CONVERSATION
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C
onversation as a type of discourse is different from other types such as academic, political, religious discourse, etc. It has its own norms and conventions (Canale, 1983; Crystal, 2003b: 116–8):

· conversation presupposes at least two participants who take turns negotiating the content and meaning, which is why conversation is unpredictable and involves a certain degree of creativity;

· conversation is successful if all the parties have a chance to contribute to it and get something in return;

· the language (with the exception of formal situations, for example, formal meetings) is mostly non-bookish;

· communicating their meaning, participants rely on verbal context, prosodic means and body language, situational context, their common knowledge and the general knowledge of the world; much of what they actually mean is not explicated, but implicated and inferred by the addressee;

· linguistic flaws and communicative imperfections (grammatical mistakes, broken sentences, limited vocabulary, pauses, mispronunciation, rapid speech, omission of particular sounds, hesitations, repetitions, being vague, talking too much, changing topic abruptly,  etc.) are not uncommon and are generally tolerated; 
· if some point is unclear, repair can be done either by the speaker or by another party;

· the participants have to make their roles clear; for example, if your friend is your boss, you want to choose different styles talking to her in different situations;

· any conversation has a purpose; even talking about the weather or gossiping, speakers exchange information and signal their intention to cultivate friendly relationship. 

Since conversations are mainly unprepared and are carried on under limiting physical conditions (distractions, noise, etc.), and limiting psychological conditions (inattentiveness, memory constraints, etc.), all sorts of faults may occur. There exists a complex system of repair devices and procedures (Levinson, 1989), which help to deal with the problem of misunderstanding. Both the speaker and the addressee can check whether what has been said is understood correctly (Speaker: My point is…; I’m trying to say that…; Do you see what I mean?; Are you with me?; Does that make sense?, etc. Addressee: I don’t quite get that; Say that again please; What do you mean (by)…?, etc.). The organization of repair is systemic: there are slots across dialogue sequences in which the speaker or the addressee may offer, ask for, and receive clarification:

· The speaker initiates and does the repair. For example, 
A: He taught himself three foreign languages. I admire his perseverance – I mean his determination  – because it is not so easy and it takes time.
B: It certainly does.

· The addressee asks for a repair and the speaker offers it. For example,

A: He plays the xylophone. 
B: He plays the what?
A: The xylophone, it’s a musical instrument – you hit the metal bars with small sticks, you know.



· The addressee offers a repair. For example,

A: Molly says she’s going to Florence.
B: Venice. She’s going to Venice.
The types of conversation can hardly be systematized –  business talks, political debates, interviews, talking to professionals (physicians, lawyers, priests, psychologists, bank managers, etc.), discussing personal matters with friends or family members, everyday conversations, gossiping,  talking to children, shop assistants, strangers, neighbours; the list is far from being complete. The variety of topics and social/cultural contexts is enormous. The criterion of participants might help – if there are two of them. But at any stage, other persons may join in and any participant may break off the conversation. Apart from the addressee, there may be a third party, bystanders; the speaker(s) may address a group of people or mass audience. All these factors, taken together, might create the impression that conversation as a type of discourse defies systematization. Actually, it does not. 
Conversing, people subconsciously follow certain principles which help them to communicate (co-operate) effectively. The basic principle of verbal co-operation was proposed by H.P. Grice (1975). It is commonly referred to as the co-operative principle: a conversation is successful if the contribution of each participant is true, informative enough, relevant, orderly, brief, clear, unambiguous (for a more detailed account see the section IMPLICATURE). Communicating, people exchange verbal and non-verbal information, analyse contextual factors, make inferences, and they usually get one another’s intended meanings. 

For all diversity of its types, subtypes, and forms, conversation is based on certain principles (the co-operative principle, the principle of politeness, the principle of relevance); it has its own units; and it is governed by the general organization principles such as turn-taking, overall organization, and preference (Hutchby & Woofit, 2008; Lerner, 2004; Levinson, 1989; Susov, 2009; Tsui, 1994; Yule, 1996).

Turn-taking 

Watching some popular TV talk shows, we notice that sometimes the process of  heated debate, interlocutors stop behaving as communicators and turn into antagonists. If the host or hostess of the show allows them to do it, two or more people speak simultaneously, loudly and angrily. Because of the racket, the audience in the studio and viewers can hardly hear a word, but the action looks really dynamic. This is, I’m afraid, the main reason why such a mess is allowed – it creates colourful public images of the speakers and improves their ratings (as well as the rating of the talk show).


In real life, strange as it may seem, simultaneous talk occurs very seldom. The mechanism that regulates the order of sequences in conversation in informal situations is known as turn-taking. (For formal situations such as meetings, conferences, court hearings, and others, special procedures that set a time limit and regulate the order of speeches are established.) A turn is what a person says before another person begins to speak. The speaker may actually do more than one thing within a turn, for example, to greet and express a request, to answer a question and to ask another one (Goffman, 1981). Turns consist of language units (phrases, clauses, sentences), which communicate some idea. The boundaries between units are marked by pauses. The end of a unit is a potential transition point at which another person may start speaking.

The speaker uses verbal, prosodic, and paralinguistic means to indicate that he/she is about to stop talking and that some other party is invited to speak next. There exist specific utterances and phrases which mark the transition point (So that is that; This is the way I see it; Don’t you agree?). The current speaker may select the next speaker addressing him/her directly (What do you think, Mary?), indirectly (Peter looks as if he disagrees), or let any other party self-select. The transition point is also marked with the prosodic means – the speaker lowers pitch level, uses falling tones (unless it is a Yes/No question), reduces loudness level, starts speaking slower. At the end of a turn, the speaker can make a hand gesture in the direction of the person he/she would like to speak next, or lean towards that person slightly. The speaker also tries to establish steady eye contact with the person he/she has chosen as the next speaker.
Adjacency Pairs

The smallest units of conversation, however, are not turns but exchanges. Two-part exchanges consist of an initial utterance and a response. Three-part exchanges are believed to be typical of classroom discourse: the teacher asks a question, a student gives an answer, the teacher comments on it. But three-part exchanges often occur in other types of conversation when a response is followed by some kind of reaction:
A: Could I use your phone please?


(request)


B: Of course.





(permission)


A: Thanks a lot.





(appreciation)

C: Please tell Jane I’ll be back in a minute.
     
(request)


D: Sorry. I’m leaving too.


     
(apology, refusal)


C: Oh. OK then.




      
(minimization)
E: I want you downstairs.


      
(summons)

F: What is it?





(question)


E: You must see it. 



      
(explanation)

G: Will you come to the party?


      
(question) 
H: Yes, I will.




      
(answer)
G: Good!






(expressing an attitude)
Two-part exchanges with paired utterances are adjacency pairs (Schegloff & Sacks, 1973). In adjacency pairs, a particular type of the initial utterance requires a particular type of response: greeting – greeting, question – answer, compliment – acceptance, apology – acceptance/rejection, accusation – denial/apology, etc. It is not always that the second part follows the first part immediately; some insertions may occur, in which case we deal with a more complex organization of an exchange. For example,

A: Have you talked to Allen lately?

B: Why?

A: He doesn’t answer my calls. 

B: I met him in the street yesterday.
In order for the conversation to continue, the first part of the inserted adjacency pair (Why?) must be matched with an appropriate second part (He doesn’t answer my calls). Then some response is given to the initial first part (Have you talked to Allen lately? –  I met him in the street yesterday.)
Overall Organization


So far the organization of two-/three-part exchanges have been discussed. Apparently, there exists a kind of organization that operates throughout the whole conversation. According to Levinson, at least one kind of conversational discourse – telephone talk – have distinct features of overall organization:

(a) opening section in which speakers greet each other, identify the other party or provide self-identification;


(b) discussion of one or several topics;

(c) closing section in which the parties coordinate their exit from a conversation – make arrangements, give regards to their addressee’s family members or mutual friends, exchange Thank-you’s, Okay’s, and Bye’s.


The first topic for discussion is chosen by the speaker who initiates a talk. Other topics may be related to the first one, or one of the speakers may change the subject. Topics are collectively negotiated – accepted, discussed, or rejected.

Preference Organization


In some cases, a particular first part of the adjacency pair requires a particular second part. For example, invitation may be followed by acceptance, indefinite answer or refusal; complaint, by apology, promise or refusal to handle the matter, even by accusation in return; a question, by some answer or non-answer, etc. 

It is natural that inviting someone to dinner, we would prefer the invitation to be accepted. In terms of conversational analysis, however, preference is viewed not as a psychological phenomenon, but as a principle of discourse organization. The second parts of adjacency pairs are categorized as preferred (preferreds) or dispreferred (dispreferreds). Preferreds are unmarked members of this opposition: they are simpler and the speaker needs less linguistic material and effort to deliver them. Dispreferreds usually take more time and material to be delivered. For example, it is not enough just to say No to decline an invitation. You have to apologize, to offer a reasonable excuse, to express hope that you will be able to come next time when you are invited, etc. Additionally, a dispreferred second part is usually somewhat delayed: it is preceded by some explanation, sometimes by a pause – a silent pause or a voiced one (er, um). In this case, pause communicates a specific meaning – uncertainty, doubt, lack of enthusiasm. Thus linguistic complexity and delay make dispreferreds marked members of the opposition.

Levinson states that preference is a general principle of conversational organization:
· Preference is part of repair process. It is preferred that the speaker should correct, clarify, rephrase, or explain things without being asked to do so. The second best preferred option is the speaker offering a repair if the addressee asks for it or signals misunderstanding. The least preferred situation is when the addressee has to clarify unclear points as best as he/she can.

· Granting a favour is preferred to waiting for the addressee to ask a favour. For example,

A: It’s raining. Would you like a lift?


B: Thank you. I hate walking in the rain
is preferred to

A: I have my car parked around the corner.


B: Could you give me a lift? I hate walking in the rain.


A: No problem.



B: Thank you.
The least preferred option is making the addressee ask a favour:

A: It was nice to see you. Bye.


B: Err – could you give me a lift? I hate walking in the rain.


A: OK.


B: Thank you.
· As to telephone calls, recognizing the caller by his/her voice is preferred to waiting for him/her to say who is calling. For example,

K: Hello.


J: Hi, Kate.


K: Jane? Nice of you to call

is preferred to


K: Hello.



J: Hi, Kate.


K: (after a pause) Who’s that?


J: It’s Jane.


K: Oh! Nice of you to call, Jane.
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Check Your Understanding

Questions

1. What are the norms and conventions of conversation?
2. How do communicators deal with the problem of misunderstanding?  
3. Why is it difficult to systematize conversation?

4. What is the essence of Grice’s co-operative principle?

5. How does the mechanism of turn-taking operate? 

6. What are exchanges? How many parts can an exchange have?
7. What are adjacency pairs?

8. What are the stages of overall organization?
9. What is discourse preference organization?

10.  How are conversational preferreds different from dispreferreds? 
Tasks
1. Work in pairs. Find the following phrases and sentences in the text of this section and explain their meanings:

· take turns negotiating the content and meaning;
·  (…) there are slots across dialogue sequences in which the speaker or the addressee may offer, ask for, and receive clarification;

·  transition point;

· (…) there exists a kind of organization that operates throughout the whole conversation;

· In terms of conversational analysis, however, preference is viewed not as a psychological phenomenon, but as a principle of discourse organization.
2. Read the information below.
Grice (1975) proposes four maxims (rules) which explain the co-operative principle:

· according to the maxim of Quantity, the speaker should say neither more nor less than is necessary for the purpose of a particular conversation;

· according to the maxim of Quality, the speaker should say things that are true, the speaker should not give information he/she believes to be false, should not say something for which he/she lacks evidence;

· according to the maxim of Relation, the speaker’s contribution should relate to the subject discussed;

· according to the maxim of Manner, the speaker should avoid obscurity and ambiguity of expression, he/she should be brief and orderly.
It is not often that we follow all these maxims in communication. Sometimes following one of them means flouting (breaking) another. For example, the speaker may lack evidence for some part of his/her message, but without it the picture will not be complete, so the speaker says something for which he/she cannot provide evidence. 
*
Now work in pairs. Complete the following sentences. The first one is done for you as an example:
· Saying something for which you lack adequate evidence, you opt out of (violate) the maxim of Quality.

· Inventing or imagining things, you opt out of the maxim of __________.
· Twisting or stretching the truth, you opt out of the maxim of __________.
· Withholding information, you opt out of the maxim of __________.
· Being verbose, you opt out of the maxim of __________.
· Being ambiguous, you opt out of the maxim of __________.

· Being inconsistent, you opt out of the maxim of __________.

· Refusing to provide information, you opt out of the maxim of __________.
· Changing the subject abruptly, you opt out of the maxim of __________.
· Being ironical, you opt out of the maxim of __________.
· Speaking metaphorically, you opt out of the maxim of __________.
· Joking, you opt out of the maxim of __________.
3. A good communicator may signal violating a maxim, for example, I was told that … (opting out of the maxim of Quality); I won’t tell you the whole story (opting out of the maxim of Quantity); Let me change the subject (opting out of the maxim of Relation). The speaker may choose to flout a maxim deliberately – to be ironical, to joke, to use metaphors, etc. Then addressees draw inferences from what has been said and try to get implicated meaning.
Now give your own examples of expressions that signal flouting the conversational maxims. 

4. Think of expressions that would indicate the transition point in a conversation.

5. Give examples of a complex adjacency pairs with insertions.

6. Explain why dispreferreds usually need more time and linguistic material and why they are more delayed than preferreds.

7. In small groups, discuss Levinson’s idea of preference as a general principle of conversational organization.

 8. Work in pairs. Analyse the interview THE FUTURE OF HACKTIVISM (131-3): 
· What features of conversation does it have?

· Can you spot any imperfections in the language of the interview? Are they repaired, if any?
· Do you think the fact that the interview would be read by many people affected the interviewee’s verbal behavior?

· How does the turn-taking mechanism operate in this conversation? 
· What are the prevailing types of adjacency pairs? 

· Can you spot any features of overall organization in this interview?
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