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Using concepts developed by Goffman and the theory of inter-corporeality, this
paper describes non-speaking spouses’ responses to complaints made about them
by the other spouse in the context of couple therapy first consultations. While the
turn-taking system of couple therapy effectively precludes the possibility of a direct
verbal response, non-speaking spouses often display bodily their disengagement
from their spouse’s talk. Using multimodal conversation analysis as the method, we
show the repertoire of such disengagement behaviors and trace the moment-by-
moment contexts in which they arise. While disengagement behaviors embody their
producer’s inattention to their spouse’s talk, at the same time, they are, paradoxically,
interactional moves produced in the presence of others, conveying their producer’s
negative stance to the ongoing talk. We argue that the timing of these disengagement
practices involves anticipation of the direction of talk: non-speaking spouses display
disengagement in moments when the speaking spouse’s talk takes a direction toward
an intensification of complaints about them.

KEYWORDS

couple therapy, disengagement, complaining, inter-corporeality, conversation analysis,
Goffman

1. Introduction

Couple therapy participants face a particular challenge—being complained about by their
intimate partner in the presence of a third person. The spouses are searching for help with
the problems that they have encountered in their marital and family life. In explaining these
problems to the therapist, they inevitably convey dissatisfaction, not only with themselves and
with their functioning as a couple, but also, and often primarily, with each other. The turn-taking
system in couple therapy first consultations limits the speaking rights of the participants so that
they are predominantly expected to confine themselves to answering the therapist’s questions,
and not to self-initiate turns at talk (cf. Perdkyld, 1995). Only later, when the therapist shifts
the turn to the complained-about party through a question addressed to them, might there
arise a possibility to verbally respond to the complaint. As a result, situations arise recurrently
where one spouse tells the therapist about their dissatisfaction with the other spouse. This
dissatisfaction and its expressions are often emotional and even bitter. The other spouse’s
challenge is this: how to listen to complaints about themselves presented by their spouse in a
situation where they are not allowed to directly respond to them.

In this paper, we will examine the non-speaking spouses’ responses to the complaints
made about them by the other spouse in the context of couple therapy first consultations.
As we will show, the non-speaking spouses often display bodily their disengagement from
their spouse’s talk. We will show the repertoire of such disengagement behaviors and trace the
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session, the therapist was sitting in front of the couple but was not
shown in the video.

Extract 2 [C1 PF Wife 0.25-0.50]

Frame 1: Looking at the speaker

01 W: My mamy generalnie hhh odwrécone role moc+no.
We havegenerally inverted roles strongly
Generally, our roles are strongly reversed.
:>>gazing at W

-

> gazing at T
(2.0)

03 W: j§Sa mogiabym by¢ y: tatom (.) a maz by mégil by¢ mamom.*
I could be father and husband could be mother
I could be the father and my husband could be the mother
h:§--> gazing W *Frame 1

04 wydaje mi sie 2e tak vy z podejsciem

It seems to me that his approach to

05 do dzieci byt >bo. ja raczej trzymam tej dyscypliny:<

children was, because it is rather me who keeps the discipline

In our data, the speakers were predominantly gazing toward the
therapist (the addressee), as was the case in Extract 2 above. However,
for moments when the speaker glanced at the target, see extracts
8 and 9 below. The target of the complaint looking at the spouse
who was complaining, like in Extract 2 above, was not uncommon
in our data. The targets’ shorter glances at the speakers can also be
seen in extracts 3, 5, and 9 below. Yet, it often happened that the
target of the complaint, rather than looking at the speaker, displayed
disengagement from the interaction at hand. In the extracts below, we
will show the array of practices for showing disengagement.

There is a paradox in the disengagement behaviors that we
observed. On one hand, as these behaviors involved turning the
gaze and body away from the speaker, they embody inattention in
relation to the spouse’s ongoing talk. Some of these behaviors also
included involvement in something else, such as one’s own body.
Thus, the disengagement behaviors indicated that the disengaged
person was not willingly and wholeheartedly taking part in the
encounter and was not focusing their attention on what was being
said. But there is another side of the coin: these behaviors took
place within an encounter and during the other spouse talking
about the spouse who was displaying the behavior. These behaviors
were produced in the perceptual presence of other interactants. For
that reason, while performing displays of inattention, disengagement
behaviors paradoxically indicated their producer’s attention and
stance regarding the talk and the other participants.

4.3. Practices of disengagement

Below, we will show snapshots of practices of disengagement.
They can be roughly and intuitively ordered, in terms of the extent
of the withdrawal from engagement and which aspect of body
comportment and body parts they concern.

Perhaps the simplest and the least salient practice of
disengagement involves passive looking-away. In Extract 3 below,
the husband was complaining about the wife not understanding his
“...way of proceeding and functioning.” (line 2). The wife responded
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by agreeing (line 3); before her utterance was completed, the husband
cut in and delivered an elaboration on his complaint (lines 4-11).
During the husband’s initial complaint (lines 1-2) the wife’s gaze was
directed somewhat downwards, in a direction that was away from
the husband and the therapist that the husband was talking to. When
she uttered her agreement in line 3, she for a moment gazed at the
husband, and thereafter probably shifted her gaze to the therapist.
After the husband had taken the turn from her (line 4), she returned
her gaze to the previous position (front and down) while the answer
continued. Her gaze remained in this position until the end of the
husband’s complaint (see Frame 2). This gazing away indexes a lack
of engagement with the husband’s talk. However, this display was
passive: the wife did not indicate any other attentional object, nor
did she involve herself in any competing action or gesture.

The passive looking-away depicted in Frame 2 above involves
the direction of the head and eyes. Sometimes, however, the spouses
also organize their heads and the upper parts of their bodies in
a display of disengagement by turning away. Consider Extract 4.
The therapist asked the wife to comment upon the husband’s earlier
talk about the couple’s problems, or to introduce another potentially
problematic issue (lines 1-6). The wife returned to yet another topic
that the husband raised earlier and formulated it twice as “we don’t
understand each other” (lines 8 and 10). Thereafter she moved on to
an account of her total misunderstanding of her husband’s laughter
(lines 11-14); this account implied that there was something wrong in
the husband’s way of expressing his emotions. The complaint, which
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in line 8-14 was expressed indirectly, became explicit as the wife, in
lines 15-16, shifted the topic onto her own suffering and pointed out
in a crying voice (indicated by ~ signs) that the husband’s emotional
inaccessibility made it impossible for her to react. Furthermore, in
line 25, she disclosed her consequent loneliness. At the beginning of
the wife’s answer, the husband was looking passively away, ahead of
himself. He started to turn to the right, away from the wife, in line 7,
gradually directing his head to the right and down. Finally, in line 8,
he reached a position where he was turned away and looking down
(see Frame 3). The husband remained in this position throughout
the wife’s account, until line 16 when the wife began to explicate her
suffering. During the process of turning further away (lines 8 and 9),
the husband also exhaled audibly and clenched his jaw.

Extract 4

Frame 3: Turning away

01 T: Jeszcze chciatam zapytaé pani. (.) wizja. (.)
I would like to ask you. what is your opinion. (.)
02 na to< na temat tej sprawy

on this< regarding this issue
((three lines omitted))

06 czy Pani chce, i o innej rzeczy jeszcze powiedzieé.
or would you like to tell about different issue.

07 W: To znaczy ja chcialabym wréScié do tego co malzontekS jeszcze

it means T  would+like return Lo Lhis whal husband just
Well I would like to reSturn to this what the hus+baSnd
ws points Lo H §--—=——====—==mmmmmmm s
h: turning head gradually to the right and downi >
08 wczesniej méwil erhm: o tym &[2ze:: y::: mys +sie nie rozumiemy
mentioned earlier erhm: tha::t erm e don’t understand each other
h: clenching jaw  &--- ----§ +--> fully turned away
09 H: [ .hhhhhhh [ HHHEHHHHAHHAH
10 ze (. ) no >-bo* sic nie rozumiemy Laka jesl prawda.< .hhhh

because we >-don’t* understand each other that’s the truth.< .hhhh
* Frame 3

11 Yi: Ja w zesziym roku (1.0) dopiero pierwszy raz po osiemnastu
Ermh:: Only last year (1.0) for the first time after eighteen
12 latach maizenstwa zauwalzyiam ze jak malzonek sie $mieje

years of marriage I notilced that while the husband is laughing

13 to nie znaczy ze
it doesn’t mean

on sie émieje, (2.0) on sie gmieje, (2.0)
that he is laughing, (2.0) he is laughing, (2.0)

14 ale on goluje w Srodku. >rozumic  pani<?
but he is boiling inside. >do you(f) understand<?

15 T: ze jest napiecie w $rodku ktérego maz nie ujatwnia.
it means the tension exists inside which the husband doesn’t disiclose.

16 W: Doktadnie tak. (1.0) .hh tego #nie ~widze. (3.0) wiec
Exactly  so I this #don’t ~see so
Exactly so. (1.0) .hh I don’t #see ~this. (3.0) so
h: #Iifts up head, passive looking away

17 W: nie mam mozliwosci (1.5) jakiej$ reakcji~
I have no possibility to (0.5) to react in any way~

((7 lines omitted))

25 W: to jest ta (2.0) uhm to  jest moja samotnos¢.
This is the (2.0) ubm this is my loneliness.

By turning away from the speaker, the partner in Extract 4
showed disengagement in an active way: he visibly did something
to display turning his attention and perception away from
the speaker.

Hands are used in various practices of disengagement. In our
data, the spouses sometimes used their hand/s as a barrier. In Extract
5 below, the therapist in line 1 asked the husband to describe his
perspective of the couple’s problems. The husband responded by
naming a “sexual problem” as the main problem (line 5). From line 6
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onwards, he then elaborated on the problem, first pointing out that
the expanding dysfunction had caused frustration and suppressed
anger in him (line 07-08), and eventually formulating his wife’s lack
of arousal as destructive to his potency. Thereby the responsibility
for the sexual problems in the marriage was allocated to the wife.
During the question, the wife was looking down at the spectacles
she had in her hands on her lap. In the silence before the onset
of the answer (line 2), the husband changed his position in the
chair, and the wife glanced at him, then returned her gaze down
to the spectacles. She placed them on her chair at the beginning
of the husband’s answer (line 3). After moving the spectacles, the
wife continued her hand and arm movements, lifting her right hand
toward her face (line 3). As soon as her hand reached the level of
her face, she started to rub her face with the hand (line 4). When
the husband’s sentence construction reached the point where he was
going to name the problem, the wife placed her hand on the edge of
her face, so that it was positioned between her face and the husband,
and continued to delicately touch the side of her face (line 4; Frame
4). The hand remained there during the husband’s description of his
frustration and anger. Disengagement here involved separating the
wife from the speaker by blocking visual access. She also provided
a tactile experience while the husband was speaking (see the section
on self-touch below). Eventually, in line 09, as the husband moved
toward the description of their sexual situation, the wife moved
her hand to cover her face, a practice that is described below in
Extract 9.

Extract 5 [B1 PF Husband 0.16-1.03]

Frame 4: Hand as barrier

01 T: Panie Jarosiawie jak to jest z pana perspektywy.
Mr Jaroslaw how is it from your perspective.

02 (6.0) ((H changes position; W glances shortly at H))

03 H: No giéwnym Sproblemem hhh ee::§ +od  poczatku+
Well the main Sproblem hhh erm::§ +from the beginning+

w: I Splaces spectacles on table
ws lifts hand close to face +-------—-----— +
04 +jaki byl to wlasnie je+Sst yy*::
that was it just it is
+was that it is just+ Sa erm*::
w:+--rubbing face-------- +§--> hand as barrier
*Frame 4
05 (0.4) mhm (.) mh problem seksualny .hhh (1.0) ermh:

(0.4) mhm (.) mh sexual problem .hhh (1.0) ermh:

06 to sie nam na na kilku p- piaszczyznach i (.) ee rozkla:dal
this was on on several a- areas and (.) erm was expa:nding

07 i:: na kazdej z nich powodowal we mnie frustracje i (1.0)
and:: on each of them it caused frustration in me and (1.0)

08 i: tiumiona zlo$é. hmh znaczy (1.0) mmm (2.0) sytuacje
and: supressed anger. hmh it means (1.0) mmm (2.0) situations

09 kiedy dochodzilo do #eee do e jakiegoé seksu: to (0.5)
where there happened #erm some e sex: that (0.5)
w: #moves hand to cover face
10 ee w czasie (1.0) yy: s tosunku zZona czesto tracila

erm during (1.0) erm: intercourse wife often was losing

1 w ogéle.hhh podniecenie
totally .hhh arousal

((3 lines omitted))

15 co w jakis tam sposéb zabijalo potentcje.
what in some way was killing poteincy.

Sometimes the spouses look at their own hand while the other
spouse describes problems that implicate them. Extract 6 below
shows the same moment that was shown in Extract 1. What the
husband says in lines 03-06 is inferable as a complaint about the
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wife promising sex and not actually giving it. During the early part
of the extract, the wife was holding her right hand next to her face as
a barrier between herself and the husband. When the husband was
approaching the key point of the complaint, the wife dropped her
hand to a position in front of her (line 5), and while he actually uttered
the key point (line 6) the wife was looking at her hand (seemingly her
fingernails; see Frame 5). By looking at her hand, the wife showed that
her attention was now, at least partially, on something other than the
husband’s talk (For a continuation of this interaction, see Extract 10,
lines 24-32).

Extract 6 [B1 Combine practice]

Frame 5: Looking at hand

01 T: Co to znaczy problemy z komunikacjg?
What does it mean problems with communication?

w:>>> hand as barrier

02 (2.5)

03 H: hmm no (2.0) no wiasnie (1.0) #mm:# (1.0) to z jednej strony
hmm well (2.0) that’s the point (1.0) #mm:# (1.0) on the one hand

04 taka komunikacja >ze ze< hmm: jest caly czas (.)
such communication >that that< hmm: all the time (.)

05 j::aka$ .hhh jakas jakis SjakiesS
the::re is .hhh a kind kind Skind of§
w: §======= § drops hand to front of her face

06 Sobi*ecanie czego§
pro*mising of something ((continues))
w:§--> looking at hand
*Frame 5
Apart from looking at hands, the unspeaking targets of
complaints also play with their hands or objects in their hands.
In Extract 7 below, the husband talked about his view regarding
the wife’s conflictual relationship with their little son. Before the
segment, the wife had described her inability to manage emotions
evoked by her son’s misbehavior, which led her to hit him. She
also claimed to be more decisive in relation to their children than
the husband, which implied a complaint against the husband. In
line 1, the therapist asked the husband about his understanding of
the situation. The husband started playing down the importance

)«

of the wife’s “decisiveness” in the matter (lines 2-4). Thereafter he
hesitantly described what he considered a key issue: the son running
away from the mother when her decisiveness turned into rejection
(lines 6-8). The complaint involved the husband converting the wife’s
potentially positive self-attribution (being decisive) into a negative
one (rejecting the child). In the beginning of the extract, the wife
blew her nose and wiped it with a tissue (lines 1-2). She then put
the tissue in her bag (line 4). At the moment when husband was
approaching disclosure of his view of the problem (line 5), the wife
started to look at her hands and to play with them (see Frame
6). This created the impression of a side involvement (Goffman,
1963) with the hands. The wife remained in this position, playing
with her hands, until the end of Extract 8, and also after that, as
the husband described the son’s confusion and his own frustration
as a result of the wife’s rejecting behavior toward the son (data
not shown).
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Extract 7 [C1 31:00]

Frame 6: Playing with hands
01 T: a pan te:z (0.5) takie ma (.) rozumienie§ (.) tej sytuacii
and do you a:1so (0.5) have such (.) und.nmungs () of the situation?

w:>>> blowing her nose--------------------

02 H: hhhhh+h znaczy, tak, wydaje+ mi sig (.)
ERbibih T meen, well, it seems+ to me (.)
Wi Fmmmmmmmmm e + wiping her nose

03 Ze to moze to nie jest, Ze e Zona jest
maybe it isn’t, her being

04 stanowcza tylko e:+ (0.5) y: bo bo ja+
decisive but:+ (0.5) y: well well baause I+ (4.0)
w:puts tissue in bag #-----------—-=====

05 bo§ (1.0) ((click)) (4.0)
because$ (1.0) ((click)) (4.0)
w: §---> plays with hands

06 *ucieka w sytuacjach w ktérych stanowczosé sie przeradza
*he runs away from in situations when decisiveness turns into
*Frame 6

07 juz czasa- (1.0) >tak jak Zona powiedziata< zda- zdarza sig to
Sometime- even (1.0) >as the wife said< it ha- happens

08 bardzo rzadko .hh ale przeradza sie juz w jakieé:: (.) odrzucenie
very rarely .hh but it turns into kind of:: (.) rejection

Yet another activity of the hands is self-touch. It involves
touching, rubbing, stroking, caressing, or fiddling with the person’s
own body (Harrigan, 1985). Self-touch can be done also by body parts
other than hands, for example, the lips, tongue, or feet. In Extract 8,
the husband was talking about having been “terrified” (line 1) when
his wife was “going through” (line 2) something which transpired
as an “apogee” (line 3) of emotional disturbances that the husband
characterized as “this dreadful mess” (line 5). There was a temporary
change of direction in the husband’s account in line 3, where he
pointed out that at the time that he was talking about, the “apogee”
was actually getting less intense. Yet, the complaint was crystallized
by the description “dreadful mess” (line 05), which conveyed non-
acceptance. When the husband uttered the word “terrified” (line 1),
the wife started to clench her lips. Almost at the same moment, the
husband turned his gaze to the wife, remaining oriented to her until
the end of line 1; the wife however did not reciprocate the gaze. While
the husband coughed and then paused in line 2, at the point where
it was clear that he was going to name what he was terrified of, the
wife lifted her hand to her mouth and started to press her clenched
lips with her fingers (see Frame 7). She continued this pressing until
the end of the extract. This created an effect of auto-involvement
(Goftman, 1963) that occurred alongside the husband’s talk, and it
thereby contributed to disengagement from the husband’s talk.

Extract 8 [B 2.1 PF Husband 0.20-0.30]

Frame 7: Self touch

01 H: ja bylem przerazony &to §(0.2) dwa lata temu§
I was terrified &of it §(0.2) two years -qos
h: gazing W §---==mmmmmmmmmmmmm e
w:  clenching lips & -->

02 H: skrh-hm (0.6)&5(0.4) #to# Helena miata ja*kies takie dosyé
this Helen had  su¥ch this somehow
skrh-hm (0.6)6§(0.4) #at¥# that time Helen was going through such
w:lifting handé§--> pressing her clenched lips
*Frame 7

03 >znaczy< Sschodzilo ci apogeum
>I mean< Sit was getting less intense this apogee
h: §--> gazing W

04 zdaje sie tego .hhh y:: tej
what seems to be the .hhh y:: of this

05 tej tej strasznej sieczki,
this this dreadful mess,
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Finally, we have practices of disengagement in which the
positioning of hand, body, and the blocking of the visual field
coincide. This happens in the practice of covering one’s face.
Consider Extract 9. The husband was complaining about the wife’s
behavior toward him, apparently for her having said something very
offensive about him regarding sex. As the husband was referring
to “it” in line 2 and 3 (in line 1 in the original Polish), the wife
intervened in line 4 by saying “it means sex”, apparently challenging
the husband’s indirect way of talking. During this challenge, the
spouses gazed at each other for a while (lines 4 and 5), after which
they both looked down and to the front. In lines 5 and 6, the husband
first confirmed the wife’s correction, then (line 6) signaled the
continuation of his complaining talk by uttering “erm:::”. After that,
the wife audibly breathed out and lifted her hand and covered her
face. Immediately thereafter, the husband continued his complaining
talk by talking about his loss of desire to have sex (lines 8 and 10).
During this talk, the wife continued to cover her face with her left
hand and leant her head down toward the hand (see Frame 8).

Extract 9 [B 2.1 PF Couple 0.46-0.57]

Frame 8: Covering face

01 H: .hhh m:: (1.5) poniewaz Helena to (0.4)
.hhh m:: (1.5) because Helena (0.4)

02 w: taki sposéb (.) okreslita i w taki sposéb
in: such a way (.) described it and in such a way

03 y:: przedstawita? (0.5) eznaczye,
y:: portrayed it? (0.5) °it meansc°,
04 W: To >Sto znaczy seks< mowmy [po imieniu§ ( ) zeby bylo jasne
It >Sit means sex< let’s [call it by its name§ ( ) to be clear
w: looking H
h: looking W
05 H: [seks tak nasze pozycie ( ) tak seks
[sex yes our sex life ( ) yes sex
06 -hh jasne (1.0) e:::

-hh sure (1.0) erm:::

07 W: §hhhhSh
§----§ 1lifts hand
§--> covers face till the end of the transcript

08 H: no >ze mi sie odech*cialo< po prostu
well >that I just didn’t feel like it any*more< simply
*Frame 8

09 T: Mhm mhm

10 H: Czyli (.) dostatem takiego: (.) kopa miedzy nogi
So (.) I received such a: (.) kick between my legs

In Extract 9, the spouse who covered her face also displayed
disengagement from the other spouse’s talk. She obstructed her visual
view, created a tactile sensation as a side involvement, and oriented
her posture downwards, away from the speaking spouse next to her.
Covering the face could be characterized as a “synthetic” practice
of disengagement, as it involved also what we called turning away
and self-touch.

4.4, Disengagement as anticipation

In all extracts shown above, there was an observable coordination
between the talk of one spouse that attributed problems to the
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other, and the particular practices of bodily disengagement by
this other spouse. At the emergence of disengagement practices,
a shift to complaining talk or intensification of the complaint
could be anticipated. Sometimes the spouse was engaged with the
speaker before the emergence of the particular bodily practice
of disengagement, but in other cases, the spouse was employing
another practice before the emergence of the focal disengagement
practice. Passive looking-away seems to be a “baseline” practice
of disengagement that is not directly associated with shifts in the
speaking spouse’s talk. In other practices, it seems that the spouses
start their disengagement practices in moments in the other spouse’s
talk when the complaint or its intensification is just about to emerge,
but has not yet emerged. So, in Extract 4, the husband started to turn
away at the point where the wife had just indicated that she would
be talking about a problematic issue mentioned by him before. In
Extract 5 the wife started to raise her hand when her husband had
just indicated that he would be describing “the main problem”, and
she placed her hand as a barrier at the moment when the husband
began to explicate what this problem was. In Extract 6, the wife
started to raise her hand when the husband’s talk indicated that he
would be complaining, and at the same time when he uttered the
key description of the complaint (“promising”), the wife started to
look at her hand. In Extract 7, the wife started to play with her
hands at the moment the husband pointed out that the problematic
issue was not the wife’s decisiveness, thus signposting that he would
talk about something else at the heart of the problem (which then
turned out to be rejection of the son). In Extract 8, the wife started
to press her lips at the moment the husband made clear that he
would be talking about an event in the couple’s life that had terrified
him. In Extract 9, the wife started to lift her hand to cover her
face at the moment when the spouses had made it clear that the
husband was complaining about the wife’s way of portraying their
sexual life.

The participants of couple therapy are married or co-
habiting couples who have a long history of relationship
troubles. It is reasonable to think that they have been through
talks about their problems numerous times, and that they
also know what their spouses consider as problematic. So,
it seems that the timing of the practices of disengagement
involves anticipation of the direction of talk toward an
emergence or the intensification of a complaint. The practices
of disengagement emerge when this direction is observable for the
non-speaking spouse.

4.5. Display of disengagement as
engagement

We have argued that disengagement behaviors are, in an
anticipatory way, linked to the complaints that the speakers convey
regarding their spouses. Disengagement behaviors convey that the
target of the complaint is not fully attending to the spouse’s talk
and not fully involved in the activity at hand. In this sequential
and institutional context, there emerges a paradox of disengagement:
the persons who show their inattention through disengagement
behaviors do so in a particular moment in the context of particular
(complaining) talk. They are in perceptual proximity to the other
participants (the spouse and the therapist), so they know that these
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others are able to see whatever they do, and that they will associate
their behaviors with what the other spouse is saying. The content of
their partner’s talk involves intimate or emotional issues that concern Frame 11

them as a partner. Furthermore, they are institutionally obliged to

remain in the position of listener. Thus, while claiming inattention l
and lack of involvement, disengagement behaviors paradoxically 09 B.0%3.0
3 3 3 > H 10 >chociaz no< nie ukrywam ze bardzo zalezy mi na m
indicate their producer’s attention and stance to the talk and the other e T E ed E
participants. We could say that the performance of disengagement, in <
this context, is a particular way of engaging. Viewing disengagement S
behaviors in this way matches with the theory of inter-corporeality
(Loenhoff, 2017; Fuchs, 2018). Looking and turning one’s body away, 7=~
being involved in other activities, objects, and sensations, blocking Frane 12 |
one’s perceptual context to the speaker: these are all embodied ways 11 zeby te  se- +s- sf- sfery seksualne *.hhh

.. . . . that these se- +s- sf- sexual spheres *.hhh
of perceiving, evaluating, and acting upon the complaints about them. w +-->turning away from H,

holding hand next to face
12 (2.0)
. 13 ta sfera eeh (0.5) byka jakos nie wiem (.)

4_6_ Extended dlsengagement this sphere eeh (0.5) would be somehow I don’t know (.)

14 rozpracowana czy czy czy (0.5) mhm.
worked out or or or (0.5) mhm.

Up until now, we have examined cases where the spouse withdrew 5 s

from engagement at a particular point in time. Even though we 16T o to smace oblemy 2 Romumikaciaz
What does it mean problems with communication?

haven’t been able to show all instances at length, in these cases,

. P 17 (2.5)
the disengaged participants mostly returned to engagement after
P . . . . 18 H: hmm #no::# (2.0) +no wiasnie (1.0) #mm:# (1.0) to z jednej strony
a limited period of disengagement. There were instances in our hmm #well::# (2.0) +that s the point (1.0) #mm:# (1.0) on the one hand
. . . 'H +--> opening palm, touching temple with fingers,
data, however, where the disengaged spouse stayed in disengagement thus positioning hand as a barrier

for a longer period of time. In such cases, the actual practices of
disengagement could be altered during the disengagement. For such
a case, consider Extract 10 below.

. N Frame 13
Extract 10 [B1 Combine practice]
01 T: nie mamy juz duzo czasu 1o . !'k . . N @)
taka omunikacija >ze ze< hmm: jest galy czas (.
we don t have m"% tm et such *communication >that that< hmm: all the time (.)
02 i chciatbym zapytac jakie panstwo (0.5) 20 S::akaé .hhh dakaé dakis jakies
and I would like to ask you what are your (pl) (0.5) ih.“a”“i“i“ x?ﬂ%kmxmd of

Frame 14 Frame 15
Frame 9 | |
21 +gbiecanie* czegos o8 piowiedz*enie (.)
+promising* of hing saying hing (.)
w: +--hand to front, gazing fingers--+-->gircullating hand
03 macie oczekiwania od tera*pii takie (1.0) jak tam. towards face

expectations from the therapy such (1.0) like there.

/

22 typu +zaraz: () & i 4i* i za tym tak naprawde
) like any mnut- (.) and and and and there is tzuly
™~ Prans: 10 w: +-->moving hand to front, look;ng at fingernails

04 (10.0)*(7.0)
05 H: chcialbym zeby byto po czes$ci sie rozwiazaly
I would like it to be that partially
06 jakie$ takie wiasnie problemy z (1.0)
some kind of problems would solve themselves with (1.0) Frame 17
08 .hhh  (0.5) hhh z aka komunikacia 3 23 tnic nie nic nie . S
hhh nig Die DG I8 idrzie’
-hhh - (0.5) hhh with ’“cn communication with:[: +nothing nothing that would folliow it*
w: hand to the right side of face-->[ w: +-->rests her head on her fist and passively looks away

Frontiers in Communication 08 frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2023.1066475
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/communication
https://www.frontiersin.org

Perékyla et al.

24 T: czyli z pana perspektywy ta sfera intymna
so from your perspective this intimate sphere

25 to jest tak jakby kluczowa centralna=
it is somehow  key central=
26 H: =znaczy to tez +nie tylko

=It means this also [but not only
w: +-->starts to turn away from H

27 tez nie * mowie o::::: o +o Lym*
this* also I'm not speaking about [about this
w: +turned fully away from H

28 ale gidwnie sie to z tym tym wiazajlo [ale
but mainly with this this it was connecjted [but
:1lifting hands;gazing fingernails;playing with them [-->

5

Frame 20

ii .hbhoee lm wiem
but well and .hhh ee *I don’t know

29 ale no i i

30 ja mam tez bardzo duzo skumulowanej ziosci i ee
I also have atlottof cumulative anger and ee

31 i w stosunku innych ludzi

1
and towards other people

32 i w stosunku do do do zony
and towards towards the wife

Before this extract, the participants had been discussing the
couple’s reasons for not having children, and the husband had been
attributing much of the reason to the wife (her difficulties with sex
and her lack of contribution to the couple’s finances). The wife had
been physically disengaged during most of this talk. In line 01-03, the
therapist changed the topic with a question about expectations of the
therapy. Throughout the question, the wife remained in the position
where she was previously: covering part of her face with her hand (see
Frame 10, line 03).

The therapist addressed his question to both spouses (using the
second-person plural paristwo; line 2). A long silence ensued (line 4),
before the husband answered by expressing a wish that problems with
communication would solve themselves (lines 5-8). In lines 10-14,
he then somewhat hesitantly expressed his hope that sexual problems
would also be worked out. As shown earlier in Extracts 1 and 6, the
therapist made a request to specify the “problems of communication”
that the husband had first referred to (line 16); in response, the
husband delivered an indirect but (yet in this context) inferable
complaint about the wife’s empty promises regarding sex (17-22).
The peak of the complaint was in lines 21-22, where the husband
seemingly cited the wife promising intimacy at “any minute”, but
in fact “nothing, nothing” followed. In line 23, the therapist asked
the husband to confirm whether the intimate sphere was central for
him; the husband partially confirmed this (line 25), but also hesitantly
added another area of problems: his anger at other people and at his
wife (26-31).

During this exchange initiated by the therapists question, the
wife adopted various postures with her body, hands, and gaze. The
postures she adopted involved all the practices of disengagement
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in different variations and combinations that we described above:
passive looking-away (most clearly in Frames 12, 17), turning away
(Frames 18 and 19), hand/s as a barrier (Frames 11, 13), looking
at her own hands (Frames 14, 16), playing with her hands (Frame
20), self-touch (Frames 9, 10, 11, 13, 15, 17), and covering one’s
own face (Frames 9 and 10). The participants entered this segment
from a spate of talking in which the husband had already been
complaining about the wife (data not shown), and the segment itself
involved further complaints. The wife’s displays of disengagement
were coordinated to the momentary shifts in the husband’s talk.
For example, in line 11, when the husband had indicated (by the
aborted “se-”) that he was not going to hide that “sex” was an
important thing for him, the wife turned away from him; and in line
20, when the husband had started a complaint (by the descriptor
“all the time” in line 19) and was about to name the target of the
complaint (by having said “there is kind of kind of”), the wife moved
her hand and started to look at her fingernails (Frame 16). However,
not every single shift between practices of disengagement seemed
to be linked to distinct anticipatory prompts in the husbands talk.
Rather, it appears that the continuum of practices of disengagement
constituted a prolonged, continued withdrawal from the interaction.
The prolonged withdrawal was, as it were, the wife’s response to the
expected continuation of the complaining talk.

While the wife’s practices of disengagement constituted a
continuous, prolonged withdrawal, a general shift in the “Gestalt”
of these practices could still be observed. In the beginning part of
the segment (up until frame 13/line 19), the disengagement practices
involved primarily creating physical barriers between herself and
her husband, who was speaking. Self-touch and covering the face
were associated with this barrier maintenance. During the latter part
of the segment, however, the wife displayed disengagement in a
more comprehensive way, not only avoiding visual contact with the
husband, but also focusing on a competing object of visual attention,
i.e., a side involvement. By playing with her hands and looking at her
fingernails, she seemed to convey that there was something else on her
mind other than the husband’s talk. Yet, for the participants and for
the analyst alike, it was obvious that the competing visual attention
did not preclude the wife hearing the husband’s talk. Therefore, the
display of side-involvement was to be understood also as displaying
a negative stance toward what the husband was saying. Likewise,
the wife’s turning away from the husband (Frames 18-19) was very
pronounced, as it was ostensive, and thereby also an active stance
display. Interestingly, the wife’s practices of creating a physical barrier
were displayed while the husband was conveying that a difficult
subject was about to emerge and then naming it on a general level
(“sexual spheres”, line 11). On the other hand, the more active and
comprehensive displays of disengagement seemed to be prompted by
direct blaming.

5. Discussion

In this paper, we have described the disengagement behaviors
performed in a particular sequential and institutional context, which
paradoxically indicates the engagement of non-speaking participants.
We showed this phenomenon through detailed analysis of non-
verbal dynamics in complaint sequences in couple therapy: how
the co-present targets responded to complaints that their spouses
delivered and addressed to the therapist in couple therapy first
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sessions. We argued that the institutionalized turn-taking system
of couple therapy effectively blocks the “ordinary” verbal response
that the subject of a complaint would likely give (see Wilkinson
et al., 2023). Instead, the complained-about spouses displayed their
stance to the ongoing complaint through their body (gaze direction,
hand movements, and body posture). We identified seven recurring
bodily practices, which in different ways embodied inattention to
the complaining talk, or competing objects of action and attention
relative to the talk. The practices partially overlap, so that elements
of one practice can be incorporated into another: for example,
Playing with hands or objects typically incorporates Looking at hands;
and Covering the face typically incorporates Self-touch and Turning
away. In our data, the complained-about parties typically started
disengagement behaviors in an anticipatory way, in moments when
the complaint was projected, i.e., when the spouse was approaching
a point in their talk where a complaint would be delivered. The
anticipatory disengagement behaviors showed yet another paradox:
attentiveness performed through signs of inattention. We also argued
that sometimes disengagement behaviors were “chained” during
longer segments of complaining talk, resulting in a long spate of
displays of disengagement, where a new phase of complaining could
be anticipated by a shift in the disengagement behavior.

We could ask: why would someone display disengagement as a
response to a complaint? Responding in conversation, be it verbal or
non-verbal, normally conveys engagement. Even if the participants
do not talk, they can, in principle, use their body in other ways:
making faces, making gestures conveying disapproval, even walking
away from the therapy office. The interactional rationale of displays
of disengagement may arise from their paradoxical affordances.

Displays of disengagement are not actions in the overt
and accountable sense. They do not document an intention
to communicate. Yet, paradoxically, they are events within the
encounter, and are most likely perceived by the co-participants.
By indexing inattention and a lack of involvement, we might
say practices of disengagement convey in a most indirect and
unaccountable way that “I am not collaborating as a hearer of what
is now being said about me”. By not collaborating, the disengaging
persons, paradoxically, show their emotional stance toward the
complaint. Therefore, displays of disengagement involve, so to say,

» o«

“responding without responding”, “attention through inattention”,
or even “engaging through disengagement”. We indicated that these
phenomena arise particularly in sequential and institutional contexts,
involving complaining talk about a co-present participant (intimate
partner) that concerns intimate or emotional issues, while the target
of the complaint is subject to an institutional obligation to remain in

the position of listener.

5.1. Limitations and direction for future
research

The fact that our videos do not show the therapists is a key
limitation of the study. Knowing the physical setting of the study, we
can infer when the speaker’s gaze is directed toward the therapist. Yet,
the therapists’ gaze is inaccessible for us.

Conversation analysis typically focuses on overt behaviors in
sequences of action and avoids references to the psychological or
other properties of the interaction-participants. Recently, however,
some researchers have also started to investigate the linkages between
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interactional and psychological processes (see, e.g., Perikyld et al.,
2015; DeLand, 2021). Interactional engagement is a topic where the
exploration of such linkages might be relevant. It is to be expected
that being a target of a complaint prompts negative emotional
arousal in the hearer, as their self-image is then at stake. Within
the interaction research tradition, it was Goffman (1955), p. 214;
who acknowledged the emotional consequences of threats to self-
image: the participants “manner and bearing may falter, collapse
and crumble. He may become embarrassed and chagrined: he may
become shamefaced”. Future research could take its departure from
a hypothesis that the practices of engagement involve an effort to
manage such negative emotional arousal. This would not mean to
reduce the meaning of interactional practices into psychological
processes. Rather, we could assume that the “internal” regulation of
emotions and the management of interaction processes intertwine,
so that the same practices can serve in internal regulation and
in the management of interactions (Beebe and Lachmann, 2002).
Three types of research design could help in clarifying the role
of disengagement behaviors in emotion regulation. One would be
to measure physiological responses indicative of emotional arousal
during sequences of complaints and disengagement (cf. Perikyld
etal., 2015); another would be to investigate disengagement behaviors
in couples suffering from conditions associated with difficulties with
emotion regulation (such as borderline personality disorder; Soloff,
2018); the third would be elicit participants’ accounts of subjective
experiences in relation to disengagement behaviors during complaint
sequences (cf. Janusz and Perikyld, 2020).
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