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Insofar as we understand at all, we understand differently.

Hans-Georg Gadamer



ABSTRACT

This thesis is addressed to analysts of talk in social scenes. Its principal aim is to

develop a framework for systematically investigating third person interpretations
of what communicates and what is communicated in the data products of
everyday verbal exchange. The programme of research that is designed to meet
this aim is based on analytic and descriptive techniques adopted from a wide
range of disciplines concerned with the study of verbal communication, and
particularly those associated with the work of John Gumperz (1982a; 1982b). By
focussing on the nature of third person descriptions of what goes on and who is
involved in various tape recorded products of talk, the research seeks to explore

the nature of members’ interpretive resources for recovering and warranting

communicative norms that are not normally verbalised as talk is in progress.

The investigative method developed for this purpose provides professional
observers with an empirical means of citing evidence in support of their own
analytic claims about what participants are doing in talk. It also provides an
enabling device for generating and testing hypotheses about the communicative

salience of different sociolinguistic factors, much as Gumperz (1982a) suggests.

On the basis of the work presented, it is argued that whatever the disciplinary
motivation of the analyst or the sociolinguistic contexts in which talk occurs third
person interpretive methods offer a powerful descriptive tool. The research
potential of this tool is evaluated in terms of its utility for not only investigating
the interpretive resources of different individuals within a specific culture, but

also for developing culturally sensitive theories of communicative language use in

general.
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CHAPTER 1

RESEARCH AIMS AND ORIENTATION

1.0 Introduction

This thesis is principally concerned with the study of interpersonal
communication as manifest in the language used by speakers and hearers in
everyday verbal exchange. In particular, it explores the methodological and
theoretical contribution of an interpretive sociolinguistic approach to analysing
such exchanges based on systematic investigation of ordinary members’

descriptions about what is communicated and what communicates when language

is used in this way.

The research approach developed for this purpose makes use of analytic and
descriptive techniques derived from a variety of disciplines that have studied
communicative activity in naturally occurring talk, and particularly those
pioneered by John Gumperz (1981; 1982a; 1982b;1984; 1992), wherein participant
and non-participant observation of speech events is used to facilitate a closer
understanding of how linguistic and social knowledge interact in discourse
interpretation. In order to account for what has gone on from the participants’
point of view, Gumperz develops a general theory of ‘conversational inferencing’,
that is, “the situated or context bound process of interpretation, by means of which
participants in an exchange assess others’ intentions, and on which they base their

responses” (Gumperz, 1982a: 153).



Gumperz’s achievement is to demonstrate that something of this knowledge is
recoverable post hoc, and can afford significant insights into communicative
processes that are not normally verbalised by participants in the course of
conversational exchange. To the extent that these processes are shared, that is,
related to the values, norms and concerns of others, they become what Sacks
(1984) terms ‘observables’. In other words, participants in Qarious different kinds
of talk may be supposed to know what is going on communicatively and this

knowledge, in turn, may be presumed to influence and be displayed in how they

participate in what has gone on.

While Gumperz and others have demonstrated that “one can deal with
discourse from the point of view of the participants caught, as it were, in the act;
that is to say, one can treat discourse as a process” (Widdowson, 1979 72), 1t is also
possible to “deal with instances of discourse from the point of view of the third

person analyst: that is to say, one can treat discourse in detachment from its

instantiation, after the event, as a product” (Widdowson, 1979: 71).

It is this third person perspective that is of central concern in this thesis, where
the research presented is an attempt to devise an analytical instrument for
empirically investigating the interpretive capacities of ordinary members to deal
with, make statements about, and categorise communicative events (or more

strictly their products), previously unseen.

1.1 The Problem

Analysis of this perspective requires a methodology that is significantly ditferent
from other linguistic and sociolinguistic traditions which seek to investigate
everyday language use, since the latter have tended to focus on structural
accomplishments and/or the quantification of relations among specified linguistic

and speaker variables. Because these traditions bear an indirect relationship to



what speakers actually know, Gumperz suggests that we need an approach that

deals directly with issues arising from the ability of speakers to interact.

The methodology which he develops for this purpose is based on participant

descriptions of actual verbal encounters. The descriptions in question are then

used to generate hypotheses about the kinds of assumption participants must have
made in order to provide the descriptions in the first place. Consequently, when
participants protfer descriptions of verbal exchange, Gumperz suggests that they

tend to do so by “mentioning some item of content, or by referring to what people

were getting at or what they were trying to do” (1982a: 157).

This claim is never documented or substantiated in anything other than an ad
hoc way, however, nor is it tested across and within individual speakers with other
interactional experience, namely, those who are untrained observers with either
participant or non-participant status. Given the ditficulties involved, Gumperz is
hardly to be taken to task for failing to develop and extend the analytic framework
he presents along these particular lines of inquiry. Hence, the opportunity to
develop this framework is taken up here, on the basis that interpretive capacity
(the ability to employ processes of inference resulting from social presuppositions

and discourse conventions) is not exclusive to focussed and ratified addressees.

It is clear from the burgeoning research that has become available to date that
the study of verbal communication can be understood at many different levels of
analysis. Consequently, while this thesis makes use of analytic and descriptive
techniques from diverse disciplinary backgrounds, it does so with a specific‘ aim In
mind. The aim is to advance the study of third person interpretation as a
complementary, but largely unexplored, mode of analysis for the would-be-

investigator of verbal communication, especially with regard to the warranting of



Interactional behaviour. It is taken as axiomatic that this behaviour is ‘goal-

oriented’.

I suggest that research of the kind presented in this thesis is not only an
important first step in generating and testing hypotheses about verbal
communication in something of the ways that Gumperz and others have
suggested, but also that when properly documented can become an important tool
for warranting claims about participant goals. By attending closely to what
ordinary members have to say about such goals, analysts can avoid the charge of
warping facts to suit their theories. Where the analysis of everyday verbal
exchange is concerned, it is surely better that theories are derived to suit the facts.
The problem for would-be-analysts, however, is one of “correct interpretation,”

because analysts cannot have recourse to all the knowledge that participants share
(Labov and Fanshel, 1977: 350-351). It is the challenge of addressing this problem

that is confronted here.

1.2 The Agenda

A number of general bases for warranting inferences about communicative goals
are identified by Craig (1986). From the present perspective, the most important of
these are the use of speaker ‘self-reports’. I propose that self-reports should be of
service to analysts of talk on the basis that at best they provide a kind of ‘litmus
test of interpretation” to use Tannen’s (1984) phrase, or more cautiously stated, can

indicate something interesting about speakers’ goal-orientation as Craig (1986)

suggests.

The research context for pursuing this work is established in Chapter 2, where
the major concepts and distinctions that scholars have used to characterise verbal
communication are introduced. A review of the wide range of disciplines that

have contributed to how the communicative process may be viewed is also



presented in this chapter. Further to this review, the need for an integrated and
interdisciplinary approach to the study of verbal communication is suggested.
However, while a single overall framework of concepts and analytic procedures of

the kind mooted by Gumperz (1982a) seems desirable, the extent to which it can

be realised in practice remains challenging and elusive, and indeed lies well

beyond the bounds of the present research.

The case for exploring the interpretive capacities of third persons is made in
Chapter 3. This chapter also addresses the question of how these capacities can be
investigated in the light of collected post hoc reports about participant
communicative behaviour. Since the importance of methodology for findings has
been stressed by sociolinguists such as Lesley Milroy (see especially Milroy, 1987),
various procedural issues are aired in order to prepare the ground for the
particular approach that is taken; these include the difficulties of recording and
transcribing (fragments of) naturally occurring speech activities. However, what is
of particular interest in the present work is the question of how different analytic

modes affect or impinge upon interpretive practice.

In order to explore this question, a continuum is established that seeks to
define the nature of deictic relations linking different kinds of ‘interpreter’ with
communicative activities that take place not only within, but also outside the
participation framework. At its periphery, this continuum identifies two types of
third person judge (‘participants’ and ‘non-participants’) who can be used as
informants in the post hoc interpretation of tape-recorded fragments of talk. These
judges may be expert analysts or lay members. Fairclough (1989) argues that the
interpretive capacities of third persons are derived from a combination of ‘what 1s
in the text’, and ‘what is in the individual’. My interest is principally, but not

exclusively, in the kind of members’ resources that lay individuals bring to post hoc



interpretation. It is these resources that I seek to investigate in the empirical work

which is presented in the chapters which follow.

Chapter 4 establishes an analytic framework for the investigation of lay, third

person perspectives. This framework has three major components:

(1) the creation of situations and texts to provide speech activities for judges to
listen to;

(11) the selection of the judges themselves;

(1ii) a means of eliciting judges’ interpretive accounts of selected activity

fragments.

Though her work is undertaken from a largely psychological perspective, the
most systematic attempt of which I am aware to investigate verbal communication
using such a framework is Kreckel (1981). Making use of family interactions
recorded during a BBC documentary, Kreckel seeks to determine how participant
family members and outside observers interpret the ‘message content’ of the
exchanges that she uses as stimulus data. The descriptive comments elicited from
judges in controlled experimental work is used as evidence that third persons

have metapragmatic abilities.

My own investigative mode is based on a variation of this approach. The
method that I employed is essentially what has become known as the “playback
approach” where tape-recordings are subject to post hoc interpretation by different
kinds of observer (cf. Labov and Fanshel, 1977; Gumperz 1982a; Tannen, 1984).
Issues affecting the selection of stimulus material to be used in playback, and also
how one might provide appropriate judges are also discussed towards the end of

the chapter.

In Chapter 5, the playback approach is used in three different studies of post

hoc interpretation. The first study functions as a pilot exercise in which two



participant and sixteen non-participant observers listened to a five minute
tragment of verbal exchange. Unlike related research, judges were not given
specific interpretive tasks, but rather asked for any general comments that they

might like to provide about the extract. The results of this work yielded 2786

words of comment.

The second study is based on work with eight outside observers who were
asked to listen to a range of different fragments of talk, taken from different
speech events; as opposed to the single episode that was used for the pilot study.
Six fragments were used in all. My idea here was to try and determine whether
similar kinds of comment would be elicited with respect to different types of
stimulus material. I also limited the real-time length of each fragment in order to
restrict the amount of information that judges would have to process, and also to
determine what effect that this would have, if any, on what judges would have to

say. Despite delimiting the fragments in this way, the study yielded 4309 words of

comment.

Finally in the third study, one pair of participant judges and seven self-
selected pairs of non-participant judges were used to listen to yet another range of
six fragments. The fragments were selected from the published corpus of Crystal
and Davy (1975) because of (a) their superior auditory quality compared to my
own stimulus material, (b) the relative unlikelihood that non-participant judges
would be able to recognise the participants, and (c) the fact that they are
accompanied by an analytic commentary which I could use for purposes ot
comparison. Judges participated in the study in pairs in order to diminish the
effects of observer presence, and also as a means of eliciting comments in

something of a more natural way (Burleson, 1986). A total of 7587 words of

commentary were collected using this method.



The interpretive repertoires elicited in each of the three studies are subject to
detailed analysis in Chapters 6, 7, 8 and 9. The comments themselves are used as
basis not only for demonstrating the capacity of ordinary members to act as
'Inference-making machines’ (Sacks, 1984), but also as a means of examining the
Interpretive resources and/or tacit assumptions upon which such capacity
appears to be depend. Interest in the research findings thus centres upon the
discussion of communicative issues rather than vernacular behaviour. The
repertoires demonstrate the ability of naive native informants to report on what is

accomplished by context-dependent speech in much the same way as Kreckel

(1981) suggests.

A coding instrument is devised to account for the different kinds of

interpretive repertoires that were collected in Chapter 6. The ‘response data’, as I
refer to it, is analysed by a three stage process that involves:

(1) describing the vocabularies that judges used;

(ii) codifying the information that is provided in the process;

(iii)) modelling the interpretive resources that this information implies.

Subsequent analysis identifies three major domains of response. These domains
are based on a modified version of Hymes’s (1972; 1974) ethnographic schema for

analysing communicative events, and include descriptions that characterise the

stimulus fragments in terms of what I refer to as:
(1) textual responses;
(i) contextual responses; and

(iii) supratextual responses.

Textual responses are discussed in detail in Chapter 7. These responses
provide information about the encoding of surface linguistic forms. A small but

significant descriptive repertoire was identified from these responses. It is



suggested that this repertoire reveals judges’ ability to observe and utilise aural
linguistic cues in order to describe what utterances have been produced, in what
way, and at what time, by the participants in question. I was able to compare the
vocabularies used by judges for this purpose with that of professional analysts.

The most important cue, or at least the one that judges seemed to refer to the most,

/ /
was ‘prosody’.

Gumperz (1982a: 170) suggests that by examining the interplay of surface
features with evaluations of what has gone on in talk, we can gather strong

evidence for the signalling of communicative goals. This evidence was sought in

Chapters 8 and 9.

Chapter 8 considers the nature of contextual responses. These responses
provide information about ‘situational” characteristics of the stimulus fragments,
including ‘the scene’” and “participants’. It is argued that this type of response
provides evidence not only of judges’ ability to recover situation from text, but
also to attribute information of various kinds to participants, even where
interlocutors were neither recognised nor known. Street and Capella (1985) argue
that perceptual and evaluative constructs of the kind that judges provided about
contextual matters are likely to influence participant goals, but this link is not

explored here. Descriptions of goal-oriented behaviour in its own right are tackled

in Chapter 9.

The most productive domain was in the area of supratextual responses.
Supratextual responses are those which describe or refer to what is going in the

fragments in terms of communicative endeavour. Judges’ evaluations are

categorised into two major types:
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(i) evaluations of the type of activity or genre that is said to have taken place as a

result of the communicative products that have been created by
participants;
(i) evaluations of the type of praxis that is said to be going as a result of the

process of what it is participants are said to accomplish, or try to

accomplish as communicators.

The vocabularies involved in these evaluations providé evidence that third
persons must have highly developed models of the kinds of thing that speakers
can say, that is, they possess metalinguistic and metapragmatic abilities. Further
examination of these abilities reveals that judges can assign their own interpretive
categories to the description of what is achieved in some fragment of discourse.
What is remarkable about the categories is that they were elicited without
attempting to direct judges’ listening behaviour to an identifiable focus of
attention. It is shown that while judges make use of the same or similar types of

category in their descriptive interpretations, these do not necessarily involve the

same tokens.

The issue of interpretive multiplexity is considered in Chapter 10 where
different types of interpretation are compared, across and between ditferent
judges, in order to explore their social and linguistic bases. The stimulus data used
for this purpose is taken from Crystal and Davy (1975). An important motivation
for using this data is the fact that it is accompanied by an interpretive commentary
that focuses on particular linguistic cues, and especially prosodic effects.
Discussion is based on comparisons of the interpretation of these effects by Crystal

and Davy and by lay judges.

Chapter 11 provides a synopsis of general findings and conclusions. By way of

prospective, the utility of third person interpretations is evaluated in terms of its
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possible applications for investigating communicative asynchronies in listening

behaviour, especially in cross-cultural discourse.



CHAPTER 2
COMMUNICATION IN EVERYDAY VERBAL EXCHANGE

2.0 The Research Context

The study of interpersonal communication belongs to the study of language use,
and as such includes the activities of which speaking and listening are part. When
these activities are used interactively, that is, across and between and between

persons, it is widely recognised that they involve the creation of a phenomenon
that constitutes one of the most human things that human beings do; they talk to

one another. Bach and Harnish, for instance, note:

There is nothing people do more often, in more ways, than talk to one
another. For most people nothing is easier. Sometimes we have to struggle to
find the right words or to get them out, sometimes we must pause to discern

or decipher what someone else says, but on the whole we speak fluently and
understand others effortlessly. (Bach and Harnish, 1977: xii1)

Presumably, it is this pervasiveness of talk in everyday life that makes it such an
important subject of study for scholars from wide-ranging disciplinary and
interdisciplinary backgrounds. But despite its ubiquity, some ot the very same
qualities that make talk an important topic for research also make it a difficult, it
not perplexing, topic for analysis (cf. Stubbs (1983), especially Chapters 1, 2, and
11; Schiffrin, 1988).

A major problem for analysts is in delimiting the object of inquiry. The
phenomenon of ‘talk’ can be, and is often, referred to as ‘conversation’, ‘discourse’,

‘spoken interaction’, or “verbal exchange’ by scholars. Indeed, such terms are often

12
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used interchangeably which can be confusing since they are not always clearly

defined. Labov and Fanshel propose that:

One might attempt to distinguish among these terms, using one or the other
to include more or less of the use of language in social life: greetings, lectures,
service exchanges, broadcasts and so forth. Yet all three terms refer to the
everyday situation in which two or more people address each other for a
period of time, communicating something about themselves and their
experience in the process. (Labov and Fanshel, 1977: 1)

A fundamental distinction which addresses this problem is made by Levinson
(1983: 318), who seeks to characterise the term ‘conversation’ in a more technical
way. Thus he distinguishes between the unit ‘a conversation’, on the one hand and
‘conversational activity’ on the other. The former is characterisable in terms of
‘overall organisations’ that enable analysts to distinguish between ditferent kinds
or units of talk. While the latter is characterisable in terms of ‘local organisations’
that are intrinsic to the structure of interactional sequences, and in particular the

turn-taking system.

In an attempt to avoid ambiguity, the term “talk’ and its cognates are
subsequently used here in a neutral sense to refer to conversational activity, on the
grounds that this activity includes the use(s) of language in natural or
spontaneously occurring social contexts (see McGregor (1984) and Wilson (1989)
for a discussion of the problems of defining the term ‘conversation’ in its technical
senses). When talk is created in such contexts by two or more individuals, it is
taken as axiomatic that they are communicating. Thus, talk is understood here as
‘speech activity’ in the sense adopted by Gumperz who states that “a speech

activity is a set of social relationships enacted about a set of schemata in relation to

some communicative goal” (Gumperz, 1982a: 166).

The study of communication in everyday language use, and particularly in

respect of these relations, appears to have intensified over the last two decades or
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50, to that the extent that a distinctive and increasingly rich literature has appeared
claiming disciplinary status in its own right. At the heart of this interest are two
fundamental questions. As posed by Sperber and Wilson (1986: 1), these are: “first,

what is communicated, and second, how is communication is achieved” when

language is used in verbal exchange?

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an introductory discussion of these
questions by reviewing essential contributions from linguistics and other
disciplines which have had impact on how the communicative process is viewed.
Analysis of this process has been the subject of disciplinary and cross-disciplinary
interest that is both diffuse and vast. Some of these perspectives are represented in
the papers collected by van Dijk (1985), though his four volume, Handbook of
Discourse Analysis, is perhaps not as comprehensive as the title suggests. Volume 1,
Disciplines of Discourse, is arguably the most useful from a survey point of view,
and covers work from at least ten different disciplinary perspectives. Something of
these perspectives are cited here not only to provide a sense of the major contexts
in which studies of verbal communication have emerged, but also as a description
of the kinds of research agenda where the present work is largely not to be found.

The orientations are predominantly from:

(1) Anthropology/Ethnography—and involve studies of language use as
displayed in the daily life of particular speech communities; the forms of
speech events; the rules of appropriate selection of speakers, the
interrelations of speaker, addressee, topic, channel and setting (Gumperz
and Hymes, 1972; Hymes, 1972, 1974; Bauman and Sherzer, 1975; Saville-
Troike, 1982; Duranti, 1988);

(2) Artificial intelligence—which seeks to develop computer models of
discourse; story-understanding programs; and models of memory in

language understanding, based on the idea that cognition is computation



()

(6)
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(Winograd, 1972; Schank and Abelson, 1977; Power, 1979; Schank and
Burstein, 1985; Grosz, 1986; Winograd and Flores, 1987);

Linguistics—and which focus on the structural properties of verbal
communication; textual coherence; sequential organisation in speech
production and comprehension; narrative analysis with the aim of
delimiting units such as episodes or events; the functions of language use;
analysis of markers in conversational discourse (van Dijk, 1972, 1977;

Coulthard, 1977; Coulthard and Montgomery, 1981; Edmonson, 1981;

Halliday, 1978; Brown and Yule, 1983; Stubbs, 1983; Taylor and Cameron,
1987; Bublitz, 1988; Schiffrin, 1987, 1988);

Philosophy/Pragmatics—with their concerns about speech acts, meaning,
truth, and reference (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969, 1979, 1983, 1992; Grice, 1975,
1989; Lyons, 1977; Bach and Harnish, 1979; Leech, 1983; Levinson, 1983;
Blakemore, 1988, 1992);

Psychology—and which are either experimental and work on aspects of
verbal behaviour such as speech dystluencies, turn-taking, and back-
channel cues; or work from the assumption that communication is
something that can be mentally represented in terms of human knowledge
structures (Goldman-Eisler, 1967, 1978; Duncan, 1972, 1974; Freedle, 1977;
Clark, 1978; Clark and Carlson, 1982; Clark, 1985, 1992; Bower and Cirilo,
1985; Sperber and Wilson, 1986);

Social psychology—concerned with speech style and social evaluation;
psychological and interactional dimensions of communicative
development; interpersonal accommodation; attribution theory;
communicative accommodation theory (Giles and Powesland, 1975; Giles
and St Clair, 1979, 1985; Fraser and Scherer, 1982; Hewson, 1982; 1984;
Robinson, 1985; Scherer and Giles, 1979; Giles and Robinson, 1990;
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Coupland and Giles, 1988; Giles and Coupland 1991; Coupland, Coupland
and Giles, 1991);

(7) Sociology—and which focus on structures of social action such as turn-

taking, openings and closings, repairs; the dynamics of social relationships;
dramatalogical models that take into account the social theories held by
actors and investigators (Garfinkel, 1967; Sudnow, 1972; Sacks, Schegloff
and Jefferson, 1974; Goffman, 1974, 1981; Corsaro, 1981; Atkinson and
Heritage, 1984; Button and Lee, 1987);

(8) Speech communication—which emanates mainly from work undertaken in

the U.S.A. in the 1960’s, and tends to study verbal and non-verbal

interaction in a very general or (practical) skills-oriented way (Adler,

Rosenfeld and Towne, 1989; Galvin, Prescott and Huseman, 1992; Mohan,
McGregor and Strano, 1992);

(9) Communication science—involving theoretical and empirical work that is
characterised by various conceptual, epistemological, and metatheoretical
assumptions about the nature of communicative phenomena, particularly

message effects (Berger and Chafee, 1987; Bradac, 1989; Hopper, 1989).

Research has also evolved across and within a number of the traditions listed
above, and it is this interdisciplinary perspective that provides the academic
context for the present work. The need for an interdisciplinary and integrated
approach to the study of communication has been increasingly recognised by
scholars from different backgrounds, including Labov and Fanshel (1977);
Gumperz (19823; 1982b); Coupland and Giles (1988), Giles and Coupland (1591) :
Roger and Bull (1989); Sperber and Wilson (1987); and Schiffrin (1994). Despite the
burgeoning literature in response to this need, however, no agreed or unified
theory of verbal communication has yet emerged. As Gumperz notes: “We are still

far from a general theory of verbal communication which integrates what we
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know about grammar, culture and interactive conventions into a single overall

framework of concepts and analytic procedures” (Gumperz, 1982a: 4).

Whether such a theory is possible or even desirable remains to be seen. But
what has emerged in the interim is a series of different, though often overlapping,
issues relating to the kind of interactional process that verbal communication
involves. As a result of this intersection of interests, and in the words of Schiffrin,
“readers...may find themselves unexpectedly confronted by terms, concepts, and
perspectives borrowed from a home turf which is different from their own”
(Schittrin, 1987: 2). The admixture of approaches can be daunting since it reflects a
vast array of theoretical commitments and methodological assumptions arising
from differently conceived analytic ends. Burke (1986: 217) summarises the

situation in apposite terms:

Explaining human communication in all its complexity is a formidable
theoretical task. The sheer complexity of the phenomenon has the potential to
overwhelm or immobilize scholars.

From the bounty of research currently available, what is patently clear is that
the study of verbal communication can be understood at many different levels of
analysis. Notwithstanding the difficulties that investigators in this area face, Burke

offers sound advice in terms of devising a tenable research strategy:

Because one cannot explain everything at once, a sensible course of action,
in the face of such complexity, is to focus on a limited problem and forge
ahead with any methods that will allow one to develop explanations of such
smaller problems or individual processes. (Burke, 1986: 217-218)

While this thesis makes use of analytic and descriptive techniques that stem
from diverse disciplinary backgrounds, it does so with the specific aim of
developing what has become a quietly insistent (though rather slow to emerge)

theme in the study of verbal communication. The theme is that there has been

relative neglect of participant perspectives in the study of everyday speech
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activities; where such perspectives arise from the ability of human beings to
interact (Kreckel, 1981; Grimshaw, 1982; Gumperz, 1982a; 1982b; Tannen, 1984). In
order to study this ability, Gumperz suggests that a radically different approach to
analysis is required. The “speaker-oriented approach to conversation”, as he
describes it, “focuses directly on the strategies that govern the actor’s use of
lexical, grammatical, sociolinguistic and other knowledge in the production and

interpretation of messages in context” (Gumperz, 1982a: 35).

Systematic investigation of these strategies is called for here in order to
develop Gumperz’s work, and hence provide an evidential base for warranting
the analytic claim that is the heart of this thesis, namely, that ‘participant goals’ are
a primary organising feature for the actors concerned. Since these goals tend not
be verbalised as talk is in progress, the researcher must develop an analytic
instrument for recovering the kinds of linguistic and social knowledge that
participants rely on in interpreting what went on. The instrument proposed is
based on experimentally derived (post hoc) interpretations of verbal
communication, where these involve third person accounts of who is involved and

what is going on in selected passages of discourse.

The question of how to account for the co-occurrence (or otherwise) of
participant judgements in the interpretation of discourse is challenging enough as
Gumperz has demonstrated. A further challenge for the present work is to analyse
the process and results of third person interpretation as an end in itself. Rather
than being viewed as an alternative to other modes of analysis, I suggest that third
person interpretation can usefully complement other traditions that have studied
verbal exchange, and indeed provides an integral tool for the would-be-
investigator. Kreckel (1981) is unequivocal about such an approach, and maintains
that one of the main objectives of any study of face-to-face interaction ought to be

the conceptualisation of the interaction by outside observers and the participants
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themselves. I labour the point because, like Stubbs, I think it is evident from the
proliferation of investigative methods and models that “no single level of analysis

will ever be able to say all there is about a conversation” (Stubbs, 1983: 175).

This short overview is not designed to cover all approéches to the study of
verbal communication, nor all the research undertaken by the orientations or
traditions that have been listed. Its purpose, rather, is to try to provide a sense of
the intersecting contexts in which the present work is located. In order to facilitate
discussion of these contexts, I want to explore three conceptual areas that are

central to the research aims and orientation stated in at the outset. The areas

involve:

(1) the concept of communication itself;

(2) the nature of communication as an interactional process; and

(3) the concept of communicative goals.

Discussion of each of these areas occupies the remainder of this chapter, and
serves to introduce my attempts to demonstrate how third person interpretive
capacity can enhance our understanding of everyday communicative practice as
goal-directed activity. The methodological and theoretical issues that arise from
trying to operationalise a programme of research for this purpose will be

addressed in Chapter 3.

2.1 Interpersonal Communication

Although largely taken for granted by ordinary language users, the concept of
human communication has been the subject of much scholarly conjecture and
discussion. Among the questions that scholars have attempted to address are the
issues of what communication is, how humans beings communicate with one

another, and what is communicated between them in the process. Lyons, for
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example, notes that the words ‘communicate’ and ‘communication” are used in a

wide range of contexts in their everyday, pre-theoretical sense: “We talk as readily
of the communication of feelings, moods and attitudes as we do of factual
information” (Lyons, 1977: 32). Indeed, it seems that ordinary speaker-hearers

simply assume that the purpose of language is to serve as a communicative

mechanism or vehicle. Kreckel (1981), for example, argues:

That communication via speech is possible and regularly occurs is regarded
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