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Spoken/Written language  Oral/literate Continuum 

Deborah Tannen  
Georgetown University  

An understanding of the relationship between spoken and 
written langyage is crucial for both theoretical and applied 
linguistics. In the real world, everyone wants to know why 
nearly all children learn to talk, but (as English teachers and 
thei r cri tics frequently wai 1) many "can It wri te. II For exampl e, 
someone who has had an accident rarely has more than momentary 
difficulty telling friends what happened. Yet consider the result 
when people have to write down what happened -- as in the followi2g
explanations reported on insurance company accident report forms: 

III had been driving my car for forty years when I fell 
asleep at the wheel and had an accident." 
liThe guy was allover the road. I had to swerve a nuidler 
of times before I hi t him. I. 
IIIn my attempt to kill a fly, I drove into a telephone pole.'1 

The effect of di scomfort wi th wri ti ng can thus be com; c, but in 
more cases it is tragic -- as in the failure of children of certain 
ethnic and class backgrounds in educatfona1and later in employment 
settings. Inability to write effectively hampers achievement at 
a11 level s of public perfonnance. More and more service encounters 
begin with the injunction, IIFi11 this out,n and for many, that is 
the start of failure to obtain rights and services. An under-
standing of the differences between speaking and writing is needed 
to begin to attack such problems. 

In theoretical linguistics, research in recent and past years 
has focused on one or the other fonm of language without specifying 
or being concerned with the relationship between the two. 80th 
European and American structuralists were concerned only with 
spoken language, considering written forms as an impoverished 
attempt to record spoken utterances. In contrast, American trans-
fonnationalists effectively rejected spoken language as a locus of 
study, di smi ss i ng i t as "mere perfonnance." Soc; 0 1i ngui sts 
analyzing variation were interested only in casual spoken language. 
Recent interest in discourse analysis has extended the domain of 
linguistic analysis "beyond the sentence. I. In order to detennine 
which sorts of texts are appropriate for study, and to understand 
the relationship between findings of research based on various 
kinds of data, we need a perspective on the relationship between 
those kinds of data. Such an understanding may begin, most 
logically and crucially, with the relationship between spoken 
and written language. 

A number of linguists have turned their attention to this 
issue. 3 The work of Chafe (1979, 1n prep) and Ochs (1979) wi 11 

"furnish a starting point for the present analysis. 

In Proceedings of the Sixth Annual Meeting of the Berkeley Linguistics Society, 1980.
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S oke" vs. Written Lan ua eOchs 1979 hypothesizes a functional distinction between 
planned and unplanned discourse. suggesting that what has been 
regarded as "written" language is in fact written and planned,
while what has been thought of asllspoken u language is spoken and 
unplanned. Language can be written and unplanned. as in personal 
letters or diaries, and it can be spoken and planned, as in formal 
lectures. Ochs goes on to concentrate on the differences between 
planned written and unplanned spoken language. She demonstrates 
the fo11 OWl ng character; s tics of unplanned spoken 1anguage:

1. Dependence on morphosyntactic structures learned early 
in 1ife, previously thought to be "replaced ll by adult language .. 

2. Rel iance on "invnediate context" to express relation-
ships between propositions.

3. Preference for deictic modi fiers ("this manti) 
4. Avoidance of relative clauses 
5. Preponderence of tlrepair mechanisms" (following Sacks,  

Schegloff, and Jefferson terminology) 
6. A kind of parallelism resulting in sequences of similar  

syntactic constructions, lexical items, and phonemes (Sacks' and  
Schegloff's "sound touchoffs" and "lexical touchoffs"). 
In contrast, planned written discourse makes use of complex syn- 
tactic structures, formal cohes'ive devices, and topic sentences.  
In genera1, it is more "compact. 11  

In comparing spoken and written language, Chafe (1979) con-
siders the forms that Ochs has identified as planned written and 
unplanned spoken. He suggests that written language is character-
i zed by a hi gh degree of .. integrati on," made possi b1e by the 
slowness of writing and the speed of reading, while spoken language
has a IIfragmented ll qua1; ty, resul ti ng in part from the spurt-l i ke 
nature of speech which probably reflects theltjerky" nature of 
thought (Chafe 1980). On the other hand, spoken language exhibits 
a high degree of "involvement" in contrast to the "detached" 
quality of written language.  

The involvement factor in spoken discourse results from a 
number of phenomena, including the following.

1. Devices b.y which the speaker monitors the cOfil11unication 
channel (rising intonation, pauses, verbal  for back- 
channel responses) 

2. "Concreteness" and "imageabili ty" 
3. A more "personal" quality
4. Emphasis on people and their relationships
5. Emphasis on actions and agents rather than states and 

objects
6. Inclusion of specific details and direct quotation

Like Ochs, Chafe notes that spoken discourse presents propositions 
without overtly marking their relationship to each other, or with 
the minimal cohesive conjunction "and," while written discourse 
makes use of subordinating conjunctions, subject deletion, and 
other complex syntactic constructions to achieve cohesion. He too 
notes the preponderence of hesitation phenomena (Ochs' "repairs"). 
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Comparing Spoken and Written Stories 
In order to verify and build upon this research on the rela-

tionship between spoken and written language, a large number of 
stories were recorded as told bY4various speakers who were then 
asked to write the stories down. In nearly all cases, the written 
na rra ti yes were shorter by more than half than thei r spoken counter-
parts, and they exhibited theexpected written features. How-
ever, one narrative was twice as long in written form, and it 
exhibited many features expected in spoken discourse. The en-
suing analysis will examine this pair of stories and hypothesize 
an explanation for their aberrance. 

The written version of this pair of narratives is composed of 
693 words in 51 sentences and 85 clauses/phrases. In contrast, the 
spoken story contained 383 words 1n 64 "idea units" (Chafe 1980), 
or spurts of speech. Furthermore, the written clearly did not seem 
less "personal" or flimageab1e. II If anything, it seems more so. 
Finally, it contains many features associated with spoken language
such as direct quotation and use of details. The key seemed to lie 
in the fact that the writer had produced not expository prose but 
a story in the literary sense -- a piece of creative writing, an 
act of fiction. That written ffction employs features of spoken
language is not a new idea; but which features does it use, and 
to what end? 

Both Ochs and Chafe were aware of the special status of 
fiction. Chafe suggests that a literary text is lIan imitation pf 
natural speech," and Ochs asserts that a "novelist trying to re-
create a casual situational context will use many of the features 
... of unplanned discourse in his story." Robin Lakoff (lakoff 
in prep; lakoff and Tannen 1979) has noted however that fictional 
dialogue does not in fact correspond to what appears in a tran-
script of spoken language. The present analysis supports her 
hypothesis. Somehow, the written text represents something that 
seems more spoken than it is by blending some features of spoken
language with others of written. Examination of the spoken and 
written versions of 'IFernandez tl (see Appendix for complete texts) 
suggests that written fiction combines the involvement factors of 
spoken language with the integration of written. After presenta-
tion of the data demonstrating this phenomenon, I will suggest 
an explanation for it in the theory of oral Ys. literate tradition. 

Consider the following matched segments of the stories (S = 
spoken; W= written. Numbers refer to \,nits as numbered in texts 
in Appendi x). 
(545) So just then some young (W49) Just then a younger guy 
guy passes through the hall, with walked past wearing the latest 
his two buttons undone, and his in spiffy attire: short-sleeved 
hair all stickin' out. shirt, no tie, two buttons 

undone, hair sticking out of 
his chest. 

In some ways the wri tten and spoken vers ions correspond to Ochs' 
and Chafe's descriptions of writtenlplanned vs.spoken/unplanned 
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discourse. The written version uses the past tense whereas the 
spoken uses the present; the deictic "some" 1n the spoken (Usome 
young guy") becomes the indefinite article in written ("a younger 
gUyU). However, in other ways the written version is character-
ized by features identified as typical of spoken language: most 
strikingly imageability -- the details that create in the listener 
a sense of the il1l11ediacy and richness of experience. Thus the 
clothes of the "passi n9 coworker ll are described in more detai 1 in 
the written ("short-sleeved shirt, no tie"). Throughout the 
written narrative, inclusion of more details contributes to the 
increased length. · 

Another important factor which contributes to the greater 
length of the wri tten version is external evaluation. Labov (1972) 
notes that a storyteller is always concerned with making clear the 
point of a story, answering in advance the "withering question," 
"So what?" Evaluation in this sense can be internal; in that case 
the teller makes clear the significance of what s/he tells by 
word choice, paralinguistic features, expressive phonology, direct 
quotation, and so on. In external evaluation, the teller steps
outside the story to call attention to the point, as for example 
in such frequently heard conunents as, "Here's the best part," or 
"What was so funny about it was ... 1f In the written version of 
"Fernandez, II the writer frequently states outright what was not 
stated in the spoken version. For example, she makes overt the 
point about the passing  clothes (tithe latest 1n spiffy 
atti re").

Another phenomenon that can be seen in these segments 1s the 
mixing of formal and informal registers in the written version. 
On the one hand, "spiffy attire ll is formal, but II guy " and 
"sticking out" are preserved from the informal spoken register. 

Ochs points out that spoken language makes use of parallelism
and repetition. The phrase IIspiffy attire" is repeated from an 
earlier phrase (W40). However, I believe the interval between the 
two instances is somewhat larger than might be expected in spoken 
1anguage. _. In any case, repeti tion is observed in both the spoken
and written versions, but syntacti< parallelism is more overriding
in the spoken. In the written, the force of the parallelism is 
muted while imageability it increased. For example, note the 
segments in which Fernandez is told to change his style of 
dressing (548-63, W55-90). There are parallel constructions in 
both versi ons, but in the wri tten they are farther apart and 
progressively less parallel: 
(548) I said hey, you gotta un  (W58) I said "You've got to e e 

you gotta take off your jacket.  take off your jacket. II 
(551) I say gotta take off your (W62) I said, "You've got to 
tie. take off your tie." 

(555) I say you gotta undo your  (W70) I said, "You have to un-
first  two buttons. button your two top buttons and  

let your chest hair stick out."  

(564) I say Ray, you gotta take (W8l) I said t "Ray, yOU' ve gotoff your tee shirt so your hair your two buttons undone and yourwill stick out. hair's sticking out, but you've 
got a tee shirt on. You can't 
wa1k around wi th your under-
shirt showing. 1I 

While the spoken and written versions begin similarly, the para-
llelism continues in the spoken ("you gotta take Off••. ") while it 
is gradually dropped in the written. The transition to present 
tense in the spoken is not seen in the wri tten .Wh11e both ver-
sions give the speaker's words in direct quotation, the infonnal 
"hey" is omitted from the written, and some of the "dialogue" in 
the written seems to be serving the purpose of external evaluation: 
restating information that has already been given (W8l) and making 
explicit the mora] about the undershirt which is left unstated 1n 
the spoken. Thus the written story makes use of a device that is, 
on the surface, spokenlike (direct quotation), but is writtenlike 
in content and function (external evaluation). In the spoken
discourse, Fernandez' part 1s played only by his actions. In the 
written, he is introduced as a character through participation in the dialogue. 

In addition, Fernandez' actions are described in more detail 
and with more precision in the written story: 
(560) he's got his jacket on this  (W63) He took off his tie and 
arm and his tie over here.  laid it neatly over the jacket  

on his ann.  
Furthenmore, the written segment integrates information about the  
jacket into the sentence about the tie. The choice of verb ("laid  
i t'l) and adverb (linea tly") contri butes to the portra1 t of Fernan- 
dez as "Mr Politeness," as he is introduced in the written story.  
Finally, the description is of an action rather than a state,  
just the opposite of what Chafe observed in written language. 

In fact, action is added in the written that has no 
· counterpart in the  spoken narrative. This is seen most clearly in 
the inclusion of a final scene in which Fernandez reappears with 
no tee shirt and his top buttons undone. It is also seen, more 
subtly, throughout the written story. For example. 
(S62) and he undoes his top  (W76) !ight in front of II!Y ve.r,y 
button  eyes, Ray reached up to his neck  

wi th hTs free f1 ngers and undid  
his two top buttons. Then he  
fluffed the few stray gray hairs  
stiCking out-from his collar  
bone. -

This passage shows as well the use in the written version of  
sound touchoffs, a phenomenon that Ochs, following Sacks and  
5chegloff, observed in spoken language. These are indicated 1n  
the above passage by underlining. Everyone will recognize this  
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as what is called fl alliteration" by literary critics. Again, 
fiction embellishes upon a process that is spontaneous in 
natural spoken language.

Similar patterns emerge in the following example. The 
subject is the languages that Fernandez speaks. 
(55)  ••• And he knows Spani sh (W1-1) He knows at least four 

and he knows French languages fluently -- Spanish,
and he knows English French, English and something 
and he knows German. else. 

The impact of Fernandez' ability to speak many languages is con-
veyed in the spoken text by the force of parallel constructions. 
In the written, the list is collapsed, or integrated, and the fact 
of his language abili ty is lexicalized in "fluently, II a word 
which describes rather than recreating. . 

This does not mean, however, that the written version is 
always more compact. The next segment, in which the speaker/ 
writer goes on to illustrate her foreign language interchanges 
with Fernandez, is more developed in the written discourse: 
(532) I say, "Aaaaa , Monsieur, (W13 ) Whatever language I speak 
comment  va:, because I can't to him in, he answers in that 
thi nk of how to say it in Spani sh. 1anguage. I '11 say t II Bonjour 
Or he walks in and I say, Monsieur Fernandez, comment s'a 
nGrac i as, ... Senor Fernandez, va?" and he'll answer II 11 va 
... and he says ItBuenas Oias .•.. bon," or whatever the French 
Senora Whittaker." say. He always says the right

thing in the right language. 
But me, I forget what language 
I'm supposed to answer in, and 
I usually answer in some other 
language. Like if he asks, 
"Colll1lent s'a va?" I answer "Va 
e'st gut, gracias. II 

In the spoken text, she simply demonstrates a typical conversa-
tion; in writing, she both presents the dialogue and tells what 
the point is (external evaluation). She introduces, furthermore, 
the notion that she mixes languages. In the spoken version, the 
comic effect was accomplished paralinguistical1y: she raised her 
voice to a very high pitch, drew out vowel sounds, and paused
significantly in reproducing the dialogue. But these paralinguis-
tic effects are not available to the writer; hence she intro-
duced humor by mixing languages in the written story.

The written version also exaggerates the writer's own linguis-
tic incompetence to set off Fernandez' linguistic ability. While 
the written story thus introduces more specific examples of their 
dialogue, i.e. becomes more spokenlike, it also contains more 
explanation, or external evaluation, which is characteristic of 
written language. Notice, nonetheless, that while the increased 
external eva1uation is wrtttenl ike, it is rendered in a register
that is decidedly spoken1ike ("Butme, ••• "). :) 
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Fiction as Integrated Involved   . 
Thus 1i terary fiction, as represented by the written version 

of IIFernandez," combines features of written and spoken language. 
Specifically, it combines the integration of written with the 
involvement of spoken language. This is possible because 
integration and involvement are different orders of categories:
the former is a qual i ty of the surface fonn, and the latter a 
higher (or deeper) motivating function. In posing the question of 
why these aspects of spoken and written language are found in 
fiction, I suggest an explanation resides in an understanding of 
strategies associated with oral and literate tradition. The re-
mainder of this paper will sketch a necessarily brief sununary of 
research in this area and its relationshp to spoken and written 
language. 
Oral vs.  Literate Tradition 

The sixties witnessed pioneering research on the effects of 
writing on cognitive and social processes (Goody and Watt 1963, 
Havelock 1963, Ong 1967). The seventies brought continued work 
by the same scholars (Goody 1977, Havelock 1973, Ong 1977) as well 
as others (Cole and Scribner 1974, Cook-Gumperz and Gumperz 1980, 
Kay 1977. Olson 1977).

In literate society ,knowledge is seen as facts and insights 
preserved in written records. In oral culture, fonnulaic expres-
sions (sayings, cliches, proverbs, etc.) are the repository of 
wisdom. Formulaic expressions function as wholes, as a conven-
ient way to signal knowledge that is already shared. It is not 
assumed that the words in the expressions contain meaning, in a 
way that can be analyzed out. In other words, oral tradition 
sees meaning as social meaning. Thus, in oral tradition, it 
doesn't matter whether one says "I could care less" or "I couldn't 
care less." The expression is, in either case, a handy way to 
make reference to a familiar idea (Tannen &Oztek 1977). As 
Olson (1977) puts it, lithe meaning is in the context. 1I In 
literate tradition, "the meaning is in the text. II 

Ong explains furthermore that "knowing" in oral tradition is 
achieved through identification with characters in the telling. 
In literate tradition, knowing 1s achieved through analysis. 
Havelock asserts that understanding in oral tradition is subjec-
tive,whi1e understanding in literate tradition 1s objective. 
This explains the fact -- puzzling and disturbing to modern 
scholars -- that Plato would have banned poets from participation
in educational processes in the Republic. Because of their abil-
ity to move audiences emotionally, poets were a dangerous threat 
to the transition to literacy, by which people were to learn to 
suspend their emotions and approach knowledge through analytic, 
logical processes. 

In the broadest sense, strategies associated with oral tra-
dition place emphasis on shared knowledge and the interpersonal 
relationship between communicator and audience. In this, it 
builds upon what Bateson (1972) calls the metaconvnunicative 
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function of language: the use of words to convey something qbout 
the relationship between inter1ocutors. Literate tradition builds 
upon what Bateson calls the communicative function of language: 
the use of words to convey infonmation or content. This gives
rise to the idealization that language can be "autonomous" (Kay 
1977) -- that is, that words can carry meaning all by themselves, 
and that this is their prime function. In practice, language is 
probably never wholly autonomous, nor wholly metacommunicative. 
Rather, it is relatively weighted in favor of one or the other 
idealization -- hence, the oral/literate continuum. 
OraIIIiterate Tradi ti on and Fi etion 

It is the goal and process of oral tradition then to focus on 
the interpersonal, the context, rather than decontextualized con-
tent, to engender in the listener a sense of identification with 
the speaker or the characters described. This accounts for the 
phenomenon Chafe ca11 s tlimageabi 1i ty" -- the use of detai 1s, of 
particularities, that gives the listener a sense of "experiential 
involvement,Uand of the speaker's "richness of thought. 1I It 
accounts as well for the emphasis on people, and on action. 

Written fiction has as its goal not the convincing of the 
reader through logical argument but instilling in the reader a 
sense of identification with its point of view. Thus it builds 
upon the immediacy function of spoken language -- tlimageability" 
and "involvement." To this end, it borrows and embellishes upon 
some aspects of spoken language -- use of detail, direct quotation, 
description of action, as well as prosodic and rhythmic features 
such as parallel constructions and sound touchoffs. However, it 
eliminates other aspects of spoken language -- some because they 
are inefficient (hesitations, some repetitions), and some because 
they are impossible to create in writing (expressive phonology). 
Finally, written fiction can take advantage of the written fonm to 
present subtle relationships between propositions through complex 
constructions and choice of words with refined meanings. 
Conclusion 

In summary, I suggest that oral and literate tradition 
reflect two overri di ng conmunicati ve goa1s. literate tradi tion 
entails an approach to discourse which emphasizes logical, ana-
lytic processes and focuses on the content of a message, conven-
tionally de-emphasizing or ignoring the interpersonal dynamics 
between cOPlllunicator and audience. Conventionally, the audience 
is to respond by means of analytic processes, not subjectively. 
The goal is for the relationship between propositions to be 
explicit, with the least connective tissue supplied by the hearer. 
Much of this connective tissue is supplied through integration --
that is, through complex syntactic constructions. In contrast, 
oral tradition emphasizes the interpersonal function and demands 
amaxlmum contribution from the audience in terms of supplying
sociocultural knowledge and background information. It expects
audience understanding to be mediated by emotional or subjective 
responses. 

The fact that these goals operate as hypothesized is attested 
to by the existence of written fiction,· which takes advantage of 
the written mode to achieve integrated prose, but which opts for 
many of the strategies associated with spoken language to create 
prose that also has a high involvement factor, to capitalize on the 
oral tradition function of emphasizing the interpersonal, making 
use of subjectivity for knowing through identification. 

The explanatory power of the oral/literate continuum is not  
1i mi ted to wri tten vs. spoken 1anguage . It can contri bu te to an  
understanding of many aspects of conversation; this analysis has  
been undertaken elsewhere (Tannen 1980, in prep[a]).  

Notes 
1. I am grateful to John and Jenny Cook-Gumperz for alerting me to 
the significance of oral/literate tradition, and to Wallace Chafe 
for continuing interchange about spoken and written language; to 

.my  Discourse Analysis class at Georgetown University, fall 1979, 
for stimulating discussion on this topic; and in particular to 
Della Whittaker and Susan Dodge for creating and collecting (re-
spectively) the stories here analyzed, and for their insightful 
comments. The present paper is a preliminary version of a longer 
study of spoken and written language which is in preparation. 
2. Thanks to Patrick Malizio for these examples, taken from a list 
attributed to the Toronto Sun, July 23, 1977. 
3. Others include contributors to the volume 5PQken and Written 
language (Tannen, ed., in prep[b]). 
4. The stories were collected by members of my Discourse Analysis 
class, Fall 1979. and 1 thank them. 
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Appendix  
Fernandez story, spoken: (Transcription conventions follow text)  
1 Oh. I have to tell you about this guy at work, Fernandez. 2  
is s6 funny. 3 He is from South America, 4 from ••. Ch11e. 5 ••. 

  knows Spanish, 6 and he knows French. 7 and he knows 
English, 8 and he knowS German, ••.•• 9 And he is a gentleman. 
10 ••• He must be about  years old. 11 And they're not doin' 
right by him. 12 Only ••• I thtnk ••• because 13 with his assort-
ment of foreign languages that he knows 14 it takes him Hinger
15 to say ••. what it is on his mlnd. 16 And also ••• he,thinks 

 17 ... And also I think with his ass6rtment pf foreign
languages 18 when people speak fast 19 it takes him a while 20 ••• 
to understand what they're saying. [Even though he is in America 
and  speaking  21  so I,
22 the other guys, 23 ••• they re Just not nlce tohlm.....•. 
24 He comes upstairs, ••• 25 to Tech Rep6rts, 26 ••• and he wants 
help with this 27 or help with that, 28 he wants to underjtand 

J29 well can thlS be done. 30 and can  be done, 31 and I just
have a good tlme with him. 32 I say, Aaaaaa, rMonsieur, ... 
comment  rva :, 33 because I can' t think of how to say i tin 
Spani sh • 34 Or he walks in. 35 and I sal, rGraci as .. , Sen6r . 
Fernandez•.•• [laugh] 36 and he says.  Ofas •••• Senora 

Whfttaker. 37 So the:n, .•• I see: •.. that h6 has on s6ch a nice 
suit one day, 38 and I say ... hey: Ray:, 39 you're really dressed 
to k111, 40 doncha know you're work1 n9 for the US Government? 
41 You gotta dress like a government worker, 42 and he says, how 
is that? 43 So just then some young guy passes through the hall, 

'44 with his two buttons undone, 45 and his hair all stick;"' out, 
46 I sai d,  you gotta un ••• 47 you gotta take off your jacket. 
48 So he takes off his jacket. 49 I say gotta take off your tfe. 
50 He takes, 51 ri ght there in the ha 11 t 52 he takes off hi 5 tfe. 
53 I say, you gotta undo your first two buttons. 54 Meanwhile, 
two or three other guys arecomin ' through 55 with th6ir two top 
buttons undone 56 and their hair stickin' out. (Laugh}' 57 So he 
un ... 58 hets got his jacket on th1s ann 59 and his tle over h're, 
60 a·nd he undoes his t6p button 61 and he· s 90tfl T-sh1 rt on under 
; t. ... 62 I say, Ray, you gotta take off your -shi rt 63 so your 
h§ir will stick out. 64 He says .•• that •.• is the end of the 
l1ne. 
Transcription conventions:  

, indicates clause final intonation ("more to come't).  
. indicates sentence final falling intonation.  
: indicates lengthening of preceding vowel sound.  

..• indicates measurable pause (approximately .5 second). 
each addi ti ona1, • i ndi cates add; ti ana1 .5 second pause. 

,- ; ndi cates hi gh pi tch • 
,/ indicates primary stress. 
" indicates secondary stress. 
[words in brackets spoken by interlocutor] 
(parentheses indicate nonverbal utterance by speaker) 

Nurmers have been inserted for reference to lines of text. 
Fernandez story, written: 

1 At my agency, 2 there's a man who is Mr. Politeness. 3 He 
doesnlt say ItHi," 4 he says "Good morning t 5 and IIGood afternoon."• 

6 Instead of calling me "Oella,'· 7 he calls -me "Mrs. Whittaker. 1I 

8 And he dresses as if he worked in a business corporation down-
town 9 instead of for the Government at a field office. 10 He ;s 
from Chile, South America. 11 He knows at least four languages 
fluently -- 12 Spanish, French, English, and something else. 
13 Whatever language I speak to him in, 14 he answers in that · 
language. 15 11 11 say, IIBonjour, Monsieur Fernandez, conrnent sea 
va?" 16 And he'll answer 1111 va bon," 17 or whatever the French 
say. 18 He always says the right thing 19 in the right language. 
20 But me, 21 I forget what language I'm supposed to answer in, 
22 and I usually answer in some other language. 23 Like if ·he 

.  asks, "CoRl11ent s'a va?" 24 I answer, "Va est gut, gracias." 25 I 
11ke to tease him, 26 and he li-kes me to tease him. 27 I don't 
think that anyone else at my agency teases him. 28 He's over 60, 
29 a·nd most of the other physicists and engineers are punks of 35, 
30 so they're impatient with him. 31 Also, they don't like to' 
stand around 32 and wait until he translates their English 33 into 
whatever language he's thinking in, 34 and they have trouble 
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understanding his accent 35 when he speaks English. 36 So I think 
they g1 ve him short shri ft. 37 But I stand around 38 wai ti ng for 
him to talk back, 39 and I do like to tease him in the hall. 40 
One day I was praising him for his spiffy attire, 41 a really neat 
pin striped suit 42 with a white long-sleeved shirt 43 and dark 
tie. 44 He did look handsome. 45 I told him so, too, 46 and he 
smi 1ed and thanked me. 47 He sa i d tha t he 1i ked to look bus i ness-
like, 48 that appearance is part of getting along in the world. 
49 Just then a younger guy walked past 50 wearing the latest in 
spiffy attire -- 51 short-sleeved shirt, 52 no tie, 53 two buttons 
undone, 54 hair sticking out of his chest. 55 I said, "Hey, Ray, 
bus i ness 1ike is one thing t 56 but you've got to dress in the 1ates t 
style. II 57 "What's that?" he said. 58 I said, "You've got to 
take off your jacket. II 59 He took it off. 60 right there in the 
hall. 61 "Now what?" he said. 62 I said, "You've got to take off 
your tie. 1I 63 He took off his tie 64 and laid it neatly over the 
jacket on his arm. 65 "Now wbat should I do? he said. 66 I 
couldn't believe my ears! 67 But I'd gone this far 68 and he'd 
gone with me, 69 so I figured I'd take it all the way. 70 I said, 
"You have to unbutton your two top buttons 71 and let your chest 
hair stick out. 1I 72 Ray looked around 73 and saw that same young 
guy come back from down the hall. 74 He saw the guy's shirt un-
done at the top two buttons, 75 and he must have seen his hair 
sticking out from his chest. 76 Right in front of my very eyes]] 
Ray reached up to his neck with his free fingers 78 and unded his 
two top buttons. 79 Then he fluffed the few stray gray hairs 
sticking out from his collar bone. 80 IIHow do you like that?" he 
said. 81 I said, "Ray, you've got your two buttons undone 82 and 
your hair's sticking out, 83 but you've got a tee shirt on. 84 
You can't walk around with your undershirt showing." 85 "Oh,1I he 
said, 86 looked at his shirt, 87 and put his jacket back on 88 and 
his tie back around his neck. 89 "1'11 think about that, II he 
said, 90 and we parted laughing. 91 About a week later, 92 Ray 
came to my office 93 to discuss the title of a report 94 that he 
had been working on. 95 I had been bending over another report 
96 when he came in. 97 and I recognized him only by his voice 
98 as he said hello 99 and handed me his suggested title. 100 
Still looking onto my desk, 101 I talked with him about wording. 
102 When we were both satisfied about the title, 103 I handed it 
to him. 104 This time I looked at him. 105 He was smiling. 106 
And so was I. 107 He had on a short-sleeved shirt 108 unbuttoned 
at the  109 and he didn't have on any tee shirt. 
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