e 2 3 1 c o n v e r ­
s a t i o n w o r d s a n d C a t h y t h e r e m a i n i n g 83 . 

B e a r i n g i n m i n d t h e fact tha t h e speaks more, I sha l l d e a l n o w w i t h 
t h e d e v i c e s M r E a s t w o o d enacts t o exerc ise c o n t r o l a n d c o n s t r a i n t h e 
c o n t r i b u t i o n s o f t h e less p o w e r f u l p a r t i c i p a n t . 

T h i s c o n v e r s a t i o n is a s e m i - f o r m a l e x c h a n g e w i t h a r e l a t i v e l y h i g h 
i n f o r m a t i o n c o n t e n t b e t w e e n the e d i t o r o f t h e n e w s p a p e r Westfield 

Gazette a n d t h e j o u r n a l i s t C a t h y E d w a r d s . B o t h are d i s c u s s i n g w h a t t o 
d o w i t h t h e le t ter C a t h y has r e c e i v e d a b o u t M o o n d o w n p o w e r s t a t i o n . 
T h i s d i a l o g u e , w h o s e p r i m a r y f u n c t i o n is u n d o u b t e d l y r e f e r e n t i a l , c a n b e 
c lass i f i ed as " e x p l o r a t o r y t a lk" 

( B a r n e s , 1976 :28) . E x p l o r a t o r y t a l k is d e f i n e d as t a l k tha t a l l o w s p e o ­
p l e t o e x p l o r e a n d d e v e l o p t h e i r ideas t h r o u g h t h e j o i n t n e g o t i a t i o n o f 
m e a n i n g . T h i s t y p e o f t a l k is a c o g n i t i v e l y v a l u a b l e m e a n s o f t h i n k i n g 
t h r o u g h t h e i m p l i c a t i o n o f p r o p o s a l o n w h i c h d e c i s i o n s f o r f u t u r e a c t i o n 
c a n b e b a s e d . 

H i g h q u a l i t y e x p l o r a t o r y t a l k is sa id t o b e a n essent ia l ly c o l l a b o r a t i ­
v e e n t e r p r i s e . N e v e r t h e l e s s , M r E a s t w o o d uses c e r t a i n t a l k strategies 
g e n e r a l l y m o r e t y p i c a l o f m a l e i n t e r a c t i o n ( B a r n e s a n d T o d d , 1977 :72) 

w h i c h resu l t i n less e f f e c t i v e d i s c u s s i o n . T h e s e t a l k strategies are b a s i ­
c a l l y t w o : 
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a) rejecting and disagreeing w i t h o ther participants contribu­
t ions 

"Wel l 6 , Cathy y o u k n o w very w e l l w e can't do that"(Mr Eastwood's four th 
turn) . 
"Def in i te ly 7 not Cathy" (Mr Eastwood's last turn) . 

b) Interrupting and belittl ing 

Cathy-....it's about M o o n d o w n p o w e r station. I think. . . ." 
Mr Eastwood- Just be quiet for a moment , Cathy. Give me a chance to 
read it". 

M r Eastwood s h o w s w i t h th i s deep in te r rup t ion 8 a typical male beha­
v iou r wh ich tends to break of f women 's contr ibut ions to ta lk 9 . T h i s inte­
r rup t ion p l us the two m in ima l responses f r om M r Eastwood (" M m m 
...very in terest ing/ M m m . . . . I suppose we could") are considered by 
Z i m m e r m a n and West (emphasis m ine ) : 

an assertion of the right to control the topic reminiscent o f adul t -chi ld 
conversations where in most instances the chi ldren has restricted rights 
to speak and be listened to. (Z immerman and West, 1975:124). 

SOCIAL F U N C T I O N 

T h e interpersonal funct ion reveals an asymmetrical re la t ionship bet­
ween the two participants. Several l ingu is t ic st ructures back up th i s 
assumpt ion. I n the f i r s t place, Cathy behaves l i ke a "compliant actor" 

6. Schiffrin (1987:102-3) indicates how the discourse marker well is used to initia­
te turns which show disagreement with former coherence choices: "Well is a response 
marker which anchors its user in an interaction when an upcoming contribution is not 
fully consonant with prior coherence options". 

7. "Definitely is a content disjunct which signals the speaker's comment on the 
content of what s/he is saying expressing convinction as a direct claim" (Quirk et al. 
1985:620). 

8. "Deep interruptions are defined as instances of simultaneous speech that invol­
ve deep intrusions into the internal structure of speaker's utterances. By d e e p I mean 
more than two syllables away from the terminal boundaries of a possibly complete utte­
rance (a word, a phrase, clause or sentence depending on its context)". (West, 1979:82). 

9. "There is a marked asymmetry between males and females with respect to inte­
rruption". (West, 1979:17). 
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(Fa i rc lough, 1989:126) w h e n Mr E a s t w o o d asks h e r expl ic t ly t o b e qu ie t 
in his s e c o n d tu rn b y u s i n g a n impera t ive form. S o m e of his dec la ra t ive 
s e n t e n c e s a l so h a v e t h e i l locutive force of c o m m a n d s ("Definitely not , 
Cathy. We d o n ' t w a n t a n y t r oub l e w i th M o o n d o w n " ) . Second ly , vocat i ­
ves s h o w that Mr E a s t w o o d u s e s Cathy ' s first n a m e o n l y w h e r e a s s h e 
m a k e s u s e of title p l u s last n a m e four t imes ( tu rns 2, 7, 8, 9) . Bo th c o m ­
m a n d s a n d voca t ives cor re la te w i t h t h e p r a g m a t i c p r e s u p p o s i t i o n tha t h e 
is social ly s u p e r i o r to Cathy. 

In add i t ion to this, Cathy asks most of the questions w h i c h a re r ep l i ed 
b y t h e par t i c ipan t w h o h a s go t t h e p o w e r to a n s w e r t h e m , t h e ed i to r of 
t h e n e w s p a p e r . Bes ides , h e d i sp lays his au thor i ty o v e r Ca thy u s i n g t h e 
m o d a l v e r b c a n 1 0 t o g ran t his pe rmis s ion : "All right, Cathy y o u c a n p u t 
it in t h e Reader ' s Letters sect ion" . O t h e r u t t e r ances w i t h c a n ("I can't risk 
i t / I can't t ake risks l ike that") ind ica te h o w Mr E a s t w o o d m a k e s ve ry 
asser t ive s t a t e m e n t s w h i c h offer a transparent ve r s ion of reality, w h i c h 
d o n o t r equ i r e a n y further in te rp re ta t ion f rom t h e hearer . There fo re , 
Ca thy is in a ve ry difficult pos i t i on i n d e e d to reject t h e m overt ly . 

Last b u t no t least, t w o o t h e r facts s h o w that Cathy b e h a v e s l ike a 
c lose s u b o r d i n a t e . First, s h e u s e s polite forms l ike "sorry" ( tu rn 2), 
" thanks" ( tu rns 8 a n d 9) a n d s e c o n d , s h e u s e s t h e softening connective 
(Crystal a n d Davy, 1975: 96) y o u see (" H e r e it is. You see.. .it 's a b o u t 
M o o n d o w n p o w e r s ta t ion) to m a k e s u r e h e r b o s s will p a y a t ten t ion . 

IV/ C O N C L U S I O N A N D T H R E E POSSIBLE STRATEGIES F O R C H A N G E 

T h e fo rmer ca se s t u d y analysis h a s a t t e m p t e d to d e m o n s t r a t e h o w 
s o m e sexist ideo logica l v i e w s of t h e ro le of w o m e n in o u r soc ie ty -
w o m e n less asser t ive a n d ta lkat ive in pub l i c s p e e c h , m o r e po l i t e a n d 
w i th a l o w e r social s ta tus t h a n m e n - still s h a p e c o n v e r s a t i o n s "for lear­
n i n g English" w h e r e w o m e n d o no t usua l ly ge t their fair s h a r e of t h e tal­
k ing t ime in pub l i c o r formal con tex t s , d e s p i t e t h e severa l g u i d e l i n e s 
i s sued b y British a n d Amer i can ELt p u b l i s h e r s w h o s e a i m is t o a v o i d a 
b i a sed r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of w o m e n . This m e a n s t h e females h a v e less 
acces s to po ten t ia l ly s t a t u s - e n h a n c i n g talk. It a l so m e a n s t h e resu l t ing 

10. Fairclough (1989:126-7) calls this type of modality relational modality. It is 
when one participant shows his/her authority with other participants. 

The study of modality is interesting from an ideological point of view as an utte­
rance can indicate explictly or not who has got the authority and the power relations 
among the interactants. See Fowler (1991); Hodge and Kress (1993). 
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t a l k d o e s n o t b e n e f i t f r o m t h e i r i n p u t as m u c h as it c o u l d . H o w m i g h t 
o n e c h a n g e this?. 

I c o n c l u d e m e r e l y s k e t c h i n g just t h r e e p r a c t i c a l s u g g e s t i o n s f o r 
i n c r e a s i n g w o m e n p a r t i c i p a n t s ' share o f t a l k i n g t i m e i n f o r m a l c o n t e x t s 
i n ELT t e x t b o o k s : 

1) E L T authors and publishers can show w o m e n w i l l i n g to contr ibute to 
publ ic speaking and w h o are not afraid o f indicat ing clearly they want to 
d o so. 

2) Show conf ident w o m e n w h o are able to challenge interrupt ions. In 
other words , w o m e n w h o d o not give u p the f loor unt i l they have f inis­
hed what they want to say. 

3) A 50/50 male/female split can be a imed at in cross-sex dialogues w i t h 
referential funct ion. 

APPENDIX: CORPUS DATA 

TEXT TITLE ELT TEXTBOOK 

2 Dialogue at the students' common room New Generations 2 

4 Jackie's surprise Hotline Elementary 

7 She doesn't like interviews Grapevine 1 

12 You can say that again Cambridge Eng. Course 1 

13 Trouble at the hotel Opening Strategies 

17 Jealousy Mode 1 

18 Moondown Mode 2 

19 The Bighead 2 Mode 3 

20 Could you ring Japan? English for the 90's 1 

23 Janet's story On the Line 3 
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