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Interruption—the offense of stealing the floor ! when someone else is talking—has become the grand
larceny “*’ of conversation.

Many viewers applauded *** Kamala Harris's justified rebuke ®* of Mike Pence during the vice-presidential
debate last year, when she repeatedly insisted, “Mr. Vice President, I'm speaking.” Her protests—and his
verbal intrusions "*» —had particular resonance *¢ because of increasing awareness and research showing
that men interrupt women far more often than the reverse.

It seems self-evident. Starting to speak before another has finished violates their right to the floor. In
formal contexts such as political debates, it breaches "7’ the rules. In casual conversation, it is simply
rude.

But it's not so simple. As a linguist who studies the mechanics of conversation, I've observed and
documented that beginning to talk while another is talking can be a way of showing enthusiastic
engagement with what the speaker is saying. Far from silencing them, it can be encouragement to keep
going. <1>That’s a practice that I call “cooperative overlapping.”

As offices and schools reopen, and we venture into more in-person social gatherings, were having to
relearn how to have conversations: how to start them, how to join them, how to get the floor and keep it.
On screens, it's relatively (1 ): Click on the raised-hand icon or signal with an actual hand, and you'll
be invited to speak when the time is right. But when talking with others in person, how do you show you
have something to say without seeming rude? How do you handle it when you feel interrupted?

These challenges are emotionally loaded, because talking isn't only about communication; it’s also
about relationships. You may resent—or dislike—those who speak over you. And being accused of
interrupting when you didn't intend to ( 2 ) terrible. It could come as a relief to know that what
might be going on is cooperative overlapping. (H%)

Cooperative overlapping, like all conversational habits, has cultural roots. It is learned the way
language is learned: by hearing others talk while growing up. I first identified the conversational move—
and its misinterpretation—while analyzing a dinner table conversation I had @taken part in, along with
five friends. Three, including me, were from New York City, two were from California, and one was from
London.

By transcribing *® the two-and-a-half-hour conversation, timing pauses and noting when two voices
were going at once, I saw that we New Yorkers often talked over others. When we did this with another
New Yorker, the speaker kept going, undeterred “**’ or even more animated ' . But if we did the same
thing with a non-New Yorker, the speaker stopped.

Someone overhearing ®!" the conversation or reading the transcript “* might think it obvious that a
rude interruption had occurred: Someone began speaking while another was midsentence "¥, and cut
them off. But based on close analysis of the entire conversation, I could see that the awkwardness
resulted ( 3 ) differing assumptions about overlap.

Cooperative overlapping is a particularly active form of what I call “participatory listenership.” All
listeners must do something to show they haven't mentally checked ( 4 ) a conversation. If they don't,
the speaker will have trouble continuing—as you know if you've ever talked to a screen full of motionless
faces, or a roomful of blank stares. Signs of listening can range from nodding or an occasional “mhm” or
“uhuh” (or a shower of them); to a murmured ®* “T would've done the same thing”; to repeating what the
speaker just said; to interjecting """ briefly with a similar story, then yielding the floor back. Even true
interruptions, if theyre mutual, can rev up "9 the conversation, inspiring speakers to greater conversational
heights. (Hli%)

Anthropologists and linguists have described overlapping talk as enthusiastic participation in various
cultures around the world. (H'B%) Of course, not all members of any regional or cultural group have the
same style. And those who grow up in one environment then move to another can get rusty “” . One of
the New Yorkers at the dinner I studied told me that he'd lived in California so long, he had to struggle
to stay part of the conversation. But he’s still a New Yorker: His California-born-and-bred wife often
accuses him of interrupting her.

It's when conversational styles clash that problems arise. Those who aren’t used to cooperative
overlapping can end up feeling interrupted, silenced, maybe even attacked—which clouds their minds
and ties their tongues. The Californians and the Londoner in my study felt that the New Yorkers had
“dominated” the conversation. In a way, we did, but not because we meant to. From our perspective, the
others chose not to join in. Cooperative overlapping is part of a conversational ethic that regards
perceptible pauses as awkward silence, to be avoided by keeping pauses short—or nonexistent. Those of




us who converse this way often don’t realize that someone who wants to speak might be waiting for a
pause to join in. (FH%)

Not all overlapping is cooperative. It can really be intended to dominate the conversation, steal the
floor or even to undermine the speaker. But ®understanding that talking along may be cooperative can
make our conversations better, as we return to in-person socializing and work. If you notice someone has
been silent, you might count to seven before beginning to speak again, or invite them to speak. If you've
been waiting in vain for a pause, you might push yourself to jump in. And if you feel interrupted, try
continuing to talk, instead of stopping.

If “Don'’t interrupt me” is sometimes a reasonable request, so is “Don't just sit there! Please overlap—
cooperatively!”

Hid : Deborah Tannen, “In Real Life, Not All Interruptions Are Rude”
The New York Times <https.//www.nytimes.com/2021/09/25/opinion/interrupting-cooperative-overlapping.html>
(20214 9 H25 HABHR. B 7 7 & 2202249 H20H . — ¥k %)
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