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Abstract


  

  Tannen (1990) points out that the language of conversation, for most women, is primarily a language of rapport: a way of establishing connection and reinforcing solidarity.  She further observes that "troubles-talk", which is marked by exchanges of complaining and commiserating, is an important aspect of rapport for women.  Tannen's assertion has been supported by Boxer's (1993) quantitative study, which has found that women are twice as likely as men to respond to a complaint with a commiseration.



    Analyzing 24 tape-recorded multi-party conversations among Chinese college students in Taiwan, I have found that topics related to women's general predicaments tend to produce the greatest enthusiasm and participation in all-female conversations.  These young women discuss their worries about and discontent with being women: Women have to take more trouble to take care of their appearance ("Men seem to have better skin even though they hardly do anything about it"); Lack of calcium in aging threatens women's health ("My grandma has to cut her pants shorter every year"); And above all, age is women's toughest enemy  ("Freshwomen in college are like gold, but seniors are like iron--a cheap metal few men are interested").  Such topics always end with the conclusion: Dang nuren hao mafan "It's really trouble to be a woman!"



    These female speakers' strategic choices in discussing these shared problems are marked by a high degree of cooperation.   Straightforward agreement with the speaker, elaboration of the speaker's complaint, or confirmation of the validity of the complaint demonstrate a mutual sentiment and thereby forge a common bond among interlocutors. 



    Interestingly, these complaint/commiseration exchanges, which sometimes can last about 15 minutes, were only found in the talk of senior female students.  This may suggest that the older the women become, the more they are aware of their difficult situations, and the more they are likely to talk about their predicaments as a way of showing solidarity.  In addition, the results of my study also illustrate that, although Chinese women have enjoyed better education and equal opportunities in many areas, they still feel discontent with those inequalities resulting from biological factors.

      




1.  Introduction


    In the past two decades, many studies on speech behavior (e.g., Fishman 1983; Herbert 1990: Holmes 1988, 1989) have shown that women and men exhibit quite different patterns of verbal interactions.  Tannen (1990) refers to the "report talk/rapport talk" distinction and proposes that language or talk serves different functions for men and women.  Whereas men tend to engage in the type of conversation in which they report on events to preserve independence and negotiate or maintain status in a hierarchical social order, for most women, the language of conversation is primarily a language of rapport and a way of establishing connection and reinforcing solidarity.  Tannen further observes that "troubles-talk", which is marked by exchanges of complaining and commiserating, is an important aspect of rapport for women.  Through this give-and-take of complaints and commiserations, Tannen maintains, a rapport is established that possibly brings the female interlocutors closer to each other by opening up a more personal side to their relationship.



    Tannen's assertion that troubles-talk is a heavily female phenomenon has been supported by Boxer's (1993) quantitative study.  Analyzing 533 indirect complaint (i.e., the expression of dissatisfaction to an interlocutor about oneself or someone/something that is not present) exchanges within 426 recorded longer troubles-talk sequences, Boxer has found that, regardless of the topic that initiates the sequence, women participate more in indirect complaint exchanges than men and are twice as likely as men to respond to a complaint with a commiseration as a positive strategy for establishing points of commonality.



    Analyzing 24 tape-recorded multi-party conversations among Chinese college students in Taiwan, this study aims to examine how Chinese young adults talk about fears and worries in their daily life.  Although the analysis focuses on speaker's strategic choices in expressing and sharing their discontent and predicaments, the social and interpersonal implication of this speech event will also be explored.




2.  The 
D
ata
      

    The study reported on here is part of a larger research project aiming to examine gender differences in speech styles and communicative strategies of young adult Chinese in current Taiwanese society.  24 tape-recorded conversations were collected over a period of two months in 1994.  Each of these conversations is 30-minute long.  All participants are undergraduate students at a public university located in northern Taiwan.  These 24 conversations are from 8 groups.  For each group, all speakers in Conversation A are females, in Conversation B are males, and Conversation C, which is mixed-sex, consists of at least one speaker from both Conversations A and B.  As a result, it is possible for us to examine a speaker's talk in both same- and mixed-sex verbal interactions.  In addition to being similar in age and educational background, all participants in each conversation were familiar with one another and in some cases were close friends.  Most of these conversations took place where the participants lived (e.g., in school dormitories, in off-campus housing), and a few were recorded in school cafeterias or off-campus restaurants.  In general, all these conversations were characterized by spontaneity and group solidarity.




3.  Analysis


    In a study aimed at examining male/female close friendships, Aries (1983) has found that men tend to talk about non-intimate topics centered on activity and public issues, whereas women exchange information more frequently and more in-depth about doubts and fears.  Analyzing a total of 227 topics, which are further divided into 8 categories in my data, I have found that although school-related topics (i.e., courses, exams, teachers) are the most frequently occurred ones in all conversations, men talk about them far more often than women do.  Women, on the other hand, are more concerned with interpersonal relationships (i.e., family, friendship, dating/love). 



    In addition, a striking difference between men's and women's talk is that topics related to women's general predicaments tend to produce the greatest enthusiasm and participation in all-female conversations.  These young women discuss in depth their worries about and discontentment with being women, and their discussions in general are marked by a high degree of cooperation, with speakers frequently agreeing with or elaborating on a prior speaker's talk.



    While the female speakers in my data seldom talk about personal problems which may demonstrate an individual speakers' vulnerability, more global issues, such as age, appearance, and health emerge as  distinct foci of their concern.  More importantly, all these speakers show a consensus when discussing these topics, which always end with the conclusion: Dang nuren hao mafan "It's really trouble to be a woman!" 



    The sad feeling that age is women's toughest enemy emerges early in a conversation among Zhang, Yang, Dai, and Yu, 4 junior female students.  Prior to the following segment, the 4 conversationalists were talking about a womanizer at their school, and how the guy has dumped one girl after another.  This topic reminds Zhang of a widespread saying about how the popularity of college girls decreases as they grow older.



(1) 32 Zhang: Zuotian   you duo haoxiao, ni  zhidao ma?

              yesterday have so funny    you know   PRT

    33        tamen shuo sheme dayi..

              they  say  what  freshman

    34        nusheng shi dayi..   qiao 

              girl    is  freshman in great demand

    35        daer...   dayi     jiao,

              sophomore freshman proud

    36        daer      qiao,

              sophomore in great demand

    37        [dasan  meiren yao,

               junior nobody want

    38  Yang: [dasan  la   jingbao,

               junior pull alarm

    39        dasan  la   jingbao,

              junior pull alarm

    40        dasi   meiren yao.

              senior nobody want

    41 Zhang: ranhou tamen jiu  shuo nage nage shei a?

              then   they  just shay that that who  PRT

    42        nage nansheng shi dasi  shi [yuelaiyue zhiqian.

              that boy      is  senior is  more and more valuable

    43  Yang:                             [jin, ying,  tong, tie  a!

                                          gold silver bronze iron PRT

    44 Zhang: Dui   a!  jin, yin,   tong,  tie.

              right PRT gold silver bronze iron

    45        nage shei a,  Weide ba,

              that who  PRT       PRT

    46        Weide jiu shuo, ta yao jian mai gui  mai. (chuckles)

                    then say  he want low buy high sell

                         (Yu and Dai sigh)

    47  Yang: Buguo jin  yin    tong   tie tingqilai zhen shi

              but   gold silver bronze iron sound   really is

              ran  ren    juede..

              make people feel

    48        ni  xianzai yijing biancheng tong   le,

              you now     already become   bronze PRT

    49        women yijing bianchang tong  le.

              we    already become  bronze PRT



Translation

    32 Zhang: It's so funny yesterday, you know, 

    33        they said that..freshman..

    34        for girls, a freshman is..in great demand, 

    35        sophomore..freshman is proud, 

    36        sophomore in great demand, 

    37        [junior of no interest,

    38  Yang: [junior desperate,

    39        junior desperate, 

    40        and senior of no interest.

    41 Zhang: And they also say that..that..um..

    42        for guys, seniors are [the most valuable.

--->43  Yang:                       [Gold, silver, bronze, and iron! 

--->44 Zhang: Right! gold, silver, bronze, and iron,

    45        and that that..um..Weide,

    46        and then Weide said that he'd buy low and sell high.

              (chuckles)

                      (Yu and Dai sigh)

--->47  Yang: But that "gold, silver, bronze, and iron" really

              makes people feel..

--->48        you've now become bronze,

--->49        we've already become bronze.



Zhang in lines 32-37, 41-42 cites a saying which implies that in colleges, while female students become less popular with or attractive for males as they grow older, it's the opposite for male students; that is, senior male students are the most desirable.  Yang not only chimes in to correct Zhang in lines 38-40 (i.e., "junior desperate, and senior of no interest"), but further adds that college girls are also compared to metals: During the first two years, they are like the valuable gold or silver, whereas when they become seniors, they are just like iron, a cheap "metal" few men are interested in.  Note how Zhang and Yang collaborate with each other.  After Yang interrupts to correct and complete the sentence for Zhang in lines 38-40, Zhang uses the conjunction ranhou "and" to incorporate Yang's statement into her own in a coherent way.  In line 44, Zhang shows her strong agreement with Yang's cited comparison of female students to metals by both the agreement token "right" and the repetition of "gold, silver, bronze, and iron".  In the same turn, Zhang also includes a personal example, i.e., a guy intends to "buy low and sell high", to illustrate men's advantageous position on this age issue, which is followed by deep sighs from Yu and Dai, and a sad comment from Yang: As they are juniors, they have become bronze now.       Although Yu does not participate much in the above interaction, and she just sighs as a response to commiserate with Zhang's and Yang's remarks concerning women's age, later in the conversation, she gives an example from the movie "Robinhood: The Prince of Thieves" to support the point that time is really relentless to women.



(2) 68    Yu: Jiu shuo nage "Xiadao Wangzi Luobinghan"

              and say  that thief   prince Robinhood

    69        ta bu  shi diyi  ci   kandao nage nude  ma?

              he not is  first time see    that woman PRT

    70        ta bu  shi yao  zao      nage nude?

              he not is  want look for that woman

    71        [ranhou ta kandao=                

               then   he see

    72  Yang: [Malian shi bu shi?

               Marian is not is

    73    Yu: =Ta kandao yige pangpangde nuren zou chulai,

               he see    one  fat        woman walk out

    74        ranhou jiang yi  ju..

              then   say   one sentence

    75        ta jiu xiayitiao,  mashang    jiang yi  ju..

              he then frightened immediately say  one sentence

--->76        "Suiyue cui  ren    lao" (laughter) 

               time   push people old 

    77        na   hen  haoxiao.

              that very funny




Translation

    68    Yu: In "Robinhood: Prince of Thieves", 

    69        when he first saw that woman,

    70        didn't he go looking for that woman?

    71        [and then he saw=

    72  Yang: [Wasn't that Marian?

    73    Yu: =he saw a fat woman coming out, 

    74         and then he said..

    75         he's shocked and said immediately,

--->76         "Time ages people" (laughter)

    77         That's funny.






Yu in the above example describes a comic scene in the the movie: How Robinhood, after separating from his girlfriend Marian for years, was shocked when he mistook a fat woman for Marian and thought time had changed his beautiful maiden completely.  In line 76 xuiyue cui ren lao "Time ages people", which is quoted from what Robinhood said in the movie, underscores a shared perception among the four female speakers: the fear of getting old.



    The "key" of the conversation so far has been playful and non-serious.  Zhang in Example (1) chuckles when she says that a guy wants to "buy low and sell high", and both Zhang in (1) and Yu in (2) consider the two events they described as haoxiao "funny".  Further, the other participants also respond to Yu's quoted "Time ages people" with laughter.  However, when the conversation moves on to topics about skin-care and make-up, the interactive frame changes into a serious one, with speakers explicitly disclosing their worries and fears, particularly their discontentment with being women.



     Yu is the most active speaker when talking about women's predicaments.  For instance, in Example (3) when Dai is telling Zhang how to cleanse her face,  Yu not only says that she has started losing her patience in doing this step-by-step face-cleansing work (line 757), but also explicitly complains that "Oh, it's really trouble to be a woman" (line 755).



(3) 752   Dai: Ni zai  yong qu     jiaozhi de shi bu shi?

               you ASP use  remove flake  NOM is  not is

    753 Zhang: Dui   a!

               right PRT

    754   Dai: Qu     jiaozhi de bu shi yao   xi  lian ma?

               remove flake  NOM not is need wash face PRT

--->755    Yu: Oh! wo juede nuren hao  mafan!

                   I  feel  woman very trouble

    756   Dai: Yao  ba ta cadiao    zai  xi   lian ye!

               need BA it wipe away then wash face PRT

--->757    Yu: Wo juede wo xianzai yijing kaishi mei you naixing                      I  feel  I  now    already start  not have patience 

               le!

               PRT



Translation                  

    752   Dai: Are you using that deflaking thing?

    753 Zhang: Right.

    754   Dai: Don't you have to rinse it off?

--->755    Yu: O--, I feel it's really trouble to be a woman!

    756   Dai: You have to wipe it away and rinse your face.

--->757    Yu: I think now I have started losing my patience.

    As the topic on skin-care continues, Yang also seeks advice from Dai about her own skin problems.  After Dai tells Yang what to do, Yu again exclaims that "it's really trouble to be a woman!" and this time, her complaint is responded to by strong commiseration from all the other participants.  This is illustrated in Example (4).

               


(4) 787   Yu: Ah, wo juede hao    fan     o,

                  I  feel  really trouble PRT

--->788       wo juede dang  nuren hao    fan     o!

              I  feel  to be woman really trouble PRT

--->789 Yang: Mei cuo!  wo yizhi zheme juede.

              not wrong I  always this feel

    790   Yu: Wo jiu juede nansheng ye  bu yong zhe yangzi tu.

              I just feel  guys    also no need this way paint

    791       youderen pifu hai   shi name hao.

              someone  skin still is  so  good

    792Zhang: Aheng mei  ci   dou    shuo "dan nusheng hen hao a!

                    everytime always say  to be gal  very good PRT

--->793       keyi sajiao a,  keyi=

              can         PRT can

    794 Yang: =keyi tulaituqu, shi bu shi?

               can  paint      is not is

    795        hai keyi huazhuan, shi bu shi?

               also can make-up   is not is

--->796   Yu: Wo juede henduo nanshengde pifu dou hen  hao,

              I  feel  many   guy's      skin all very good

--->797       kan  le dou..wo kan le  dou xinli hen bu pingheng.

              see ASP all  I  see ASP all mind very not balanced

--->798  Dai: Dui a!    wo juede nusheng dou hui zhang doudou,

              right ASP I  feel  gal     all will grow pimple

--->799       nansheng=

              guy

--->800Zhang: =bijiao bu hui.

               more  not will

--->801  Dai: Dui   a!

              right PRT



Translation 

--->787   Yu: Ah, I feel it's really trouble,

--->788       I feel it's really trouble to be a woman!

--->789 Yang: That's right, I've always thought so.

    790   Yu: I just feel guys don't have to "paint" in this way,

    791       some of them still have very good skin.

    792Zhang: Aheng always says that it's good to be a woman,

--->793       they can sajiao, and they can=

--->794 Yang: =can "paint" their face as they want to?

    795       and they also can wear make-up, right?

--->796   Yu: I feel many guys have very good skin.

--->797       When I saw..I saw that, I felt very upset.

--->798  Dai: Right, I think girls tend to have pimples,

--->799       but guys=

--->800Zhang: =are less likely to.

    801  Dai: Right!



In this segment, the four speakers repeatedly agree with one another to convey shared attitudes and perceptions about women's problems with skin-care.  When Yu in lines 787-788 complains that, since women have to make so much effort to take care of their skin and appearance, it's really trouble to be a woman.  Yang's response in the following turn ("That's right. I've always thought so") shows her strong agreement with Yu's point.  Likewise, when Yu in lines 796-797 says that she felt upset when she found that many men have better skin even though they hardly do anything about it, Dai not only agrees, but supports Yu's observation with a specific example: Girls are more likely to have pimples.  At this moment, Zhang chimes in to show her agreement by completing the sentence for Dai, and  her collaboration is ratified by Dai in the following turn.



    The term sajiao in line 793 needs further explanation, for it does not have an English equivalent, at least not one which can be realized as a single lexical item.  In her (1991, 1994) ethnographic study of language and sex role in a preschool on Taiwan, Farris has described sajiao as a gender-marked communication style of young women in interaction with husbands or boyfriends.  Adopting Peirce's semiotic approach, she not only analyzes the verbal (e.g., use of certain lexicons and sentence-final particles) and nonverbal (e.g.,  pouting, eye rolling, and shoulder twisting) features which constitute sajiao behavior, but also claims that this feminine communicative style on the one hand, shows women's indirect and informal power in Chinese society; and on the other hand, it also constructs and reflects their subordinate status.  However, in the above example when Zhang in lines 792-793 refers to a comment made by a guy about the advantages of being a woman, and sajiao is considered one of woman's privileges, Yang in line 794 interrupts and asks, in a sarcastic tone, whether men also envy that women can "paint" their face and wear make-up.  Yang's question suggests her challenge and disagreement with some men's condescending attitudes toward women.



    Later when they talk about how many women have to wear make-up to improve the way they look, Dai tells a story about a friend's sister.  The woman wore make-up and dressed herself up for a job interview.  But after she got the job, she gradually became too busy to pay attention to her appearance, and her boss almost couldn't recognize her.  This story again causes fears and worries among the four speakers.



(5) 848  Dai: Dui   a,  ta jiejie xianzai yijing biancheng zhefu

              right PRT his sister now    already become   this

              dexing    le.

              character PRT

                         Yu: um.

--->849 Yang: Na  women yihou shi bu shi ye hui biancheng na yang?

              then we   later is not is also will become that way

--->850       hao  kepa!

              very terrible

--->851   Yu: Wo juede nuren zhende shi..hen  kelian.

              I  feel  woman really is   very miserable

    852       xiatian hen  re  a,

              summer  very hot PRT

    853       wo mei   ci   kan renjia tude  na   yangzi,

              I  every time see others paint that way

    854       huazhuang a, hao  nan!

              make-up  PRT very difficult

--->855       wo juede hao  kelian    o,

              I  feel  very miserable PRT

    856       jiu  juede hen re.

              then feel very hot

--->857Zhang: Bu nong bu  xing  a!

              not do  not right PRT

--->858   Yu: Dui   a!  bu nong you  bu  xing.

              right PRT not do again not right

--->859Zhang: Wo juede yougou beiai.

              I  feel  very   sad

--->860  Dai: Wo juede hao  kelian!

              I  feel  very miserable

--->861   Yu: Wo yeshi juede. (sighs)

              I  also  feel



Translation

    848   Dai: Right. His sister now has become like this.

                                                        Yu:mhm

--->849  Yang: Will we become this way in the future?

--->850        How horrible!

--->851    Yu: I think women are really..very miserable.

    852        It's hot in summer,

    853        whenever I see they paint themselves like that,

    854        wearing make-up, it's really tough!

    855        I feel it's really miserable,

    856        I just feel very hot.

--->857 Zhang: They have no choice!

--->858    Yu: Right! they have no choice.

--->859 Zhang: I feel it's so sad.



Yang's question in line 849 ("Will we become this way in the future?") shows her anxiety and fear about their future. She is worried that they may become a sloppy woman, just like the sister of Dai's friend.  The exclamation in line 850 ("How horrible!") clearly conveys her fears and worries, which as the following turns illustrate, are shared and understood by her interlocutors.  Yu in line 851 repeats the point she has made several times in the previous conversation, that is, to be a woman is really miserable.  She then laments the tough situation for women to wear make-up in hot summer. Zhang's response to Yu's complaint in line 857 "They have no choice!" points out women's dilemma and predicament.  After Yu says "right" and repeats "they have no choice" to show her agreement, Zhang emphasizes her sad feeling by saying "I feel it's so sad" as a commiserating statement. 



    In addition to skin-care and make-up, health is also an issue which female speakers in my data treat with great concern and worry.  In Example (4), which is taken from a conversation among three senior female students, the topic focuses on how pregnancy may cause loss of calcium and therefore threatens women's health.  Previous to the segment, Fu has been talking about her height. She thinks she is taller than average Chinese young women.



(6) 55   Ji: Ni  guo   ji      nian jiu  bu  hui juede ziji     gao.

             you after several year then not will feel yourself tall

    56   Fu: Oh, na  shi wo hui  lao le,

                 that is I  will old PRT

    57       hai  hui suoshui le.

             also will shrink PRT

    58 Zhao: Wo si  ding       le,

             I  die definitely PRT

    59       wo chang juede ziji ai.

             I  always feel self short

    60   Ji: Bu  hui  la!

             not will PRT

    61       jinliang buchong    gaizhi.

             do best  supplement calcium

    62       ruguo quefa gaishi  dehua   hui  suo.

             if    lack  calcium in case will shrink

    63       guge..wo nainai..wo nainai  jiu shi zhe yang.

             bone  my grandma my grandma just is this way   

    64       wo nainai  duan  le  haoji   cun  o! 

             bone  right my grandma short ASP several inch PRT

                         (laughter)

    65       ai    hen  duo, zhe yangzi eryi. wo nainai

             short very much this way   only  my grandma

                        (Fu chuckles)

    66       na   yinwei  ta  na   shihou..

             that because her that time

    67       tamen na  shihou sheng xiaohaizi sheng henduo ma,

             their that time  bear  child     bear  many  PRT

    68       [ranhou sheng xiaohai dou mei you bucong      yingyang=

              then   bear  child   all not have supplement nuitrition

--->69   Fu: [Dui,  sheng xiaohai dou que  gai.

              right bear  child   all lack calcium

    70   Ji: =Ranhou jiu yilao,

              then   just old

    71       yixiaji  ai    ji      cun  le.

             suddenly short several inch PRT

--->72 Zhao: Hao  kepa!

             very horrible

    73   Ji: Ta  yizhi  zai gai    ku    jiao (Fu chuckles)

             she always ASP change pants foot

    74       ge    yiduan   shijian gai    yici ku    jiao.

             after a period time    change once pants foot

    75       buran     jiu  tuo  di    le.

             otherwise then drag floor PRT

--->76 Zhao: Tian na!  juede bukesi=

             god  INT  feel  unbelievable

    77   Ji; =Zhende, wo..zhende you  hen  zhuyi,

              really  I   really need very careful

    78       youqi      shi sheng xiaohai a shemede.

             especially is  bear  child     stuff like that

    79       xianzai hai  bukeneng   sheng name duoge,

             now    still impossible bear  that many

    80       yiqian, wa! dagai     dou sheng shilaige=

             past   wow  generally all bear  more than ten

    81   Fu: =Zhende o?=

              really PRT

    82   Ji: =Ranhou yaozhediao sanfenzhiyi,

              then   die        one third

    83       cunhuo sanfenzhier.

             survive two thirds

    84       zhende jiu zhe yangzi.

             really just this way

    85       nage niandai jiu  shi zhege yangzi.

             that era     just is  this  way

    86 Zhao: shi yue   huaitai.

             ten month pregnancy

--->87   Fu: Suoyi women jiangshuo shenwei nuren hao xingku.

             so    we    say       to be   woman very hard

    88       shujia          de shihou,

             summer vacation NOM time

    89       nage..yige tongxue   a,

             that  one  classmate TOP

    90       ta  yijing  dang   mama   le,

             she already become mother ASP

    91       na   ta  ye   zai jiang,

             then she also ASP  say

--->92       "Oh, nuren hao xinku!"

                  woman very hard

--->93       ranhou you   hui sheme bing   sheme bing na!

             and    again will what disease what disease PRT

--->94       sheng haizi you   que  gai     you s heme sheme na 

             bear  child again lack Calcium again what what that

             yangzi a!

             way    PRT

--->95 Zhao: Dui   a!  bugongping!

             right PRT unfair



Translation

    55   Ji: You won't feel you're tall in a few years.

    56   Fu: Oh, that means when I get old,

    57       I'll shrink.

    58 Zhao: I'll be doomed then.

    59       I always think I'm short.

    60   Ji: It won't be like that!

    61       Take as much calcium as you can.

    62       You'll shrink if you don't have enough calcium.

    63       Bones...My grandma..my grandma is like this.

    64       My grandma is a few inches shorter (laughter)

    65       She's much shorter, just about this tall, my grandma.

                        (Fu chuckles)

    66       That's because during her time, 

    67       they bore a lot children.

    68       [and they didn't have supplemental nutrition after

    69   Fu: [Right, giving birth will cause loss of calcium.

    70   Ji: =having babies. And when they get old,

    71       they suddenly become a few inches shorter.

--->72 Zhao: It's horrible!

    73   Ji: She's been cutting her pants shorter (Fu chuckles)

    74       She has to hem-up her pants periodically,

    75       or her pants will drag on the floor.

--->76 Zhao: My God! it's really unbelieva=

    77   Ji: =Really..I..we really have to be careful,

    78       especially with giving birth and stuff like that.

    79       Now it's impossible to have that many (children).

    80       In the past, wow! they might have more than ten=

    81   Fu: =Really?=

    82   Ji: =And one third died,

    83       two thirds survived.

    84       It's really like this.

    85       That era was just like this.

    86 Zhao: ten-month pregnancy.

--->87   Fu: That's why we think it's tough to be a woman.

    88       During the summer vacation,

    89       the..a friend of mine..

    90       she's already a mother.

    91       She also said,

--->92       "Ah, how tough a woman's life is!"

    93       and they will have this or that disease!

    94       Pregnancy causes loss of calcium and whatnot!

--->95 Zhao: Right, It's unfair! 



Ji in this example plays the role of an advice-giver.  She tells Fu and Zhao to take as much calcium as they can so that when they grow old, they won't shrink.  She then uses as example her grandmother, who is shrinking and has to shorten her pants every year, to illustrate the sad result for those women who did not have enough nutrition during pregnancy and after child-birth.  Zhao's responses in line 72 "It's horrible!" and line 76 "My God! it's unbelievable!" show that she feels scared and shocked by Ji's description of her grandmother.  Although Fu seems to be amused by Ji's example and chuckles twice when Ji talks about her grandmother, in line 87, she concludes Ji's talk with the comment "That's why we think it's tough to be a woman" with a very serious and sad tone.  She then supports her point by giving an example about her friend and quoting what the woman said about the health problem they may have to face in the future.  Zhao's "Right, it's unfair!" again conveys her discontent with being women.  The three speakers continue talking about the situation of women in the family and society until the end of the conversation.



    In sum, the female participants in the above two conversations repeatedly use such words as mafan "trouble", xinku "hard", kepa "horrible", kelian "miserable", and beiai "sad" to show their lament for and dissatisfaction with being women.  A high frequency of commiserations is found in straightforward agreement with the speaker, repetition or elaboration of the speaker's complaint, or confirmation of the validity of the complaint.  The use of these strategies also demonstrates a mutual sentiment and thereby forges a common bond among interlocutors.




4.  Conclusion
 

    In this study, I have analyzed complaint/commiseration exchanges in young adult Chinese's conversations.  I have found that the "troubles-talk" in all-female conversations tends to focus on issues of a more global than personal nature, i.e., skin-care, make-up, and health.  The fact that these topics always lead to the conclusion "It's really trouble to be a woman!" shows that young Chinese women feel worried and upset about the problems they have to face in their daily life and they feel togetherness in their plight.



    These female speakers' strategic choices in discussing these shared problems are marked by high degree or cooperation.  Commiserations in response to complaints are displayed by straightforward agreement, joint sentence production, repetition or elaboration of the complaint.  The frequent use of these strategies in complaint/commiseration exchanges signals these speakers' shared attitudes and perceptions of their predicaments, and this leads in turn to a stronger feeling of solidarity.



    Interestingly, these griping/troubles-telling encounters, which sometimes can last about 15 minutes, were only found in the talk of senior female students.  This may suggest that the older the women become, the more they are aware of their difficult situations, and  the more they are likely to talk about their predicaments as a way of establishing rapport.  In addition, the results of my study also illustrate that, despite the fact that young Chinese women in 1990's Taiwan have enjoyed better education and equal opportunities in many areas, and that they have become less docile and more independent both emotionally and economically than their predecessors, they still feel worried about and discontent with those inequalities resulting from biological factors.
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