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I'm sorry, I'm not apologizing


Tannen, Deborah. "I'm sorry, I'm not apologizing."  Jan.-Feb. 1991: 20+. Web. 15 May 2014.Executive Female


I'm Sorry, I'm Not Apologizing


Men and women speak differently, reflecting their different priorities in life--gaining respect and
independence vs. feeling connected to other people and being liked.


If women speak and hear a language of connection and intimacy, while men speak and hear a
language of status and independence, then communication between men and women can be like
cross-cultural communication, prey to a clash of conversational styles. Instead of different dialects,
it has been said they speak different genderlects.


It begins in the beginning. Research by anthropologist Marjorie Harness Goodwin and sociologist
Janet Lever confirms widely observed behaviors: Boys tend to play outside, in large groups that are
hierarchically structured. It is by giving orders and making them stick that high status is negotiated.
Another way boys achieve status is to take center stage by telling stories and jokes, and by
sidetracking or challenging the stories and jokes of others. Boys' games have winners and losers
and elaborate systems of rules that are frequently the subjects of arguments. Finally, boys are
frequently heard to boast of their skills and argue about who is best at what.


Girls, on the other hand, play in small groups or in pairs; the center of a girl's social life is a best
friend. Within the group, intimacy is key. In their most frequent games, such as jump rope and
hopscotch, everyone gets a turn. Many of their activities (such as playing house) do not have
winners or losers. And much of the time, they simply sit together and talk. Girls are not accustomed
to jockeying for status in an obvious way; they are more concerned that they be liked.


Sitting in the front seat of the car beside Harold, Sybil is fuming. They have been driving around lost
for half an hour and Harold refuses to ask for directions. Why? Because when you offer information,
the fact that you have it implies superiority.


Harold says he won't ask because anyone he asks may not know or may give him wrong directions.
Sybil believes this is unlikely, and even if it did happen they would be no worse off than now.


Part of the reason for their different approaches is that Sybil believes that a person who doesn't
know the answer will say so, because it is easy to say "I don't know." But Harold believes that
saying "I don't know" is humiliating, so people might take a wild guess.


Speaking in business meetings


At the executive committee of a fledgling professional organization, the outgoing president, Fran,
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suggested adopting the policy of having the president deliver a presidential address. To support her
proposal, she told a personal anecdote: Her cousin was president of an established professional
organization. The cousin's mother told Fran's mother her daughter was preparing her presidential
address, and she asked when Fran's presidential address would be. Fran was embarrassed to
admit to her mother that she was not giving one. This made her wonder if her organization should
emulate more established organizations.


Several men on the committee were embarrassed by Fran's reference to her personal situation and
were not convinced by her argument. It seemed to them not only irrelevant but unseemly to talk
about her mother's telephone conversations at an executive committee meeting. Fran had
approached the meeting -- a relatively public context -- as an extension of private discussion. Many
women's tendency to use personal experiences as examples, rather than abstract argumentation,
results from their orientation to language as it is used in private speaking.


Two British interaction analysts, Celia Roberts of Baling College of Higher Education and Tom Jupp
of London Education Authority, conducted a study of a faculty meeting at a secondary school in
England. They found that the women's arguments did not carry weight with their male colleagues
because the women tended to use their own experiences as evidence, or argue about the effect of
policy on individual students. The men at the meeting argued from a completely different
perspective, making categorical statements about right and wrong.


The same distinction is found in discussions at home. A man told me that he felt critical of what he
perceived as his wife's lack of logic. For example, he recalled their conversation about an article in
The New York Times claiming that today's college students are not as idealistic as students were in
the 1960s. He was inclined to accept this claim. His wife questioned it, supporting her argument
with the observation that her niece's friends were very idealistic indeed. He was scornful of her
reasoning; it was obvious to him that a single personal example is neither evidence nor
argumentation -- it's just anecdote. It did not occur to him that he was dealing with a different
system of logic, rather than a lack of logic.


The logic this woman employed made sense of the world as a more private endeavor -- observing
and integrating her personal experience and drawing connections to the experiences of others. The
logic the husband took for granted was a more public endeavor -- gathering information, conducting
a survey or devising arguments by rules of formal logic as one might in doing research.


First me, then me


I was at a dinner with faculty members from other departments in my university. To my right was a
woman who asked about my research and I explained it. Then I asked about her research and she
explained it. Finally we discussed the ways our research overlapped. Later, we branched out to
others at the table. I asked a man across from me what he did. During the next half hour, I learned a
lot about his job, his research and his background. Shortly before the dinner ended, there was a lull,
and he asked me what I did. When I said I was a linguist, he became excited and told me about a
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research project he had conducted that was related to neurolinguistics. He was still telling me about
his research when we all got up to leave the table.


H.M. Leet-Pellegrini, a Boston-area psychologist, set out to discover whether gender or expertise
determined who would behave in what she terms a "dominant" way -- for example, by talking more,
interrupting and controlling the topic. She set up pairs of women, pairs of men and mixed pairs, and
asked them to discuss the effects of television violence on children. In some cases, she made one
of the partners an expert by providing relevant factual information and time to read and assimilate it
before the video-taped discussion.


Leet-Pellegrini expected that the one who did not have expertise would spend more time offering
agreement and support to the one who did. This turned out to be true -- except in cases where a
woman was the expert talking to a nonexpert man. Observers often rated the male nonexpert as
more dominant than the female expert. In other words, the women in this experiment not only didn't
wield their expertise as power, but tried to play it down and make up for it through extra assenting
behavior. They acted as if their expertise were something to hide.


When an expert man talked to an uninformed woman, he took a controlling role in in structuring the
conversation in the beginning and the end. But when an expert man talked to an uninformed man,
he dominated in the beginning but not always in the end. In other words, having expertise was
enough to keep a man in the controlling position if he were talking to a woman, but not if he were
talking to a man. Apparently, when a woman surmised that the man she was talking to had more
information on the subject than she did, she simply accepted the reactive role. But another man,
despite a lack of information, might still give the expert a run for his money and possibly gain the
upper hand by the end.


One interpretation of the Leet-Pellegrini study is that women are getting a bum deal. They don't get
credit when it's due. And in a way, this is true. But the reason is not -- as it seems to many women --
that men are bums who seek to deny women authority. The Leet-Pellegrini study shows that many
men are inclined to jockey for status, and challenge the authority of others, when they are talking to
men, too. If this is so, then challenging a woman's authority as they would challenge a man's could
be a sign of respect and equal treatment, rather than lack of respect and discrimination. In cases
where this is so, the inequality of the treatment results not simply from the men's behavior alone but
from the differences in men's and women's styles: Most women lack experience in defending
themselves against challenges, which they misinterpret as personal attacks on their credibility.


Mutual accusations


Women may get the impression men aren't listening to them even when the men really are. This
happens because men have different habitual ways of showing they're listening. As anthropologists
Daniel Maltz and Ruth Borker explain, women are more inclined to ask questions. They also give
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more listening responses -- little words like mhm, uh-uh and yeah -- sprinkled throughout someone
else's talk, providing a running feedback loop. And they respond more positively and
enthusiastically, for example, by agreeing and laughing.


The corresponding strategies of men -- giving fewer listener responses, making statements rather
than asking questions, and challenging rather than agreeing -- can be understood as moves in a
contest by incipient speakers rather than audience members.


To a man who expects a listener to be quietly attentive, a woman giving a stream of feedback and
support will seem to be talking too much for a listener. To a woman who expects a listener to be
active and enthusiastic in showing interest, attention and support, a man who listens silently will
seem not to be listening at all.


Because of these patterns, women may get the impression that men aren't listening when they
really are. But more recently I have come to understand that men listen to women less frequently
than women listen to men, because the act of listening has different meanings for them. Some men
really don't want to listen at length because they feel it frames them as subordinate. Many women
do want to listen, but they expect it to be reciprocal -- I listen to you now; you listen to me later.
They become frustrated when they do the listening now and now, and later never comes.


Women adapt to men's norms


A professor commented on how pleasant she found it to work on all-women committees, as
compared to the mixed-gender committees she was more used to. But when she made this
observation at a mixed-gender dinner party, a man strenuously objected. He said he had noticed no
difference between all-male committees and those that included women. This man was surely
telling the truth as he experienced it, because when women and men get together they interact
according to men's, not women's, norms.


A similar point emerges from a study by Alice Deakins of William Paterson College, of the topics
that women and men talk about. Deakins did what is called an eavesdropping study: The men and
women in Deakins' study were all bank officers, meeting as equals at work, in the dining room at
lunchtime. Deakins found that when there were no women present, the men talked mostly about
business and never about people. Their next most often discussed topic was food. Another
common topic was sports and recreation. When women talked alone, their most frequent topic was
people -- not people at work so much as friends, children and partners in personal relationships.
The women discussed business next, and third, health, which included weight control.


When women and men got together, they tended to avoid the topics that each group liked best and
settled on topics of interest to both. But in discussing those topics, they followed the style of men
alone. They talked about food the way men did, focusing on the food they were eating, and about
restaurants rather than diet and health. They talked about recreation they way men did, focusing on
sports and vacations rather than exercising for diet or health, as the women did when they were
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alone. And they talked about housing in the way men did, focusing on location, property values and
commuting time rather than the way women did, focusing on the interiors of houses (for example,
layout and insulation) and what goes on among people inside houses (for example, finding cleaning
help).


"I'm sorry, I'm not apologizing"


There are many ways that women talk that make sense and are effective in conversations with
women but appear powerless and self-deprecating in conversations with men. One such pattern is
that many women seem to apologize all the time. An apology is a move that frames the apologizer
as one-down. This might seem obvious, but the following example shows that an apparent apology
may not be intended in that spirit at all.


A teacher was having trouble with a student widely known to be incorrigible. Finally, she sent the
boy to the principal's office. Later the principal approached her in the teachers' lounge and told her
the student had been suspended. The teacher replied, "I'm sorry," and the principal reassured her,
"It's not your fault." The teacher was taken aback by the principal's reassurance, because it had not
occurred to her that the student's suspension might be her fault until he said it. To her, "I'm sorry"
did not mean "I apologize;" it meant "I'm sorry to hear that." "I'm sorry" was intended to establish a
connection to the principal by implying, "I know you must feel bad about this; I do too." She was
framing herself as connected to him by similar feelings. By interpreting her words of shared feeling
as an apology, the principal introduced the notion that she might be at fault, and framed himself as
one-up, in a position to absolve her of guilt.


The continuation of this story indicates that these different points of view may be associated with
gender. When this teacher told her grown daughter about the incident, the daughter agreed that the
principal's reaction had been strange. But when she told her son and husband, they upbraided her
for apologizing when she had not been at fault. They too interpreted "I'm sorry" as an apology.


Women and men on their own terms


What is the solution, then, if women and men are talking at cross-purposes? The answer is for both
men and women to try to take each other on their own terms rather than to apply the standards of
one group to the behavior of the other. This is not a natural thing to do, because we tend to look for
a single right way of doing things. Understandably, experts are as likely to do this as anyone else:


A national audience-participation talk show featured a psychologist answering questions about
couples' relationships. A woman in the audience voiced a complaint: "My husband talks to his
mother, but he won't talk to me. If I want to know how his day was, I listen to his conversation with
his mother." The psychologist told this woman, "He probably trusts his mother more than he trusts
you."


This comment reinforced the woman's own suspicions and worst fears. And what the psychologist
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said was perfectly legitimate and reasonable -- within the framework of talk in women's friendship:
The friend to whom you talk daily, telling all the little experiences you had, is your best friend. But
how reasonable an interpretation is it from the man's point of view? I would wager that her husband
did not think he needed to do anything special to create intimacy with his wife, because he was with
her every day. But because his mother was alone, he humored her by telling her unimportant little
things that she seemed to want to hear. Although it is possible that this man trusts his mother more
than his wife, the evidence given does not warrant such a conclusion.


This therapist was judging the man's way of talking by women's standards. In a sense, the values of
therapy are those more typically associated with women's ways of talking than with men's. This may
be why a study reported in Psychiatry 86 showed that among inexperienced therapists, women do
better than men. But over time, with experience, this gender difference disappears. Eventually,
perhaps, male therapists -- and men in therapy -- learn to talk like women. This is all to the good.
Assertiveness training, on the other hand, teaches women to talk more like men, and this, too, is to
the good. Women and men would both do well to learn strategies more typically used by members
of the other group -- not to switch over entirely, but to have more strategies at their disposal.


Habitual ways of talking are hard to change. Learning to respect others' ways of talking may be a bit
easier. Men should accept that many women regard exchanging details about personal lives as a
basic ingredient of intimacy, and women should accept that many men do not share this view.
Mutual acceptance will at least prevent the pain of being told you are doing something wrong when
you are only doing things your way.


Deborah Tannen, Ph. D., is a professor of linguistics at Georgetown University.
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