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Abstract

:

Human communication is a multimodal phenomenon that involves the combined use of verbal and non-verbal signs. It is estimated that non-verbal signs, especially paralinguistic and kinesic ones, have a significant impact on message production. Silence in Spanish has been described as a plurifunctional communicative resource whose meanings vary depending on contextual, social, and cultural factors. The pragmatic and sociolinguistic nature of this phenomenon calls for examining each case considering the context, the social variables, and the relationship between participants. The aim of this study is to determine the use of silence in Spanish by young women. To achieve this, a corpus of 9 h of spontaneous conversations among six young Spanish university women (1.5 h per participant) was analyzed. The analysis has allowed identifying, first, a series of communicative functions of silence produced by the participants. A relationship between the duration of silence and its communicative function has also been established. Finally, differences in the use of silence by the participants have been found, determined by the interlocutor (male/female), which confirms that women use silence as a basic interactive strategy differently when talking with women and when they do so with men.
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1. Introduction


The communicative value of silence in oral interaction, its interpretative ambiguity, and its plurifunctionality are the three main elements of consensus within the long tradition of linguistic research on silence, as an essential nonverbal element in human interaction. Due to the difficulty involved in its systematization, interpretation, and vast intercultural variability, the notion of silence as absence, as the opposite of eloquence, has been emphasized from different perspectives, often comparing it with the power of logos and associating it with scarcely communicative and even impolite or negative meanings. In this paper, we consider silence not as an omission, but as an action, as a nonverbal sign of a pragmatic character that is consubstantial to conversation and belongs to the paralinguistic system, whose meaning is neither assumed nor taken for granted, but interpreted in the broader context of interaction (Jaworski 1993, 2018; Poyatos 1994, 2002; Kurzon 1997, 2018; Ephratt 2008, 2022; Cestero-Mancera 2000, 2019; Camargo-Fernández and Méndez-Guerrero 2014a; Méndez-Guerrero 2014, 2024). Specifically, following Cestero-Mancera’s (2014, p. 142) proposal, we include silence in the group of paralinguistic regulators, along with pauses, and define it as an absence of speech equal to or longer than 1 s that appears in interaction and is used to communicate (Knapp 1980; Poyatos 1994; Cestero-Mancera 1999; Camargo-Fernández and Méndez-Guerrero 2013a; Méndez-Guerrero and Camargo-Fernández 2015; Méndez-Guerrero 2023).



Since the middle of the last century and from different currents of the analysis of human communication, numerous investigations on silence have highlighted the im-portance of the cultural, contextual, social, political, anthropological, and psychological factors linked to its production and interpretation (Hall 1959; Basso 1970; Bruneau 1973; Jensen 1973; Sacks et al. 1974; Knapp 1980; Tannen and Saville-Troike 1985; Sperber and Wilson 1986; Gal 1989; Castilla del Pino 1992; Gallardo-Paúls 1993; Jaworski 1993; Bilmes 1994; Poyatos 1994; Kurzon 1997; Huckin 2002; Cestero-Mancera 2006; Escandell-Vidal 2006; Nakane 2007; Ephratt 2008; Contreras-Fernández 2008; Wharton 2009; Camargo-Fernández and Méndez-Guerrero 2013a; Schröter 2013; among others).



In the past decade, research on silence in human communication has greatly di-versified its focus and continues to expand today, to the point that some authors speak of this impulse as “a turn to silence” (Murray and Durrheim 2019). Indeed, the works devoted to silence in the last ten years cover aspects as diverse as the establishment of a taxonomy capable of accounting for its multiplicity of meanings, its perception and use in colloquial and multimodal conversation (Méndez-Guerrero 2013, 2014, 2015a, 2015b, 2016a, 2016b, 2017, 2023, 2024; Camargo-Fernández and Méndez-Guerrero 2014a, 2014b); the relationship between absence and silence in public discourse from the perspective of critical discourse analysis (Schröter and Taylor 2018); its representation and interpretation as a sign in political practice and management (Brito-Vieira 2020); its characterization, from bioacoustics and psychoacoustics, as a complex perceptual experience triggered by the sensation of auditory emptiness (Rodríguez-Bravo 2021; Torras i Segura 2023); its impact on communication and media during the COVID-19 pandemic (Mateu-Serra 2021; Poyatos 2021); its appearance and meaning in ethnographic oral narratives of women when they talk about their health (Company-Morales et al. 2022); its function and meaning in oral narratives of a corpus of semi-directed interviews (Reyes-O’Ryan and Guerrero forthcoming); the fruitful and current line on its interpretation in work meetings and the workplace (Saintot and Lehtonen 2023); as well as updates on the role of silence in communication, oral and written, from the perspective of iconicity, semantics, semiotics, pragmatics, phonetics, syntax, grammar, and poetics by classical scholars in the field (Ephratt 2018, 2022; Jaworski 2018; Kurzon 2018).



From the multimodal perspective of language, silence has been understood as a communicative element that appears in discourse in concomitance with other verbal and nonverbal signs, contributing functions, values, or nuances to those already expressed by other discursive resources (Poyatos 2002). All the signs present in the interaction are part of the communicative continuum in which communicative signs and their functions present relations and family airs among themselves (Méndez-Guerrero 2014). According to this positioning, words, gestures, and silences, among others, not only appear together in communication, but are elements that can be chosen among all those that represent a communicative function and, sometimes, are interchangeable once the nuances provided by each of them have been weighed. The decision to use one resource or another will depend on the appropriateness of the sign to the context, its capacity to express all that the speakers wish to communicate, their identity and communicative style, and the reaffirmation or transgression they wish to make of them (Méndez-Guerrero 2024).



The relationship between gender and silence in oral interaction has also been explored from the angles of conversation analysis, ethnography of communication, sociolinguistics, and discourse analysis, highlighting the different meanings and forms of management of turns of speech, interruptions, and silences by men and women, as well as the influence of social and contextual factors on such management (Zimmerman and West 1975; Fishman 1978, 1980; Gal 1989; DeFrancisco 1991; Tannen 1993, 2005; Cestero-Mancera 2000, 2007; Bengoechea-Bartolomé 1993, 2003; García-Mouton 2003; Camargo-Fernández 2010; Camargo-Fernández and Méndez-Guerrero 2013b; Acuña-Ferreira 2009, 2015; Méndez-Guerrero 2014, 2015b, 2017). In the face of the commonplaces, which are contradictory and variable according to culture, that either women are condemned to silence by men, or that they are incapable of being silent and, therefore, their most valuable attribute is silence, the aforementioned empirical studies have shown a very varied casuistry that is far removed from the clichés regarding the use and functions of silence by women.



Nevertheless, there are still very few studies that systematize the relationship be-tween silence and the gender variable in Spanish using data from corpora of real con-versations that allow us to classify, quantify, and compare its functions when women speak with other women and when they speak with men. The aim of this article is, therefore, to establish a pragmatic taxonomy of the silences recorded in a corpus of spontaneous conversations of 9 h’ duration (1.5 h per informant), the Corpus oral juvenil del español de Mallorca (COJEM) (Méndez-Guerrero 2015a), in which three women talk with other women and another three do so with men. Based on the durations and frequencies obtained in each case, certain functions of silences in the different types of interaction (female vs. mixed conversations) will be proposed. The results will be analyzed using the dynamic approach to the relationship between language and gender (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 2003) and the dynamic theory of silence (Méndez-Guerrero 2014, 2023). In this way, it will be possible to ascertain whether silence in conversation is a basic interactional strategy in women that presents functional or duration differences in feminine and mixed exchanges in each context and whether these differences are deter-mined by the type of speaker and by the social relationship.




2. A Dynamic Approach to the Study of Gender and Silence


The relationship between gender and conversational style was studied during the last decades of the twentieth century using the so-called domination theory and difference theory, which constitute the two main approaches to the study of the differences between men’s and women’s ways of speaking. The first is based on the idea that language is a set of structures that support male power—a reflection of a vision resulting from the established patriarchal order—that interpret the masculine as the normative (Lakoff 1975); the second proclaims that women and men learn different behaviors as part of their socialization process and that, as a result, women have a more cooperative and different conversational style than men, who are prone to conflict (Coates [1986] 2016; Tannen 1990; Sheldon 1993; Cameron 2005). On a biological level would be the theories of those who argue that the differences between the ways that men and women talk are due to biological factors that provide better verbal skills to women (Chambers 2003).



The differences between female and male conversational styles have been studied from various perspectives, among which we highlight those that have focused on real interactions between men and women in informal contexts. Such is the case of the work of Pamela Fishman (1977, 1978, 1980), who analyzed the interactions in three white heterosexual couples’ homes. The results of her works indicate that women made more efforts to initiate and maintain conversations, but always with less success than their partners. Often, husbands responded uncooperatively with monosyllabic turns, interruptions or delayed responses, whereas on other occasions, their questions went unanswered (‘no response’ violation), resulting in silence. Overall, male conversational behavior was characterized as uncooperative, focused on maintaining control of the interaction and topics, as well as preserving the conversational floor. Fishman’s (1977) line is that women take care of the ‘interactional shitwork’, which is something that is connected to the household tasks that have traditionally been assigned to them. Likewise, this author suggests that for women to be socially acceptable as women, they cannot exert social control, but rather that they must support male social control.



Other studies have delved deeper into this line of research, indicating that women are more polite than men in conversation (Holmes 1995), both in terms of negative politeness, which recognizes the autonomy of others and avoids intrusive behavior, and in terms of positive politeness, which emphasizes connection and bonding (Brown and Levinson 1987). Women tend to be more facilitative in conversational interaction, with their conversational goals and strategies focusing on establishing an affiliation with their interlocutor, gaining trust, sharing confidence, and building rapport, thus emphasizing solidarity in relationships (Coates [1986] 2016; Holmes 1995). By contrast, they attenuate criticism and avoid reproach, while giving compliments and expressing appreciation (Troemel-Ploetz 1991). By contrast, men tend to use language to mark status and to obtain or convey information (Aries and Johnson 1983; Tannen 1990). Their conversations are organized around mutual activities rather than towards relationship maintenance (Aries and Johnson 1983), and compared to women’s conversations, they are more likely to involve boasting, verbal jousting, and mutual insults (Holmes 1995). Men tend to talk more than women, at least in formal or public situations (Holmes 1995), but they have been found to talk less in intimate relationships (Fishman 1978) and to show a greater tendency toward silence (DeFrancisco 1991). They show delayed minimal responses (Zimmerman and West 1975) and less eye contact with the interlocutor when listening, both of which may be perceived by the speaker as signals of lack of interest in what is being said. In summary, and compared to women, men tend to use less polite forms of speech, do not apologize as readily, and are perceived as less facilitative conversational partners.



Such theories explain the conversational behavior of men and women as opposites, but as equally homogeneous, and were criticized for offering a binary view of women and men as members of different social and symbolic spheres (Bucholtz 2014). As a consequence, they were gradually replaced by other approaches, such as the interactional perspective (Tannen 1993, 2005) and the dynamic approach (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 1992, 2003). The first perspective posits that differences between men’s and women’s discourses must be found within the communicative process and not as the result of established and predetermined categories. The second considers the communicative differences between genders as a complex and fluid social construct that is negotiated in interaction and in the so-called communities of practice (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 1992, 2003). Thus, there would not be a single form of expression (feminine or masculine), but a series of more or less indicative styles of different identities that speakers choose, depending on the sociosituational context, in order to represent the identity they wish to convey.



The shift from binary and biologistic theories to interactional and dynamic approaches in studies of the relationship between language and gender runs parallel to the need to explain the complexity of power relations and solidarity in interaction. Still, as Hal et al. (2021) exposed, the vast majority of contributions from both streams were based on studies of predominantly white, heterosexual, cisgender, middleclass, English-speaking speakers. Moreover, as Susan Gal (1989, 1995) pointed out in her works, previous research in the field did not consider the symbolic dimension that motivates the use of certain linguistic features, such as the conversational silences discussed here, and thus did not study language as a resource for the expression of power and identity. Gal’s (1989) pioneering work on the relationship between silence and gender already emphasized that even seemingly small details, such as systematic differences between American boys’ and girls’ turns of speech in same-sex playgroups, fit into and reinforce the broad cultural logic of gender symbolization in the United States. However, women’s conformity to such cultural expectations is neither passive nor automatic. In fact, as will be demonstrated in this paper, women actively construct their identities, consciously choosing among possible linguistic strategies (Reyes 2002) in response to these cultural conceptions and the unequal gender relations they encode in the different communities in which they interact.



In addition to the dynamic approach of Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (1992, 2003) that contemplates the symbolic and conscious dimension of linguistic choices (Gal 1989, 1995; Reyes 2002), we adopt in this work the dynamic approach to silence (Méndez-Guerrero 2014, 2023). This theory explains silences as part of a connected and changing discourse and considers that each silence alters and is altered by all the linguistic and extralinguistic elements that appear alongside it, which must be considered in order to reach an adequate interpretation of both verbal and nonverbal signs. The key lies in unraveling its potential capacity to condition and be conditioned by the context in which it appears and its ability to connect with other parts of speech. To access the meaning of silent acts, therefore, the listener to silence in a conversation must handle (in addition to the sociosituational context) all the cognitive processes and prior and shared knowledge at his or her disposal. Therefore, achieving a connection between new and already known information leads to success in the inferential process and access to what is implied silently. The fact that the interpretation of silence is considered a dynamic process is also related to the fact that the interpretation of silences is open to diverse meanings that are negotiated in each utterance:




In short, the most appropriate and relevant pragmatic meaning in each context will result from a dynamic process that is not built only from previous assumptions and whose possible pragmatic ambiguity will be resolved using the situation and the environment in which the absence of speech occurs. Hence, a disambiguation exercise (based on the evaluation of the context, the social relationship and the common cognitive environment) is necessary to solve ambiguity and polyvalence, now classic problems of silence in conversation. Misunderstandings, therefore, will arise where the listener has not been able to carry out that mental process or has not wanted to do so.



(Camargo-Fernández and Méndez-Guerrero 2014b, p. 36)





Adopting this approach to analyze the relationship between silence and gender will allow us to observe how men and women interact not as individuals and in static and predictable ways, but in institutions such as workplaces, families, friendship groups, schools, and political forums, where much of the decision making about resources and social selection for mobility occurs through speech. Additionally, institutions are far from neutral: they are structured along gender lines, to grant authority not only to reigning classes and ethnic groups, but specifically to male linguistic practices to which women of-ten react verbally and nonverbally.




3. Materials and Methods


The corpus used in this sociolinguistic study on women’s silences comprises 9 h of recordings from six conversations held by young Spanish women born in Mallorca, with higher university education and Spanish as their native language. All of them share a very close social relationship and have been friends for years. Specifically, there are six recordings, each lasting 90 min, in which three informants talk with women and three informants talk with men. Sampling was intentional, eliminating the random factor, among members of a compact and specific community of practice (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 2003): young female university students under 25 who talk with friends.



The recordings belong to the Corpus oral juvenil del español de Mallorca (COJEM) (Méndez-Guerrero 2015a) and were conducted in Palma during the spring of 2011 using the covert recording technique and participant observation. Once the recordings were collected, all informants were requested to provide their corresponding authorization, stating that these samples would be part of a linguistic study, and the recorded material was made available to them. All gave their consent. On the issues arising from collecting linguistic corpora with a hidden recorder, refer to Milroy and Gordon (2003). At least one of the analysts in this study was present at all recorded communicative encounters and is part of the community of practice under study. The intention was to understand firsthand the norms, values, and linguistic and social patterns of the speakers’ group so as to assign a value, possibly shared by the entire community of practice, to each silence. The aim of selecting speakers with such a close social relationship is to obtain exchanges as informal, natural, and spontaneous as possible.



Data were collected in places frequented by speakers (cafés, homes, and private vehicles). All encounters took place completely freely, naturally, and spontaneously, with no intention of organizing or directing the conversation at any point. The participants’ goal, as often, was to gather for friendly conversation, so the topics recorded in the samples are related to various personal (work, family, academic) or current affairs issues (politics, sexism, economy, society …). The informants analyzed in the study are six women under 25 years of age with university studies. All of them maintained a very close friendship with their interlocutors. Three of them spoke with women and three of them spoke with men. A minimum of two participants and a maximum of four participants participated in the conversations and all of them were informed of the experiment.



Conversations were fully transcribed following the conventions of the PRESEEA Corpus (Moreno-Fernández 2021), and from these transcriptions, the durations and frequencies of all silences recorded during the 9 h constituting the corpus were coded and measured. For the coding and treatment of silences, a pragmatic taxonomy was developed, based on previous studies that captured the main communicative values assigned to silence in Spanish culture. This taxonomy can be consulted in the Results section, in Figure 1.



This work aims to test this classification through a qualitative analysis that describes the pragmatic categories of silence (Section 4.1) and through a quantitative analysis (Section 4.2 and Section 4.3) that describes its frequencies. With studies of this kind, we believe it is possible to establish, with certainty, a typology of the communicative functions of the most common silent acts in Spanish conversation that can be applied to other groups of speakers. As a preliminary step to the analysis, all silences in the corpus (speech absences of at least 1 s in duration) were isolated. In total, 220 silent acts produced by the six informants in the study were recorded. To separate and assign functions to silences, we relied, as mentioned, on the typology established by the authors in previous studies that assigned different discursive, structuring, or epistemic and psychological values to silences, making them closer to one or another pragmatic function (Figure 1). All these functions were later organized into tables, facilitating the coding of the recorded cases.



For acoustic treatment and data analysis, the PRAAT and SPSS programs were used, respectively. The analysis had two clearly defined phases: (1) the quantitative description, to present and summarize the data and make estimations of significance and reliability (frequency, mean, standard deviation, and variance) and (2) statistical tests, to make estimations about the connection between various variables (chi-square (X2) and p-value), collecting the main communicative values assigned to silence in Spanish culture.



As a control group, a group of young women from the Val.Es.Co. corpus (Pons-Bordería 2023) has been used. This corpus, like COJEM, collects the colloquial and spontaneous speech of Spanish speakers in the city of Valencia. The sampling technique also coincides with that used in our corpus: secret recording and participant observation.



In the following pages, the absolute and relative frequencies (or percentages) of the pragmatic functions of silence produced by the informants when interacting with women and when interacting with men will be described first, along with the durations of silences in conversations between women and in mixed ones. Next, the variance and standard deviation of the collected data will be discussed to understand the dispersion or variation of these regarding the mean frequency and mean duration of silences established at the beginning of the analysis. Finally, a statistical analysis will be carried out based on the hypothesis that there is a correlation between the frequency, pragmatic functions, and durations of silences in the silent acts of young Spanish women in their interactions with men or other women. For this, the chi-square test (X2) will be performed, allowing the discovery of the independence or interdependence of the variables under study, considering the p-value (p ≥ 0.05).




4. Results


In this section, we present the main communicative functions of silence used by the community of practice of young female university students from Mallorca engaging in informal conversations with friends. Subsequently, we discuss the overall results of the analysis of the dependent variable (silences) in relation to the social variable of gender in the COJEM conversation corpus (Méndez-Guerrero 2015a). Additionally, we describe the frequencies, functions, and durations of silence, correlating them with the variable of the gender participation framework: women in mixed-gender conversations and women in conversations with other women. Finally, statistical tests are conducted to measure the level of significance between the studied variables.



4.1. Taxonomy of the Communicative Functions of Silence


The data analysis reveals that Spanish women use at least three types of silences in conversation: discursive silences, structuring silences, and epistemic and psychological silences.



Discursive silences act as discursive indicators guiding speakers’ inferences, giving meaning to the communicative act, and performing pragmatic functions. Within the groups of silences included in this category, there are functions such as indicating deception or concealment, expressing agreement or disagreement, intensifying or attenuating, arguing, humorizing, or ironizing.



	(A)

	
Example of an intensifying silence (CE.2.H0;H3) (202–205)1



(H0 (woman) and H3 (woman) are friends, they are between 20 and 25 years old. Topic: they talk about how clueless H3 is).



H3: ¡madre mía!///(2) ¡Con la de veces que he habré pasado por aquí!///(1) y yo sin fijarme en el garito ese



H0: yo alucino contigo/ chica// no puede ser que no lo hayas visto hasta ahora







The silences in (A), with a bold number indicating the duration in seconds of each silence, have a discursive and emphatic character. Their function is intensifying, as they aim to generate greater interest in what is being communicated.



On the other hand, structuring silences adhere to rules or principles that organize or structure the conversation, serving as regulators of speaking turns, intervening when a coordination error occurs, or when requesting attention or support from the interlocutor.



	(B)

	
Example of silence used to seek attention and support (CE.3.H0;H4) (400–414)



(H0 (woman) and H4 (man) are friends, they are between 20 and 25 years old. Topic: they talk about the difficulties that come with reconciling work life and family life).



H0: hombre sí/ madre soltera es complicao el tema



H4: ¿vale?/ que lo tengas con alguien// ¿vale?///(1) tu pareja también tendrá que asumir su parte de responsabilidad de hijo



H0: sí/ pero reconóceme que casi todo recae en la madre



H4: no es verdad



H0: venga hombre /H4/ me quieres hacer creer que la mujer no tiene que hacerse cargo del 90% de lo que



H4:        depende de las circunstancias



H0: además/ yo quiero que mis hijos pasen tiempo conmigo



H4: claro claro/ pero depende de las circunstancias// yo que sé///(1) a ver el hijo de Carme Chacón a lo mejor lo cuida más// el padre que Carme Chacón



H0: probablemente



H4: ¿vale?///(1)



H4: o la nani/y yo no quiero tener nani







The silences in (B) serve the purpose of seeking attention or support from the interlocutor. With this, H4 aims to gain or maintain the attention of H0 and solicit their support for the message being communicated.



Finally, epistemic and psychological silences are characterized by a significant psychological, emotional, and cognitive component. Their pragmatic functions include expressing hesitation, uncertainty, prudence, and reflection, and conveying or indicating one’s emotional state.



	(C)

	
Example of an epistemic silence (CE.6.H0;H7) (1474–1480)



(H0 (woman) and H7 (man) are friends, they are between 20 and 25 years old. Topic: they talk about the price of food abroad).



H7: no no/ no/ era otra cosa que era de: España// no sé por qué/ no/ tomates eran de España/ eran baratos



H0: ¿qué llamas barato?// ¿un euro y medio?



H7: no/ era más barato que aquí/ no me acuerdo/ no sé/ pero yo es que ahora no compro///(1) no los compro yo ahora///(1) no no sé a qué precio están ahora///(1) los de “ramallet” son carísimos/ pero allí no había///(4)



H0: qué curioso







In (C), it is evident how H7 hesitates in the message being conveyed because they are unsure, at least partially, about the information they are providing to their interlocutor.



In the following sections, we will proceed to explain the main results of the study.




4.2. Descriptive Analysis


In the conversations of the six informants, a total of 220 silences were observed. The recorded frequencies range from 11 to 70 silences per informant (with a mean of 36.6). The silence within the women’s group exhibits a high variance (377.8) and a standard deviation (453.4) considerably above the mean. This indicates that the frequency of silences among the women of the corpus is very heterogeneous. As will be seen, this apparent disparity is partly related to the gender of the interlocutor. In cases where the women in the study talk with men (speakers 4, 5, and 6), more silences occur than when they talk with other women (speakers 1, 2, and 3) as can be seen in Figure 2.



Regarding the duration of the silences, there are speech absences ranging from 1 s to 5.5 s (with a mean of 1.45 s) as seen in Figure 3. However, in these instances, the variance (2.0) and standard deviation (1.5) are very small, indicating that the durations of silences produced by the informants are very consistent. Specifically, of the 220 cases comprising the sample, 132 (60%) last only 1 s, and 40 last between 1.2 and 1.5 s. Therefore, 78.2% of the analyzed silences are shorter than 2 s.



The pragmatic functions of silence also exhibit different frequencies and durations. It has been observed that some functions have higher production rates (intensification, seeking support, reflection, reformulation, etc.), while others appear less frequently (request of attention, irony, mitigation, etc.). Additionally, some functions described in previous studies, such as deception and concealment, resistance, and coordination errors, do not appear in this analysis. The lack of representation in the samples of some pragmatic functions of silence proposed in other studies can be attributed to the highly informal nature of conversations among speakers with a high degree of familiarity. In these situations, speakers might choose other verbal or non-verbal communicative strategies to express, for example, disagreement, resistance, or challenges.



Variation is also evident in the durations. On the one hand, there are functions with average durations between 1.0 and 1.5 s, such as silences for irony, mitigation, reformulation, humor, reflection, and intensification. On the other hand, there are functions with average durations ranging from 1.5 to 2.5 s, including silences for expressing ignorance, hesitation or doubt, self-control, seeking support, and changing the topic. These details can be observed in Table 1.



From the above table, it is inferred that the women in the analyzed corpus exhibit differences in the frequency or usage of their silences, observed in both the duration of silences, although there is a tendency towards shorter silences, and in the pragmatic functions.



When comparing or grouping conversations by gender (interactions between women and interactions between women and men), the results of the study provide more information (see Table 2). Out of the total 220 silences, only 59 (26.8%) occurred in woman–woman conversations, while 161 (73.2%) were recorded in woman–man conversations. Although it is not the intention of this study to describe men’s silence in conversation, it is noteworthy that the three male interlocutors in mixed-gender conversations exhibited silence rates at least twice as large as those of women. Similarly, differences in duration and functions have also been observed between women and men in the COJEM corpus. Therefore, it will be necessary to revisit the comparison between women and men in future studies.



The average frequency of silences produced by women when talking with other women is 19.6, which is much less than the average silences of women when talking with men, which is 53.6. In the case of informants participating in woman–woman conversations, a very low variance (40.2) and standard deviation (7.7) are observed, indicating that they all exhibit a similar recurrence of silent acts. Variance (137) and standard deviation (14.3) indices increase, although they are still low, for participants in woman–man conversations. Given this, it is not surprising to find high variance (260.1) and standard deviation (72.1) indices compared to the means when both gender participation frameworks are analyzed.



Regarding the duration of silences in different gender participation frameworks, we observe results similar to those described on previous pages. The average duration of silences for informants talking with other women is 1.8 s. The variance (68.7) and standard deviation (8.8) indicate that these are quite homogeneous samples. However, some differences are noticeable between these data and those obtained in mixed-gender conversations. In these cases, the silences of women interacting with men have a slightly shorter average duration (1.3 s), and the variance (119.0) and standard deviation (37.2) indicate that the conversations are, in this respect, very heterogeneous. As mentioned earlier, short silences (between 1 and 2 s) are predominant in both gender participation frameworks. In conversations between women, shorter silences account for 37 cases, equivalent to 62.8% of all those produced by them, while women interacting with men use them in 135 instances, representing 83.8% of the total. The longer duration of silences among women, as will be seen below, is related to the preference in women’s conversations for functions that manifest with longer silences.



The pragmatic functions of silence In relation to the gender participation framework also reveal important data. The two most common functions of silence in all gender participation frameworks are for intensifying (43.5% in mixed-gender conversations and 42.4% in conversations among women) and for seeking support (26.3% in mixed-gender conversations and 20.3% in conversations among women). However, in conversations with men, functions for reflection (12.4%) or reformulation (8.1%) also prevail, while in conversations with other women, the differences between functions are not as pronounced. Therefore, there seems to be a different performance here when women converse with men and when they converse with other women. As authors like Holmes and Marra (2004) and Holmes (2006) have described, men often make a more transactional use of discourse, oriented toward message transmission rather than toward cooperation and relationship protection between speakers. Also, according to Lozano-Domingo (1995, p. 177), men seem to be more interested in reaffirming or imposing their concepts and conveying a message than women when they are involved in conversation. Hence, they tend to be silent and reflect more on their message to make it clear and understandable. Women, on the other hand, try to fill the gap and avoid silence, using some other element while reflecting on what they are going to say. Thus, following the dynamic theory of silence (Méndez-Guerrero 2014, 2023) presented in the early pages of this work, it could be understood that, in the interaction itself, a set of communicative resources indicative of the identities of the speakers emerges, which the young women in the study decide to use depending on the context of the interlocutor and the identity they wish to convey.



We now compare the analysis that we have just presented with the results obtained with four informants (young women) extracted from the Val.Es.Co. corpus (Pons-Bordería 2023) as a control group. This analysis has been carried out with the intention of reducing the random factor and verifying that the results obtained are not the result of chance and that they are similar to those that can be obtained from another group of young university students in informal conversations with friends. For this, we reviewed a total of 157 fragments in which silences appeared (two complete transcriptions). It is worth noting that the results obtained in this analysis are very similar to those presented in this work. First, we observed that the silences of women are very brief (only 21.6% exceed 2 s). Additionally, among the Val.Es.Co. informants, certain functions can also be more commonly associated with women talking with other women (self-control, attention-seeking, mitigation/softening), and others with women talking with men (ignorance, intensification, reflection, seeking support). This aligns once again with the results of this study.



From the analysis conducted so far, we can conclude that the fact that women in the COJEM corpus talk with men or women influences the frequency of silence’s occurrence, its duration, and the pragmatic functions performed. In mixed-gender conversations, women tend to be more silent, and when they are silent, it is with a more transactional orientation, meaning that their silences are primarily aimed at reinforcing message transmission. On the other hand, when interacting with other women, they are less silent, their intention is more cooperative, and the purpose of their silences is to advance the conversation and protect its well-being. This suggests that there is accommodation on the part of the women in the corpus who talk with men, as in their cooperative and “involving” effort, they adapt to the communicative strategies of their interlocutors. The latter has a series of implications that can be related to the dynamic theory of discourse, according to which the discourse is built on the basis of the context and a constant evaluation occurs in the conversation influenced by the actions of the interlocutor, his or her expectations, and other linguistic and extralinguistic factors.




4.3. Statistical Analysis


Based on the described data, significant relationships or associations have been identified among some of the variables under study. First, it should be noted that the gender participation framework (only women or mixed) has an interdependent relationship with the duration of silences: the fact that women talk with other women or with men is linked to the duration of their silent acts (X2 = 19.24 and p = 0.0007) (see Figure 4). However, the aforementioned data cannot be applied to the relationship that the pragmatic functions of silence seem to have with the gender participation framework. In this case, the relationship is one of independence, because it has not been established that the use of silence with certain functions (such as self-control, attention-seeking, or irony) is significantly conditioned by the gender of the interlocutor (X2 = 15.46 and p = 0.07). Nevertheless, some trends are observed that would allow us to speak of a certain interdependent relationship between some of the pragmatic functions and the gender participation framework. This is the case for reflective silences (X2 = 17.19 and p = 0.00003), for seeking support (X2 = 4 and p = 0.04), and for intensifiers (X2 = 21.3 and p = 0.000003) (see Figure 5). The duration and pragmatic functions of silence in the analyzed samples also show a significant interdependent relationship (X2 = 52.68 and p = 0.03) (see Figure 6). Indeed, it has been observed that silent acts tend to have different durations depending on the pragmatic function they perform. The relationships found between some categories and functions with their durations are particularly significant, including silences due to a lack of knowledge (X2 = 27.1 and p = 0.00001), reflection (X2 = 51.6 and p = 0), seeking support (X2 = 49.2 and p = 0), intensification (X2 = 233.92 and p = 0), mitigation (X2 = 28 and p = 0.00001), and reformulation (X2 = 58.5 and p = 0). In other cases, only trends can be discussed, as some of the frequencies used for the analysis are very low and do not allow for definitive conclusions. Therefore, for future studies, it would be advisable to expand the sample to give the analysis greater significance.



Finally, a multivariable analysis has been conducted, adding an additional layer to the analysis, aiming to determine if there is a significant relationship between the gender participation framework, duration, and function. Thus, the variables “function,” “duration,” and “gender participation framework” were jointly compared (see Table 3). The results of the variable intersection were as follows: (1) there is an interdependence relationship (X2 = 39.6 and p = 0.05) between the variables, and (2) the highest-frequency indices in the corpus are found in short silences (less than 2 s) produced by young women who talk with men (mixed conversations) that are mainly performed to intensify their discourses, seek support from the interlocutor, or reflect on their message.



For over two decades, the fields of sociolinguistics, linguistic anthropology, and recent pragmatic studies have been dedicated to studying language as a communicative practice, seeking to understand the social patterns of linguistic activity in different communities of practice (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 2003). In this research, we have relied on the idea that the women in the analyzed corpus have their own social conventions—often coinciding with those of other linguistic communities—that are put into practice every day and always with the intention of achieving a goal. In addition to these social conventions, there are also those particular to each conversation (the situational context and the social relationship between participants). In the sample, as just seen, significant differences are observed between when women talk with other women and when they interact with men. This allows us to speak of a distribution of the functions of silence among the women in this corpus in relation to the gender of their interlocutors. In conclusion, it has been observed that grouping conversations by gender (women with women and women with men) and comparing them with the frequencies, durations, and functions of silence allows us to establish trends and some significant differences in the relationship between gender and silent acts. In this way, we have sought to explain, as closely as possible, the functioning of silence in the colloquial conversation of a group of young Spanish women.





5. Discussion


The results of the study show that women strategically use silence differently depending on the interlocutor (male or female). This phenomenon has been explained in the sociolinguistic tradition through the theory of accommodation, which, in the words of Trudgill (1986), involves adjusting linguistic behavior to socially approach or distance oneself from those with whom one is interacting. The Spanish young university women in the study spoke with friends in all cases. Presumably, their goal was to cooperate in the conversation, strengthen bonds, and maintain good relationships with their interlocutors (Holmes and Marra 2004; Holmes 2006). For this reason, they tried to approach their interlocutors, whether men or women, by adopting some of the functions of silence associated with them.



In all analyzed cases, silence was used by Spanish women with short average durations of less than 2 s. This highlights a previously explained fact suggesting that silence in Spanish is typically brief, especially when compared to other Asian or Northern European cultures (Méndez-Guerrero 2023). It has also been demonstrated in this work to have a multifunctional nature, as silence is used in Spanish in informal contexts both to structure conversation and to indicate certain discursive or epistemic and psychological functions. This fact has also been confirmed in the Val.Es.Co. control corpus, which is also informal and was collected through secret recording and participant observation in the city of Valencia, where these functions have also been recorded.



Analyzing a specific community of practice, young university women from Mallorca talking with friends in informal situations, has allowed us to better explain the behavior of the informants. The choice of the sample is based on the fact that recent studies have interpreted speech absences in communicative exchanges among some groups of Spanish young men and women as a habitual communicative resource in their conversations with other young friends, identifying them socially, allowing them to create complicity or affiliations, and strengthening ties with members of their group, as it differentiates them from other groups or communities of practice without harming their social image (Camargo-Fernández and Méndez-Guerrero 2013b; Méndez-Guerrero 2015b, 2017). The concept of a community of practice has been used in this work as conceived by Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (2003), that is, as a group of people who come together around a common commitment for a purpose, and in the course of this common effort, ways of doing things, ways of speaking, beliefs, values, and power relationships emerge, in other words, practices.



In future studies, it will be important to expand the sample studied, since the current one is limited and may not allow generalizations. It will also be important to compare in practice the group of young Spanish university students with similar groups from other regions of Spain to verify possible coincidences. It will also be essential to compare these results with the pragmatic behaviors of men to more accurately define possible similarities and differences between genders. It will be of interest, finally, to determine whether the position of silence in the speaking turn (beginning, middle, or end of the turn) significantly influences the frequency, duration, and pragmatic value or function of silent acts.




6. Conclusions


As demonstrated in this work, silence is a communicative strategy used both to convey information or structure discourse and to express emotions or reflection. It is conditioned by contextual factors and, at least in the context of this study, by the gender of the interlocutors with whom one is talking. We started with the idea that no conversation or communicative act has meaning outside of an interactional framing (Tannen 1993, 2005) and that if differences between the silences of women talking with women and women talking with men occur, they should be found and analyzed within a specific communicative process and not as the result of culturally or biologically established and predetermined categories. However, traditionally, the analysis of women’s speech (and also that of men) has been studied from an impressionistic perspective without a true interpretation of female and male communicative styles. For this study, we focused on a specific community of practice (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 2003): young Spanish university women talking with friends in informal contexts.



According to the results of the analysis, it has been observed that, although Spanish culture is not inclined toward silence and predominantly favors speech, this does not prevent silence from appearing in spontaneous daily interactions (Camargo-Fernández and Méndez-Guerrero 2013b). It can also be said that, at least in the analyzed sample, young women resort to silence with different intentions or purposes than men, and the frequency of their silences increases when talking with men. Therefore, it is possible to argue that the uses of silence by the women in our corpus are part of the expression of feminine conversational style. Based on the distinction made between discursive silences, structuring silences, and epistemic and psychological silences, it has been determined that when interacting with men, women in the corpus are quieter, doing so to reflect or reformulate their discourse with a clear purpose of conveying information (more transactional orientation). However, the predominant functions in all cases are for intensification and seeking support. These latter functions are more related to an intention to protect the good state of the conversation and strengthen bonds (more cooperative orientation). This is what Cestero-Mancera (2007) referred to as acts of involvement or “basic structural cooperation strategies in conversation characteristic of women” (Cestero-Mancera 2007, p. 15).



All of the above leads us to conclude, following the idea of the dynamic approach used in this work, that there are a series of communicative resources, including silence as was highlighted by Gal (1989, 1995), related to the construction of one’s identity. Silence, thus, can occur or not in each context depending on the identity that the speaker wishes to convey. In the same line, the results of the analysis also confirm the existence of differences in strategic uses, intentionality, and the duration of silence in women.
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Note


	
1

	

The examples are part of the Corpus Oral Juvenil del Español de Mallorca (COJEM) (Méndez-Guerrero 2015a). In each example, only the silences highlighted in bold will be analyzed. The way in which we will present the silences will be as follows: three bars and a number in parentheses that indicates the seconds that the silence lasts: “///(2)” = silence lasting 2 s. The rest of the silences will be represented in the same way as the text. Finally, pauses (speech absences of less than one second) will be represented with a double slash: //. Additionally, (:) will be used to indicate lengthening, an underline for overlaps, and (?) for uncertain passages of the recording that could not be transcribed. Informants will be represented with “H” followed by a number.
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Figure 1. Taxonomy of communicative functions of silence in Spanish (Camargo-Fernández and Méndez-Guerrero 2013a). 
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Figure 2. Absolute frequencies of the silences in the corpus. 
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Figure 3. Absolute frequencies of the duration of silences in the corpus. 
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Figure 4. Duration of silence in relation to the gender participation framework (only women or mixed-gender). 
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Figure 5. Pragmatic functions in relation to the gender participation framework (only women or mixed-gender). 
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Figure 6. Comparison between pragmatic functions of silence and durations. 
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Table 1. Frequencies, means, variances, and standard deviations of the pragmatic functions of silence.
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	Functions
	Frequencies
	Percentages
	Mean Duration
	Variance
	Standard Deviation





	Self-control
	9
	4.1%
	1.8
	1.3
	1.3



	Ignorance, hesitation, or doubt
	9
	4.1%
	1.6
	368.5
	20.2



	Reflection
	21
	9.5%
	1.2
	19.0
	5.0



	Request for attention
	1
	0.5%
	1.0
	0
	-



	Request for support
	36
	16.4%
	1.8
	35.0
	6.3



	Intensification
	95
	43.2%
	1.3
	368.8
	20.7



	Mitigation
	7
	3.2%
	1.0
	5.0
	3.1



	Humor
	9
	4.1%
	1.1
	4.0
	2.8



	Irony
	2
	0.9%
	1.0
	0
	-



	Reformulation
	17
	7.7%
	1.1
	29.5
	6.3



	Topic change
	12
	5.5%
	2.5
	11.4
	3.7



	Total
	220
	100%
	-
	-
	-










 





Table 2. Frequencies of silences in relation to the gender participation frameworks.
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	Frequencies
	Percentages





	Only women
	59
	26.8%



	Mixed-gender
	161
	73.2%



	Total
	220
	100%










 





Table 3. Contrastive analysis between gender participation framework–duration–pragmatic function of silence.
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Only Women

	
Mixed-Gender




	

	
1 s

	
+1 s

	
1 s

	
+1 s






	
Self-control

	
2

	
2

	
3

	
2




	
Ignorance, hesitation, or doubt

	
3

	
1

	
5

	
0




	
Reflection

	
1

	
0

	
16

	
4




	
Request for attention

	
0

	
0

	
1

	
0




	
Request for support

	
4

	
8

	
18

	
6




	
Intensification

	
17

	
8

	
62

	
8




	
Mitigation

	
1

	
0

	
6

	
0




	
Humor

	
2

	
0

	
7

	
0




	
Irony

	
2

	
0

	
0

	
0




	
Reformulation

	
3

	
1

	
13

	
0




	
Topic change

	
0

	
2

	
4

	
6
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