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Analogous Inequalities: Sources of Conversational Hierarchy in Mazatlán, Mexico 
 

This analysis explores the bases for hierarchy in everyday interactions. Many social 
scientists have looked for a single source of all human inequality, for example seeing all 
dominance as a symbolic transformation of male dominance. In contrast, people in Mazatlán, or 
Mazatlecos, expected inequalities in conversation to spring from various sources, including 
verbal prowess, economic domination, gender roles, and individuals’ expected roles within a 
genre of talk. None of these relations, such as gender or economics, underlay the others in 
expectation or practice, but Mazatlecos saw each as analogous to the others. I argue that this 
suggests that they have learned or inherited a generic “hierarchy template” that they apply to 
different types of unequal relations. 

I have chosen to compare conversations for a variety of reasons. First, conversation has 
importance as a basic social activity (Sidnell 2007). Moreover, the relations considered in this 
article serve as examples of social relations more generally. Conversation also was relatively 
easy for me to observe and compare. 

Many studies have characterized working-class men's practices as typifying Mexican 
ways, without exploring class differences or similarities. In contrast, this analysis includes 
conversations among popular-class Mazatlecos and among middle-class Mazatlecos. In addition, 
I compare exchanges among men to those between men and women. This comparative method 
has helped me to understand the relationship between their expectations concerning gender roles 
and other social hierarchies. 
 
Mazatlán 
Mazatlán, Sinaloa, lies on Mexico’s Pacific Coast across from the tip of Baja California. 
Mazatlán has a moderately diversified economy. In recent years, it has been known mostly as a 
tourist destination, the center of banda and tambora music, a mecca of illegal narcotics 
trafficking and its associated money laundering and violence, and the home of Combate coffee 
and Pacífico beer. But, as its population of more than 300,000 suggests, tourism and drug 
trafficking do not dominate all aspects of life. 
 
I conducted ethnographic fieldwork in Mazatlán from 1991 to 2000, including two lengthy stays 
in 1996 and 1997 (see Duvall 1998). Although I told people that I was studying conversations, I 
did not tape any of the exchanges reported here, except for the beauty contestants’ speeches. 
Instead, I wrote accounts of them soon afterwards. As noted below, I discussed my analysis with 
Mazatlecos as it developed. 
 
Talk among men 
 Historically, a poetry contest has taken place intermittently as part of the Floral Games in 
the pre-Lenten Carnaval. Of twenty-seven winners from 1909 to 1993, only five were women 
(Vega Ayala 1993). Little of the academic literature on Mexican masculinity suggests that men 
would be more associated than women with anything floral. Yet this association was part of a 
pervasive pattern of prestige that valued wordplay over direct and literal expression. 

"The problem with students here is that they don't sweep! Over there [in the 
United States], you have students who know how to sweep, don't you?" the artist, 
“Palote” Pineda addressed me half-rhetorically. 
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As I struggled to connect the disorienting string of metaphors that led to 
this one, I ventured, "Sure, some do, but ..." 

Happily, completion was not required. My interrogator would not yield 
‘the floor,’ He continued through a long, rambling, brilliant disquisition on almost 
anything. 

We sat with several other men, all local intellectuals, crowded around a 
cafe table at night. The quiet air compressed the music that leaked from the 
adjacent cafés. 

Earlier, before Palote had happened by our congregation, the sociologist 
Alberto Osuna had similarly dominated the conversation. For example, we sat 
pleased and impressed to hear him again recite – actually, perform – a poem 
written by a fellow faculty-member at a local university. While Alberto spoke in 
self-assured, florid terms about university politics, international relations, youth 
gangs, and me, occasionally someone would interpret one of his dramatic pauses 
as a chance to take the floor. As they would begin to speak, Alberto would 
attempt to reclaim the floor: "'Pérame" ['wait for me (to finish)'; short for 
espérame]. 

The pretender would quickly reply in turn, “’Pérame.” And each would 
repeat this plea, or demand, rapidly until one of them finally relented. Alberto 
won every such duel by extending his chain of ‘pérame’s beyond anyone else’s 
endurance. Like other Mazatlecos, he did not subsequently curtail his utterance so 
that the loser might then hold forth. Nor were losers of 'pérame showdowns 
invited to speak after winners had finished. 

Almost all of the people I met who knew Alberto and Palote mentioned their 
extraordinary gift for conversation. Men and women esteemed them as attractive in a manly way. 
Yet these men did not speak in the obscene fashion so often depicted as the masculine ideal 
among Mexican men.1 

As this example illustrates, many men in Mazatlán valued holding the floor, and they 
struggled against others to do so. A conversational hierarchy resulted in part from this direct 
competition. Men acted as if the resulting positions in conversation were essentially unequivalent 
roles. 

This particular hierarchical pattern was culturally produced. In other cultural contexts, 
such as U.S. courtrooms, a relatively dominant participant (e.g., a lawyer) questions the more 
subordinate participant (e.g., a witness), and the most superordinate participant, the judge, 
typically sits in relatively silent judgment most of the time. Likewise, many Japanese associate 
wisdom with minimal speech. 

Even earlier that evening, I had chatted with another of our companions. He had 
asked me what I was studying, and I told him that my interests included the ways 
in which people tried to take or cede the stage during conversations. As the night 
progressed he turned to me several times and told me that I was on to something. 
Indeed, he lost a 'pérame showdown against Alberto while attempting to introduce 
this aspect of my research as a topic. 

                                                 
1 See Paz (1950) for the classic treatment. 
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Conversation among groups of men frequently produced a hierarchy of speaker(s) and 
listeners. In smaller conversations, this hierarchy tended to break down. Conversational virtuosos 
acted more modest and less controlling, and perhaps less clever, when we spoke without others 
listening. They would ask me for information and wait for the response. They even expressed 
uncertainty. Sometimes they still exhibited a concern with control and cleverness, but strikingly 
less so. 

The respect for verbal cleverness – and the production of verbal cleverness for respect – 
was not limited to intellectuals. It was a thread that ran through evaluations of others in a variety 
of settings. For example, Cantinflas, perhaps Mexico's best-loved traditional movie star, 
repeatedly engaged in clever double-speak to charm other characters and the audience.2 
 In Mazatlán, men in the social groups that were reputed to be among the crudest and most 
non-intellectual still valued verbal cleverness. For example, parachuteros, or ‘parachuters,’ were 
men who worked along the beach selling products and services such as, prototypically, 
parasailing rides. They constituted an established, named social category in Mazatlán, and 
Mazatlecos associated them with, among other things, violence and womanizing. 

One afternoon, as I walked along the beach in the main tourist-zone, a 
parachutero hailed me and invited me to talk with him and the other parachuteros 
sitting in the shade of a large umbrella. He asked me, in a loud, amused voice, 
"Do you know this guy?" He indicated one of his coworkers. "He's called 
'Pacuso'.” 

I: "Hm." 
"Do you know why?" 
I shrugged. 
He eagerly informed me, "It's because he stinks so bad. Isn't that right, 

Pacuso? 'Pa' is for pata ['foot'], because he smells like a foot. 'Cu' is for culo 
[‘asshole’], and 'so' is for sobaco ['armpit']. That's how he smells. Isn't that right, 
Pacuso?" He casually threw a bit of trash at his ‘pal’ as the rest of his cohorts 
laughed appreciatively. Every time someone else approached the umbrella, the 
joker would repeat this routine, and the other parachuteros listened attentively to 
the re-revelation of the secret meaning of pacuso. 

The joker hailed me again a couple of weeks later to relive the moment 
and to offer background and follow-up. The supposed Pacuso had not replied 
substantially as he heard this joke repeated all day, but he never returned to work 
there. The joker explained that this brutal wordplay was retaliation for a similar 
day in which he had been the butt of Pacuso's jokes. Significantly, he represented 
his nemesis as weak, unable to withstand the playful assault without becoming 
angry, and he reported the Pacuso's jokes as blunt, for example: "You're so old 
and fat!"3 

                                                 
2 Indeed, one of the important aspects of an exchange that Limón (1994, 1989) reports from 
South Texas was that it revolved around puns – that is, the men (and Limón [1989] and 
Cummings [1991] in their titles) recognized that it was desirable to demonstrate their prowess at 
indirect verbal production. 
3 Most men in Mazatlán agreed with the Mexican proverb, “The one who gets angry loses,” and 
any individual was put to the test frequently. 
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But what about men whom most Mazatlecos portrayed as relatively unmasculine? Men 
who identified themselves as "gay" also frequently engaged in wordplay or deferred to those who 
could. 

For example, one night I sat on the balcony of a bar/disco across the street from a 
gay-oriented bar. My companions were regulars at the gay bar. One of them had 
angered me in a relatively earnest discussion about Mazatlán, and I was tired. So I 
did not respond with great enthusiasm as he took over the conversation with an 
outrageous, mildly interactive string of humorous observations and anecdotes 
concerning their circle of friends. Finally, he turned to me and said, in joking 
ridicule, "Are you always so tight?” As with the womanizer Palote Pineda, the 
question was half-rhetorical, and he cut off my flustered response in order to 
maintain the floor. 

Thus, men in Mazatlán esteemed wordplay.4 Those who were judged as positively 
masculine, negatively masculine, and effeminate struggled to engage in wordplay to impress 
other men and to maintain control over conversations. Other men recognized and appreciated 
virtuosos and ceded the floor more readily to them. 

Conversational dominance among men stemmed, in other situations, from greater control 
over other valued resources. 

After listening to Palote and Alberto, another of our companions, Miguel, gave 
me a ride home and invited me to tacos on the way. As we sat in the workmanlike 
quietude of a popular-class taco-stand, I mentioned that I felt humbled in the 
presence of conversational virtuosi like Alberto and Palote. Miguel, who had 
barely spoken at the cafe, said merely, "Some people talk a lot but do nothing." 
Indeed, Miguel was as well known and as powerful as Alberto, but I never heard 
anyone express admiration for his conversational style. 

Ironically, Miguel received the same deference in his office from the faculty, staff, and 
students under him that Alberto and Palote received from people who recognized their 
superiority at the conversational arts. However, Miguel spoke relatively little there, too: his 
conversational dominance resulted from his dominant economic position within his department. 
Clever conversationalists tended to mute themselves in his office. 

Thus, economic clout did not solely determine who would control conversations, and 
verbal prowess did not guarantee a position of economic dominance. These aspects of social 
relations were mutually supporting, but neither determined the other. 

In other situations, the organization of an event shaped the conversational hierarchies that 
developed. 

I attended the presentation of a book written by one of the faculty at a local 
university. A crowd of about thirty people gathered on the patio of the museum 

                                                 
4 A curious correspondence existed between the common appreciation among Mexicans for 
highly ornate speech and for baroque design (on the latter, see Griffith 1996). My interpretation 
is that both productions indicated considerable preparation, distinguishing their exhibitors as 
people who have both creativity and control, especially self-control. 
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downtown. By design, the author and commentators delivered monologues. When 
the floor was opened to others, Alberto, who outranked the author at the school, 
expressed a critique in his usual style – metaphorical, lyrical, and elliptical – but 
as a question. Later, after the official event had ended, several of us remained on 
the patio. Then Alberto returned to his more usual form: dominant, without 
question. 

But, in all of the situations discussed above, what about the men listening? The most 
accomplished speakers had their counterparts in the most eager listeners. Acquaintances would 
gather around when they saw a verbal virtuoso conversing with me, and then they would report 
our exchanges to others. For example, individuals who had not been present told me that they 
had heard from others about the conversation with Palote and Alberto. 

Individuals signaled their willing or resigned conversational subordination through 
relentless questioning of the dominant conversational partner: 

"Alberto, what do you think about ...?" 

"Hey, did you tell him about Pacuso?" 

"Didn't you paint something at the university once?" 

Subordinates often attempted their seductions of superordinates with questions. Perhaps 
they hoped to lull them into a false sense of security about their relationship, or they enjoyed 
listening, or they wanted to reveal the dominant person's idiocy, or perhaps they simply felt 
uncomfortable taking the reins of the situation. In each of these scenarios, as Mazatlecos 
explained to me, they asked questions, sometimes relentlessly, usually without questioning the 
conversational hierarchy itself. 

It was late one night during Carnaval when one of the crowd with whom I was 
hanging out decided to discuss his historical research with me. He was drunk, and 
I was testy. His project dealt with the secret love-life of Jesús Estrada, a historical 
figure who had lived briefly in Mazatlán.5 

"Tracy, what would you think if someone found indications in Jesús 
Estrada's correspondence that he had had a lover in Mazatlán and that this lover 
was the person about whom he wrote his most famous story?" 

"Who's Jesús Estrada?" 
Someone else explains. 
"Oh, I don't know anything about that." 
"Tracy, do you think that someone could find a letter dated 1878, when 

Estrada was here, and that this letter, which is to a young woman here, could 
contain the clue identifying the muse for his story?" 

"I really don't know anything about that. What do you think?" 

                                                 
5 I have changed this name and a few other details to protect the identity of my conversational 
partner. In addition, I have compressed the length and number of his questions, and they are 
inaccurate in many respects (especially the details of "Estrada's" life). But the depiction of the 
situation and conversational pattern are accurate. 
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"Tracy, what do you think about the claim that he was writing about a 
woman in Oaxaca, even though this letter that was found indicates that he might 
have been in Mazatlán when he wrote the story?" 

"I have no idea. What do you think?" 
And so it continued, until a mutual friend who was enduring this exchange 

saved my interrogator from my exasperation. He had simply wanted to tell me 
about his research but felt uncomfortable voicing it outright to a visiting 
academic. 

Men rarely referred to eager listeners as feminine or effeminate. However, 
occasionally they did so. 

One case when men did cite a correspondence between conversation and gender 
relations occurred during a party at which I played guitar and sang. One of my 
friends, Bernardo, sat with his girlfriend, facing me from a short distance. Other 
friends, who were sitting farther away and turned in various directions, said 
teasingly that Bernardo seemed so intent on my performance that they thought 
that we must have had a romantic relationship. 

The pun reported above concerning tightness also drew a connection between erotic life 
and conversational practices. In that case, though, the distinction was made between someone 
good-humored and a killjoy, rather than between an orator and a listener. Still, we all recognized 
the correspondence as they all laughed at my expense.6 

These two examples are among the few instances when I heard men make explicit 
connections between genderized erotic relations and male-male conversational relations. For 
example, neither of the parachuteros cast the other as feminine, even as part of their aggressive 
joking. Thus, men could recognize or produce correspondences between gender relations and 
conversational relations, but they did not do so regularly. 
 
Talk among women and men 

So what about women? I do not know how women acted without men present, but I will 
address how they acted in mixed-gender groups. In short, the same patterns of hierarchy existed 
in conversations involving women. However, virtuoso performances by women were relatively 
rare. Instead, women tended to talk more directly and concretely, less metaphorically, even when 
they dominated conversations. 

On dates and even in friendly conversation, women often cast their male partner as the 
main performer. They were much more likely to ask a male partner’s opinion than vice versa. If 
anything, expectations of hierarchy increased within romantic couples – male-only and male-
female – as opposed to male-only non-romantic conversations. Men – straight or gay – 
commonly attempted to “conquer” their erotic targets through talk. Women – unlike gay men in 
my experience – usually attempted their conquests through questioning. 

Earlier, I had conducted related research among Latinos in Tucson. I found that people 
indicated their level of romantic interest by adjusting the active interest that they displayed to 

                                                 
6 This pun, in positively valuing openness in an erotic context, contradicted several academic 
analyses of Mexican sexuality. Moreover, it associated dominant notions of the unmasculine 
with good and the masculine with bad. Perhaps this was a carnivalesque inversion. 
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their potential partner (Duvall 1996). What constitutes active interest differs individually and 
culturally. In Mazatlán, most people expected men to differ from women in expressing this 
active interest. Thus, when a visiting actor tried to seduce me, he did so through an interminable, 
albeit witty, monologue about his exploits and the acclaim that he had received. In contrast, adult 
women on dates interviewed their partners incessantly. (My observations included dates with a 
self-described “lesbian” trying to feel attraction to a man.) When women narrated an event to 
me, they almost always asked for my perspective without explicitly offering their own. When 
desiring stimulation during quiet moments, they would ask, in reference to nothing in particular, 
“What do you think?” Women and men agreed that men usually did not reciprocate. 

This pattern of interest occurred after individuals had established some sort of 
relationship. Before that, women's control over the relationship was relatively great. Then many 
men in Mazatlán would ask questions while trying to connect with women whom they had not 
met previously: “Do you go to school? Do you work? Do you have a boyfriend? What’s your 
number?” 

Relations in mixed-gender groups appeared to be more ad hoc than those in mixed-
gender couples or among groups of men. It was not uncommon for men to recede into silent, 
unquestioning listeners as women spoke to them or to each other at parties or restaurants. It was 
similarly not uncommon for men to dominate these discussions or for basically non-hierarchical 
exchanges to develop. 
 

One night I was at a party of university students of various ages. By the time I 
found the venue, the chairs were arranged in a circle, and individuals took turns 
narrating jokes. The funniest and perhaps most eager speaker was a woman who 
told several jokes featuring wordplay and penises, which she referred to in slang 
and illustrated with her fingers. Consistently, when she began speaking, one or 
more of the men who also told jokes would interrupt her in some humorous 
fashion. Retaliatory interruptions of men by women or by other men were much 
less frequent, and some of the women told the interrupting men to stop their 
disruptions. 

 Like men, these women valued the speaker’s position as hierarchically superior and 
worth struggling for. 
 Also, as among men, local women in a clearly superordinate economic position over their 
conversational partners might dominate discussions. For example, the male concierge of the 
apartment building in which I lived was quite talkative with other workers in the neighborhood, 
male and female. But with his boss, the landlady, he was quiet and deferential. 

Sometimes the organization of events gave a particular woman or group of women 
oratorical dominance. Perversely enough, beauty contests provided an example. In one contest, 
the young, female contestants had to deliver a substantial speech about Mazatlán to a crowd that 
included considerable numbers of prestigious, witty men. At no point during the contest did any 
man or other woman have a similar platform. (Indeed, few Mazatlecos would have a similar 
opportunity in any context.) 
 Mazatlecos commonly did not invoke gender expectations positively or negatively to 
evaluate a particular person’s dominance or subordination in mixed-gender groups. For example, 
in the case of the female virtuoso joke-teller, gender did not become an explicit issue of 
contention – just fairness. 
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In addition to gender, style mattered when men listened to women. A couple of my male 
friends referred to a mutual female friend as “half dumb.” Since she had impressed me with her 
voluminous and savvy ethnographic observations, I asked whether they had discussed the same 
topics with her, and they had. I heard similar comments by men about other women whose 
opinions I esteemed, so I asked myself what separated them from more-commonly esteemed men 
such as Alberto and Palote. Of course, gender ideologies had to be key. 

However, I also noticed a difference in men’s and women’s patterns of speech. Some of 
these women held similar social and economic positions and had achieved similar levels of 
education as the men judging them. But, in expressing themselves, they did not speak – or 
apparently attempt to speak – in the fashion that these men valued the most. That is, these 
women’s style of speech was relatively concrete, exact, direct, and prosaic. This was a style that 
I valued when discussing academic topics, so their clarity of expression had impressed me. 
Indeed, many Mexican men and women implied that women who spoke in the playful ways that 
men valued from other men were overly masculine. 
 Sometimes men used explicitly masculine terms to excuse their desire to listen to women. 
For example, several times I heard men tell me that particular women were dumb but pretty. 
They did not enjoy listening to these women so much as looking at them as they spoke. Such 
comments did highlight the association between gender hierarchies and conversational 
hierarchies, especially in mixed-gender conversations. But they reversed common expectations 
concerning conversational roles. 

This reversal should serve as a caution against making our own, analytical expectations 
too rigid. Not only did women sometimes have social dominance over particular men; sometimes 
men encouraged women’s conversational dominance for reasons that jibed with male-dominant 
gender ideologies. 
 
Recognizing and producing hierarchy 
 Thus, Mazatlecos produced a very common pattern of conversational dominance and 
subordination that I found among men and within groups of men and women. Conversational 
hierarchies resulted from and exemplified particular sorts of social relations.7 Sometimes men 
compared conversational relations to their expectations concerning male-female erotic relations, 
and sometimes they did not. That is, these men saw a correspondence between conversational 
hierarchy and gender hierarchy, but they understood them to be separate. Their expectations 
about gender relations included conversational hierarchies and resulted in them. But gender 
expectations did not automatically override other sorts of relations in determining who, if 
anyone, would dominate a conversation. 

Women were more likely than men to explicitly recognize men's conversational 
dominance as gender-based – for example, by criticizing it as "machista". But such comments 
were not frequent in ordinary conversation. I heard this sort of complaint mostly when I 
prompted women to complain about men in general – not about specific men – or when they 
were discussing a particularly overbearing man. 
 Is it productive to search for the prime mover of these correspondences between different 
sorts of hierarchies? Must we say, as Cummings (1991) implies, that men’s relations with other 
men were primarily about their relations with women? Or, like Lancaster (1992), that men’s 

                                                 
7 That is, conversational relations were both an index and icon of other social relations. 
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relations with women were primarily about their relations with other men? Were all forms of 
prestige and control transformations of gender hierarchies? 

Such overarching explanations that make gender, economics, personal prowess, or 
anything else the fundamental social distinction fail to account for my observations. 

For example, not all hierarchical relations were fundamentally gendered.8 Because male-
female relations were recognizably hierarchical in many conversations and in a multitude of 
other contexts, Mazatlecos could apply metaphors of male-female relations to conversational 
hierarchies. However, it is difficult to use this sort of evidence to identify a fundamental 
hierarchy that underlies all others, because Mazatlecos also characterized male-female gender 
relations through other sorts of metaphors. For example, a man might refer jokingly to his wife 
as “my boss.” 

Also, it seems inaccurate also to say that all relations – or even conversations – were 
inherently hierarchical, because I did observe and participate in many that appeared to be 
basically non-hierarchical. These included the modern relations common among many teams and 
within disco society. 

Perhaps, at the most general level, we can say that individual Mazatlecos had learned to 
recognize and apply a general sense of hierarchy in culturally specific ways in different contexts. 
This general understanding – like a hierarchy template – made it easy for them to see different 
sorts of hierarchical relations as equivalent. These hierarchical relations included stereotypical 
male-female relations, relative verbal cleverness, prototypical economic relations, some forms of 
organizational positioning, and conversational relations. Thus, Mazatlecos made metaphorical 
associations among them. 

In short, Mazatlecos saw these various relations as analogous because, in each case, the 
relations were hierarchical. 

 
 

                                                 
8 This is not surprising, since infants learn the strong/weak distinction and relate it to issues of 
control at least as early as they learn the male/female distinction. 
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