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Busic oucepin 12 the anslyl of verbel iterartion

CHAPTER lil: BASIC CONCEPTS IN THE ANALYSIS
OF VERBAL INTERACTION

3.0. Introduction

In this chapter I will present a series of concepts which
have been used to describe verbal interactions. The chapter s
divided into two clear sections in order to differentiate between
those concepts used to segment and { d structure in interaction,
and those which have been suggested as tools for explaining
interactional phenomena. | will call the first group descriptive
and the second explanatory. It is izportant to say, hcwever, that
this divisor is somewhat artificial since any analysis attempting

to give a full account of verbal interaction requires both types of
concspts.

The purpose of this review is io furnish the necessary
background to understand the way in which the different
coticepts will be used in the analysis of the data. The concepts
that are included in this chapter 27e not intended to exhaust the
list of possible analyticz] tools to sway verhal interaction. { have

only included those which have been found necessary in tryiag




tc explain the conversational phenomena which appear in the
interactions analyzed.

The first group of concepts can all be identified with units
of talk proposed by the different approaches that have been
presented i the previous chupter. The emphasis on the search
for patterns and structures can be justified from an

epistemological point of view, arguing that it is a natural

tendency of human beings to devise patterns and structures in
order to cope with variety of experience and be able 1o
generalize in our conception and understanding of the world
{Piaget 1954, 1977, Evans 1973). Grimshaw (1974: 423-4)
appeals to the object of any scientific task and, in particular,
that of the linguist:

Rescarch is facilitated through the narrowing of problems (we
ksow what and what sot 10 look for). (...). Formalization reveals
paticras amoag other domains und systems, as for cxample the
possibility that similas types of rules operatc in linguistic,
sociological and sociolinguistic systems. There are possibilities for

a vaified theory of human behaviour.

Dealing with units of talk, however, poses thrce important
problems which have not been clearly solved: segmentation,
classification znd type-token relation (Talbot and Cameron
(1987: 12-14). In the first place there is the problem of
establishing clear boundaries between units. The most important
dilemma in this aspect is whether to use categories which are
meeningiul to the users of the languagz (i.e. emic), or a priori

categories devised by the analyst to facilitate description and
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Basic consepts is the analysis of verbal interaction

comparison (i.c. etic). Secondly, the problem of classification
bas to do with the particular conception of the analyst about the
necessary requirements in terms of constituents that make one
unit. The third problem is related to the different possibilities
1n which the same stretch of talk can be interpreted from the
point of meaning and function.

I have coined the expression explanatory concepis 1o refer
to all those methodological tools which appear in the literature

with the aim of interpreting particular phenomena rather than
describing the syntagmatic structure of verbal interaction in the
same way the sentence has been aescribed. The incorporation of
this second group of concepts seems t0 respond to the idex that
the analysis of formal features of discourse does not nccessarily
revea! structure. In order to make full sease of discourse it is
necessary to appeal not only to the speaker’s intentions but aiso
to processes of construction and deconstruction of meaning
about the world and about society. The problem is not one of
having to decide between using one meshod or another but
rather integrating both of them in order to give a complete
account of interaction. Gumperz (1989: 1-2) reflects the issue

very cicarly:

(...) by treating verbal exchanges as invoiving custextualization
based, oa-line, discourse level ivicreacing rather than just
coacentrating on regulaciries of sequentiul orgasization across
speech exchanges, we cas istegrale what i bes! in such divergen’

ieto a more pgescral theory of convensational
inference. Such a thvory shoeld cnsble us to show bow
grammatical taowledgs and knowledge of laaguage usage saud
thetorical cravestions caier inte the conduct of wverbal
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cacouniers and to develop an approach 10 conversational asalysis
that m‘: for the Wmaa:: that wadeclic the
perception of commusicative aad thus sigsificantly affect
uaderstanding and persuasion in everyday coaversati. .

3.1. Descriptive concepts

3.1.1. Speech eveat-interaction-encovnter

The use | make of three different names to denote the
same unit is meant to stress the integrating nature of this study.
The uni: 1 refer to indistinctly with any of the three tags can be
defined in the fullowing way: a citualized verbal activity of an
interactive nature throngh which the members of a social group

come into contact and attempt tc achieve their goals.

The first pert of the definition siresses the ritualistic
aspects ot language use. The notion of ritual involves an agreed
recognition by the members of a social group that the activity
has a significance beyond the mere exchange of information,
thereby, affecting the sociai network of the human group. The
other aspec: of the notion is that the success or failure of the
activity depends or the accompiishmeai of a more «i less
well-defizcd series of steps.

The philosopher Wittgenstein, with his notion cf "language
gemes” was one of the first tn suggest the relevance of the ritual

organisation of language in order to get to the meaning of




isolated words. In Wittgensiein's wotds, "only someone who
already knows how to do something with it can significantly ask
a name” (Witigenstein 1958: 15). According to him a verbal
experience does not exist in isolation but as part of the infinite

variety of combinations that human beings make when they
come into contact.

Further svpport for & ritualistic conception of language use
is provided by Goffman (1967). In his attempt to explain ihe
<ondust cf participants of an interaciion he resorts to the idea
that human beings in any society learn 10 behave socially by

paying attention to the everyday rituals.

If persons have a universal human aaiure, they themselves are not
to be iooked to for an explanation of it. Ooe must look rather to
the fact that socicties everywhere, if they are 10 be socicties, must
mobilizc their members as self-regulating participants in social
eacounters. One way of mobiliziag the individual for this purpose
is through ricual; be is taught to be perceptive, to heve fcelings
attached to self and » self expressed through face, 1o bave pride,
bonor, and dignity, 10 hsve cossiderateaess, 1o have tact and a
certsn amouat of poise (Goffmaun 1967. 44)

The second part of the definition emphasizes the
interactive nature of talk and the fact that meaning is
cooperatively constructed This is one of the besic tenets of
conversation analysts:

(...) properues of social life which secm objective, factual, and

transformational, are asctvally mamaged accomplishmeats or
aschicvements of local processes (Zimmerman 1978 11)

Griccan pragmatics (Grice 1975) are also bused cn the idea
of a joint consttuciion of meaiing. The basic premjse of the




researchers work:ag in this direction is that the communicative
intentions of one of the parties in the conversation can only be
inferred through the active cooperation of the other party and
their common use of a set of maxims which form nart of what i
known as the Cooperative Principle of conversstion.

There are still other approaches (e.g. Gumperz 1989)
which emphasize the cooperative nature of ialk. According to
Gumperz the interpretation of situated talk is always a matter of
"hypothesis-like ientative assessments of communicative intent”
(1989: 1) by the listener of what the speaker is tryvirg to convey.
These hypotheses are based on extralinguistic know!=dge of the

world as well as previous experience of language use

The third part of the definition is intended (o account for
the transactional aspects of talk. It is by means of talk that the
members of a socia! group fulfil their needs and succeed in
having an effect of some kind either on the outside world or on
the interpersonal world of the participants (Cheepen 1988: 3).
This is an important consideration to bear in mind especially
when dealing with clearly institutionahzed transactions, in which
the social position of the participants and their respective goals
can enter into conflict very easily.

The geals of the participants are not only important from
the point of view of their furure relaticnship with the world, but
also a» constraints on the definition of the event involving talk.

Goals are also a useful tool for the researcher to integrare the
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notion of intention or illocutionary for¢ée of an utterance into a
larger analytical framework.

3.1.2. Topic

The concept of topic is a common {eature of the different
approaches to the analysis of verbal interaction, and this is so in
spite of the difficulties of the analyst in establishing clear
boundaries between topics. The fact that in spite of analytical
difficulties researchers still resort to the noticn of topic could
be explained by saying that it is one of the few notions which
participants in an interaction are aware of in order t0 organize
it and evaluate it. Orletti (1984: 52) points out this fact:

We may iberefore conclude that coaversation is, in terms of

communicative awarcaess of the intsractants, s cxchunge of

iaformation about topics which develop noe-randomly.

Since topic is a category which is cic-ely connected with
the speaker’s orientation in an interaction, CA is one of the
approaches that has analyzed it in more detail'. What interests
CA in connection with topic is (i) how topics are selected, (ii)
tiie procedures people use in order to define and organize the
topics of an interaction and (iii) how topical coherence is

1 See for instance Jefferson (1972, 1984),




schieved. For CA 1opic is a category which falls between those
of conversation and turn and, therefore, it is extremely useful

for explaining certain phenomena which cannot be explained
looking exclusively at the sequence of turns.

DA has also considered the relevance of topic as one of the
basic tools for discoveiing sirucwure in interaction. Thus,
Remi-Giraud (1987: §7-60) points out that in order to classify
the different types of exchanges one must go beyond the idea of
functional matching and advocate the notion of topic:

(. ):Iunfﬁtps,pwdéﬁml’échm.d:quulmh
plu petite uanité dialogale ou coaversaticanelle; eacore faut il
ajoutesr qu'il est la plus petite umité thématique ¢t soas-pas
sculment foactionselle (...). Nous distinguerons doocs P'unmité
dialogale [oactionaclle, qui est ea quelque sorte la cellule de base
de tout échange et de tout dialogue, dc I'umité dialogale

thématique qui eaglobe la précédeate ct permet la siructuration

du dislogue cn sous-unités hierarchisées, c’zst & dire ca échanges

de niveaux différents.

Although message content is considered by ES as one of
the components of communicative events, this is an aspect which
has been ignored in many of the analyses. Nevertheless, it is
interesting to point out that Hymes mentions topic as an
essential part of the speaker’s communicstive competence in the
sense that for many communicative events "members of a group
know what is being talked about, and when what is being talked
abou¢ has changed, and manage maintenance, and chenge, of

topic’. (Hymes 1972b: 60).

Because of the dictionary definitior of the concept topic as




" particular subject that you write about or discuss™, it has beea
sometimes identified with two other concepts from classical
literary theory: plot and story’. The most important difference
between topic as used in the linguistic analysis of discourse and
plot or story is that the two latter concepts incorporate an idea of
order in the whole set of propositions underlying the text. In the
cuse of plot the order is based on relations of causality among
the propositions. With the concept of story the emphasis is
placed on relations of chronoiogy among the propositions
underlying the text.

For the purposes of the present analysis the concept of
topic will be appealed to whenever the participants in an
interaction agree (implicitly or explicitly) on the introduction of
an addition to the constellaticn of referents being talked about,
which constituted the "topic framework” (Brown and Yule 1983)
up until that peint in the conversation. The point of view
adopted, then, is intended to account for the existence of a
series of metalinguistic devices for establishing boundaries
between topics without ignoring the progressive construction of

coherence throcghout an interaction.

2 Collias (1987)
3 Sce, for instance, Forster (1927); Boultoa (1975)




3.13. Turm

One of the most basic facts of talk is that it is organized in
a system of reciprocal actions through which the roles «of
speaker and listener are exchanged. One of the reasons why the
turn system might be of interest to the analyst is that it is not a
particular type of organisation restricted to verbal interaction.
In this sense it is interesting to see how the task of exchanging
information by means of language is affected by the fact that
participants are expected to take turns. Sacks et al. (1978: &)

express this idea in the following words:

(.. ) an ovestigator interesied in some sort of activity that s
organized by a turn-taking system will waat to determine whether,
bow, and how much the sort of activity investigated is adapted to,
or comstrained by, the particular form of turp-taking system
operating on K.

Resecarch on the mechanics of turn management has
concentrated on the kind of devices inter ~tants use to make of
interaction such a highly synchronized activity‘. Concepts such
as transition relevance place, backchannel and adjacency pair are
ali relsted 10 interactional phenomena of local turn
management. The concept of transition relevance place serves the
ethnomethodologists to explain how the next speaker is able to

begin a new tarn while avoiding overlup or silence. According 1o

4  See, for instance, Goodwia 1981.




Sacks é ..umn. mm of one or more than one

information units defined both in structural (i.e. semtences)
and/or prosodic terms (tone units). The boundaries between twe
information units are potential transition points for the next
speaker to contribute 10 the conversation. With the concept of
backchannel the eshnomethodologists are able to distinguish
between those turns which provide new information to the
conversation, on which the next speaker can build up hisher
turn, and those turns through which the speaker indicates (i)
understanding of the previous turn and of its incomplete nature
and (ii) unwillingness 1o contribute to the conversation with new
information (c.g. mhm, uhu, | see). The term adjacency pair is
used to distinguish those sequeaces of two related turns in which
the first part of the pair creates some definite expectations
about the nature of the second (e.g. question-answer;

complaint-apology).

Besides the mechanical aspect of investigating how talk is
constrained by turns (studied at length by CA practitioners),
there is another aspect related to the turn system which has
deserved the attention of ethnographers. This is the kind of
rules of interaction that apply to different speech events in the
same speech community and the rules for the same event across
different communities. The goal !n this case is not the system
per se but rather what the system shows about social structure in
a community.




The interest in the use of turn as a unit of description of
verbal interaction lies in the fact that it can be defined
independently of interpretation. A turn is a stretch of speech
uttered at one time by one interactant in response to and/or in
demand of a contribution by another interactant. The extension
of turns as well as their distribution throughout the interaction
is useful objective information which can corrobarate or deny
interpretations about role relationships.

3.1.4. Speech act

The concept of speech act has its origin in the work of the
philosopher J.L. Austin (1962). The foundations that he laid
were subsequently developed by Searle (1969). The central idea
around which speech act theory develops is that to spesk does
not only mean saying something but also doing something. The
concept of action applied to speech production invoives three
different aspects: (i) the intention of the speaker to perform a
specific act (illocution); (ii) the actuai realization of the act

91
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(locusion); and (iii) the effect of this action on its receiver
(periocution).
The potentiality of this conception for the analysis of talk

is that it allows us to base a description on a minimal unit
outside gramma:. At the same time, however, speech act is a

unit which implicates both rules of grammar (locution) and
rules of social and cognitive conduct (illocution and
perlocution). The problem that the concept of speech act is
intended to solve is expressed by Searle (1969: 17) in the
following words:
(...) & theory of lasguage is part of a theory of action, simply
because speaking s a rule-governed form of behaviour. Now,
being rule-goveracd it bas formal features that admit of
independent stwdy. But a study purely of thosc formal festures,
without a study of their role in speech acts, would be like study of

the curreacy aud credit systems of ecosomics without a study of
the role of cur:ency and credit is economic transactions.

Since the concept involves both grammar and social
conduct, it hus heen adopted by disciplines with different
objectives. For DA speech acts are the lowest units in which
discourse can be structured and they aie defined noi only on the
basis of thcir illocutionary force but also taking into account the
syntagm-tic structure in which they appear. The innovation
introduced by DA in connection with early speech act theory is
that the analysis of verbal action is situated in a specific context.

Speech act theory as it was proposed by Austin and Searle
seems to base the functional intepretation of utierances on ihe
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devices Mdin. mﬂd& mmm like | order, 1 apelogize
as well as the mil senience types (i.c. imperative, interrogative
and declarative). However, it has been shown that it is possible
to find utterances whose illocutionz:y force does not correspond
with the force assigned to it, baseC on the sentence type or the
presence of a performative. Thus the utterance May I ask you to
sign here?, in spite of the presence of the performative ‘ask’ and
the interrogative sentence-form, is understood as a directive
rather than as a request for confirmation. This type of
utterances are described as indirect speech acts. We can say,
therefore, that the functional interpretation of an utterance
does not depend exclusively on the presence of the inclusion of
a series of items. It also depends on the sequential structure of

turns as well as on the situational context in which the utierance
appears.

For ES the speech act is also the minimal unit of the set
speech situation > speech event > speech act. What the
ethnographers question, howeve:, is the relevance of the
speaker’s intentions for the definition of the function of a
segment of talk. In general, researchers working in this
direction are interested in discovering the relationhip between
the notion of commmunicative action and local theories of
communication and interpretation (Duranti 1988: 222).




3.2.1. Principles and maxims

The <oncept of principles/maxims appears in the literature
on pragmatics as a possible option to the concept of rules.
According to scholars like Grice (1975), Brown and Levinson
(1978), Leech (1983) and Sperber and Wilson (1986), among
others, the difference between a principle/maxim and a rule is
that whereas rules are basically conventional, principles/maxims
are based on conversational goals and, therefore, they have a
non-conventional nature. Leech (1983: 8) points out a series of

further differences: .

The kind of constraints on linguistic bebaviours cxemplificd by
Grice's CP [Cooperative Principle) differs from the kind of rule
normally formuiated in linguistics, or for that matter in logic, in a
sumber of ways. (...)

(a)Principles’'maxims apply variably to differeat contexts of
language usc.

(b)Principles/maxiss apply in varisble degrees, rather than in an
all-or-sothing way.

(c)Priaciples/maxim+ caa conflict with onc another.

(d)Principlewmaxims can be coatrsvenced without abacgation of
the kind of activity they coatrol.

The common idea among the pragmaticists working within
this analytical framework is that in setting up the principles
upon which language is used they are providing not only a way
of explain. g how utterances are linked in conversation, but also
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bow social relationshins are comstructed (Brown and Levinson
1978: 60).

Principlesmazims are usually formulsted as norms to be
followed by the language user. This fact explains the imperative
mocd in which they are presented. Thbus, Grice’s Cooperative
Principle, for example, comsists of the following general
statement which is further divided into four maxims (quantity,
quality, relation aad mmr)’:

Make your contribution such as is required, at the siage at which

it occurs, by ihe accepled purpose or direction of the talk

g::u.c in which you are eagaged (quoted from Levinson 1983

Whereas Grice’s Cooperative Principle and Sperber and
Wilson’s Principle of Relevance are essentially aimed at solving
the probiem of how understanding is achieved (i.c. the question
of informativeness), other works like Brown and Levinson
(1978) and Leech (1983) are examples of how the same
analytical apparatus can be applied to explain the construction
of social relationships®. One of the best examples is what they
define »< Pnlitensce  Cremte sicg 204 Potisepess Principle

» s blads

S See Grice (1975) and Levinsoa (1983) for a full developmest of the
Cooperative Principle.

6 1t is mecessary 1o acksowledge that this idea is already suggested in
Grice (1979).
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(Leech 1983: 81):

(i) Misimize (other things being cqual) the cxpression of
impolite beliefs.
(i) Masimize (otber things being cqual) the expression of polite

It should be said that the principles/maxims operating in
language use must not be understood as a series of prescriptive
norms which speakers must follow in every situation. In fact,
speakers very often do not abide by them. However, this does
oot invalidate the existence of certain norms, because it is
precisely through the assumption of the presence of the
principle/maxim that the contravention of it becomes
meaningful. The listener’s task in this case involves looking for
the reasons which have made the speaker decid: to break a
specific principle, and this is whai makes him/her arrive at the
meaning with which the utterance was intended.

A slightly different understanding of the notion of
principles/raaxims can be found in Widdowson (1984: 234-235),
when he attempts to characterize the language user’s “capacity
for realizing the indexical value of language clements in the
communicative process”. According to0 the author, the
correlations form-function and form-notion cannot be
explained in terms of rules, but rather in terms of "guidicg
schemata of sorts, habitual frames of reference and



communicative routines which we have generalized from

previous occasions of language use and which we exploit as
usefui approximations to reality".

3.2... Face

The concept of face as an analytical tool for explaining
interaction was first suggested by Goffman (1967) in order to
explain certain universal features of social conduct. He defines
face as "the positive social value a person effectively claims for
himself by the line others assume he has taken during a
particular contact” (Goffman 1967: §).

According to Goffman the social individual, in order to
behave in society, "is taught to be perceptive, to have feelings
attached 10 self and a self expressed through face, to have pride,
honor, and dignity, to have considerateness, to have tact and a
certain amount of poise’ (Goffman 1967: 44). Although
Goffman does not restrict the application of his concept of face
to the analysis of pure linguistic actions, it becomes clear that
the use of language in social encounters is one of the basic
‘actions’ through which people can accomplish these tasks.

Taking Goffman’s concepts of face and face-work as "the
actions taken by a person tc make whatever he is doing
consistent with his face" (1967:12), Brown and Levinson (1978)
developed a theory of politeness sirategies used in veibal
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interaction which is besed on people’s universal wams for
positive and negative face. According to these authors a person’s
public face has two aspects. The positive aspect (i.e. positive
face) is the desire to be accepted as a normal, contributing
member of the social group. The negative aspect (i.c. negative
Jace) has to do with the person’s rights 1o act freely and not to
be imposed by others. Brown and Levinson distinguish four
categories of politeness strategies depending on the risk of
losing face:

(i) Bald on record, involving very little risk of losing face.

(ii) Positive politeness, addressed to the hearer’s positve face
(his/her desire to be thought of as a contributing member of the
social group).

(iii) Negative politeness, directed to the hearer’s negative face
(his rights to independence and freedom of action).

(iv) Off record, introducing ambiguity in connection with the
impositive nature of the request; the decision is left to the
hearer.

The concept of face and the use Brown and Levinson make
of it is important in the sense that it provides a clear social and
rational basis to Leech’s (1983) Politeness Principle. It
represents one of the first attempts to describe systematically
the subtleness of linguistic action as the product of social and
rational thinking, and with a cross-cultural range of
applicability. The foundation of their theory is defined in the
following way:




323. Strategies

One of the concepts that has appeared with great frequency
in the previous section is that of strasegies. The absence of any
further precision to the way in which Brown and Levinson
(1978) use this concept takes us directly to the meaning of the
dictionary. The definition that best fits in with the meaning
intended in this research is the following: “The art of planning
the best way to achieve something or to be successful in a
particular activity’’ . In this sense strategy could be a synonym of
tactics, with clear connotations of conscious planning and even
plotting. However, as Tannen (1989: 15) says, the term, in its
linguistic sense, does not include the previous ~onnotations, and
"is used simply 10 convey a systematic way of using language".
The important aspect of the notion of strategy is that it involves

7 Collins (1987)



a series of systematic steps, more or less conscious, with an
intended outcome

The concept appears very often in the literature on second
and foreign language learning to account for errors made by
learners®. Tarone er al (1983: S), for example, define
communication strategy as "a systematic attempt by the learner to
express or decode meaning in the target language, in situstions

where the appropriate systematic target language rules have not
been formed".

The definition of the concept which is of interest in the
present analysis is one which is not circumscribed to those
efforts made Dy the language learner 10 make up for lack of
competence in the target languege. Therefore, our definition of
strategy is more in the line of Gumperz (1982a) and Brown and
Levinson (1983). It refers 10 the speaker's and listener's
systematic use of linguistic and general socio-cultural knowledge
to #chieve their intended goals when producing or interpreting a
message in a given context. A strategy can only be successful if
the participants in an interaction share some linguistic
experience which they can rely on in order 10 make either the
necessary projection of meaning (in the case of the speaker) or

8 Sce Nussbaum (1990) for a review of some of the literature on the
coacept of strategy.
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the pecessary inferences 1o interpret the other’s intent (in the
case of the listener),

Gumperz's understanding of the concept of strategies can
be seen in the foilowing extrart in which he proposes an
approach to coaversation analysis which, among other things,
takes into accouni the fastor of using linguistic and other
knowledge strategicaily in orde: to achieve certain goals:

A speaker orieated approach 10 cosversation, on the other hand,

focuses directly on the strategies ibat govern the actor's use of

lexical, grammatical, sociolinguistic and cther kaowledge in the
production aad imterpeetation of messagss iu costext. (...) The
asalyst’s task is 10 make an ia depth study of selected instances of
verbal isteraction, observe whether or not actors usderstand cach
other, clicit participaat’s interpretatioa of what goes oa, sad then

(a) deduce ihe social assumptions that speakers must have made

in order 1o act as they do, and (b) delermize cmpirically bow

linguistic signs commumicate in the interpretstion process.

(Gumperz 1982a: 35-36)

Because of the linguistic bias of the present research, the
emphasis of the analysis presented in the foilowing chapters will
be placed on the second aspect pointed out in the preceding
quote, that is the description of the linguistic resources used in

order to achieve a specific goal.
3.2.4. Informativity

The notion of informativity arises from the fact that
language (spoken or written) is linearly organised (i.e. we can
only speak or write one word at a time). It presents two aspects

-101-
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analyses of natural data: the first aspect involves the amount of
old and new information that is being introduced in the
message; the second aspect has to do with the way in which this
information is presented both at the level of discourse and at
the leve! of the utterance.

One of the systematic attempts to study the first aspect is
De Beaugrande and Dressier (1981). These authors present
informativity as one of the seven basic constitutive principles
"which define and create the form of behaviour identifiable as
textual communicating” (1981: 11). By using the adjective
"constitutive” they want to emphasize the fact that if one of
these principles is defied, the activity known as textual
communication breaks down. According to these authors the
concept "designates the extent to which a presentation is new or
unexpected for the receivers” (1981: 139) and it usually has to do
with the notion of content.

The second aspect centres around the notions of
thematisation, at the level of the utterance (Halliday 1967), and
staging, a concept which was introduced by Grimes to study the

linesr organization of discourse as a whole. His argument is as
follows:

"Bvery clause, scateace, paragrapd, cpisode, and discourse is
orgasized arousd a particuler clemeni that is taken as its point of
departuse. It is as thowgh the speaker prescats what be wants 10
say fro.a a particular perspective” (Grimes 1975: 323).
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The interest of this concept in actual analyses of real
interactions caa be seen in Schiffrin (1987: 28-29). This author
includes information state as one of the planes of discourse which
must be taken into account in order to analyse discourse
markers like yeah, oh, | mean, you know, etc. According to her,
at this level of discourse speaker and hearer are considered in
their cognitive capacities, that is, the ways in which they
organize and manage iheir knowledge about the world and also
what they know about their own and the other’s knowledge of
the world (i.e. their meta-knowledge). The relevance of the
notion of informativity in the structure of interactions is pointed
out in the following way:

(-..) slibough information state involves spcakers and hearers ia

their cogmitive capacities, there is still an interactional relevance

to kmowicdge and meta-ksowledge. Because discourse imvolves

the exchaage of information, knowledge and meta-knowledge are

coastastly in flux, as are degrees of certainty and

salicace.(Schiffrin 1987: 28)

From what has been said above, it is clear that the concept
of informativity involves (i) the cognitive aspects related to
information relevance, ordering of events and coherence, and
(ii) the grammatical and rhetorical means available in every
language in order to transform this cogaitive structure into a
coherent and cobesive text.
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32.5. Inference

The concept of inference appears in the literature on
semantic aspects of language 10 account for the fact that there
are cerwain aspects of the meaning of naturally appearing
utterances that cannot be explained by exclusive reference to
their truth conditions and the meanings of their individual
words and the grammatical relationships among them. In the
words of Gumperz (1989: 1):

Infereacing (...) iavolves hynothesis-like tentative asscasments of

communicative intest, that is the listener's interpretation of what

the speaker seeks to coavey, in roughly illocutionary terms. These

assessmests can be validated oaly in relation 10 other backgrousd

assumptions, and 8ot in terms of absolute truth-value.

This concept immediately poses the problem of the kind of
knowledge that the listener needs to have in order to make
these hynotheses about communicative intent, and whether this
knowledge can be tracked down to formal aspects of utterances.
The answer to this question requires us to distinguish among
three kinds of shared knowledge between speaker and listener:
(i) knowledge about the meaning and usage of the different
levels of the linguistic code (i.e. phonology, morphology, syntax,
semantics, prosody) and the different registers, varieties or even
lunguages; (ii) knowledge about a series of principles of
conversation which have been described as cooperative principle
(Grice 1975), conversational principles (Leech 1983), principle of




relevance (Sperber and Wilson (1986); (iii) knowledge about the
extra-linguistic world.

The difference between the first kind of knowledge and the
other two is that whereas in the latter two types the speaker
relies on the listener’s search for coherence, in the former type
the speaker requires that a series of conventional cues be
present in the utterance in order for the listener 10 make the
intendeC inferences. In Gumperz (1989: 2) these cues are
identified as contextualization cues primarily functioning at the
following levels of speech production: (i) prosody (i.e.
intonation, stress or accenting, and pitch register shifts); (ii)
paralinguistic signs (i.. tempo, pausing and hesitation, and
conversational synchrony); (iii) choice of code (e.g. code/style
switching, phonetic, phonological and imorphosyntactic variants);
and (iv) choice of lexical forms or formulaic expressions (e.g.
opening or closing routines, metaphors).

To sum up, pragmatic inference is not to be identified with
the concept of universal deductive inference. Rather, it refers to
tentative interpretations based on different kinds of knowledge
which are not necessarily (and most probably they are not)
universal.



Ax%.g;&fw o §
A .
oy
% & [P

33. Folk intuitions about language vse

After this overview of the concepts whick appear to be
most useful for the kind of analysis intended in this project, it
might be of interest to the applied linguist to explore the degree
to which they correspond to the intuitions of non-expert native
speakers.

If we follow Verschueren's assum iion (1985) that verbal
behaviour, as any other type of social aciivity, cannot be fully
understood without an attempt to grasp the wav it is
conceptualized by those engaging in it, we need to see how the
naive speaker views his/ber verbal actions. The attempt could be
defined as one which tries to see wiether the ‘etic’ categories
set up by analysts of convenation coincide with the ‘emic’
categories used by the speakers of the language. The relevance
of this ethnographic method in teaching methodology has been
pointed out in Robinson (198S: 57):

Ethoography is also a wvalusbie tool for obtainiag cultural

informatios oa bow 10 teach, ¢.g., how (o organize instructios so

as (0 implement cultural diversity asd transmit cultural goals. For
czample, Chapter 3 discussed how dtllenu ahrn have

bridge between the home and school cultures.

In order 10 obtain that kind of information five individuals
were selected out of the more than twenty that took part in the
tape-recording sessions. One of the individuals was a professor
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Basic concepts in the analysis of verbal interaction

and the rest graduate students, three male and one female. They
were informed in advance that i was going to ask them a few
questions about what they thought about conversation in general
and their own recorded conversations in particular. The
interviews were tape-recorded but, owing to my previous
acquaintance with the subjects, the aimosphere was quite
relaxed. They were asked first to listen to the recording while
simultaneously reading the transcript of the conversation in
which they nad taken part. After this stage was completed, we
engaged in a conversation based on the following questions,
which were 1o serve as gaidelines:

1. What do you think of the conversation you have just heard?

2. If you had to divide the conversation into different parts (e.g.
styles, topics, things that happen, etc), how would you do it?

3. When you engage in this type of conversation, do you care
about anything 1n particular?

4. How would you define the other perscn and yourself in terms
of the way you participate in the conicrsation?

5. What is your idea of engaging in a conversation?

6. Who is a good conversationalist in your opinion? Describe
the behaviour of someone you enjoy talking t0?

7. What Lind of conversations do you engage in as part of your
everyday life?

8. Tell me about your conversauional experience both as a
non-native speaker and as a native speaker interacting with

non-native speak.rs?
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The kind of open questions used is the one favoursd by
experienced  ethnographers  (Saville-Troike, 1982); the
information 1o be obtained is vf two tvpes: (i) hierarchically
structured categories, and (ii) sets of festures defining each
category. Saville-Troike (1982: 129-130) proposes the following
methodology:

A possible initial stcp in data coliection is sclecting a demaia or

genre, and then asking (recursively), “What kind of s are

there?” One might ask ‘What kind of insults are there”, fo:
1astance; if the respouse were ‘Fricadly insults and asfriendly
insuits’, the next question would be ‘What kind of fricndly insults

are there?" ctc. This step is usually fullowed by questious which

elicit th: dimemsions which isc speaxer is using for comparison

and coptrast: ¢.g2. ‘In what way are these 'wo things/aciy/events

different? How are *Ley the same ”Cf these three which two are

more alike and in what way?How does the third differ from

them?”

The first thing that came out in tae rcterview was the
awarensss of the difference between spoken and written
discourse (e.g. "l realized how much pecpie tend to run on
sentences or jump aroand without finishing them."), and the
degree of “informality’ present in everyday speken discourse
(e.g. "In formal discussiors -orafessional or Dusiness issues,
answering a  questionnnire- you use far nore measured
terminology, you are more careful to follow the grammatical

rules").

Dividing thz event ino different parts or sections was not
an casy tesk for the subjects. Topic secins tu be the most
relevant aspect, although it is iateresting to find out that as
relevant as topic is what is done with the {opis, e.g. present the
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wpic, discuss, sum up. This would appear 19 agree with the
norms of classical rhetocic which divide the exposition of a
subject inio those three paris. Three of the interviewees
recognized » section of ‘business’ and anather section in which
the cther participant ‘went off’ the main subject. They also
mentioned a stage they defined as ‘working back to the main

peint’, a process requiring a cer:ain skill on the part of one of
the participants (¢.g. "! try to bring him back if he goes cff").
Conclusion is the last section, the main iunction of which is to
sum up and clarify the cutcome of thke conversation and,

possibly, fix some future action (meeting again, for examp'e).

It is interesting to se¢ that one of the subjects conceived
stages in the conversaiion in terms of the prevalent mood. In the
conversation we listened to, he only distinguished an initial
period of "anxiety and distance" (reflected in the use of formai
language) which later shifted to a more "relaxed and friendly”
4tmosphere. My interpretation of this is that the idea of style
plays a significant role in conversation, and in some cases it may
overwhelm the primacy of subject. In other words, it may very
well happen that participaats in a certain situation orient their
behaviour as reacttons not so much to what one says but 1o the
attitude that perscn shows in saying it, through the use of a
specific styie

Among the aspects to which one must pay atteniion when

engaging in the type of conversation being studied, the idea of
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difference in ssatus appears 10 be of extreme imporiance and
this ks reflected more in content then in form (e.g. I must think
carefully whai | say not tc offend him"; "It’s more important
what | say and wher than how | say it."). As important as the
power relationship is the presentation of self (e.g. "The use of
technicalities reflects insecurities, | need to demonstrate my

credibility so that she will listen to me"; "l want him to respect
me® - in both cases the quotations are from students). A third
reievant aspect in this type of conversatioral event was the goal.
The nced to get something definite out of the interaction seems
to impose certain strategic movements on the side of the student
such as having a clear "agenda” (mentally or in notes) of the
things to talk about (e.g. "It’s important for me everything I
want to say and that all gets said”; " always go 10 the office with
a clear agenda”), or making specific conversational moves that
help clarify the purpose ("I make clear what | wanna get out of
the conversation”; *I need to make sure he understands the

reason why I'm talking to him").

Asking the subjects to define the other participant and
themselves in terms of the way they participate in the
conversation was a way of trying to find out on what kind of
impressions judgments about people are based. "Teking a back
seat” (not saving much) is considered to be a sign of respect in
this situation from the point of view of the student’s behaviour.
Uneasiness and anxiety are signalled in different ways: taking

notes, having Guestions written down, using formal expressions
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w0 mark social disance (e.g. "Students come in and call me
doctor or professor and they automatically put me in a position
of superiority by doing that"); laughter in one case was
acknowledged by one of the subjects as a sign of anxiety (e.g. "I
use laughter a lot when I'm nervous, when I'm not talking with
someone who is my equal.”). Definitions such as "wordy, spacy,
loves to talk, dominates/leads conversation” were all used to
define the same person by different subjects, the emphasis here
being on the distribution of talk. In other cases definitions such
as "talks in an open way; easy person to talk to because he
always has something to say; she doesn’t have his level of
intellectual confidence and that makes her a little more
hesitant®" refer more to the need for understanding and
relatedness among the participants.

When talking about their idea of engaging in a
conversation three of the five subjects brought up the fact that
the answer depended on the type of conversation, which means
that there are different cultural scripts for different events,
depending on which behaviour is judged. When asked about
what they understood by ‘ideal conversation’ all of them pointed
out the need for reciprocity in giving and takiag ideas, feelings,
facts. stories, etc. (e.g. "Reciprocal wish to offer something to be
shared”; “"Conversation is two ways"). Creating an affective
atmosphere is also an important ingredient for conversation to
work out. This can be appreciated in the type of aaswers |
obtained relating o the subjects’ ides of the ‘good
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conversationalist’. “Good conversations are intimate, in one
level it could be almost intellectually affectionate”; "By
definition a conversationalist is somebody who interacts
affectively with another person in an exchange of ideas, stories,
comments, and 5o on.". Summing up, we conclude that what the
participant looks for in a conversation is time and space to give
his/her own information and take that of the others, and all this
in an affective atmosphere which will enhance the willingness to
understand and accept. Only one subject mentioned the need for
"order and organization, logic and rationality", but even in this
case she said that sometimes she prefers "to relax and not be so
anaiyiical”.

In mentioning the different types of conversational events
the subjects engage in during their daily lives, it became clear
that the relationship between the paricipants is the decisive
factor. This relationship refers to both the degree of
acquaintance with the other person and to the social roles the
individuals have in respect to each other {e.g. "differences have
a lot to do with the relationship I have with that person”; "I have
a lot of different roles when engaging in conversation (student,
teaching assistant, student colleague)”. The only clear division
the subjects established was between goal oriented and non-goal
oriented conversations. One subject pointed to the difference
between talking about things and talking about people,
suggesting the impression that the first type is mcre common in
an academic setting.



When, in the last part of the interview, the subjects talked
about their experience as non-native speakers interacting with
native speskers of a language or, viceversa, their experience as
native speakers of the language interacting with non-native
speakers, four of them acknowledged the intimate relationship
betweea language use and presentation of self. They alss
pointed out their increasing awareness of this relationshin in
situations where the speaker is not totally competent in the
language (c.g. "when talking in Snanish my personahity is
oDscured in the scnse | can't express ideas or feelings 1 have in
as complex or subtle a way as | can in English", "when
interacting with non-native speakers | am aware of their anxiety,
reflected in hesitancy, timidity, insecurity, produced by their
reluctance to not be perceived as equal®; "some people seem to
have another personality when they speak another language”;
"there’s the constant worry of being misunderstood; you have so
less in common coming from another culture that even basic
understanding is not so basic”).

A brief recapitulation of this section shows us the
relevance for naive speakers of some of the methodological
tools introduced previously in this chapter. Although perhaps
not precisely in those words, concepts such as style, topic, goai,
role, status, tum-distribution. scripts, participants’ relationship,
presentation of self seem to be part of the language-users’
conception of language. This coinc.dence, however, does not
mewxn in any way that the applied linguist should rely on naive
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? definitions of verbal phemnmena in order o provide a systematic
account of verhal interaction. Rather, they should serve as besic

tools through which refiection upon verbal interaction could he
started.
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THAPTER V. ELEMENTS FOR A TAXONOMY OF
COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCE

4.0. Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to suggest an approach to the
analysis of verbel interaction which could combine the

explanatory strength in terms of specific linguistic strategies
triggered off in eack interactions! circumstance with a dynamic
concept of situsted meaning, that is 10 say meaning as the
product of context and negotistion.

The analytical framework which will be presented below is
based on a modular view of communicative competence
proposed in Cunale and Swsin (1980) and Canale (1983).
According to this view, tle kinds o° knowledge and scilis that
speakers require to be considered competent in a language can

be divided into four groups:  grammaticul, sociolinguistic,
discourse and strategic .
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view: (i)mthcmrmtkminomrtomtmw
and (ii) how, where and why the user activates a particular ares
of this knowledge in specific instances of language behaviour.
From the point of view of language acquisition, the interest in
the study of language use lies mainly in the second aspect, that
> 10 say in the user's "capacity fos realizing the indexical value
of language clements in the comminicative process”
(Widdowson, 1984: 234).

The option of studying actual performance rather than
competence forces the analyst to face the problem of baving to
live without rules which establish univocal correlations between
form and function and form and potion. The user’s intuitions as
well as the detailed analysis of the data give rise to the idea that
the basis for language use is not so much a matter of rule
government but rather a matter of internalized fuzzy “schemes
of prediction and expectation® generalized and exploiteu as
"useful appreximatic.us to realir,” (Widgowsoa, 1944: 239).

What | mean by this is that the analyst should be prepared
10 cope with the following ideas suggested in Jucker (1986: $8):
(i) 7t is doubtful whetker tiaere is a finite set of speech acts; (ir)
it is even more doubtful whether speech actions can be marped
onto utlerance units and viceversa; (ini) utterance units cannot



 be defined  priovi without taking into oceount the function
being performed in the acwal circumstance . K is much more
productive, and true 10 the speaker’s intuitions, to conceive of
language use as a punctual nced to cope with an ‘iateractional
requirement’ which the user fulfilis with whatever 100ls he has
at hand. It is often the case that when confronsed with a specific
‘requirement’ the user is able to recall simiiar past experieaces
of language use in which he/she had 10 face the same kind of
problem. One of the clearest examples of this can be found in
all the communicative routines that are part of our everyday
lives, from an exchange of greetings to the opening and ciosing
of a telephone conversation. However, side by side with this
capacity to recall and apply unanalyzed linguisiic segments
learned as communicative routines®, there is also the possibility

for the speaker 1o use his/her innate creative capacity. and utter

I Sec Pawlcy and Syder (1983: 205-215) on the disiinction betweea
memorized scquences (“strings which the speaker or bearer is capable
of consciously asscmibliag cr analysing, but which oa mosi occasions
of use are realied as wholes or as automatically chaised sirings”) and
lexicalized scatence siems (*a complcte scatence or, more commonly,
a8 cxpiession which is something less thas a complete seatence”
which (i)bas s meaning which is sot (tutally) predictable frem its
farm, (ii) behaves as & minimal wnit for ceriain syniaclic purnoses,
aad (iii)desotcs a meaning which is culturally recogaized).
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situation,
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conve:sation but rather in the ‘interactional requirements’ with
which the user is coafronted throughout a conversation. Itis in
the light of these problems thzt the different linguistic segments
must be explained and classified. The interaction itself will
allow us 10 see how successfu! the strategy applied has been in
helping the speaker 10 meet the ‘requirement’.

To the possible argument that the ‘requirements’ which the
analyst decides 10 work with may be biased by his/her system of
values, ideology or presuppositions, and that, therefore, there
can be as many descriptions as investigators, | would suggest,
just as Schegloff does (i1988: 21), tha descriptions of language
use must be grounded "in the orientations of the participaats” in
the interaction itself. The analyst’s task must be 1o find out how
successfui @ seement of talk is in rescting 1 specific outcome,
and whether the orientation that he/she initaily assigned to it i3
coherent throughout the interaction.

If we are to 1!} 1he foreign language learner ne: zaiy kow
Mmm:muytomawwiﬁc utierance we must aim

amonlyfmldmlpmhmahobtuumjoadth
dm.‘l‘hkuplnniumu!yhmwumm
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In setting up a taxonomy of communicative competence
buedonafnwienﬂpem!wmdathmpmd
Mitbmrytomiderﬁmwmfmundof
‘requirements’ the language user must cope with belong tc
different "modes of meaning® or functional components of the
semantic system (Halliday 1978). The question is whether we
need to speak of a general communicative competence which is
acquired as a whole by the child in his/her process of becoming
a social beirg, or whether it might be better to speak of an
acquired pragmatic knowledge of language use which is added to
the grammatical knowledge, the basic siructures of which are

innnte’.

In spite of the wo different perspectives on language
acquisition mentioned in the previous paragraph, it is necessary
mmtlmdcuﬂbingnd"pmﬁnguwiuumionhm
thmnmmummmmhwind.m
mmyefmnuiminmummmdhm

2 See sectioe 1.1. on e netion of pragmenc compesence .



mmmmmumwuww
capsble of integrating the different peculiar phenomena
thmdﬁﬁqamlinum
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based on a modular conception of communicative competence
which views talk as the product of a combination of different
units belonging to different "modes of meaning® (Halliday 1978),
“levels" (Kerbrat-Orecchioni 1987) or “structures® (Schiffrin
1987)%. Halliday (1978: 113) mentions traasitivity, modality and
theme as examples of the need to distinguish among different
‘modes of meaning”. Whereas transitivity would be classified
into the ideational made of meaning, modality would belong 1o
the interactional mode and theme to the tex.ual mode.
Kerbrat-Orecchioni (1987: 321) siresses the need for a
stratificational approach to analysing verbal interaction, and
distinguishes between the level of the exchange and the level of
the interaction:

3 Ium,mm.hammmudﬂdﬁtﬂm
Schiffria’s framework.
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