AS Language: ENB1: Introduction to Language

Conversation Analysis (CA) – ‘Analysing Talk’

Customer:
How's the chicken Marsala? 
Waiter:

It’s out of this world! We start with the tenderest chicken breast and sauté it carefully in 


organic farmhouse butter with wild field mushrooms and Marsala wine before serving over a 

bed of fresh pasta. 
Customer: 
Wow! Great! I'll have that. 
Waiter:      
I'm sorry, we've sold out.
WHY STUDY TALK – CONVERSATION ANALYSIS (CA)?
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The above snippet illustrates how talk can sometimes produce other responses than we expect; and it leaves us a little tongue-tied. Conversation analysts study talk for what it can show about the way society operates and how it is structured. Analysis of conversation forms a major part of you’re A-level course. Conversation Analysis (CA), too. So it’s important you know how to go about it. It can show many interesting things, for example, imbalances of power or surprising constraints on one participant in a conversation, a constraint that might have a major consequence for that person’s life. The typical conversations that occur in certain social contexts such as schools, hospitals, courts of law, job and police interviews can show up fascinating aspects of language use; certainly, such social institutions often create particular and often surprising ‘ways of talking’ that act to preclude one of the speakers from any idea of “freedom of speech”.

Linguists have given sustained attention to analysing ordinary conversations, an aspect of life that we take so easily for granted. Conversation seems so natural, so normal; but researchers have found that any aspect of life that seems ‘ordinary and natural’ is often worthy of close critical attention because such ‘ordinariness’ frequently hides what can be a powerful means of reinforcing the hierarchies and power structures within society. The ordinary and natural is quite often the ideological – a system of thinking that represses and constrains freedom of thought and action. 
How often have you left a situation in which you wished you had handled it differently? Conversation analysis can show that it might well not have been your fault – that it was the context itself that created for you the type of responses you gave and the language you felt “allowed” to use: your freedom – your powers of self-determination – were constrained. As in all aspects of language study – context is always a crucial aspect of the analysis.
CA reveals that we all follow very subtle patterns while being unaware we are doing anything special – but in so doing we position ourselves, or are positioned – within a certain hierarchical structure in society. CA also provides the kind of data we can document and discuss in detail, by taping and transcribing it. So the basic idea of conversation analysis is that we shouldn’t start with what we think we know about talk, rather we should start with lots of examples of people talking, and look for the kinds of patterns they – and we – take for granted. One way we do this is by looking at cases where the expected patterns of conversation break down, and see what people do then.
QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER ABOUT CONVERSATION
· Who are the speakers?

· Where are the speakers?

· Why are they there?

· What is the situation between them?

· What has brought them together?

· What is the agenda of each participant in the conversation?

· Who (if anyone) has control at any time?

· How does each person manage their own part in the conversation?
SOME IMPORTANT TERMS EXPLAINED
TURN–TAKING

The system we employ – subconsciously – when we talk is a turn-taking system. This seems simple enough: one person talks, and another follows. Even babies somehow learn this system, babbling with their parents, even before they learn words: turn taking is something we are somehow socialised into. Yet, in the real world, it does happen that two people sometimes talk at once, or that there is an embarrassing silence; evidence shows that men, especially, are prone to interrupting and overlapping. Of course, the model doesn’t say that this won’t happen; but it suggests that when two people do talk at once, they will acknowledge that something odd is going on. It’s not “normal”, or more technically, not normative. For instance, in this example the person who has been interrupted talks louder, and the other person finally stops and apologizes.
A 
They have at their disposal enormous assets // and their policy

B 
//look can I just come in on that// last year

A 
//YES IN A MINUTE IF YOU MAY AND WHEN I’M FINISHED // then you’ll know

B 
// yes I’M SO SORRY

(Coulthard 1977)

Or people may deliberately overlap (see also ‘preference’ below), for instance when they want to register emphatic disagreement or agreement – in studies women use overlap more than men:

A 
uh you been down here before // havenche

B 
// yeah

C 
well I wrote what I thought was a a a reas n//ble explanatio:n

E 
//I think it was a very rude le:tter

(Levinson 1983)

The same holds true for long pauses or silences. Of course they happen, but if one person says something and the other doesn’t respond, both people will take the silence as significant. Here the 1.0 in parentheses (1.0) indicates a silence of just a second; doesn’t sound much but if you try it, you’ll find that it is a long time in speech.

Roger: 
well it struck me funny

(1.0)

Al: 
ha, ha - ha - ha

Ken:
 hh

Roger: 
thank you

(Gail Jefferson, ‘Inviting Laughter’, in Psathas 1979)

One consequence of this pattern is that if the hearer doesn’t want to speak, he or she typically signals the speaker can keep talking, by making the sort of sounds, not always words, that linguists call back-channel utterances. These are also one important way a listener can show their involvement and interest in a conversation (the theorist Deborah Tannen has shown that that women use more back-channelling in their conversations). An example is the ‘uh huh’ in the following:

B
Go to Elmhurst, pass the courthouse and go to Elmhurst and then to Elmhurst, uh north.

A
mm hum.

B
Towards Riverton, till you come to that Avila Hall

A
Oh yes

B
Dju know where that//is?

A
//uh huh

A
Oh surely

B
Avilla Hall on the corner of Bor//don

A
//uh huh

B
Well there, on Bordon you turn back to town, left.

(George Psathas, ‘Direction-giving in Interaction,’ in Boden and Zimmerman, ed.)

These back-channel utterances (or back-channelling noises) can be especially important in telephone conversations or radio phone-ins, for example, because they show the ‘channel’ (of communication) is working, and sort out who is and who isn’t the intended audience for remarks.

So conversation analysis doesn’t say that the turn-taking rules are rules that people must follow to make sense, like the rules of grammar, or even that they are rules of politeness, but they are the normative patterns of conversation, and when these normative rules are not followed, people can (and do) take the breaking to mean something important.
· Always lookout for conversational norms being broken – there is always an interesting explanation.
ADJACENCY PAIRS

Turn taking by itself should not tell us much but one conversational turn is clearly related in predictable ways to the previous and the next turns. This is called adjacency (i.e. being next to). A question suggests the next turn will be an answer, a greeting suggests the next turn will be a greeting. Adjacency pairs organise the structure of conversation. 

Many things people say could have several meanings: the next turn shows what the people take it to mean, for now. So if someone insults you, and you respond ‘Thank you’, you are taking the insult as a compliment (perhaps ironically).

This simple point about adjacency has implications for the way we correct mistakes, and the way we present tricky requests, and for communicating by phone or in broadcasting.

We can see how this works with invitations. Not all invitations are accepted, of course. But an acceptance or rejection is what’s expected next. And these two possible responses are not handled the same way. An acceptance typically comes quickly, even before the inviter is finished:

B
Why don’t you come up and see me some //times

A




  //I would like to.

B
I would like you to.

(quoted in Heritage, p. 258)

A rejection is likely to be delayed or modified in some way, with ‘well’ or a silence or a reason:

B
Uh if you’d like to come over and visit a little while this morning I’ll give you a cup of coffee.

A
hehh Well that’s awfully sweet of you, I don’t think I can make it this morning hh uhm I’m running an ad 
in the paper and-and uh I have to stay near the phone.

(Pomerantz 1984, p. 101)

PREFERENCE

The technical term for this is that there is a preference for agreement. That doesn’t mean that agreement is actually what either party would want; it means that agreement will typically come in the unmarked way (an unexpected – dispreferred – response, even if it were silence, would be marked). Another good example is with assessments – statements of opinion or evaluation in which the second (the adjacency pair response) is expected to agree with the first or even add to it.

PRE-SEQUENCES

If a turn is really problematic in some social way, a speaker may prepare for it with a pre-sequence. You are probably familiar with these routines for invitations.

C:
 How ya doin’=

=say what’r you doing?

R: 
Well we’re going out. Why?

C: 
Oh, I was just gonna say come out and come over here and talk this evening, but if you’re going out you 
can’t very well do that

In fact, this routine is so familiar that the question ‘What are you doing tonight’ is heard as an invitation itself, not a query about how you spend your time. Pre-sequences can also be used in giving bad news:

D
I-I-I had something terrible t’tell you. So // uh

R
How terrible is it.

D
Uh, th- as worse it could be.

(0.8)

R
W - y’mean Edna?

D
Uh yah.

R
Whad she do, die?

D
mm:hm, 

Or they can be used to prepare for possible rejection of a request (the ‘=‘ shows the hearer breaks in without any pause):

C
Have you got any (.) graph paper?=

A



      =Ye:s

(5.0)

C
You don’t (.) sell it separately (.) no=

A



          = no we don’t no

(2.0)

C. 
right:

(2.0)

A. 
Well you could buy a pad and split it between the classes

(transcribed by Georgina White)

Pre-sequences show how talkers have taken on the idea that talk is sequential with one thing following another, and how they are careful in the order in which they present possibilities. In the following example, Version 1 follows the conversational “rule” and sounds natural, whereas Version 2 does not; it creates “conversational trouble”, i.e. it is not normative and would probably result in no tip for the waiter!
(Version 1)
Customer:
How's the chicken Marsala? 
Waiter:      
I'm sorry we're out. 

 
(Version 2) 

Customer:
How's the chicken Marsala? 
Waiter:

It’s great. We start with a tender chicken breast and sauté it carefully in farmhouse butter 

with mushrooms and the finest Marsala wine before serving over a bed of fresh pasta. 
Customer: 
Great, I'll have that. 
Waiter:      
I'm sorry, we've sold out.
A typical opening pre-sequence is the use of phatic talk – a meaningless pleasantry of some kind, such as, “Nice day isn’t it?”: the intention is to open a conversation by preparing the ground for it.
REPAIRS
Talk leaves lots of room for misunderstanding. You can realize you have said the wrong thing, or the other person has said the wrong thing, or either of you has said something inappropriate. When a speaker makes a mistake, any of the following could happen:

· the speaker corrects himself or herself 

· the hearer corrects the speaker 

· the hearer prompts the speaker, for instance by repeating back what he or she just said 

· the hearer prompts the speaker by not responding.

In this example, the hearer suggests a corrected version to the speaker:

Student

He let me write his assignment =

Tutor




  = He let you read his assignment?

Student

Yes.
Conversation analysts have noted that there is a preference for allowing the speaker to repair a mistake; if a speaker is not allowed to repair a mistake this would be a dispreferred response, i.e. not a normative response and one which would lead to what is called conversational trouble. In the following, you will see a preferred response that does not lead to trouble:
A
Hey, the first time they stopped me from sellin’ cigarettes was this morning. 

(1.0)

B
From selling cigarettes?

A
From buying cigarettes.

Even when parents are trying to teach their children to talk in a polite manner, they seldom correct directly, leaving the kid to figure out what is wrong:

A (father) and F (four year old)
F
I want pizza.

A
Please.

F
I want pizza, please.
In the next example, you can see a repair followed by an explanation:

A
Are you busy Friday night? 
B
Yeah, I have to go see my grandmother. 
A
Oh, ok, 'cuz I was just gonna see if you wanted to go to a movie.  Maybe another time.

· Once you start looking for it, you will find that repair is surprisingly frequent. That’s because talk is a ‘noisy’ medium, with many possible misunderstandings; and the mechanisms of repair can be used even when the speaker doesn’t think they’ve said anything wrong, to emphasise errors of politeness or strategy.
ASSESSMENTS

Some of the preferred responses (i.e. those that are expected to follow an utterance) in adjacency pairs seem obvious. We all have a sense of ‘Questions and Answers’, or ‘Invitations and Responses’. The way ‘second turns’ work may also be seen in a type of pair we may not think of: assessments. Assessments are statements of opinion or evaluation, and have a preferred second – an expected reply – when they are opinions of someone or something known to the hearer; that is, the second person typically agrees, and even upgrades the evaluation:

E
Hal couldn’ get over what a good buy that was (Jon)

J
Yeah That’s a r- a (rerry good buy).

E
Yea:h, Great buy,

(Pomerantz 1984, p. 67)

When the second turn is anything but an upgraded agreement, it is heard as disagreement:
B
Yih sound HA:PPY, hh

A
I sound ha:p py?

B
Ye:uh.

(0.3)

A
No:.

B
N:o:?

A
No.

(0.7)

B
hh You sound sorta cheerful?

(Pomerantz 1984, p. 100)

The one exception to this rule, as you might expect, is when someone gives a low opinion of themselves. If you didn’t know that you are supposed to disagree with this low opinion, you’ll find out soon enough!
C
I have no dates. I don’t go: there is no sense in hanging onto the clothes.

J
(Are you-) ((high pitch)) What do ya mean you don’t have any da:tes ((low pitch))

C
Well: I just don’t go out anymore that’s all

J
Oh: that’s ridiculous

(Pomerantz 1984, p. 84)

Daughter

Doesn’t my hair look terrible?

Father

No worse than yesterday

Daughter

[kicks father]
CONVERSATION: TERMS & CONCEPTS
Adjacency pair – two speech turns made by different speakers one following the other, labelled first part (or just first) and second part (or just second); in an adjacency pair, the first part requires a particular kind of second part (e.g. question/answer, summons/response, invitation/response). Turn taking and the occurrence of adjacency pairs are the basis of conversation (see turn taking below). An insertion or inserted sequence is an interruption (see below) breaks a first adjacency pair with a new series of turns (themselves new adjacency pairs…) before the original adjacency pair can be completed.

Back-channelling – sounds and words listeners make to encourage the speaker and show they are listening; they range in the amount of interest they suggest: “Hmm, yes, absolutely”, “I see”, “Excellent”.

Co-operative Principle – the important recognition that when we engage in conversation we are engaged in a social interaction and, as such, will try to retain co-operation by following certain ‘maxims’ of TRUTHFULNESS, CLARITY, QUANTITY and RELEVANCE. ‘Flouting’ these maxims creates an implicature, i.e. a response that implies more than it says, e.g. “Give me a ring sometime” (not = I will phone you); other important aspects of co-operation are FACE and POLITENESS.
False start – when a speaker begins an utterance and then re-starts.
Filler – sounds which fill up pauses in speech, such as ‘er’, ‘um’ etc. perhaps to create thinking time and prevent interruption.

Floor - “Holding”, “taking”, “yielding” and “controlling the floor” (borrowed from debating to describe conversational turns).
Hedge – “sort of”, “kind of”… a means of being non-committal or not sounding too direct and blunt; research suggests that women tend to use hedging more often than men (see also tag questions). 

Hesitation – “W-e-ll...”, “you know…” and so on to fill a gap and thus prevent a turn or interruption to allow time for thought.

Initiation – opening a conversation (might suggest aspects of power).

Insertion – a ‘dispreferred response’ (see preference below), an interrupted adjacency pair (see adjacency pair above). 
Interactional / transactional – ‘interactional’ language is ‘relationship-oriented’, i.e. maintaining friendly relations (“And how are you today?”, etc.); ‘transactional’ language is ‘message oriented’, i.e. achieving something, i.e. to persuade.  

Interruption – an insertion sequence (see adjacency pair); might suggest aspects of power; men interrupt the most. 

Marked /unmarked responses – a co-operative response that is expected (i.e. the second of an adjacency pair) is called an unmarked response; an unexpected response, suggests trouble (see below) is marked. See also preference.
Normative rules – the ‘unwritten rules’ or silent set of expectations for how a conversation should proceed, i.e. using “turn taking” and adjacency pairs. Conversation that does not follow normative rules requires repair or reformulation, for example.

Overlap – a kind of interruption. But overlap can be co-operative and helpful, or uncooperative and an attempt to “take the floor”, i.e. to take a turn.

Para-linguistic features – non-vocal facial and body movements use when talking, i.e. body language.
Phatic communion – socially important, ‘small talk’ that uses phatic tokens: ‘Hot day, eh? Phew!’: establishes social contact.

Preference – a key aspect of power structures in conversation. Linguist, Steven Levinson, has this to say about this idea:
‘The central insight is that not all the potential second parts to the first part of an adjacency pair are of equal standing: there is a ranking operating over the alternatives such that there is at least one preferred and one dispreferred category of response… In essence, preferred seconds are unmarked – they occur as structurally simpler turns; in contrast dispreferred seconds are marked by various kinds of structural complexity. Thus dispreferred seconds are typically delivered: (a) after some significant delay; (b) with some preface marking their dispreferred status, often the particle well; (c) with some account of why the preferred second cannot be performed.’ 
Pre-sequence – a turn that sets up the possibility for an adjacency pair, such as sounding out someone before an invitation. 

Prosody / prosodic features – the sound features of talk, such as intonation, rhythm, pitch, speed.

Purpose – Care is needed not to be simplistic regarding purpose; unlike in writing, conversation often has multiple purposes and rarely falls into simple boundaries such as ‘persuade’. Remember, too, that not all speech is rarely ‘spontaneous’ and ‘unplanned’, e.g. a doctor at least partly plans / rehearses his patient responses; a formal speech is often planned and so on.

Reformulation – a kind of repair: a second attempt at speech when the first attempt leads to ‘trouble’.

Repair – the moves people make to correct what they think is a mistake, one they’ve make themselves or the other person makes (see also trouble, preferred and co-operation)

Represented speech – speech is natural; dialogue used in radio or TV plays is represented speech.

Tag question – you know what a tag question is, don’t you? The “don’t you” part is called a “tag question”; research suggests that women use more of these.

Topic change – refers to points in a conversation where one of the participants clearly changes the subject, usually for a reason, and so alters the direction of the conversation.

Trouble – participants in a conversation expect it to flow in a certain way – to follow co-operational conversational “rules”. When a preferred response is not received, it is said to result in conversational trouble that requires conversational ‘work’ to repair; this often requires face-work to repair loss of face or a reformulation.

Turn-taking system – the insight that conversation is not normally marked by silences or continuous overlaps. Turn-taking is about speakers co-operating to carry the conversation forward. See adjacency pairs and co-operative principal above.
Utterance – the words that are spoken.
Work – see trouble (above).
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