Reprinted with permission from Gatenby, B., & Jones, D. (1995). Case studies in communication. Auckland, New Zealand: Longman-Paul.


[image: image1.jpg]12 . Dining in style
M

Humphries

* To question the overlap of private and public issuas and
communication.

* To consider the gender diferences in the conversations
between men and women

* To consider what ethical inferpersonal communication
might be.

The case.

Jane s parmer in a busy law it and & volunteer counmellor in a Women's
Refuge. Her partner, MIke, is a prominen surgeon. Viike imvited fanc o &
very formal dinncr Grganised 10 raise fands 10 purchase sow new equip.
ment for his surgical unit Jane and Mike ane both very buvy people and de
10t often have Gme 10 eal out in style. However, Jane really ot (e
o for the occasion. She bouight some s clahes and made evcry efort
0 Took her best,

The night arrived and they diseasered that the formal dinmer was sct
outin named places. Mike and lane e placed several tables apart. Imagine
their disappurntmenl Janc 1as 1n be even mare disippointee, Whon she
ook her place, she found that ismediotely on her let was John, o parth
cularly dull but rich businessman she had et befone. Disectly apposile bur
wscr: o wiomien and a retired susgoon. The place o her right s named
for Graam TTolmes, Jane knevs Graham, She had futonsd in the Departmint
0f Law in wehich Graam had been 2 lecuses, Graham had ben dieeiplined
by the University for sexually hacassing » siudent. Jane Kuew, thioogh
her wark at the Refuge, that the case for which he was disciplined wan
mercly one instane in many: Ske knew also that he had ol changed his
aterns of behaviour. Craham had subseyucntly set hiarwelf up in 4 Hucrative
law pracice

lust then, Graban appeared and Jane wwnld tel he did nol reenermber
her. ven so, howe could she spend Ihe evening being gracions 10 thic
man? T had boen imsited, of vourse, in the hope that his nacs wuccessiul
practce would donate manes lowad the mecdical cquipment. In ight of e
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objective of the evening, it did not seem useful to ask to be moved or to make
a scene in some other way. It probably would embarrass Mike and could also
upset other potential donors.

Jane was looking good. Her new clothes and the special care she had
taken in dressing ensured she looked very little like the jeans-clad tutor in
the lecture theatre some years before. Very soon Graham was turning on
the charm. He introduced himself to Jane, and said she looked very
glamorous. ‘Had they not met before?” He did not stop to listen for an answer,
but introduced himself to the men and woman across the table. Jane won-
dered how she would deal with him.

When Graham tumed to Jane again and asked her whether she had
any children, Jane knew what to do. She had heard the feminist commu-
nication scholar and linguist, Dale Spender, speak. With some wit, Dale had
claimed that not only do women do invisible work in the home but, in
conversation, they do the same. They provide encouragement to male
speakers, providing them with a ‘smorgasbord’ of topics and affirming
their conversation verbally and non-verbally. Jane knew what her protest
would be. She would provide minimal ‘service’ to the interactions between
Graham and herself.

1 Yes, Thave two daughters,” she answered,

then proceeded to involve herself in the conversation between the man and
the woman opposite her. Graham may have felt a snub, but it was ever so
subtle. As he was seated at the end of the table, his only alternative was to
talk with the woman seated across from him. The retired surgeon and the other
woman within Graham's earshot were very much occupied with their own
conversation. As the serving of the food disrupted the conversation, Graham
tried to open a new conversation with Jane.

o it 190 davighiters you have? Goadness, vou hardly Took
“old enought-... - & : :

Jane, having just picked up the dish of carrots, used the opportunity to turn
to invite her other neighbour to dish up. Again, Graham was left to start up
the conversation with the people opposite him. And so it went. Each oppor-
tunity that Graham took to open a conversation with Jane was answered
politely, but immediately closed off. Jane engaged herself with the business-
man on her other side. She also discovered that one of the women across the
table shared a commitment to the Women’s Refuge movement and was an
experienced fund-raiser. Jane took a number of opportunities to impress her
companions with Mike's notable achievements and his aspirations for the
clinic. Not one person at the table asked her questions about her own work.
This was so often the case when she was identified as Mike's partner.

The evening turned out to be very successful for Mike. With several
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pledges of money, the equipment for the unit could now be ordered. His career
would almost certainly go from strength to strength. On the way home he
asked Jane how her evening went

Tt was interesting," said Jane. ‘My ‘companions Were yery “**
mpmsud :lw 1 Tlive wnh such an u-ne:estmg and (a]emed mah"

Discussion ‘questiong

1 Do you think it is ethical to ‘shut down’ a conversation? Why or
why not?

2 How might Jane's interactions at the dinner be viewed by
(a) her colleagues at the Women's Refuge?
(b) Mike?
() Graham?

3 What does the situation demonstrate about the communication
processes of women and men?

4 Had you been Jane, what would you have done?

5 Can communication in private contexts be separated from public,
organisational contexts?
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