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ABSTRACT 

This study deals with two specific features of discourse analysis, namely, overlapping talk and turn 

taking. The study addressed the following research questions: 

a) Whether the political discourses of the two languages of Persian and American English are 

different in terms of the  frequency and placement of overlaps, backchannels and interruptions, and 

b) Whether there is a correlation between the frequency of overlaps and the frequency of the turns 

between the political discourses of the two languages.  

To achieve this end, 5 English and 5 Persian political debates were recorded, the last 10 minutes of 

each debate were transcribed, typed and given to three bilingual examiners to demonstrate overlap and 

turn frequencies. The Mann Whitney U test was employed to determine the significance of the 

difference, if any, between the political discourses of the two languages. Furthermore, the Pearson 

Correlation formula was employed to investigate the possible correlation between the two variables of 

overlap and turn taking frequencies. The findings of the study indicated considerable variation between 

the political figures of the two languages in both frequency and placement of overlaps. The correlation 

between turn frequencies among the political discourses of the two languages was also significant. Thus, 

it lends support to the systematicity of language in conversational levels theory.  

KEYWORDS : Conversation Analysis, Overlap, Backchannel and Political Discourse  

1. INTRODUCTION 

To take turn in conversation is always somewhat risky. As one speaks, there is always the 

possibility that no other party will wish to engage in a reciprocal relationship. If this occurs, one may 

feel that one has lost face. Turns can be made up of a single word, a phrase, a clause, or a full 

sentence. They are not syntactic or semantic units, but pragmatic units (Schegloff, 2000). 

Although turn taking is a universal notion, rules governing it vary considerably from language to 

language or culture to culture. For example, distribution of overlaps and pauses in conversations vary 

among languages (Tannen, 1985b). Although speakers of some languages consider overlapping talks as 

face threatening acts, among the speakers of some other languages the other way round tends to be 

the case (Tannen, 1985b). Thus far, most of the research has dealt with the effects of conversation 

analysis (CA) on second language acquisition (SLA) but regarding contrastive analysis of the 

conversation of two or more languages little research has been done. This study attempts to 
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investigate whether the two languages of Persian and American English are different in terms of 

frequency and placement of the overlaps and backchannels that the political experts of the two 

languages use in their conversations.  

The questions that this study tries to answer are the following: 

1. Are   Persian   and   American English   political   experts   different   in   terms   of 

overlaps? 

2. To what extent do overlap frequencies correlate with turn frequencies among the 

political speakers of the two languages? 

3. Supposing  that  overlapping  talks  occur among the  speakers  of the two  Languages,  

do these  two  languages  accommodate these overlaps in the same place in the discourse? 

2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE  

2.1 Turn Taking 

 One feature that underlies the orderly distribution of opportunities to participate in 

conversation and of virtually all forms of talk- in- interaction that has been subjected to 

disciplined empirical investigation is the turn taking system (Schegloff, 2000). The turn taking system, 

according to Sacks et al. (1974) is an organization of practices designed to allow routine 

achievement of what appears to be overwhelmingly the most common default "'numerical" 

value of speakership in talk-in-interaction: one party talks at a time (Schegloff, 2000).  

The organization of turn-taking practices in talk-in-interaction is among the features of social life 

that are so deeply embedded in ordinary common sense practice that they challenge 

particular awareness and explicit, disciplined description. One of the basic and frequently 

repeated assumptions of CA is that people talk in turns, and that usually only one person talks at a 

time. Turn-taking is one of the fundamental organizations of conversation. Turn taking in human 

dialogue is a highly complex phenomenon. According to CA, the turn-taking system consists of 

two components: the turn constructional component and the turn allocational component.  

 Conversation, of course, always requires at least two participants, More importantly these two 

participants must take turn speaking. If they did not, if only one person spoke and the other only 

listened, it would not be a conversation but rather a "lecture" or a "speech". The two participants 

in a conversation are called current speaker and next speaker.  

 There are different ways of organizing turn-taking. For example, in a formal debate or in a legal 

courtroom there are very strict rules controlling exactly who gets to talk at what time. Sacks' (1992) 

account of turn taking most explicitly evolves the enforcement of the turn taking organization to 

work by its identifications with individual participants' rights and interests (e.g. their turn space).  

 The language that is put into a turn consists of one (or more) turn-constructional units 

(TCU). A TCU is a piece of language that is somehow "complete" in its context. Schegloff (1992, 
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2000) states that TCU is basic to turn taking organization, and can in that sense be treated as one building 

block foundational to conversation, and consequently to conversation analysis. The important thing 

is that a TCU must be such that the people listening to the current speaker can guess when the current 

speaker is going to stop. 

 The TCU describes basic units out of which turns are fashioned. Unit types include: lexical, 

clausal, phrasal, and sentential. These are grammatically and pragmatically complete units, meaning 

that in a particular context they accomplish recognizable social actions. 

2.1 Overlaps 

 Brown and Levinson’s theory of politeness (1987) takes into account the social relations of the 

speaker and addressee. Brown and Levinson argue that much of the ordinary conversation 

is motivated by the speaker's concern for the addressee's "face wants". People everywhere want their 

actions to be unimpeded and want their wants to be desirable to at least some others (Brown & 

Levinson, 1987). They state that one possible "face threatening act" is contradiction or disagreement 

with the other's opinion. One way in which speakers avoid the face threatening act of disagreeing with 

their listeners is by discussing only safe topics, such as the weather, the beauty of gardens, etc.  

 In natural conversation it is standard practice for the participants involved to speak one at a 

time. But there are some moments in conversation when this standard practice is not observed 

and more than one person is speaking. This is what Sacks (1954) refers to as overlap. Therefore, 

backchannels or assent terms can be considered as overlaps because they are verbal and nonverbal 

listeners' responses while another individual is talking.  

 Tannen (1994b) has shown that  there is much overlapping and simultaneous talk among certain 

Jewish and African American groups, but in mainstream western cultures overlapping talk is 

generally seen as messy and unpleasant. Contrary to Tannen and others who state that overlaps in 

western societies are rude, unpleasant, and abrupt, some other researchers (e.g. McCarthy, 2001; 

Yngve, 1970) argue that neither backchannel nor overlaps are perceived as interruption or rude.  

 Schegloff (2000) states that the study of overlap was a major influence on the perception of 

turn taking system and continues to be an important part of turn taking research. With regard to the 

placement of overlaps, there is a general consensus that people use them at the Transition Relevance 

Place (TRP), where the current speaker completes his argument (Sacks, 1974). Overlaps are 

frequently noticed at three positions in the course of an ongoing conversation. They may take place 

exactly at the point of completion, slightly after, or in the middle of the units (Lerner, 2004).  

2.2 Political Discourse 

 Political discourse analysis is associated with the constructivist framing perspective and is 

perhaps best represented by the work of Gamson (1992). This approach looks at how movement 

actors attempt to challenge dominant definitions of political reality by mobilizing new frames of 

contested social relationships and making them visible in the public sphere. Political scientists 
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are mainly concerned with the consequences of political decisions and actions for a society and 

they may be interested in the political realities which are constructed in and through discourse 

(Chilton, 2004; Gamson, 1992; van Dijk, 2002). 

 Language and politics are social stances; the one, a medium used by society for the purpose of 

communication and cohabitation, the other loosely, the ideas and activities used for gaining and 

exercising power in society. Van Dijk (1994) believes that politics is a discursive domain, not just 

because it situates language in action but also because the action is contextualized. According to 

van Dijk (1994, p.1 12), "despite some studies on political language, discourse and CA have thus far 

had little to offer to political science.  

 Efron (2004) has done some research on sentimental analysis of political discourse. He found 

that in the domain of American politics, pragmatic considerations, sarcasm, comparison, rhetorical 

reversals and other theoretical devices tend to undermine much of the direct relationship between 

the words used and the opinions expressed. 

 When we think of politics, we think of it mainly in terms of the struggle for power in order to 

secure specific ideas and interests and put them into practice. This process of manifesting a political will 

and transforming it into concrete social action is realized first of all between political parties. In this 

process, language plays an important role. In fact, any political action is prepared, accompanied, 

controlled and influenced by language.  

 The opportunities for each person to be involved in political discourse have increased 

enormously. Political discourse includes both inner- state and inter-state discourse, and it may take 

various forms. Examples are bilateral or multilateral treaties, speeches made during election 

campaigns or at a congress of a political patty, a contribution of a member of parliament to a 

parliamentary debate, editorials or commentaries in newspapers, a press conference with a politician, 

or a politician's memoirs. 

3. DATA 

 100 minutes of conversations were videotaped from 10 political debates, five English and five Persian.  

In the selection of the conversations, it was almost impossible for the researcher to find ones debating on 

exactly the same political subject; therefore, only the conversations with political subjects were chosen for 

comparison. It was, of course, assured that the participants who took part in conversations were similar with 

regard to some attributes of gender, levels of education and governmental jobs. Furthermore, it is always the 

case that within one political debate two or more subjects are being discussed simultaneously. 
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4. DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 

 To demonstrate the frequencies of overlaps and turns, the debates were transcribed and then given 

to three bilingual experts to examine. Since three sets of data were provided by the examiners, the 

means of the data needed to be computed (see Table.3). 
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 Table 3 shows the frequency of the occurrence of each of the variables in focus in the study.  To 

show if the data in the Table.3 shows any significant gap between Persian and American English 

political debaters, the Mann-Whitney U test was used. The reason for the use of the Mann-Whitney U 

test rather than a parametric test like t-test was that the assumptions of the parametric tests had not 

been met( e.g. the number of the cases for the political debates in each group was 5). The results of the 

Mann-Whitney tests are displayed in the following tables. 
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 As can be seen in Table.5, the p value for overlaps reported as Sig is smaller the critical value 

(.009 < .05), indicating that the difference between the two groups in terms of the occurrence of 

overlap is significant. The same thing holds true of the third and fourth column where the occurrence 

of overlap at the end or in the middle of a TCU is in focus (.008 < .05). The only value that is acting 

as an imposter is that in the second column (1.000> .05), indicating that the difference in the number 

of overlaps occurring after TCU is not significant between the two languages. 

 The Pearson Correlation formula was employed to investigate the possible correlation between the 

two variables of overlap and turn taking frequencies in the two languages. Table.6 depicts the statistics 

related to the frequency of the occurrence of turns and overlaps in the two languages. Table.7 more 

closely looks at the amount of correlation between the turns and overlaps which have occurs in each of 

the two languages. 
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 The second column of Table.6 shows that the Persian debates have showed a higher number in the 

occurrence of both turns and frequencies (38> 16, 16>6).  Table.7 reveals that the occurrence of turns 

and frequencies in the two languages has enjoyed a good level of correlation (for Persian, r=.973, p=.005, 

and for English, r=.953, p=.012). The correlation coefficient is significant both at the .01 and .05 levels 

of significance. This indicates that in both languages, the higher the number of turns, the higher the 

number of overlaps. 

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

This research demonstrated that the two languages (i.e. English and Persian) exhibit differences 

partly in terms of overlap frequencies and overlap placements. As clearly indicated in the research 

questions, the first aim was to see if the political experts of Persian and American English would be 

different with regard to overlap frequencies. The answer seems to be in the affirmative; Persian 

political experts used overlaps in their conversations more frequently than their English counterparts. 

The study also confirms the current ideas (Gumperz, 1982b; Tannen, 1994b, 2004b) stating that rules 

governing conversation and turn taking vary considerably from language to language or culture to 

culture. Tannen (1985b) believes that the distribution of overlaps and pauses vary considerably from 

language to language and culture to culture. She argues that there is much overlapping and 

simultaneous talk among certain Jewish and African American groups, but in mainstream Western 

cultures overlapping talk is generally seen as messy and unpleasant. Gumperz (1982b) also states that 
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many of the elements of how people talk, which seems self evidently appropriate to the speaker, in 

fact differ from one person to the next. Ways of showing that you are interested, glad, or angry, how 

and when to tell a joke or a story, when to start talking and when to stop, whether it is appropriate to 

talk at the same time that someone else is speaking, how loudly to talk and what intonation to use vary 

widely depending on such differences as gender, ethnicity, class, and regional background. The results 

of the study emphasize the need to address cross cultural differences in linguistic research. 

 The second aim was to see if there would be a high correlation between frequency of overlaps and 

frequency of turns between the political experts of the two languages. The results showed that the two 

features of conversation, namely, overlap and turn taking were highly correlated. In other words, the 

study of overlap was a major influence on the conception of the turn-taking system. The study 

confirms the current ideas (Jefferson, 1993; Sacks, 1984; Schegloff, 2000) about the systematicity of 

language at all linguistic levels. As Sacks (1984) argues it seems that there is order at every point. He 

claims that conversation is rule governed, but the rules look quite a bit different from phonological or 

syntactic rules. That is to say, we don't have a formal set of rules which can generate all and only 

correct conversational structures. This does not mean, however, that conversation is unstructured. 

Rather the structure is of a very different nature than that of a clause or sentence due to the fact that 

conversation involves not a single speaker but rather a set of speakers. The current study also confirms 

Jefferson's (1993) theory which is based on the idea that overlapping talk is orderly organized by 

reference to the turn-taking system.  

 With regard to the placement of overlaps, the two languages were significantly different. 

Therefore, the study confirms the ideas (Clancy, Thompson, Suzuki, & Tag, 1996) stating that 

variation has been found not only on the distribution and frequency of overlaps, but their placement in 

the ongoing talk and their interpretation by the participants vary from language to language or culture 

to culture. 
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