TURN-TAKING RULES

WHICH RULE IS IN OPERATION IN EACH TURN?

1. Stanley:
SSS
Meg. Do you know what? 


SSM

2. Meg:

What? 






MSS

3. Stanley:
Have you heard the latest?

SSM

4. Meg:

No 








SS-S

5. Stanley:
I’ll bet you have



SSM


.

6. Meg:

I haven’t.

SS-S

7. Stanley:
Shall I tell you?

SSM 

8. Meg:

What latest?

MSS

9. Stanley:
You haven’t heard it?
SSM 
10. Meg:

No.
SS-S 

11. Stanley:
They are coming today.

MS-S 

12. Meg:

Who?

MSS

13. Stanley:
They are coming in a van.

MS-S

14. Meg:

Who?

MSS

15. Stanley:
And do you know what they’ve got in the van?

SSM

16. Meg:

What?

MSS

17. Stanley:
They’ve got a wheelbarrow in the van.

MS-S

18. Meg:

They haven’t.
2.


1
Judd:

SS
I only wish I’d had the guts to laugh out loud.

2
Bennett:
SS
 Be kind. Our hero only wanted to shed a manly tear.

3
Devenish:
SS
There’s nothing whatever to be ashamed of in weeping 

for the dead.

(Embarrassed pause)

4
Bennett:
SS
If it’s any comfort, the person I actually thought about 

was my father.

5
Devenish:
SS
(also embarrassed) But he only died when you were a 

junior.

6
Bennett:
DSB
Yes, but gallantly.

7
Devenish:
SS
I’m awfully sorry.

8
Bennett:
SS
It was the Easter hols. I was reading in bed one night 

when I heard the most peculiar noise – a sort of muffled 

squeaking. I thought it was the cat at first. But then it 

went on and on – sort of feeble and desperate at the 

same time. Like something trapped. So I got up and 

looked out into the passage. It seemed to be coming 

from my parents’ room, and there was a light under the 

door, so I assumed – well, I mean, what would you 

have thought?
Other -selects
9
Devenish:

Gosh!

10
Bennett:
SS
I was just going back to bed to mind my own business, 

and feeling pretty queasy because – well, I mean, one’s own parents!

11
Devenish:
SS
Awful!

12
Bennett:
SS
When I quite distinctly heard my mater say “Help!” (He 

imitates her) “Help!”

(Devenish is enthralled. Judd is more and more 

sceptical)

It was terribly eerie. Complete silence, then suddenly 

there it was again. “Help!”

The story continues

from Another Country by Julian Mitchell

Who speaks to who at which turn?

	
	To Judd
	To Bennett
	To Devenish

	Judd
	
	1
	1

	Bennett
	2, 8, 10, 12
	
	4, 6, 8, 10, 12

	Devenish
	3?
	3, 5, 7, 9, 11
	


How many times are they selected by someone else?

	
	Selected by  Judd
	selected by Bennett
	selected by Devenish

	Judd
	
	Once – turn 8
	

	Bennett
	0
	
	Once (turn 5)

	Devenish
	0
	Once - turn 8
	


How many times do they self-select?

	
	n. of times

	Judd
	1

	Bennett
	6

	Devenish
	4


Analysis

There are three speakers involved in this sequence– Judd, Devenish and Bennett. Most of the first eight turns involve the application of rule 2 with each speaker selecting themselves to speak. The only exception is turn 2, where Bennett’s be kind is addressed to Judd (rule 1 in operation). Judd however does not take up this prompt and Devenish self-selects (rule 2 in operation). At turn 8, Bennett applies rule 1 by selecting the other two to speak by means of a question “well what would you have thought?” After Devenish’s reply Bennett self-selects again and continues his story. All the remaining turns involve self-selection. 

Looking at the Another Country extract in terms of who speaks and is spoken to (1 and 2 in Herman’s list) and the responsiveness of listeners (3, 4 and 5 in Herman’s list), Bennett in turn 2 speaks to Judd, in turns 4 and 6 to Devenish, in turn 8, 10 and 12 to Judd and Devenish. Devenish addresses Bennett only (turns 3, 5, 7, 9 and 11) while Judd addresses Bennett and Devenish in turn 1. This clearly suggests a central role for Bennett in the exchange, a strong role for Devenish as a participatory listener and a largely passive listening role for Judd. 

As well as being the person who speaks and is spoken to the most, Bennett claims a central role through the way in which he skilfully manipulates the turn-taking process. He is the first to self-select at turn 2 and the first to respond to the embarrassed pause at turn 4. At turn 6 he shows agreement with Devenish, adding a new item (but gallantly). When Devenish defers to him at turn 7, he begins his story. Bennett’s turn 6 can thus be interpreted as a claim for an extended turn which is accepted tacitly by Judd and actively by Devenish in turn 7. Having claimed the floor Bennett is able to extend his story over a number of turns by means of a question at the end of turn 8 and an exclamation at the end of turn 10, both of which invite participation from the listeners and are responded to by Devenish. The fact that his story is not interrupted at potential TRP’s means that his claim to tell a story is being constantly ratified by the listeners.

Devenish’s role as an active participant is suggested from the start when he responds to Bennett in turn 3 although he had not been selected by Bennett. Each of his subsequent turns are responses to Bennett’s comments in turns 4 and 6 and it is he and not Judd who passes judgement (turns 9 and 11) on Bennett’s story. His eager participation is confirmed by the stage direction (Devenish is enthralled). Judd on the other hand does not participate in the exchange although he is clearly listening to it, as the stage direction confirms. (Judd is more and more sceptical).

The way that silence is treated in this extract is also significant. In turn 3 prior to the pause Devenish does not select another speaker and no other speaker self-selects. However, Devenish does not continue. This means that there is no turn-taking rule in operation and that the pause is attributable to all three speakers. The marked embarrassment in the silence is caused by the fact that the conversational problem that the pause has generated is not repaired until Bennett’s intervention (if it’s any comfort…).







