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OVERVIEW L ,;

Omi}x&ﬁv (‘ouvmsnmn achieves cuhcrcncc through lmgmsuc fcatures gﬁmﬁw

- ally regarded as quintessentially literary: use of, and repetition and variation

of, rhythm; phonological, morphological, lexical, syntactic, and discourse
structures; ellipsis (“indirectness” in conversation); imagery and detail; con-
structed dialogue; and figures of speech and tropes. This is so because litera-
ture, like conversation, §:§§}£§*§ wmﬁm and depends for its meamg},g on mt@m@r«
sonal involvement.

Although conversation and literature operate on thef same ﬁ::im&trmmm they
are not the same. [ have been trying, in recent research, to identify and com-
pare the form, frequency, and function? of the patterns listed above, in con-

versational and literary discourse. Thus far, 1 have focused analysis on indirect-

ness/ellipsis (or silence) in conversation as well as drama (for example in the
plays of Pinter} (Tannen 1990), repetition (Tannen 1987a,b), and constructed
dialogue (what has been called reported or direct speech) (Tannen 1986, 1988).

~In this paper I begin by discussing the larger framework and practical sig-
nificance of this research in terms of the study of conversational coherence,
and the sense in which this can be thought of as an aesthetics or poetics of
conversation. I then summarize the aspects of discourse I have been looking
at, giving brief illustrations of a number of them. The bulk of the paper then
presents extended analysis of one aspect of discourse pauernmg. repetition,
as seen in 4 short segment of conversation. Finally, I examine some aspects

g Th'* paper, delivered at the New York Academy §§§ Seiences February 1984, s part of a
larger research project begun with the support of a Rockefeller Humanities Fellowship, 1982-1983.
am grateful for that support, Material from this chapter is incorporated in Tannen (1959).
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of repetition in literary discourse as compared to conversation. (The order

of clauses here reflects the disorder of much scholarly study which has fo-

cused on literary texts and dismissed conversation as trivial. In factitis literary
discourse which makes use of the dynamics of conversation. Poets, inc -
trast, have always known this. W, H. Auden, for example, defined poetry
“memorable speech.” The ethnographic work of Shirley Brice Heath [1984]
with contemporary poets supports this as well)

THE AESTHETICS OF CONVERSATION

The interrelated dynamics which 1 have described for discourse can be
thought of as an aesthetics of conversation, in Becker's (1979, 1982) senseof
aesthetics. Far from denoting something trivial or superimposed — form for
its own sake - aesthetics, in this sense, implies that form and meaning arein-
separable; understanding grows out of form as much as —or more than=it
grows out of propositional or referential meaning. Hearers and readers re
spond to familiar patterns of discourse at all levels listed which (1) makethe
discourse sound right, thereby lending credibility, (2) make comprehension
possible, and (3) establish, as they build on, interpersonal rapport. .

Sharing coherence conventions for conversation —that is, expectation
about patterns of linguistic structure at all the levels mentioned — is essential
not only o understand discourse but also to feel coherent in the world, 1
i@iﬁf (1979:241) suggests about perceiving coherence in Javanese shadow
theater, ‘ ~ . G

§§’%§z &ﬁéwmﬁi source of language pathology is that people appear 10 say one
thing and “mean” another. It drives people mad {the closer it gets to home.
f@mm&m response 8 guite simply the opposite of this pathology. .
g—i?i‘i’ééi}%ﬁ}%ﬁﬁ%%%ﬁ Joreign laneuage learning, and artistic extmession al coerate iy
;¢ same set of linguistic variables. . . . The difference is that in madsess fand
fﬁ %%‘%ﬁ? §$§§%§?Q%’%§§’§§ madness of learning a new §§%§}g§:§§§§,§: w 2 new m%;i%ﬁ%&ﬁ mﬁ’i :
%%igém% are mmgm&mm nd Often appear ifikﬁi?%;ﬁﬁ{%wg whereas in an a¢s:
iisﬁg %Em%m&m@ they areundersiood asa coberen émﬁgmg@ whale. ?ﬁ%’mé&%@ the
~ i ii‘%{i?f ;i:j; iyigﬁf gmamw a v§§§§§3§§ of the world and one's place in it whith
o {%3‘%:% % @gzzz wj&mmmmﬁg Wooanle The iiﬁ'ﬁﬁ%@%ié@ﬁ of conmunios
SEH) IS, nence, as essential to a sane community as clean air, good food,

and, 1o cure errors, medicine. i .

s e S, medicine, In all irs multiplicity of s N , e
eren e wy . : R . = ? %ﬁi§ DA % A il o :
vayang is a vision of saniy, ¥ 0t meaning, a well-performed
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the feeling that one is a right sort of person and the world is a comfortable
place. But when conversational style is not shared — when one cracks a joke
and others grimace or look blank, when one tries to show interest and is thought
pushy or tries to show annovance and is taken to be compliant — when, in other
words, one’s intentions are consistently misunderstood and others’ behavior
and talk consistently seem inappropriate or incomprehensible, one starts to
feel that there's something terribly wrong w%z& ﬁmﬁﬁf m with {}iﬁm and hence
all is not right with the world.

Such cross-cultural communication gmiﬁ@mg m aﬁi §§m heart §‘:Z§§ much per-
sonal as well as international distress. The research project I have described,
investigating the ways that discourse is constructed and that meaning is com-
municated in discourse, also contributes 16 an understanding of how shared-
ness and lack of sharedness of discourse conventions affect individuals and
interaction. Furthermore, understanding the means of such communication
breakdown offers 2 window on the processes that go unnoticed when commu-
nication is successful, when conversational style is shared. ~

- How is conwrsation a means to coherence in the world? The means to
meaning in interaction are the same patterns that give conversation a recogs
nizable character: conventional patterns of sound, intonation, pitch, prosody,
lexicon, and syntax, as well as the ideas conventionally chosen for communi-
cation, These are the devices by which meaning is communicated; at the same
time conventionalized use of such devices gives discourse, as created by speakers
in gzﬁzgm% groups, a familiar character. The familiarity of the discourse con-
ventions both makes comprehension possible by means of reference to familiar
%:gamg or seripts, and also makes the discourse sound right —much as one
can relax and luxuriate in the familiarity of one’s own home, in contrast (o
the expenditure of energy necessary to negotiate unfamiliar surroundings.

This is the sense in which I suggest that conversation works much like

literary language: hearers experience an aesthetic response to the coherence
of form and meaning in the discourse which contributes to their a;}g*}m%%m»
sion and appreciation of the utterances. Thus, understanding in conversation
i3 the result of a subjective process —a process of being MOVED.

EMOTIONALITY IN iiiﬁif@iﬁﬁ‘iﬁ

Havelock ( i%’i}&%} suggested that Plato did not want poets — -whoin %m time
were itinerant bards — involved in educational processes in The Republic be-
cause they moved audiences emotionally to what he called subjective knowing,
in contrast with the objective %ﬁsﬁ}wmg that he associated with literacy. [ am
xzzgggi%mg that in conversation, as in poetry and other literary genres, subjec-

ive knowing is the goal, and it is created in two ways. Audiences are moved

( 1) by being swept along by patterns of sound and rhythm as well as by such
patierns as ?&p{fiimg and parallelism, and (2) by the sense of identification
§‘E§§§ results from being required to gm”mggmga& in sensemaking. That is. in in-
terpreting in ézg’mgﬁ%& ellipsis, tropes, imagery, and detail, the audience has
to do alot o f filling in of meaning, and this participation contributes to the
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sense of a shared universe, and of coherence in the world, at the same time
that it contributes to persuasion (just as teachers arc encouraged to allow stu-
dents to draw their own conclusions). . -

_ Thisisnot to say that there is no difference be

ween conversation and liter-

ature, nor that conversation is poetry, but rather that literary language makes
use of, builds on, and artfully manipulates and elaborates features that are
spontaneous and commonplace in ordinary conversation because both depend
for their effect on what Havelock (1963) and Ong (1967) call subjective knowing,
As Rosen (1984) puts it, “Every genre can be heard in embryo in unrehearsed
conversation.” .- -

Friedrich (1986:24) defines poetic language as “all parts of a language system
that exemplify a figure” and demonstrates that this applies to every level of
language, such as “metaphorlike relations in grammar,” idioms, and word play
of all types. “Poetic language,” he shows, “is actualized in all domains of life,”
so that “the reality is not poetry vs, nonpoetry but more poetry versus less
poetry”, It is the poetic in language that fires the imagination — “the ;

by which individuals integrate knowledge, perceptions, and emotions in some
creative way” (p. 18} L . \

My claim, then, is that conversation is inherently poetic because of itsstruc-
ture, its use of figures of speech and ellipsis (or indirectness), imagery and
detail, and its rhythmic or musical quality, all of which serve to move hearers
{or readers) —that is, in Friedrich’s terms, to affect our imaginations, the pot
in which knowledge, conviction, and emotion are brewed in aesthetic con-
straints. We decide what to believe and what to care about by measuring argu-
ments, people, and texts against expected forms, ‘ .~

A POETICS OF DISCOURSE

fiégmg@mé findings from disparate fields, when brought toget %%ﬁa vield evi-
dence of features common to literary language and ordinary conversation —
although generally the connection among these features has not been remarked
upon ;%3%9 ﬁ}%& researcher. | group these in the categories of (1) rhythm (2) sur-
face linguistic form and (3) contextualization, or audience participation i
sensemaking. , . S - '
f’i‘;’%ﬁ?’ﬁ%ﬁiﬁ!‘ linguistic form includes patterns of sound {alliteration, assonance,
?%?}fmﬁ‘}? %ﬁ%f@%ﬁi&g& lexical items, syntactic constructions, and discourse Sémﬁw
tures such as line and verse, and organization of information associated with
conventional discourse genres such as narrative. Included here, finally, are what
§fﬁ%’§§ i%gz} calls “style” figures of speech. L
Al ende vy s i Gy Y e e e e B i 5 + i e
L gﬁf; Zﬁ jﬁiiﬁ?i; ? %W;@m&%gfé ggﬁg{iﬁ% zﬁéﬁlﬁ?ﬁ}iﬁ& %iéz?gg;& %ﬁ;ﬁgﬁﬁ%
onj, imagery, detail, dialogue, and “thought” figures

of speech (Levin 1982), or tropes.

;‘mg ifﬁﬁ% jfj?? solcEDTICS, comversation has been observed by linguists
ith @ﬁmimz@w ;ﬁi g:‘s« ; m a?s:f}:i%ﬁ teatures that literary scholars have identified
mm% g gyéfg%%ﬁ% m‘ poetic, 1 z;:;imm that these features contribute fo
processes of subjective knowing, or speaker/writer-audience involvement. This
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similarity exists because both ordinary conversation and literary discourse seck
to MOVE an audience. In contrast, expository prose and (I would add) content-
focused oral discourse such as lectures and instruction-giving, in principle (but
I would argue never in fact) seek to convinek without emotional involvement.
The way discourse MoOvEs is centrally related to a definition of aesthetics. |
have come to the conclusion that all discourse seeks to move; even apparently
content-focused persuasion proceeds by means of appeal to aesthetic senses —
that is, by adherence %{:{@ or pointed gi@g}mm from §&§§§§§§§f cohcrcme con-
straints. ~ :

§A§§%§§§ Nié VFRbE STRLCTURL

 The similarity of rhythmic dynamics in poetry and corversation is cap-
tured by scholarship in American Indian ethnopoetics. Tedlock (1972) and
Hymes (1981) have led a movement recommending that American Indian nar-
rative be transcribed in lines and verses and have suggested, moreover, that
the discovery of such structure in American Indian narratives indicates that
they should be considered poetiry, not prose. { argue that rather than distin-
guishing poetry from ordinary talk, line and verse structure is the way written
poetry captures in print the rhythmic chunking of taik. In other words, line
breaks in poetry encourage readers to perceive the poetic discourse as they
perceive ali spoken discourse — in spurts. As Chafe {(1980) has demonstrated
at length, language in oral discourse emerges not ina %teady stream but in
small chunks segmented by prosody, intonation, pausing, and discourse
markers such as “and,” “but,” and “yknow.” Thus, when any oral discourse
is transcribed, its comprehension is facilitated by transcnptmn in (poetic) Eﬁnes
rather than undifferentiated (prose) blocks.

Consider, for example, a brief segment of an English narrative, first tran-
seribed in prose. The segment is taken from Tannen (1978). In it, a woman
who lives in New York is answering my question ééﬁgm whether she %;:aai &ﬁy
memorable experiences on the subway. :

I just had two p . .. particalar incidents that I remember, and one-uh-I-nei-
ther one of them m&iiy had any kinds of endings or anything, that you know
resolution, they just happened, um . . . one of them wm»%xk %@mﬁ%& in...what
667 877 when | fainted on the m&gw@g It was very wm ., I fs;ghicn%ns
experience. [ had don't even remember fainting before in mg §if£;f let alone on
the subway, And uh-and ¥ was zoing into the city, from Queens? And I was
standing in a very crowded car. And I remember standing | was standing up,
and 1 remember holding on to the center pole, and I remember saying to myself
there is a person over there that's falling to the ground. And that person was me.

Now consider the same segment transcribed in lines:

! just had two p . . . particular incidents that | remember,

and one-sh-l- ¥ ;
seither one of them really had any Kinds of endings or anything,
that vou kaow resolution,

they just happened,
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um . .. one of them was-ub-back in . ohat 662 %77
when | lainted on the sy o
Mowasovervam s va =
I had don’t ever remember fainting before n oy ik
let alone on the subway o

And ub- .0t was a h- very hot August day,
and I was going into the city,

from Queens? .
And I was standing in a very crowded car,
And I remember standing

| was standing up, :
and [ remember holding on to the center pole,
and I remember saving to myself

there is a person o

s

ver there
that’s falling 10 the ground.
And that person was me,

The discourse is easier to read and understand when presented in this way
because the line break

: CARS SCrve as cues to the segmentation of ideas. For ths

reason, Becker (1984a) explains that he presents a text in this format inorder

“to slow the reader down Perhaps such slowness approximates the necessary
stowness of on-the-spot listening, . o o
. Verse breaks capture in print the larger episodic units that are character
istic of oral discourse~units of more varying but generally larger size which
are characterized by unity of theme, action, or seiting and are marked off
by other, often longer, discourse markers such as “well”, “and then,” or “bul
anyway.” Verse breaks are indicated by line spaces in the preceding transcrip
tion and are signalled by the discourse markers “um” and *and uh” as wel
i; 5}&%?%%??&} and hesitations. (Chafe 1980 discusses episodic structure in ol

arrative, ‘ ~

REPETITION IN CONVERSATION

__The background of this discussion, then, is the relationship between con
gjj ;@%if?%%ji and %i%&ﬁ“@?}i discourse in terms of their reliance on linguistic pal-
é& g{}jﬁ‘;ﬁ;i éﬁ“%@;z ofa W%mm %?ﬁm%&&m&ﬁsﬂ: constraints, [ would like now
tition MM;E;?:E% % iézf‘&;@?z}mgmﬁ ol one aspect of linguistic patterning
from a dinios b W}%@ 4’@%% Segment of conversation. The segment is take

cinner table conversation 4mong friends. The larger conversation has

cen the subject of an sxtenriog . ; :
P extended study (Tannen 1984), but this seement has
i S i i G & . £ PR LR F it ahenag gp? iaﬁ
ﬁﬁ}:{ %:?g%ﬁ §}§ﬁ§g§§}ﬁ%§§a §§§§§§§§f§§%§j” } gi« &§§$‘ %}%i g%%g% %ﬁg Sheazti Ak

<

longer sudy ¢

A Paricioam, in the i 2
Bateson (19849 calie
A5 Hather thas o

¥3
af %Mﬁ Blary Cathering
iy oy my

. S - ibiectivity
SHBLnE o musk i oang Pt o
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First [ will present the segment of conversation as | had originally tran-
seribed it4 - , ~

cuanc | go out a lot,
 pEBORAMH: | go out and eat,
~ %wa* You go out? The tronble with %%eﬁi
eata lOT .. Becauseils tne And soa m
chesse and ﬁfﬁxkiﬁ“& Pl ua s ‘ ' ‘

perbzam Hmmm o Well g%}fm it M}fiﬁa ;?@W its a good ilea.
perER: 1% 3 pond i&&& in terms of cating, s not a wm% wen in terms of
time,

Wondering whether the poetic line structure that Tedlock and Hymes find
in American Indian narrative, and that Chafe suggests characterizes English
and probably all narrative, was more generally characteristic of conversation,
I tried laving out this conversational segment in lines. | found, Turther, that
moving around bits of the lines made more of the repetition out. Fi-
nally, Dell Hymes pointed out to me §§'§a§ the %@gmém has a a@‘imz’f verse struc-
ture as well: o

cHap: 1 poout alot
pEgorai: 1 go out and eat
PEIER: You go out?

ek g e

The leouble with u8 &5
it 1don’t prepare
and eat well
Hoeatoa ot .
Hecame i not sntisfvinn -
Andso i st eating Hke cheese and crackers,
st STURE mys I oncheewe and crackerns
Hut i fix myself something nice,
don’t have to eat that much,
DEBORAW: Ohoyeah?
Peren: Uve noviced tha,

R T R e e

e

peporsair Horm o oo
Well Cthen o oworks,
then it's a goodd idea. :
PETER! It's a good idea in terms of eating,
s not a good idea i terms of time

s

s

S e R e e e e
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@&’?ﬁﬁ‘ §§r§§§§f§

This %ﬁgmm% a shont mmmkmg& on the topic {}% mung. can be seen as
* having three verses, indicated by line spaces in the transcript. Lines 1-3 con-
stitute an opening, and lines 15-19 a closing or coda. It is probably not a coin-
‘cidence that these parts are characterized by the most pervasive repetition,
since openings and ﬁimmg’s are often the most ritualized parts of any behavioral
unit. The center verse constitutes the meat of the interchange, like the filling
- in a sandwich, made up of an if/then proposition which Peter creates and
elaborates (l.e., If I don't prepare good food, | mi a §§:§§ §§ 3@3&% food: i ]
do prepare good food, I eat less of it).
Let’s look more closely now at the repetitions of words, g}%}y&m .md sounds
in this segment and consider what they are doing.

,ﬁgmﬁ ﬁegmmm&

; ?w%mpa Q‘iﬁ %;m% iﬁmg {}2}%& notis “m aiz{;m this &ggmuu is lhc rcpcmmn af

rhﬁe word “eat” in lines 2,6, 7, 9, 12, and 18, The best way to represent visually
the cohesive function of these {and ﬁ}ﬁ‘%ﬁ‘%‘} repetitions is to highlight them on
the transcript itself. Therefore I will, in this and %%%%%ﬁimg examples, present
the segment again, with the %@;%E}i;ghtmg of the repetition mféw dmumnn
superimposed on it , S i

1 cHap: I gooutalot

2 pesoga: | go out and@

3 peren: You go out?

4 The sm%ﬁﬁg \

3 if

4 and

8 Because it's N g’mi satisfying, Wi

£ A et e 08 5 : : ; ] : .

g And 50 i : }}ng like cheese and crackers,
i TUR miysell on cheese and crackers,
: But i 11x myself s mw%&mg nice,

12 - 1 don’t have 1o shat stich,

13 peporan: Oh yeah?

v S e . 2R, N L : 2
4 perer: P've noticed that, oy -yeah

" 3 2 \\ : : - ;

15 pesoram: Hmmm N

i5 Well then it works, N\

7 hen it" !

i& then it's # good idea. \\
i peren: it’s :

4 2 good idea in terms of ’:}ngw

s not a good idea in %%’”%’%5} of time,

The i’%g‘éxﬂ%%i}ﬁ of the verb “eat” thus provides
cohesive thread created by the 1opic, eati ing,

3 { a surface level reflection of the
A numbe > ;
mber of other re epetitions are quic ki ¥ perceived when the transcript
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is studied bncﬂy First is the repeuuon &ﬁ” ihc lwo-word verb “go out” found
in z%&a utterances of all three speakers in the opcmng vcrsc. lines 1-3:
! CHAD: I [goout | alot.

2 DEBORAN: | |goout | and eat; -
-3 reTER: You goout" 2

§r§ addmon to setiing the topic of §aik catmg. 1hes& Imcs establish a scnw
of rapport among the three speakers by their ﬁs;hoes of m@z other's use of
the phrase “go out.”

In the middle verse, a solo by Peter, there is a highly noticeable repetition
of the phmgﬁ “cheese and crackcrs as well as of the words “just,” “myself,”

9 And so if I'm fj‘tﬁi] cuting Bl ;. - [cheese and crackers,|

- 11 ljust] STUFF {myself] on |cheese and crackers.|
i But :f R | myself '-omcthmg nice,

2 ‘ i §§§z«§§’¥ have 10 eat at much, :
R Ry = DEBORAH: Oh!ycah?!

14 pETER: E*w‘noumd lhal : gycah;

When Peter utters *‘@mﬁ%@ and Lrackers for the second time, he &&%@& %0 more
quickly than the first, and his intonation remains steady and low across the
phrase. The effect of this intonation is to mark the sclfwrcferenm to his earlier
- utterance of the same phrase. i

The meanings of the two instances of" “just™ are somewhat d:f ferent, In
the first instance, (9) “And so if P'm just eating like cheese and crackers,” “just”
is 2 mitigator, meaning “only”: “if ’m eating only cheese and crackers.” But
~ in the second instance, (10) “I'll:just STUFF myself oxn cheese and crackers,”
itis an intensifier: “I'll absolutely stuff myseif with cheese and crackers.” This
difference in the meanings of the repeated word “just” underlines the sig-
nificance of its repetition. In other worﬁiﬁx he £§§§§§“§ ¢ just (1) repcat %t%w word
because he meant the same thing. ‘

More will be said in a later section &%:}z:}m the repetition of ‘“myself i

' When Peter says (14) “I've noticed that, yeah,” his *veah” repeats min
in the preceding line, ratifving my listener response 1o his talk and gﬁ&f}fzg
sense of coda to that verse of the segment, ,

“Like the first three lines, the last four are highly f&?ﬁ‘iiﬁ%ve

¢
§§

% Wcll then itjworks,

i |then[TS~ a good idea.

18 prrER: : It's a good idea |in terms of jeating,
9 2 it's [not]a good idea [in terms of Jtime.

The %mﬁ@ and g}%‘zsﬁ%% “then,” “it’s a good idea,” * and “in terms of”, which
~ make up the bulk of this part of the discourse, are all repeated. ?ﬁm@ﬁ%%&%?

the repetition of these words serves 10 highlight the words which are not
repeated: “eating” and “time.” They are highlighted by their newness in con-
irast to the sameness of the repeated %&%&?ﬁ% aslot and filler means to focusing
attention in the discourse. |
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_ Another group of repetitions are somewhat further from each otherin
the discourse but seem to cohere through their rhyming: ~ ,

{ cuap: 1 gooutlalot
2 peporam: [ goout and cat. >
3 opETERC You go out?

The trouble with M i3

it Idon'tprepare

and  eat well,
i

10T
~ waes -
Because (i3 notjsatisiving.

EREE

W

%

And so i« Um just eating like cheese and crackers,
2P just sturr myself on cheese and crackers.
i Burif 01 fix myself something nice,
i :% don't have 1o ear 1that much,
13 pesorAm; ! ~ Oh yeah?
14 perer: . P've noticed that, , yegh,
#
k +

nEpoRAH P Himmm o

Well : then it works,

e R DR E e o b

o e

tthen it a good idea.
PETER: w, It 4 eood idea in terms of eating,

[it’s not]a good idea in terms of time.

o

I have drawn the connection between lines 8 and 19 as a broken rather than
asolid line because it strikes me that the argument to be made for the repeti-

tion of “it’s not” is a bit weaker than that to be made for the repetition of
“alot”, This is both because the lines in which “it’s not” appears are further
apart, and also because “it’'s not” is a structure occasioned by grammatical
conventions for negation in English. Nonetheless, there are other grammati-
cally correct ways to effect negation, such as it isnt” or “it is nat.” The choice
of "it’s not” rather than other alternatives echoes the eatlier use of “a lot™
_ Another kind of patterning which is also closely linked to the grammar
of the language is that of pronouns and discourse markers {see Fia. 1) Al
%%%ﬁ%«;% %’i%% fu nction words are likely or even required to occur fm@ﬁ%ﬁggg
n any English discourse, it is nonetheless the case that their frequent occur-
;Zi%g %}%&?% j& i%%%{% in giving the discourse its characteristic shape and sound.
universe of discoures coaany LL2s 8 significant role n establishing the shared
AS Becker (19845) demonstoaies B Taran s o cion in thet langmge
kind of non-rational %{émi}?ﬁ}g@@ ;}m; {{gg ;;%%;ﬁ{ %g%ﬁmg f*‘i*‘mgm E%}%
435). In other words, ScH comentinneiat oo 2bs tiat binds a culture (1
» stica conventionalized figures both grow out of and con-

! ;’f‘§ Sk & S I 3 s 2 % i
tribute 1o the textual and noetic aesthetic of a language and culture.

©Phis polnt and one mentioned lad
w %zs;; Uoreseneed thin waerial

6% Shes i

W i mndiepes mwnbers Wl

: a%:%f%%% the vowel in "rouble,” werd raised in i
fpustas Colinn
e obdervatione.




TANNEN: COHERENCE AND THE PORTICS OF BEPEDITION

b e

. I'iF,BORAH
. PETER:

8

i1 gé} our .1 Ior

CHAD:

4 The t oublc with &iﬁ 15

b \don’t prepare

&

8 (ivs 7 not &3&%@@%@

g PmyGust eating like “chegse and crackers,

10 i gmg sTUFF myself on cheese and crackers.

il il S fix myself something nice, :

A !

§5 :I;donl have to ma much. - et

13 pEBORAH: f : 7 Oh }%m&?

4 ?§?§fﬁ'§§* Silive mmccf; yeah..

is mmmn; Hmmm .

16 %%’ﬁ%? then it wg}ﬁm ; ;

17 " thenit’s 2 good idea. 3

18 pETER s agood ideain terms of eating,

1 S Hes it not a g&@ﬁ wen gm 2FMS of’ umﬁz
FiGURe 1.

A mrucuidrh intriguing repetition in ‘§h1‘i %ﬁsmtm occurs uhcn Peter says

{73l eat s LOT.” To create this utterance, Peter took the end of Chad’s utter-

ance (1) and the end of my utterance ﬁ?} and stuck them toget her to make
his own utterance (7): ‘

cuap: 1 go outfalot.

i
2 pEsoRAR; 1 go 'gﬁiéanﬁ

*wi

§%§»§”§ 3 1 Peat a imx

P

1 this way, the idea that Peter expresses is a response to w%&zﬁ Chad and I
aid, at the same time that the form of his response —that is, its fﬁgﬁf&tmr@ —~is

atification of our pr':u ding contributions. Ongoing discourse is thus woven

the threads of prior talk. When fishing for words, speakers cast a net in
mmediately surrounding waters of conversation.

Arat
5 th
the i il

I return now to a repetition mentioned earlier, found in lines 10 sﬁ%é 1

FTUSE mivsell

P just
4 fix myvself

on cheese and crackers:
*%i‘éi‘i}é@ﬁ%%ﬁ% pice,

Here the choice of “fix myself™ seems 1o be occasioned by the pattern of the
éig@g “stuff myself.” This becomes even more &i@%{%”lﬂg when the choice
of *fix mwﬁ?’* is considered in contrast 1o the use of “prepare” in line 30 “if
I don't &%m and eat well,” The unmarked case would have been fm’ Peter
10y i:f” the same word he used to introduce the idea: “srepare.”
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REPETITION AS RAPPORT

" The end of the segment under analysis provides an example of how the
form of the discourse can serve to create rapport and ratify an interlocutor’s
contribution. In lines 18 and 19, Peter disagrees with my comment that taking
time to prepare food is a good idea, but he does so by casting his disagreement
in the paradigm of my utterance and self-repeating that allo-repetition.

15 pesoram: Hmmm . ..

16 Well then it works, s ;,

i7 ~ .. then it’s a good idea, : b
18 PETER:. - [WsT " agood idea in terms of eating,|
19 AR {it’s not_a good idea in terms of time, |

Thus the form of the discourse, repetition, sends a metamessage of rappert
by ratifying my contribution, even as its message disagrees with the prOposk
tion of what I said. g BT T

1 believe it is just such means by which apparently contentious conversa-
tional styles may be based on highly affiliative motives, as found in the con-
versational styles of the New York Jewish speakers which I describe (Tannen
1984), and which Schiffrin (1984) calls “Jewish argument as sociability” it
is found as well in the repetition of formulae to create rapport while disagreeing
in the highly ritualized modern Greek verbal art of mmantinades as described
by Herzfeld (1985). In other words, the form of the discourse, repetition, con-
tributes to the meaning of the utterance just as much as (if not more than)
the words. In particular, the form operates on what Bateson (1972) calls the
metamessage level, the level on which messages about refationships between
- people are communicated, : AT N

5
P

PHONOLOGICAL REPETITION

_An example of repetition of sounds in this segment is the repetition of
initial /t/ in line 19: ; ; : '

ES

19 it’s not a good idea infle

?ﬁﬁ%@%giﬁﬁ%?f%&ﬁﬁiﬁi %@ﬁ%&%ﬁ%ﬁ}%ﬁg seen in the “lot/not” pattern discussed above
13 also seen in the repetition of the vowels in “Just,” “stuff,” and “much”
9 Andsoif P'm j
i [ §1:

cating like cheese and crackers,
STURE miysell on  cheese and crackers.
fix ysglf  something nice,

t have to eat that m@ch.

One wonders whether the /~/ sound in

5

B
1

#,

i
But if 1
i don'

L
12

iy ey : 8./ 0 trouble” (line 4) should also he in-
Zf:iﬁiﬁﬁi ?;gm ﬁgﬁ'ﬁm@ﬁéégggg,“%% In order to know ms m%@:’%ﬁmwéfig iff ;;g i}
cally randons far cond, it s necessary to determine whether or ot it is statist-
of such evidenes i«}% ‘%*i}%if%{é% to recur in such close proximity. In the absence

A evidence, however, it can still be observed that repetition of sounds
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contributes to the effect of sweeping the hearer along with the discourse. One
need only listen to 2 language with recurrent vowel or consonant sounds not
used in one’s own language, to experience the jarring impressions they make -
for example, for Americans, the recurrent nasals in Portuguese or pharyn-
geals in Arabic, e T BRI I

FUNCTIONS OF REPETITION IN CONVERSATION

 Repetition in this segment serves the purposes of showing listenershipand
- humor, of establishing coherence, and of making possible the production of
more talk than there are new ideas to be verbalized. All of this is done while
- giving the discourse a familiar sound and making it comprehensible by placing
meaning where hearers expect to find it. Moreover, the act of repeating each
others’ words sends a metamessage of rapport. . . . :

A Note on Intentionality

To say that repetition serves these functions is not to imply that the speakers
- were consciously intending to serve these purposes when they were talking.
Every aspect of discourse analysis raises guestions of intentionality. I suggest
that most language is uttered fairly automatically. Speakers talk in ways that
seem appropriate to say what they mean. Their consciousness is focused on
 that level: If asked why they said something, they are likely to answer in terms
of what they meant. Similarly, if asked why they performed a particular act
of walking, most people will reply in terms of where they wanted to get to.
If pressed, they might explain why they wanted to get there. Nonetheless a.
physiclogist might analyze the various body movements that make up walking
and therefore function in getting people where they want to go. Such move-
ments are not exactly unconscious — people know they are moving their legs
and arms — but neither are they the level on which intentionality focuses. Just
so, the form of utterances and discourse strategies can %}%1:%"%?1&{‘%@;’%&3 without
being consciously intentional, ~ ~

'REPETITION IN LITERARY AND
CONVERSATIONAL DISCOURSE

The bulk of this paper has been devoted to analyzing a segment of conver-
sation to show that it is characterized by the same pervasive patterning of repe-
tition that has profitably been studied in literary discourse &E%ﬁ{&%}g&l am
suggesting that repetition, like the other aspects of discourse I listed at the
outset, are the basis of coherence in both conversational and literary discourse,
- Lam not suggesting that this-or any other aspect is identical in all discourse
genres: The types of repetition found in conversational and literary discourse
are likely to differ. [ will illustrate this briefly by reference to segments of two
such genres: conversation and drama. : ‘
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The larger project of which the present analysis is a part addresses lhcy
geeurrence and use of the aspects of discourse listed in a variety of conversa:
tional and literary genres. One segment of that project compares the dinner
table talk already described with the language of a play that was written based .
on the same conversation: Glen Merzer’s Taking Comfort/ Preliminary
counting of instances of sound and word repetition in 10 word segments
of these two samples indicates that repetition of word-initial sounds is twice
as frequent in the play, whereas word or phrase repetition is twice as frequent
in the conversation. This is shown in TasLe 1. : :

TABLE 1. Repetition in Conversation and Dirama , ,
Conversation ; : Thann

Word or Longer s D B it o i o e SO o )

To illustrate, [ will present a short segment from the play. The speaker s
a woman named Nancy who is about to see Larry, her former lover, aftera

long separation,

ra

When 1 talk to myself, | talk to Larry, We have terrific fights in my head that
hie always wins. Now he'll be speaking for himself. I wonder if he'll do as well.

As before, I will now present the same segment laid out in lines in order to
capture its thythm and highlight its structure: St k
When [Tftalk}io] myseif, | ‘
Ultalk)to] Larry.
- We have TErNfic fights in my head
that he always wins,
Now he'll be€pealling for himself,
L wonder if he'll do as well.

The repetition of the first two lines sets up a slot-and-filler paradigm to high-
light the refationship between “myself” and “Larry” — the identity that a woman
feels between herself and the man she lived with and loved for many years.
i§§§§ as ?:éi%f;%@%; continues with this idea, she switches the verb from “ralk” 0
_Speak.” For one thing, the second line plays on the common expression “spezk
for yourself.” This does not weaken the argument that there is sienificancs
W ner varying the verb; it enhances it. P
i ;f::; %ﬁiiﬁ vanation seems (o be felt as necessary when discourse js writien,
1985}, When r el monotony. (A similar finding is reported by Chafe
7905, wWhen repetition of words is found in drama, it seems to be deliberate

intended (o nlay un o b :
tended to play up and play on the repetition of exact words which chanc

* Lddon Merpe
dinter tahis |
and By oo

te Thking Comfort after rendionm e 1 : ‘

8 j%* g fﬁfffj‘f\é%i@i‘?@&%ﬁé%g v dlsseriation and the rranseript of U2
ext, Toking ;*‘;%w; ; ng ;; @z& %f#grgi; éf@ comsgioanly based the play on the transerip
A AT IS P S LIRCE THIME nraduetinne tuws et o F ol AL
diang and spe sty production in L sing, z%ggzggiimm PHAT rlleas et o e

VEREEse A¥RE Easit.
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terizes conversation. Pmtcr is a master of this. Cons:dcr. for example, thls A
segmcnt from his play, The Birthday F"ar:y'g

STANLEY: Meg. Do you know what?
ueG: What?
sTANLEY: Have you heard the latest?
MEG: Noo . ¢
- sTantey: 11l bet you ham
MEG: | haven't.
sTANLEY: Shall [ tell you"
wuec: What latest? ‘
staniey: You haven't hwd :t?
s Mo, o
STANLEY: (advancmg) They e commg today
. MeG: Who?
© . STANLEY: They're commg in a van.
- MeG: Who? :
STANLEY: And do you know what they've got in that van?
MEG: What?
STANLEY: They've got a wheelbarrow in that van.
 MEG: (breathlessly). They haven’t.
- STANLEY: Oh yes they have.
MEG: You're a liar, -
STANLEY: (advancing upon he:) A big wheelbarrow. And when the van stops
they wheel it out, and they wheel it up the gardcn palh. and they knock at lhe )
front door.
weG: They don't, ‘
sTANLEY: They're looking for someone.
MeG: They're not. ;
STANLEY: Thcyrc looking fm someone. A certain penon
~ MEG (hoarsely): No, they're not! :
" STANLEY: Shail I tell you who they' re Iookmg for?
MEG: Mol ' :
stastey: You don’t want me m tell wz;‘?
- mEa: You're a barl

By repean:;g words Kﬂiﬁi g}?‘mses Pinter plays on the ef fcct of ordinary conver-

sation, highlighting its absurdity and creating as well a sense of ominousness. -
Returning to the excerpt from the play Taking C@mf{:ﬁﬂ let’s consldcr the

%Dﬂ:lmn of sounds: ~ : , : Skt

@mn ifalk o mymii‘l

Ik 1o Larry
@.'Ii\‘:“s rific fights in my head
Bow he gmiemg for %g;mwﬁf
i

* The §§£r£§§€fﬁ} Party, by Harold Pinter. Copy mhl © 1959, 1987 by Harold %?ﬁ?;’ffﬁiﬁ
1 6f Grove Pross, 4 division of Wheatland {wsﬁw%i%@*fg Famg ﬁ“ﬁ&ig‘g% i rifcular.
ing my attention 1o the relevance of Pinter in general and this segment in part
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The /t/ sound in*taik” seems to ha%%*coccusion%;%{ﬁ the choice of “terrific,” and

%

there is a repetition of initial /W/ in “wins,” “wonder,” and “well” as:%%g%i;gg
medial /w/ in “always.” ik £ e gy i
it seems then that hiterary discourse intensifies the tenidency of sponta
neous §§§@§€§ﬁ discourse to repeat sounds, sweeping the audience along, h;';g
tempering its tendency to repeat words and ég;é%fimggg?pmbablg to avoid the
monotonous effect of such repetition— the very zffect that Pinter plays oo

[

by intensifying such repetition in his plays.

CONCLUSION

I have suggested that conversation and literary discourse both can be un-
derstood in terms of their use of coherence conventions which amount to 2
system of aesthetics or poetics. This is aesthetics in the sense of Becker, fol-
lowing Dewey: an emergent sense of coherence. It is poetics in the sense that
Michael Herzfeld intended in titling his book The Poetics of Manhood.

At the 1981 Georgetown University Round Table on Languages and Lin-
guistics, William Bright {(1982) delivered a paper supporting the claim of Ted-
lock and Hymes that American Indian narrative should be considered poetry.
In discussion following this paper, William Labov and others suggested that
poetry should rather (or additionallyy be identified by its effect of moving
the audience emotionally. In this sense, I am suggesting, conversation feois |
poetic: By creating patterns of form and meaning which dovetail, it moves
its participants fo understanding and rapport — or their opposites — in either
case, an emotional process. ‘ oz i : S

Thus, conversation is poetic in its structure as well as its effect. In this
sense, all discourse is not poetry, but all discourse is poetic, operating on systems
of coherence in which form and meaning intertwine. Repetition is one of an
array of dynamics by which conversation, like literary discourse, achieves this
aesthetic effect. : ‘
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