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Gaze, questioning, and culture 

Federico Rossano, Penelope Brown, and 
Stephen C. Levinson 

"There is nothing so brutally shocking, nor so little forgiven, as seeming inattention to 
the person who is speaking to you [...] I have seen many people who, when you are 
speaking to them, instead of looking at, and attending you, fix their eyes upon the 
ceiling or some other part of the room [...] Nothing discovers a little, futile, frivolous 
mind more than this, and nothing is so offensively ill-bred." 

Lord Chesterfield 1752 (Letters to his son, Letter CCLXXVIII)1

Introduction 

This chapter is about gaze behavior in conversation. Using data from 
three unrelated cultures (or more properly, speech communities), we 
ask whether there are, on the basis of these three cultures, plausible 
candidates for universal patterns of gazing during interaction, and 
where, on the contrary, we may expect to find culturally specific 
patterns. This focus is already rather different than the tenor of most 
of the other papers in this volume. Moreover, because of this focus, a 
central part is played by basic descriptive statistics, rather than the 
qualitative analysis of specific episodes. 

Despite these foci and the methods adopted, we see this paper as 
addressing some central issues posed by conversation analysis (CA). 
We are interested in a pervasive conversational practice, namely 
when participants gaze at one another during conversation. There has 
been relatively little published work in CA on the sys-tematics of 
gaze, and what there has been (e.g., by Goodwin 1981) will be 
shown by our data not to provide a possible general analysis of the 
phenomena. Extensive work by one of us (Rossano 2009) shows that 
gaze (in Italian conversation at least) can indeed be understood in 
CA terms, that is, in terms of a sequential analysis 
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