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Comparing Language and Social 
lnteraction 

David Boromisza-Habashi and Susana Martfnez-Guillem 

Put broadly, the central concern of language and social interaction scholars is how interlocu
tors make sense to one another by means of particular acts of communication in the context of 
observable, situated interaction. In his discussion of language and social interaction as subject 
matter Sanders (2005) writes: "That people succeed far more often than not in saying things that 
are coherent entails that they make them coherent by speaking in such a way, at such junctures, 
to and among such people, as to make their meaning recoverable" (p. 3). Interlocutors' apparent 
success at communicating implies, language and social interaction scholars agree, that (1) they 
have a set of interactional resources (morphe111es, syntactic structures, adjacency pairs, discursive 
fonns, etc.) at their disposal that they can use to engage in observable interaction in meaningful 
ways; that (2) the meaning of a given interactional resource is constituted by its functionality in 
the specific moment of its use; that (3) the 111eaningful use of interactional reso11rces has a sys
tematic basis; and that ( 4) meaningful interaction requires the cooperation or joint action of all 
interlocutors involved in any interactional moment. It should be noted that language and social 
interaction scholars are equally interested in interlocutors' successes and failures at achieving 
meaningful interaction. 

FOUNDATIONS 

Communication scholars who identify with the language and social interaction research program 
align themselves with a variety of research traditions. As a result, in their analysis of social in
teraction they tend to focus on different functions of interactional resources-in-use and identify 
different systematic bases of meaningfulness. According to Sanders and Fitch (2005), language 
and social interaction is best seen as a multidisciplinary confederation of five subfields: language 
pragmatics, conversation analysis, languages and social psychology, discourse analysis, and eth
nography of communication. Language pragmatics is primarily concerned with the linguistic 
and cognitive conditions under which utterances acquire functionality in particular interactional 
situations. Conversation analysis is interested in how speakers produce task-oriented, purposive, 
ordinary conversation by constructing turns at talk that respond to previous turns and antici
pate subsequent ones, and how and to what extent certain institutions place constraints on such 
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ordinary conversation. The fonnation of attitudes toward interlocutors in the process of social 
interaction and the consequences of those attitL1des for social interaction is the main concern of 
language and social psychology. The ethnography of communication looks at the ways in which 
particular speech communities make use of shared cultural resources and how those resources 
constitu_te l _ocally �eaningful expressive systems. Finally, discourse analysis comprises language 
and socוal 1nteract1on work that does not fit neatly into the other four subfields. Simply put, dis
course analysis "includes any strand of research not named above that records and transcribes 
segments of interaction and then interprets and analyzes excerpts of talk and text as the central 
means to build its arguments" (Tracy & Haspel, 2004, p. 795). 

Our aim in this chapter is to discuss the significant role comparative research can play in the 
language and social interaction research program. We start by arguing that the function langL1age 
and social interaction subfields assign to comparative research can be located between two ends 
of a spectrum. At one end, language and social interaction scholars use comparative analysis to 
sustain or challenge universal claims about the functions of particular interactional resources. In 
this kind of work, comparative research plays a ['oו·rective role in that its primary function is to 
calibrate the scope of claims made about resources, their use and the systematic basis of that use 
in social interaction. At the other end we locate research that explicitly identifies comparative 
work as the very articulation of its intellectual commitments, and is designed to invite further 
comparative reftection. Here, comparative research plays a constitutive role in that comparative 
analysis is at once the chief means and end of the research agenda. 

� a correc�ive capacity, comparative language and social interaction research tests the scope 
of un1versal cla1ms about social interaction in particular institutional or cultural contexts. A clas
sic exan1ple of such work is Godard's (1977) study of the difference between U.S. American 
and French phone call openings. Godard argL1es that conversation analysts fail to capture the full 
meaning of a simple "Hello?" or "Allo?" at the beginning of a phone conversation if they do not 
take into account the culturally specific interpretive frames speakers use to make sense of these 
conversations. Whereas for an American caller "Hello'?' signals availability for conversation, 
Godard argues that the French "Allo'?" indicates the answerer's willingness to be interrupted in 
the middle of their ongoing task by the caller. Zimmennan (1999) provides a useful discussion 
of the analytic potential of this type of comparative research in language and social interaction 
scholarship. In its constitutive capacity comparative research begins with the acknowledgment 
of the diversity of interactional functions and contexts, and then seeks to explain how the use 
of particular interactional resources and the particular contexts of their use render one another 
meaningfL1l. Frake's (1980) ethnographic study of "asking for a drink" among the Subanun of 
Mindanao within the framework of social events featuring drinking perfonns this kind of com
parative analysis. To summarize: whereas comparative language and social interaction research 
in a corrective mode asks, "Do our claims about this interactional phenomenon hold up in a 
variety of socio-cultL1ral contexts?" constitutive comparative research asks, "What does the ac
complishment of an interactional phenomenon teach us about the socio-cultural context in which 
it is accomplished, and how does the context serve as the basis of that accomplishment?" 

As members of a theoretically and methodologically diverse confederation of subdisci
plines, language and social interaction scholars often find themselves disagreeing about how 
social interaction should be studied. In order to capture the comparative potential of language 
and social interaction we decided to focus on the ethnography of communication, a subfield 
that demonstrates the full spectrum of comparative approaches, instead of representing the full 
r�nge of often confticting approaches to comparative scholarship in language and social interac
t1on. In the following section we use comparative research in the ethnography of communication 
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tradition to demonstrate language and social interaction's
_ 
comp�ati:e potential i_n greater detail . 

We conclude this section with a brief sketch of comparat1ve stud1es 1n the other tour subfields of 
lanauage and social interaction. . . 

 In conversation analysis, explicitly comparative research 1s a relat1vely new ס
_
development. 

The first volume of conversation analytic scholarship dedicated fully to comparat1v� study was 
published only recently (Sidnell, 2009a; see Enfiel� & Stiver�, 200�; Luke & Pa�l_1dou, 2002, 
as edited volumes containing comparative conversat1on analyt1c stud1�s). Co�ver�at�on analysts 
demonstrate how speakers of particular languages rely on locally ava1lable l1�gu1st1c resources 
to deal with universally relevant, generic types of conversational trouble (S1dnell, 200�b ). In 
an exceptionally ambitious project, Fox et al. (2009) compare how s�me-t�m. self-repa1rs 

_
are 

accomplished in seven languages (Bikol, Sochiapam Chinantec, Engl1sh, F1nn1sh,
_ �

ndones1�, 
Japanese, and Mandarin). Schegloff (�009) calls att�nt!on to conve�sati?n. analys1s s 

_
potent1� 

for comparison across various turn-tak1ng systems w1th1n the same l1ngu1_st1c commu111ty (ord_1-
nary conversation vs. conversation in organizational settings), across vanous data type

_
s 

_
(aud10 

vs. video), across age groups and among groups featuring particular numb�rs of part�c_וpants. 
Currently in language pragmatics, most pragmaticians tend to pursue studies 1n the trad1tוons of 
speech act theory (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969, 1979; Vanderveken, 1990/1 

_
991), rele�ance the�ry 

(Grice, 1989; Sperber & Wilson, 1986; Wilson & Sperber, 2004 ), a _t�eory 1nt�res�ed 1n the soc10-
psychological dynamics of relevance, or the theory of presuppos1t1ons, wh1ch וnt�rrogates the 
relationship between grammatical structure and intended meaning (Atlas, 2004; Lev1nson, 1983). 
From among these three traditions, scholarship on speech acts has generated a vast amount of 
cross-linguistic and cross-cultural comparative studies (e.g., Blum-Kulka, 1982; Blum-Kulk�, 
House, & Kasper, 1989; Brown & Levinson, 1987; Cohen, 2005; Craw�haw, Culpeper, & Hai:1-
son, 2010; Egner, 2006; Eslami, 2005; Kasper & Blum-Kulka, 1993; Og1em1ann, 2008; Olshtain 
& Cohen, 1989; Wierzbicka, 1985, 1991). An intellectual cousin of speech act th�ory call

_
ed po

liteness theory often attracts scholarly criticism based on the comparative analys1s ס� pol1teness 
practices (see Tracy, 2008). The bulk of comparative studies wit�in language and soc�al psych?l· 
ogy stems from Giles's influential communication accom�odat1on theory 

_
(CAT� (G1les & W1e

mann, 1987). This type of research takes identity-mainly 1n tem1s of ethn1c, nat1on�I, or g�nder 

affiliation-as its unit of comparison in order to explore the effects that intergroup 1nteract1onal 
contact has on communication and the ways in which perceived differences and similarit!e� :e
late to attitude fom1ation towards the "other." The studies usually concentrate on how d1v1s1ve 
boundaries are maintained through language, and they either provide evidence for CAT's initial 
hypotheses ( e.g., Jones, Gallois , Barker, & Callan, 1994; Jones, Gallois, 

_
Callan, & Barker, 1999; 

Hung Ng & He, 2004) or develop what they perceive as weaker areas �n the theory (Fowler & 
Soliz, 2010; Llamas, Watt, & Johnson, 2009; Namy, Nygaard, & Sauerteig,_ 2002; Pume�l, 200_9). 
Comparative research in discourse analysis has been mainly concemed w1th the ways 1n :"h1ch 
specific ideologies relate to discursive practices across national contexts. "'Yhereas some of th�se 

studies are meant to highlight the transnational character of systems of bel1efs, others emphasize 
the necessity to look at the specific shapes that a particular discourse takes in a giv�� cultural 
environment. An especially important area of inquiry within the search for commonal1t1es across 
countries has been the critical study of racism and the different discursive practices through 
which it is communicated (e.g., Reisigl & Wodak, 2001: van Dijk, 1993, 2005; Wodak � Reisi_gl, 
2001; Wodak & van Dijk, 2000). Some representative examples of the emphasis on d1scurs�ve 

differences across national contexts include Heinz, Cheng, and lnizuka (2007), Menard-Warw1ck 
(2009), Fetscher (2009), Pounds (2010), Murata (2007), and Torck (2001). 
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COMPARATIVE LANG UAGE AND SOCIAL INTERACTION RESEARCH 
IN THE CONSTITUTIVE AND CORRECTIVE MO DE: 

THE ETHNOGRA PHY OF COMMUNICATION 

137 

Comparative work done in the five language and social interaction subfields can be located at 
various points between the two ends of the corrective-constitutive spectrum. In order to illustrate the full potential of comparative research within language and social interaction we focus on the subfield that does not only declare comparative research as a central tenet of its research agenda but also assigns the widest spectrum of functions to comparative research: the ethnography of communication. As we den1onstrate below in our discussion of the ethnography of communication's historical roots, although ethnographers of communication lean strongly toward the constitutive end, they also find value in, and practice, comparative research in the corrective mode. 

Dell Hymes is generally credited with laying the intellectual foundations of the ethnography of communication. Hymes (1972) introduces the idea of speech community as the basic unit of analysis for the ethnographer with an interest in social interaction. He defines a speech community as "a community sharing rules for the conduct and interpretation of speech, and rules for the interpretation of at least one linguistic variety" (p. 54). Hymes's focus on speech communities follows, in a large part, from his critique of Sapir and Whorf's linguistic relativity theory which suggests that cultural variation in grammatical structure brings about variation in ontological and epistemological assumptions among social groups. Hymes (1973) suggests that there is a more fundamental type of linguistic relativity underlying the relativity of linguistic structure : the relativity of functio11s that linguistic resources acquire in the day-to-day life of a given social group. Hymes argues that Sapir and Whorf fail to take into account that the grammatical structure of a language is firmly anchored in, and is the product of, the pattemed ways communal members use language to take care of the business of everyday life. The description and analysis of these patterned ways of speaking allow the ethnographic researcher to fom1ulate local ways of speaking (Hymes, 1974). "Ways of speaking" is an analytic construct designed to capture not only locally available linguistic resources and the styles ot' their use but also the cultural basis of that use, the community's "orientations towards persons, roles, statuses, rights and duties, deference and demeanor" (Hymes, 1973, p. 75). 
For Hymes, the notions of the functional relativity of linguistic resources and the interaction between language and social life suggest the necessity of the comparative study of language use across speech communities. In his 1972 essay Hymes argues that the ethnography of communication's task is to classit'y and compare the social functions of interactional resources, within and across speech communities, in order to gain an increasingly nuanced understanding of how and to what extent language use can serve the purpose of participation in social life. The ethnography of communication's vision of comparative research, thus, has one eye on the particular (the functionality of a given interactional resource or resources in a given speech community) and one on the universal (gradually accumulating knowledge about the life of language in society). But Hymes and subsequent developers of the ethnography of communication's research program leave little doubt that, at least at the present historical juncture, their research emphasis falls on understanding the particular instead of universal claims. As Carbaugh ( 1991) explains, the ethnography of communication's primary interest lies in "understanding communication practices sui generis, on their own terms, and as they are variously lived in various places" (p. 341 ). Stewart and Philipsen ( 1984) instruct that the ethnography of communication is committed primarily to the description of situated interaction and only secondarily to theorizing universals. Hymes 
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encourages his readers to ask the following question in response to charges that ethnography does 
not yield "generalizable" results: "Whose power is hurt if the pretense of theoretically generaliz
able results is stripped away?" (1980, p. xii). 

To avoid the וnisunderstanding of the ethnography of communication's stance toward uni
versal claims, we reiterate: The ethnography of communication has a clearly stated interest in 
theorizing the functionality of linguistic resources beyond particular contexts. Comparative work 
in the corrective mode is not foreign to the ethnography of communication's commitments. Hy
mes (1980) writes that the ethnographic study of a linguistic resource necessitates familiarity 
with '"accumulated comparative knowledge" (p. 96) about that resource. Carbaugh and Hastings 
(1992) maintain that ethnography of communication research routinely engages existing com
munication activity theories in order to make sense of local cultural practices and uses findings 
to affirm, criticize, or expand those theories. For example, Chen ( 1990/1991) and Katriel (2004} 
successfully challenge soוne of Brown and Levinson's (1987) claims about the universal proper
ties of politeness practices in the light of ethnographies conducted, respectively, in Chinese and 
Israeli contexts. 

THE CULTURAL VIEW OF SILENCE IN INTERACTION 

In what follows we illustrate the state ot. the art in comparative studies within language and social 
interaction by concentrating on a specific area of research: studies of silence in the ethnography 
of communication tradition. As our review will show, the coוnparative impulse within this ap� 
proach has Jed to ren1arkable insights on the meanings, functions, and effects of silence as a com
municative practice. Ethnographic research on the functions and meanings of silence constitutes 
one ot· the וnost significant contributions ot· the ethnography of communication to the growing 
body of language and social interaction research. The ethnography of comrnunication success
fully challenges the doוninant reductionist Western view ot· silence as the suspension ot· speech 
by demonstrating the relativity ot· silence's function across various speech coוnmunities, in the 
West and elsewhere. 

The groundbreaking work of Basso (1972), Saville-Troike (1985), and Braithwaite (1990) 
deוnonstrated that by contrasting mainstreaוn Westem uses and interpretations of silence with more 
marginal, Jess explored practices of the purposive withholding or avoidance of speaking research
ers and readers could gain valuable knowledge about various linguistic and cultural worldviews. 
This research opened the door for וnany other comparative studies that continued-and contin
ue-to explore the differences and similarities in the uses of silence across cultures. Thus, anthro
pological methodologies that investigated alternative understandings of silence (and of speaking) 
(Basso, 1972; Pratt & Wieder, 1993) have been joined by communication approaches that focus 
on describing and interpreting intercultural encounters and the וnisunderstandings that can arise 
in their course (Carbaugh, 2005; Coutu, 2008). Researchers have also explored the inוplications 
of ethnocentric interpretations of silence for minorities (Scollon & Scollon, 1981) although tס a 
lesser degree, and only recently have we started to see soוne work at the intersections between 
ethnography and more macro-oriented approaches. This latter line of work introduces a וnuch 
needed critical perspective froוn which to explore the implications of silence for the perpetuation 
of inequalities (Covarrubias, 2008). Below we discuss what we see as the overarching themes 
informing these different trends in the study of silence within the ethnography of communication. 

The first basic premise of ethnographic study of silence has been a reaction against the lack 
ot· attention this practice had historically received in the study ot" communication. Thus, scholars 
in this tradition have pointed out that silence had been systeוnatically conceptualized as the lack 
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of spee�h (Acheson: �008; Saville-Troike, 1985; Scollon, 1985) which iוnplies lack of meaning. 
The arbוtrary oppos1t1on between the spoken word and its absence-where the f"ormer would be 

seen as communicative and the latter would not-has been rejected by ethnographers of comrnu
nication on the basis of observation and detailed interpretations of the meanings of silence as they 
are en�cte_d across speech co�וnunities (Braithwaite, 1990; Carbaugh, 1999; Carbaugh, Berry, & 
Nurm1k�--Berry, �00�). A p�nוary merit, then, of comparative work on silence within language 

and socוal 1nteract1on 1s that 1t has led to the (re)discovery of silence as a rich comוnunicative 

practice ?Y �nוphasizing the need to account for the functionality of not speaking in a variety ot· 
commun1cat1ve events. 

The second conוmon driving force in the study of silence within the ethnography of comrnu
nication is the endorsement and extension of Hynוes 's ( 1972) leitmotit. that "one huוnan group's 
theories of speaking can be best isolated by contrast with those of another" (p. 36). This has placed 
the ethnography of communication in a unique position from which to approach the study of si
lence. Thus, different "theories of silence" have emerged from different cultural positions-those 

of the participants-as alternatives to the better known Westem understandings of this practice, 
showing how the meaning of silence may vary from one speech comrnunity to another. Following 
the approach to culture set in the works by Hymes (1962) and Philipsen (1992; see also Carbaugh, 
1995), researchers have concentrated on understanding the וneanings of silence in order to better 
describe the communicative particularities of a cultural group. Silence, in this view, constitutes 
an in1portant part of the unique system ot· symbols and וneanings in a comrnunity as a distinctive 

cultural entity. The coוnparative task of ethnographic research on silence has been to describe and 
understand these unique pattems of silence within a comrnunity, to be able to explain what these 
pattems mean for the individuals who experience a particular shared identity and to point out how 
these meanings differ froוn those prevalent in other speech comrnunities. 

_The third shared concem in the ethnographic literature on silence is the managing 0t· the 

tens1on between the coוnmitment to capturing difference (the functional variation of Iinguistic 
resources within and across speech communities) and the concomitant desire to highlight simi
]ari�ies (that is, similarities of t"unction, use, and cultural basis of use). These two seemingly op
posוng goals exist in a dialectical relationship: differences can be productively used to elucidate 

similarities, and similarities can serve as the background against which differences appear (Agar, 
1_994a, ch. 5). Even though the ethnography ot· communication, in general, refrains froוn predic
tוon or generalization about interactional practices as its ultiוnate goal, our review also shows 
that this type סf research consistently relies on transcultural theories of interaction in order to 
��ke valid claims about how cultures, and the uses of silence in them, differ. That being said, it 
1s 1mportant to emphasize here that studies on silence within the ethnography of comrnunication 
tra�ition have been וnainly driven by an impulse to show how silence's meaning, function, and 
soc1al cסnsequentiality may vary across cultural contexts. Researchers' main goal has been to 
emphasi�e cultural differences although, in the process, similarities within a particular speech 
commun1ty have been stressed in order to set the bases for meaningt"ul coוnparison (Carbaugh, 
2?05). Further, critical scholars working in the ethnography of coוnmunication tradition recog
ruze that claims to universality are usually made about the interactional practices of non-Westem 
cultures. Covarrubias (2007) calls for caution in making universal claiוns as such claims can Jead 
to, or expose, Eurocentric bias in comוnunication theories and research. The main cסnsequence 

of Such bias is the construction of a unified, undifferentiated "Other," positioned as existing in 
contrast to the dominant Westem practices. 

Two studies in particular have looked for commonalities across וnultiple cultures in or
der to find more solid evidence for their claiוns. Basso (1972) pointed out the need for more 

cross-cultural studies on silence in order to discern whether his general hypothesis that "[t]he 



140 DAVID BOROMISZA-HABASHI AND SUSANA MARTINEZ-GUILLEM 

critical factor for the Apache's decision to speak or keep s�lent seems always to be th� nat�re 

of his relationships to other people" (p. 306) could be appl1cab_Ie to other �ultures.
"
Bra1thwa1te 

(1990) followed up on Basso's suggestion and tested whether hוs hypothesוs coul� acc�unt for 

behavior across cultures" (p. 322). Braithwaite concluded that, as a general rule, s1l�nce 1n com-

unication served the function of providing protection against outsiders. These studוes managed m . h 
the intellectual tension between generalizing and particularizing claims by pointוng out t at the 

local applications of such universal principles may differ across cultures ( Braithwaite, 1�90). 

Let us now tum to the review of these and other findings regarding the forms, meanוngs and 

implications of silence across cultures in greater detail. Basso's work broke new ground in the 

study of silence by focusing on some uses of this practice among the W�stem Ap�che_ of �ast

central Arizona. Drawing on ethnoscience and sociolinguistics, he descnbed certaוn s1tuat1ons 

in which silence was used, to then offer an explanation of the interpretation and value of these 

uses within this Native American speech community. Basso set out to uncover and understand 

what kinds of cultural codes were active when the Westem Apache engaged in particular com

municative practices and to explain how these could violate mainstream American expectations. 

Based on his observations, he constructed a taxonomy of situations in which Apaches could be 

expected "to give up on words" (p. 307), offering native explanations for why 
_
silence wa

_
s pre

ferred on these occasions. His analysis led him to conclude that "[t]he underlyוng determ1nants 

of silence [ were] in each case basically the same" (p. 315). Basso proffered the following hy

pothesis: "keeping silent in Westem Apache culture is associated with s?cial situations in w�ch 

participants perceive their relationships vis-a-vis one another to be ambוguous and/or unpredוct

able" (p. 315). Braithwaite (1990) tried to take Basso's hypothesis further and
_
used �ymes's 

analytic framework to review and compare eighteen ethnographic accounts of s1lence from 13 

different speech communities including Senegal, New Zealand, urban America, and the Warm 

Spring Indian reservation. His goal was to find out whether there was a pattem, that is, where 

the uses and interpretations of silence in these different cultures were "similar, where they were 

different, and where they were systematically related" (p. 323). Braithwaite concluded that there 

was indeed such a pattem, namely "the perception that the other is of a recognizable different 

status" (p. 324) active in the use of silence. The inclusion of the role of power and status, a�cord� 

ing to Braithwaite, both supported and extended Basso's hypothesis regarding the uses of sוlence 

and the possibility of cross-cultural generalization. 
Saville-Troike ( 1985) provided a theoretical basis for cross-cultural comparative research on 

silence by introducing a communicatively-oriented, descriptive taxonomy useful in accounting 

for the different dimensions, structures, semantics, semiotics, and acquisitions of silence. Her 

work attempts to "include and distinguish functions or events that are relevant to different levels 

of social action" (p. 16). With this goal in mind, she introduced a classification of etic categories 

for the analysis of silence. She identified these categories on the basis of silence's macro and 

micro functions, the type of event in which it occurred and the kinds of participants involved in 

such events. Saville-Troike described her work as one that allows researchers to explain human 

communication, in broad terms, and also to apply these etic categories cross-culturally. 

Besides investigating the cultural meanings of silence in particular speech communities, 

Carbaugh's extensive comparative work on silence sought to fill a gap in the literature by analyz

ing the role of silences in observable interactions in intercultural situations. ln this body of work 

his emphasis is on invisible cultural differences as possible sources of miscommunication. More 

specifically, he concentrates on intercultural encounters between mainstream American speakers 

and Finnish (Carbaugh et al., 2006) or native American conversational partners such as the Black

feet (Carbaugh, 1999, 2005) or the Apache (Carbaugh & Wolf, 1999). Through detailed analysis 

of interactional encounters, this type of research aims to transform common misunderstandings 
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due tס lack of knowledge of different conversational systems into "visible understandings" (Car
baugh, 2005, p. xxii). By means of description, interpretation, and critique of discursive practices 
in several speech communities, Carbaugh identified specific cultural premises (2005, p. 113) that 
captured the different beliefs and moral orientations of participants in intercultural exchanges. 
1n his discussion of the non-oral Blackfeet communicative practice of "listening" to nature, for 
example, he points out that communication in this community of speakers is not a synonym for 
ta!king, but "an active way of being in the world" (p. 83). This interpretation, Carbaugh claims, 
stands in contrast with the mainstream U.S. American expressive system that equates communi
cation with speaking in almost every situation. For the Blackfeet, however, "Iistening" belongs to 
the category of communicative practice and functions, therefore, as a discursive and cultural re
source, one that allows participants in a conversation to connect with the landscape around them. 
This incommensurability of worldviews, according to Carbaugh, is bound to create tensions that 
could be eased with a better understanding of where they come from. 

Studies of silence within the ethnography of communication framework have also addressed 
competing interpretations of silence within a single speech community. The main argument of 
this type of proposal is that, in any given speech community, interpretations of silence may rely 
on more than one speech code available to interlocutors (Coutu, 2008). 

Other studies in educational settings have added an explicitly stated critical edge to their 
interpretations ot' the ways in which different communities use silence. Such research explores 
what happens when these communities encounter each other within a context of power imbal
ances such as the college classroom. Covarrubias (2008) focuses on the experiences of American 
Indian students in order to give an account of discrimination in the classroom from the point of 
view of those who experience it. Drawing on the ethnography of communication and Whiteness 
theory (Nakayama & Krizek, 1995) she presents a detailed look at the "microdynamics of preju
dice" (p. 228) as they unfold in daily interactions. Based on in-depth interviews in which students 
recall a series of uncomfortable episodes, her main argument is that college professors contribute 
to the marginalization of minorities, and more specifically of Native Americans, by engaging in 
"'discriminatory silence': the public or private withholding of speech, specifically the withhold
ing of voiced objections to statements that dismiss, disconfirm, or alienate a person because of 
racial, ethnic, or cultural origin when the ethical action would be to speak up" (p. 246). 

As this brief survey of findings shows, comparative ethnography of communication stud
ies of silence have answered differently to the questions of what to study and for what purpose. 
These choices, of course, have important implications for the evaluation of what the ethnography 
of communication has to offer, as a whole and in its particular thematic orientations, to compara
tive research in general and the study of silence in particular. Next we offer a classification of 
the findings sketched above according to the subject matter and educational goals of comparative 
study. We distinguish between three approaches to comparative research in the ethnography of 
communication along these dimensions: the comparative study of parallel, engaged, and unjust 
expressive systems. Our system of classification is not designed to position various approaches as 
rnutually exclusive but to facilitate the discussion of the implications of the ways in which they 
employ comparative research. 

A number of the studies we reviewed above were primarily interested in the exploration of 
different uses of silence in other cultures. For these researchers, and in concordance with the eth
nography of communication's core principles, the main impulse has been to offer a native account 
of the uses of silence in a particular community with the purpose of illuminating its unknown 
 neanings or broadening extemal interpretations of it. One crucial purpose of this type of studyו
is to place two different cultures in an imaginary dialogue. The goal of such a conversation is 
twofold: on the one hand, it presents the interpretation of unknown practices in an effort to invite 
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mainstream societies to understand and (re)valorize them. These studies imagine speech co�u
nities as parallel expressive systems active in speech communities whos� members are �otentr�lly 

pable of understanding each other's ways of speaking and also potent1ally capable of engagrng ca 

ther on the basis of that understanding. Parallel systems approaches to silence are largely one ano 

· -1 · · f based on an East/West dichotomy (Acheson, 2007) and thus tend to highlight
_
the_ s1mנ antres o 

non-Westem communities to then juxtapose them to Westem ways of commun1cat1ng. 
A second group of studies interested in the subject ot' engaged expressive systems focuses

_
on 

silence in encounters where members of two or more speech communities or users of compet1ng 
speech codes actually interact. As opposed to the previous group of studies th�se comparative 
analyses do not simply place parallel cultural systems in imaginary dialogu� wוth one a?other, 
rather their object of study are observable intercultural exchanges. Th� ma1n goal of t�1s ty� 
of research is to illuminate ways in which various cultural interpretat1ons of the funct1?nal1ty 
and value of silence can lead to divergent uses of this resource. Ultimately, these stud1es a re 
motivated by the intent to shed light on possible sources of intercultural n_iisc?mmunication. 
As Carbaugh (2005) puts it, "[e]thnographic studies of inter�ultural �o_m�un1cat1on c�n h�lp us 
understand how different cultural orientations relate to pract1ces of l1v1ng (p. 95). Th1s pnmar
ily descriptive and interpretive perspective aims at understanding the complexities . inv

_
olv

_
ed in 

our daily interactions. Much as comparative studies of parallel systems, _these stud1�s 1n�1te us 
to reftect on what we presume about communication on a day-to-day bas1s, to keep 1n mנnd the 
value of different practices in specific places. However, the educational objective of these studies 
is more practice-oriented. They are designed to instill in readers an awareness of the

_ 
altema

tive cultural meanings and values of silence, and of the realization of systems �f �ean1ngs and 
hierarchies of value in interaction, in order to help them achieve a stance of cunos1ty and open
mindedness toward differences in interactional practices in their own intercultural encounters. In 
Carbaugh's words, "[b ]y attending to the role of discursive pra�tic�s in indiv

_
idual and cultural 

Iives ... perhaps we can create a better understanding of commun1cat1on, espec1ally of each about 
the other" (2005, p. 116). . A third and final tendency (still in its early stages) present in the ethnography of commuשca
tion literature we reviewed concems the comparative exploration of injustice or, more precisely, 
of the role of silence as an agent of power and discrimination. In an earlier study, Scollon and 
Scollon ( 1981) had already pointed out the consequences of imposing dominan� understand
ings of silence onto marginalized groups-in their case, the Athabaskan commun1ty. However, 
it has not been until recently that we have seen pro ductive moves to integrate the ethnography of 
communication with other approaches in order to offer a more critical approach to these issues. 
Covarrubias (2008) offers a productive blending of interpretive approaches t'rom the ethnography 
of communication with critical Whiteness theories (Nakayama & Krizek, 1995). Her account 
shows how such combination can add a much needed detailed examination of structures usually 
discussed at macro-levels. Unlike the studies described above, this type of approach does not 
tend to stop at the level of description and/or interpretation but exhibits some hope for interven
tion and critique. As Covarrubias emphasizes with regard to her own research, her goal goes 
beyond the identification of specific uses of silence in the context of U.S. higher education toward 
working together in order to construct "more equitable contexts in higher education" (p. 229). 
Covarrubias invites readers to consider the negative social consequentiality of silence from some 
cultural members' perspectives by capturing their non-dominant interpretations 

_
of silence 

_
and by 

exposing the disadvantage they suffer as a result of the dominance of uses and 1nterpretat1ons of 
silence they do not, or cannot, endorse. 

As our survey of literature has shown, comparative ethnographic research on
_ 
sil

_
ence o�ers 

a distinctive approach that has produced valuable contributions to the study of soc1al 1nteract10�. 
This research demonstrated that silence is an important interactional resource whose use constl-
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tutes socially consequential interactional practices. Further, it has demonstrated that the functions of th_is re
_
source �nd the conse�uentiality of its use vary across speech communities. Finally, it provrdes rllustratוons of Hymes s (1972) claim that "[l]anguage as such is not everywhere equiva

lent in role and value : speech may have different scope and functional load in the communicative economies of different societies" (p. 39). 
After a briet' survey of the state of the art in comparative ethnography of communication research, we now tum to review limitations of and some new developments in the comparative study ot' social interaction from a cultural perspective. 

LIMITATIONS 

Two pieces of criticism directed against the ethnographic study of language use are ethnography' s reluctance to make universal claims about the functioning of language in society on the basis of comparative analysis (Gumperz & Levinson, 1996) and to engage in the critique of the interactional practices it describes (Fiske, 1990). Dell Hymes (1980) acknowledges these criticisms. ln an earlier part of this chapter we have already pointed out that the ethnography of communication 's preference for the description of the particular does not mean that it denies the value of the universal. Ethnographers of communication continue to tap into transcultural theories of social interaction in order to elucidate the communicative practices of cultural members, and they see undeniable value in affinning or correcting these theories in the light of findings. As the example of Basso's and Braithwaite's research on silence illustrates, they are also interested in the construction of cross-culturally applicable hypotheses. They do, however, see universal claims as perennially subject to falsification in the light of new findings about the interactional practices of particular speech communities. The principal value of universal claims, trom the ethnography of c?mmunication's pe�spective, lies in their capacity to illuminate the ever-changing Iocal express1ve systems and therr cultural foundations. 
With regard to critique, Philipsen ( 199 l) in his response to Fiske emphasizes that the ethnography of communication is "coוnmitted to a methodological stance from which one would insist that the social class, regional and racial characteristics of the interlocutors are brought into the interpretation only insofar as these can be revealed to be operative elements for the interlocutors themselves, as revealed in some way in the interlocutors' observed behavior" (p. 327). Our �iscussion of Covarrubias's (2008) work on masked silence sequences indicated that a comparatוve approach to social interaction can successfully infonn the ethnographically based critique of communicative practice according to Philipsen 's methodological criterion. By comparing and contrasting non-dominant (Native American) interpretations of silence with a dominant "Whitene

_
ss-in�used co?e of conduct" she steers clear of the simplifying in1position of extemally concerved 1nterpret1ve frameworks of discrimination on the complex social situation. Instead, she c�ptures the dimensions of social disadvantage from those communal members' perspective who duectly experience that disadvantage as the consequence of particular uses of silence. This ethno�aph_ic mode of cultural criticism can also have only limited ambitions for the large-scale generalנzatron of findings-a limitation that the ethnography of communication does not conceive of as a deficiency of its own research agenda (Hymes, 1980). 

FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

Future directions in the comparative study of social interaction include the reconsideration of the "culture" and "speech community" concepts and explorations of the possibility of cross-case 
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analysis. Agar's (1994b) critique of the use of the "culture" concept in ethnographic s�udies of 

language use has important implications for what we referred to above as
_ 
the �omparat1ve s�dy 

of engaged expressive systems. Agar points out that "culture" in
_ 
the,�e s1tua���n� may funct1on 

as an interpretive device for the interlocutors themselves. Regard1ng culture 1tself as a locally 

relevant construct instead of an externally imposed analytic concept can help the analyst capture 

the dynamics of intercultural interaction with greater precision and nuance: B�ildi�g on A�ar's 

argument we speculate that it may very well be the case that miscommun1c_at1on 1s son:1et1mes 

occasioned, at Jeast in part, by interlocutors' divergent conceptions of what 1t means to 1nteract 

with a member of another "culture." Going a step further, it is possible that for members of some 

speech communities "culture" and "intercultural contact" are not at all relevant way� o_t· thi�

ing about communicating with people from elsewhere. Milburn (2004) p�oposes a s1m1lar l1ne 

of thinking about Hymes's "speech community" concept. She argues that, 1nstead o� attem
_
pts 

_
to 

determine the boundaries of speech communities on the basis of externally conce1ved cntena, 

ethnographers should pay more attention to "tracing the ways that participants label themselves 

as members of a particular community" (p. 420). The utility of such an orientation to speech 

community is, once again, greater descriptive precision. Finally, Scollo (2004) argues for the 

utility 0t· cross-case, as opposed to cross-cultural, comparative ethnographic �esearch. 

Let us make a few concluding remarks about the character ot· comparat1ve research 1n lan

guage and social interaction. First, the most robust comparative work done in l�nguage and so

cial interaction compares language use across linguistic and/or cultural boundanes. Second, our 

review of ethnographic research on silence demonstrates that language and social i?teracti�n 

research values all positions along the corrective--constitutive spectrum, and has equal 1nterest 1n 

identifying universals of language use and the local, cultural inflections ot· those �ni
':'
ersals. _Fi

nally, we hope that besides carefully staking out their differences, langu�ge and soc1al 1�teract1on 

researchers will also heed Levinson 's (2005) argument that the comparat1ve study of soc1ocultural 

systems, interaction systems, and language systems are equally significant and complementary. 
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