
Creating a family is a complex, ongoing pro-
cess. Everyday conversations make up a huge 
part of the puzzle. Parents use language to 
manage households, create and maintain 
relationships and identities, and negotiate 
and reinforce values and beliefs.

   A new book 
coedited by for-
mer MARIAL 
postdoctoral 
fellow Cynthia 
Gordon shows 
how the pro-
cess works by 
analyzing how 
family members 
interact with one 
another. Family 
Talk: Discourse 
and Identity in 
Four American 
Families, is 

based on analyses 
of audio recordings 
of parents who 
taped their con-
versations as part 

of a project on family discourse. They taped 
nearly continuously over the course of one 
week, both at work and at home. The book 
was published by Oxford University Press.
 “The project was designed to look at the 
creation of professional and parental identi-
ties by these working parents, and to find 
out how they use language to balance the 
conflicting demands of work and home,” said 
Gordon, a linguist who is now teaching at 
Wayne State University in Detroit.
 Gordon coedited the book with Deborah 
Tannen, university professor and professor 
of linguistics at Georgetown University, and 
Shari Kendall, assistant professor of linguis-
tics in the Department of English at Texas 
A&M University.
 Tannen, who has written more than 
twenty books, is the best-selling author of 
You’re Wearing That? and You Just Don’t 
Understand.
 Family Talk is primarily an academic text 
that focuses on family discourse and shows 
through the analysis of transcripts of actual 

interactions how family members construct, 
negotiate, and enact their identities as indi-
viduals and as families. The authors, all of 
whom participated as researchers in the fam-
ily discourse study, examine gender, social-
ization of children, conflict resolution, how 
families create a political identity, and how 
parents use language to exert power and cre-
ate family solidarity. One of the most compel-
ling aspects of the book is receiving multiple 
authors’ perspectives on conversations drawn 
from the study.
 Most of the chapters deal with how par-
ents talk at home; one looks at how a par-
ent—in this case, the father—talks about his 
family at work. The study provides a unique 
dataset because the parents audiotaped them-
selves and were encouraged to keep the tape 
recorders on as often as they could, so con-
versations were captured in many different 
situations, including driving in the car, sitting 
in a parking lot, and chatting in workplace 
conference rooms. Up to four hours could be 
recorded at one time. Three of the families 
had young children; one had grown children, 
the youngest of whom was in high school. 
The researchers not only listened to and tran-
scribed the audiotapes of the family mem-
bers’ conversations, they also observed study 
participants at work and at home for at least 
one day.
  In one of the chapters she contributed to 
the volume, Gordon looked at how a woman 
creates her identity as a mother in a conver-
sation with her husband, and later in con-
versation with her brother, who had babysat 

the couple’s two-year-old 
daughter earlier that day. 
Gordon looks at gender roles 
and some of the differences 
between how men and wom-
en tend to communicate and 
react to different situations.
    For instance, Gordon 
highlights part of a conver-
sation in which the mother 
tells her husband that their 
daughter screamed at a rela-
tive earlier in the day. “I just 
feel horribly embarrassed 
when she does that,” the 

mother says, adding that she worries it is 
“some reflection of our bad parenting.” The 
father asserts that they are good parents, and 
their daughter is “very two.” In other words, 
she is showing age-appropriate behavior. The 
mother’s expression of concern about paren-
tal responsibility for her child’s misbehavior 
helps create her identity as a mother because 
it fits into larger sociocultural patterns in 
which mothers, more so than fathers, tend 
to be seen (or feel) responsible for their chil-
dren’s failures.
 Gordon uses another conversation to illus-
trate gender differences in the level of detail 
that men and women desire in conversa-
tion. In general, women want more personal 
details, and men want less, Gordon says. 
 The book examines interactions ranging 
from arguments between spouses, to family 
members talking to family pets, to conversa-
tions about food, to interactions in front of 
the television. The research upon which the 
book was based was funded by the Alfred 
P. Sloan Foundation, which also funds the 
MARIAL Center. 
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“FAMILY TALK” SHOWS HOW PARENTS USE LANGUAGE TO 
BALANCE CONFLICTING ROLES AT HOME AND AT WORK

Gordon looks at gender 
roles and the differences 
between how men and 
women tend to communi-
cate and react to different 
situations.
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The Alfred P. Sloan 
Foundation funded the 
research upon which the 
book is based.


