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Abgrad: This qudy andyzed some conversationsin the mae, femae
and maefemde groups of some universty sudents Using
McCarthy's dassfication of topics the results show that ‘Persons’ is
the typicdl topic in the femae group, while ‘Objects’ bdongings' isthe
mogt favorite topic in the male group. In the mixed-sex group, it is
Interesting to see how both sexes negotiated the topics by proposing the
typical topicsof the other sex group.

Key words conversation, chetting, topic of tak, conversation, men's
language, women' s language, opening, topic boundary, topic shifts

Doughty et d. (1971) says that chating is one of the fundamenta
aspects of sodd rdation in which people interact to one another based on
trudt, solidarity, regpect, and openness. Chatting occurs when two or more
people gather up into one group and make smdl and rd axed conversation.
In chatting, the conversation tends to be more interactiond than
transactiond, because the sharing of fedings to enhance rdaionship is
much stronger that exchanging news or information.

Quite afew people think that chatting is of no use, meaningless and
wading time. Others dso think that chatting is not worth observing
because every paticpant tadks fredy without structure However, a
number of sudies showed that observing chatting is interesting. It is true
that participants in a chatting do not plan ahead or sructure ther tak and
turns as in forma communication, but outsders or obsarvers of a chating
may be adle to identify tha indeed there is a patern or sructure of the
conversation without theinterlocutors redizingit.

Although there is no moderator in a chatting, it in fact provides a
good example of how conversaion is govened, topics and turns
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negotiated, and conversationd markers sgnded and undersood. This
study looks into the topics that occurred in chatting of mde, femae and
mixed-sex groups of college students.

CHATTING

In Webster's Dictionary (1983), chaiting is defined as“akind of light
taking tha is done in informa manner and the way people try to get
relaxed by making a amdl conversation” (1983). According to Jones
(1990), chaiting is akind of mutud saf-disclosure and atransaction. This
meens tha in chatting people can be themsdves, open and share their
fedings and at the same time give information and receive feedback from
the other participants. Goffman (1969) suggests ancther understanding of
achatting,

When a st of persons are on familiar terms and fed that they need

not stand on ceremony with one another, then inattentiveness and

interruption are like to become rife, and tdk may degenerate into a

happy babble of disorganized sound (p. 103)

In chatting, the role as a spesker and a ligener can change among the
particpants very easily. Coulthard (1978) notes that the bagc rule in
conversation is that only one spesker taks a atime. So, whenever two or
more paticipants are taking & the same time, it can be sure tha one of
them will beinactiveimmediatdy and take the role asalistener, who may
resume to take the spesking turn afterwards (Siegman and Feldgen,
1979).

TOPICSAND ITSFLUX

When a group of peopleisinvolved in aconversaion, there must be
a least oneinteresting topic which enables them to keep the conversation
going. One of some definitions of topics that was used in this Sudy is the
one proposed by McCarthy (1991). McCarthy defines topics as the
domination of utterances marked as rdevant to one another by the
participants in atak. He bdieves tha topics are the reason for people to
talk and thesetopics till exis because people are dill talking.

Further, McCarthy divides topicsinto two categories. The first is by
samply looking at the topic from a pragmatic view, which is based on
relevant criteria. The second is by usng semantic field that is based on the

English Department, Faculty of Letters, Petra Chrigtian University
http://pudit.petra.ac.id/journal gl etters/



Nugroho, The Choice of Topicsin.... 123

‘headling of the conversation. Thetopic of the conversation isthen based
on the summary of the conversation itsdf. His criteria about atopic lead
him to conclude that in one topic there are severd sub-topics which have
close rdation with the main topic. This makes sense in away that people
tak about something or someone and may expand or reae to other
things. The other interlocutors may subtly shift to other gtill-related topics
or abruptly change the topics (Hudson, 1980).

Sacks, as cited in Coulthard (1985), argues tha the auitability of
topics depends on the person one is taking to. Brown and Levinson, as
cited in Brown and Y ule (1983) dso bdieve tha in order to maintain the
conversaion, the spegker and the lisener must share a common point of
view. This means that they must negotiate and agree to the topics of the
conversation, especidly if they come from different cultures. Otherwise,
the conversation may turn up into an argument.

A wholelong conversation can be divided into units which are based
on the main topics. Klan and Androu (1983), sugges tha the unitsin a
conversaion should be bassd on the ‘propogtiond’topic which the
gpesker dams and then daborates it in a more complex reported
experience. Thissuggeststhat in every conversation there are severd units
of talksand in each unit one main topic occurs.

MEN AND WOMEN IN CHATTING

There have been a great number of sudies conducted on the
characteristics of men’'s and women's language (among others, Lakoff,
1975; Poynton, 1989; Cameron, 1990; Coaes, 1986; Tannen, 1990).
Some of the results are found contradictory to some others. However,
generdly itisunderstood that men and women spesk in different manners,
Holmes (1992) says that the differences are causad by the different
sodidizaion and acculturation, and miscommunicatlion between them
maybe because they have different expectaions in communication. She
believes that both sexesinteract in the same way but in different srategies
and different paiterns.

The differences between men and women in the choice of topicsin
chatting are dearly explained by Gumperz (1982). He conduded that
women and men have different culturd rules for friendliness and these
different rules can sometimes create miscommunication between them.
Jones (1990) shows that, “women are not only sharing information, but
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are asking each other” (p. 246). Holmes (1991) dso emphasizes that
women tend to tak about thar fedings and their rdaionship, while men
tend to compare thar knowledge, experiences, and recount competitive
exploits. Thorne, as cited by Eschholz, Rosa and Clark (1990), dso
srengthens that men practicdly talk about anything except persond
fedings. Eakins and Eakins, as mentioned by Poynton (1989), condude
that men's greatest conversationd interests seem to be business and
money, followed by sports and amusements, while women tend to talk
about men and dothes. Beddes, topics about person play a larger part in
women' s conversaion than in men's.

METHODOLOGY

This study invited eight universty students of 21-25 years old from
severd depatments at Petra Chrigtian Univergty to be the subjedts. Three
girlswerein the female group, three boys in the mae group, and two girls
(from the femde group) and two other boys in the mixed-sex group. The
subjects had dose relaionship toward one another and often chaited and
Spent time together. The sdection of such subjects was important because
the recorded conversations would then result as naturdly as they usudly
chatted.

The conversations took place in the boarding house of one of the
subjects. Each conversation was carried out in the living room while they
were watching TV or VCD. The conversation was each recorded in thirty
minutes, dthough the whole conversation lasted longer. The recording
wasthen transcribed for further andyss.

The transcriptions of the three groups were then divided into severd
fragments based on the topics and sub-topics occurring in the talk. In the
mae-femae conversation we identified aso the topic nomingor of the
talk to better understand the topi csthat occurred in the mixed-sex group.

THEMOST FAVORITE TOPICS

After the anaysis, it was found that there were 9 topic units in the
femde group, 12 units in the male group, and 15 units in the mixed-sex
group. Following McCarthy’ s definition of topics (1991), the topicsin the
chating of the subjects could be categorized as Person, Object/Belonging,
and Activity with the kinds of topics or sub-topicsstated in Table 1.
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Tablel. Topic Category and Topicsin the Sudents Chatting

Topic Category T opics/Sub-topics

Person friends families relatives, teachers, strangers cdebrities

Object/Beonging  dgarettes, foods, drinks, nal polish, VCD, hand phones,
jeans, pictures, places notes, job

Activity Plans on weekend, promises, report on past experiences

From the above dassficaion, Table 2 shows the occurrence of the topic
category in each group.

Table2. Topic Category occurringin thegroups

Topic Female Male Mixed-Sex

Category No. % No % No %

Person (78) 3 (25) 6 (40)
Object/ Belonging 9 (75) 7 47)

=
Activity 2 (éz) - - 2 (13
Totd 9 (1000 12 (1000 15 (100

Topicsin theFemale Group

It can be seen from Table 2 that the femde subjects have the
tendency to tak about “Person” when they chatted (78%). They liked
totdk about ther friends (in 5 units), reative (1 unit) and ther teacher
(1 unit). Probably, because it was a chat among friends, they then talked
about a friend whom the others knew. They might think tha it was
ingppropriate to talk too much about their family or relatives because the
others would not know them. Probably, it was because the rdaionship
was not daose enough for them to talk about their family or rdatives. The
following extract showsthetopic of ‘friend’ in thefemal e chatting.

Extract 1 (Unit IV, lines 168-240)

F1: Eh, E (agtudent) itu Iho mbencekno. Lu tau, E itu khan tanya-tanya,
‘Kamu ambek Bu Y (a teacher) itu yak apa?’. Ya tak bilangi, aku
mbek Bu Y itu gini-gini. Kan waktu itu bdum sama sekali, ambek Bu
Y belum, gitu Iho.

(E is redly annoying. You know, she asked me about my thess
advisement with Mrs. Y. | told her how. At that time, we haven't
started the advisement.)
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F2:

F1:

F1:

F1:

F1:

Lho E itu tipeneancen gitu, jadi dhe'e....

(I’ stypicd of her.)

Lho dhe' e gak percaya, gitu Iho. Terus ngapain dicek lagi ambek Bu
Y aku ini sampe mana-mana.

(Shedidn’'t bdieve me. Why on earth did shethen check my progress
withMrs. Y?)

Emboh

(I don’'t know.)

Onok yo sng sekali itu, Sng dek depanku atek nanyak aku ambek Bu
Y. Dep-depan dhe' e tanya aku , gitu 1ho. ‘I (F1) ini ssmpemana sh
Bu?' isa kayak gitu Iho. (6 sentences in between). Mangkak' no orang
itu aneh-aneh.

(Once she even asked MrsY when | was in front of her. In front of
my face she asked her, “How fa has she worked, Mam?’ (6
sentencesin between.) That’ swhy sheisstrange))

Yang penting buat satu orang bdum tentu penting buat orang lain,
ya.

(What' simportant for one may not be important for the others.)

He eh, be'e bagi aku mbencekno, bagi dhe e ya nggak mbencekno,
be e ya? Bila perlu, dnhe e tak ngonokno ssan ya? (5 sentences in
between)

(Yeah. Maybe it's annoying for me, but not for her. If necessary, I'll
treat her thesame))

Lhotapi kamu tanya, ada apa, buat apa itu dne' e ngomong, ya cekno
Bu Ytau, gitu tok.

(But you asked, what’s up, why she had to tdk about it, right? Maybe
justolet Mrs. Y know.)

He' eh. Lho ndak apa-apa toh, dh€'e jadi isa punya gambaran
‘Kamu dek Bu Y itu yak apa, gstime Bu Y itu yak apa’. Dhe'e
ngomong kayak gitu. Perlu tah E? ... Kente'an bahan gosp |ho, tak
bilangi, dne eitu. Gosp-gosip skripsne dhe e nggak onok omongan.
Maleh ngosspi skripsnewong liyo, dne'e.

(Yeah. It's okay, so that she got the picture about how MrsY advised
her thess sudents. But is it necessary that she asked her like that?
Maybe she ran out of gossps. Rumors have it that her own thess
writing was not running very wel. Now she is gossiping others
theses)
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From the example above, luminoudy, the femd e subjects enjoyed taking
about person. In chatting of this kind, the femae subject tends to indude
her feding like“mbencekno” (annoying) about one of her friends.

When taking about other people, interestingly enough to note tha
womenwerelikdy to expresstheir fedings and emotionsto thegroup asa
way to keep the doseness of rdaionship among themselves. By
exchanging persond thoughts, they were not only expressing doseness
but dso mutua commitment. Mdtz and Borker (1982) say that women
tak in order to creste and maintan re aionship, because friendship is seen
by women a something involving intimacy, equdity, mutud
commitment, trust and loyalty (p. 206).

Contradictory to ‘Person’, the topic ‘Activity’ only occurred in two
units (22%) and ‘ Object/Bdonging’ was not involved in the nine units of
topics in the femade group. They seemed to have less interest in these
topicsthan in ‘Person’. Poynton (1989) suggests that women are taught to
support and nurture others, and to fed the others' happiness or pans. That
iswhy, when they grow up they subconscioudy follow their nature. Also,
talking about ‘object/bdonging’ may be percaved to sound boasting and
can damage the equdity among them; therefore, they probably preferred
not to talk about it.

TopicsintheMaleGroup

In contrast to the femde group, the mde tended to talk about
‘Object/Belonging’ in 9 topic units (75%). The objects they talked about
include VCD (3 units), hand phones (3 units) and food, cigarette and jeans
inoneunit each. Theexampleis:

Extract 2 (Unit VI, lines 118-198)

M2: Handphonelu, sng lujual itu apa? Ericsson apa?
(What type of handphone did you sdl”? Which Ericsson?)
M3: Sng paling barudari ini. Ini 388 1ho.. eh 338.
(Thelaest modd. Thisis 388, oh no, 338.)
M2: Ini 337.
(I's337.)
M3: 337.
(337)
M2: Sng paling baru 338, toh?
(Thelatest is 338, right?)
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M3: He e
(Yeeh)
M1: Onok baru lagi sekarang. (22 exchanges about handphones)
(There sanew one now.)
M2: Motorrola 5200, nopek, 225 lengkap.
(Matorrola5200, two hundred, 225 complete)
M1: Oh, itusing gak pakek SM card, itu.
(Oh, that’sthe onewithout SIM card)
M2: Bukan ... bukan AMPL, aku ada barange dek rumah, tapi 5200. Wis
lama toh? Batere 2, 75 Stok
(No..... not AMPL. | have it a home, but it's 5200. An old one,
right? Two batteries, seventy five each.)

It can be seen from the above extract that the mae sudents showed
thar knowledge of the latest technology, price and features of hand
phones. By tdking aout new things or the latest technology, men,
according to Coates (1986), can show that they are up-to-date and prove
themsd vesto be better informed about current affars. Escholz et d (1990)
adso condude that men might fed more proud and more respected by
othersif they talked about their accomplishment and power.

Concerning the other conversationd topics, the mde group talked
about “Person” only in 3 units and did not talk about “ Activity”. The way
they talked about “Person” isvery much different from theway thefemde
did. Theboys didit in short utterances and mostly just to gain information,
without involving feding or emoation. For example:

Extract 3 (Unit [, lines 1-6)

M1: Kokomu meari ta?

(Has your brother finished his study?)
M2: Heh?

(Pardon?)
M1: Kokomu meari ta?

(Y our brother, has he finished his study?)
M2: lyo, koen kok ero?

(Y eah, how did you know?)
M1: Lha mari cerito.

(Hejust told me)
M2: Ehm.

(Ehm.)
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M1: Apik e (commenting thefilm on TV)
(Wow, good!)

In the example above, M1 was checking whether M2's brother had
finished his sudy or not. M2 confirmed it and a the same time asked how
M1 knew about it. M1 answered tha his brother told him himsdf. As an
opener of a conversation (this extract was taken from Unit |, lines 1-6),
this topic could not be developed further because M1 had aready known
the answer. It ispossble dso that M1 used this topic just to bresk theice
between him and M2, because he had known the answer of his question.
Unfortunately, this was not developed as M2 jus closed this part with
“Ehm” and M1 did not continue to tak about it. Raher, he gave a
comment about thefilmon TV that they were watching.

Topicsin theMixed-sex Group

It is very interesting to seethat in the mixed-sex group both the mde
and the femae subjects negotiated the topics of their chatting. In the
previous table, it can be seen tha there were 15 topics in the same length
of time as in the conversation of the fende or the mae group. The most
occurring topic was “ Object/Belonging” — the most favorite topic in the
mae groups (in 7 units), and the topic of “Person” — the most dominant
topic in the femae group — occurred in 6 units. After a second andysis to
see the topic nominator, it is even more interesting to see that the femde
nominated 5 of the 7 topics of “Object/Bdonging”. Probably, the girls
were aware of the boys favorite topics and they adjusted their choice of
topics S0 that the conversation could run well. The sub-topics were food,
nall polish, teacher’s note, food and drink, picture, interesting place, and
drinks. An example of atopic nominaed by the fema eisthe following.

Extract 4 (Unit VI, lines 184-192)

F1. Apa, gh,ini, Ed? Aku kok nggak ngerti.
(What'sthis, Ed?1 don’'t understand.)
M1: Mekanika.
(Mechanicd Dedgn.)
F1: Gampang tho, nggambar-nggambar gini?
(Isit easy to draw something like this?)
F2: (interrupts) Enak, nggak?
(Isit good?)
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M1: Eh, nggak.
(Eh, no.)
F2: Sni, coba.
(Comeon. Can |l try?)
F1. Kurang gjare.
(How rude!)
M1: Jangan gangguin semua.
(Everybody, just don't disurb me.)

F1 nominated a topic by asking M1 about his mechanical design.
This could be understood as an atempt to show interest inM1'swork. M1
answvered briefly. F1 asked agan whether it was easy to draw. F2
interrupted and teased him by asking whether it was 'enak’ (literdly it
means ‘ddicous), which was by dl means out of place. M1 answered
ghortly that it was not, but F2 ingsted in trying to draw like him. F1
criticized F2's moves by saying “How rude!”. There seemed to be a
competition between F1 and F2 to impress M1 on how interested they
were in his work. Unfortunatdy, both femde falled, because in the next
turn M1 dosad this unit by telling the girls not to disturb him.

The second topic, “Person”, is an interesting indication aso of how
the ma e subjects adjusted ther choice of topics, dthough each sex group
nominated the same number of topics (50% each). The fema e nominated
3 topic units of a friend and a Sranger, and the mae nominated 3 topic
units of family, a cdebrity, and afriend. It seemsthat the boys tried to talk
more about thisgirls favorite topic or a least gave more responses when
the girls were tdking aout it. In the folowing extract, the mde
nominated atopic of aceebrity hereadin agossip tabloid.

Extract 5 (Unit V111, lines 252-264)

M1: Eh, kamu nggak baca Mbak Tata itu kawin. Kan diketok no, toh?
Sayang dapat Tommy.
(Hey, didn't you read that Tata got married. The pictures were
shown. It'sapity that shemarried Tommy.)

F1: Kabeh kok ngomong gitu, ya?
(Why does everybody say that?)

M1: He eh.
(Yeah)

F1. Berarti Tommy deserve, ya.
(Doesit mean Tommy deservesto marry her?)
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M1 Kalo aku mau sama Tommy. Mau Timor e thok.
(I want to marry him. Only to havehis Timor [car])
F2: Kacek e akeh, lho. 13 tahun.
(Theagedifferenceishig. 13 years)
M1: He eh, tadi aku liat di Novaitu, eh, manis, gitu. Kayak anak baru 17
tahun. Lhaiitu, Tommy.
(Yeah. | read it in ‘“Nova. She's 0 sweet. Jud like a 17-year-old.
See, thisisTommy)
F1. O, bukanini,ini lama, ini. Manis, ya?
(No, not that one, it's an old picture. She' s swest, right?)
M1: He eh.
(Yeeh)

It could be very rare tha M1 would nominate such topic in front of
the other boys in amae-only conversation. However, in front of the girls,
he could involve actively in gossping someone and show how much he
knew about the person. Interestingly enough, he induded dso his
evduaion of the cdebrity, commenting that she was a sweet person
("Manis, gitu”).

The high number of topicsin the mixed-sex group (15 topics) isaso
an indication of how both sex groups negotiated the topics tha they were
going to discuss in thar chatting. When we ran a second anaysis on the
transcription, the result strengthened the previous clam that the male and
the femde in the mixed-sex group indeaed had to negotiate ther topics.
Therefore, topic shifts took place severd times resulting in the high
number of topics and in average each topic was discussad in the smdlest
number of utterances. Table 3 bdow shows the average number of
utterances per topic in each group.

Table3. AverageUtterances per Topic

Groups  No. of Utterances  No. of Topics Average
utterancestopic
Femde 474 9 52.67
Mde 485 12 4041
Mixed-sex 487 15 3247

It seems that chatting about one topic in a Ingle-sex group can last
longer than in a mixed-sex group. The participants in the same-sex group
could hold talking about one topic in more utterances than in the mixed-
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sex group. This could hagppen because probably the participants in the
sngle-sex conversation fdt more secure to contribute and accepted the
others' opinion than in the mixed-sex group because some topics might
not interest the other sex so that the participants offered anew topic.

CONCLUSON

From the andysis aove, it can be concduded tha there are typica
topics in the chatting of mae, femae and maefemae groups. Feding
secure in the same-sex conversation, the partic pants could contribute their
opinions more fredy in longer time and more utterances. On the other
hand, ether the subjects redized about the notion of maefemde typica
topics or not, the negotiation among the mae and femde participants in
the mixed-sex conversation was very strong. This in the end supports
sudies on the differences of how mde and femde communicate,
Hopefully, this finding will improve the way made and femde
communicate to each other and may reduce misunderstanding and
miscommuni cation.
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