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In his editorial notes for Readings in Linguistics I, Martin
Joos criticizec ‘irubetzkoy's approach to phonology for trying

"to explain everything From articulatory acoustics and a:
minimm set of phonological laws taken as ecsentially valid

for all languages alike, flatly contradicting the American
(Boas) tradition that lanyrizes could differ from each other
without 1limit and in unpre:d ctable ways, and offering too

much of a phonological expluiition where a sober taxonomy would
serve as well. = ~ T T '

' Children want explanations, and there is a child in each of
us; descriptivism makes a virtue of not pampering that chiid.”

Joos, 1957, p.96

Peihaps more than any other single statement, Joos' note“-cap-
tures the essence of the difference in goals between the structural/
descriptive tradition in linguistics and\that of the transformational/

generative'paradigm. From the very outset of his work in developing

‘the generative/transformational approach to linguistics, Noam'Chomsky

\\"

‘argued that explanatibn must be sought in order to enable us to choose
between descriptively adequate grammars on principled grounds and to
understand how children acquire language. In his 1962 presenfétion
to. the Sth International Congress of Linguists (published 1964a) and
in a slightly revised version as(1964b), Chomsky defined three related

levels of adequacy that might be attained in grammatical description.
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Observational adequacy is attained "if the grammar presents the pfimary

data"correetly"(1964a, P.924). Descriptive adequacy is achieved "'when

<

the grammar gives a correct account of the linguistic intuitions of the

native speaker,” and specifies the observed data (in particular) in terms

of significant generalizations that express underlying regularities of

the language' (p.924). The further leveI.DE Explanatorx»adeQuacxrcould
be attained bf providing: "a general basis for selectirg a grammar thet
ﬁehieves the secona level of success over other grammars consisteﬁt with
the relevant observed data that do not achieve this level of success.
In this case we see thae the linguisgiC'theory in question suggests an
explanation for the linguistic intuition of the native speaker! (p.924).

Chomsky exemplified the different levels of adequacy by using the
variation ef pronunciation of the lexical item te{egzagh whether it
appears alone or is followed by the endings -ic or -y. An observation-
ally adequaee grammar would merely present the phonetic faces as in (1)
- (3 belp&kw

| 1) t e 1 igraef (#_;__#)

(2) t'_el ligraef (ic)

(3) tileg T if )
To achieve a descriptively adequate account of theseﬂvariations, the
grammar wouldvhave to treat them as special eases of.generai rules
which apply throughout the language. To achieve explanatory adequacy,
however, the linguistic theory meet provide a way;of choosing, in this -

‘case, the grammar that shows that such variation can be accounted for
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A
systematically and over the one which, in effect, treats telegraph

as an exceﬁtion of the man - men or See - Saw sort. (1964a, pp. 924-
927.) " L

In AsEects (1965), Chomsky.further extended ti. tmportance-of
explanatory adequacy by. tying it to the process of Jhnguage acquisition
by which the child constructs a grammar. In these terms, the problem:
of constructing  explanatorily adequate grammafb"is essentially the
problem of constructing a theory of language acquisition, an account
of the speciflc innate abilities that make ch1s achievement p0551b1e
(1965 p.27)." This way of framing the problem also emphasized h1§
concern W1th unlversalkllngulst1c phenomena (those common to all human
lapguages) and his denial of Joos' claim that languages could differ

" from one another unvredictably. An explanatory linguistic theory
attempts to capture and explaln the un1versa1 nature of human language,
to choose among possible grammars of each human language, and to account
for the linguistic constraints involved in language acquisition.

In add1t10n to setting explanation as a goal, Chomskyan 11ngu1st1cs
also redefined the nature of the thing to be explalned. Seek1ng tO\
aécount.for the‘"intuitions of the native speaker" would have been
~anathema to Joos and the descriptivists who hoped only to account for}the
tegularities in such observed data as a collection of uttetances. For
Chomsky, however, any collectipn of utterances could undetrepresent
the potential of the language system, "linguistic theory [must bel
mentalistic, 51nce it is concerned with discovering a mental reality

underlying actual behavior" (1965, p.4). - In order &o do th1sahe drew

1
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+he now famous distinction Between "comgetence (the speaker—learner's
knowledge of his language) and performance (the actual use of language
in concrete'situations) " (1965, p.4)

Lea&ing <aéide f&r ;he‘moment the success or failure of this
in linguistic theory jitself, the question I would- 1like to raige herw
thét of the application of these ideas to the prqblem of analysing dis-

course. By discourse analysis I mean the problem of analyzing language

in units beybnd that of the sentence. This can include, but is not lim-

jted to , such phenomena as conversations, extended monologues, stories

(or narratives), paragraphs and indeed any ndiscourse." By discourse
analysis I mean the problem of apalyzing language in units beyond that
of the sentence. This can include, but is not 1iﬁited to, such phen-
< . :
omena as‘conversations, extended monologues, stories (or narratives),
paragréphs and indeed any "discourse.” By a "digqourse" 1 mean only
some coilection of utterances which are somehow perceived (and
jintended?) to be connected to one aﬁother.throuéh some sense of qoher-
ence.- |

-Following Widdowson (1973) and Coulthard (1977) I will try to use

the following sets of terms:

Grammarians - Discourse Analysts
usagé | use

sentence utterance

Iocution ' illocution
_text ) o discourse

o0
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Grammarians ' Discourse Analysis

S

cohesion : coherence

The terms on the left all refer to properties of the language system
as a system; those on the tight to the function of language to perform

- social acts including but not 11m1teg to communlcatlon. As Widdowson
and Coulthard point out, the terms on the left and the analyses in- -
volving them usually 1nyolves data which has been decontertuallzed while
those on the right rema1n more closely t1ed to the context of use.

The terms on the right also requlre an attempt‘to f1nd ways of
determining those functional sense units wh1ch do n9t necessarily have
overtrsignals within the discourse itself. It is relat1ve1y easy to
ooserve or generate Jiscourse, but it is enormonsly difficult to know
how to begln to categorlze them oT to findva basis for vriderstanding what
is "typical" or "atyp1ca1" about them. Or, in qther terms, to go- from

o

tokens. to types.

My basis as a generative linguist is towazd explanationr I am
grank to confess that I want to pamper the ch11d in me who wants to
know why and, therefore, I want to ralse questlons about the ut111ty
of taxonomies which are unsupported by 2 pr1nc1p1ed set of reasons for
their categories. 1 am convinced that what we are explorlng here are

., mental phegpmena and that discourse theory, like linguistic theory, must
be mentalistic in that it seeks to .account for menta1<realities under-
 1lying the observed behaviors 1nvo]ved in creating and/or comprehendlng

o

discourses. It is too early to tell what the nature- of discourse com=

petence might be,‘but try1ng to explain it seems to‘me—to—be~the—goal—_______



.

we are striving to att:¥h;

Part of the diffioulty, of course, lies in the very nature of the
data itself. If the context cf use cannot be aomehow abstracted. or gen-
“eralized, then each set of utterances or each discourse must be treated

>

completely 1dlosyncrat1ca11y which is to say, in effect, that it cannot
be accounted for with anything other than observat1ona1 adequacy.@\All
- we could hope to do would be to present a potentially infinite number
of transcrlpts Presenting each conversatlon, story, essay,etc. in terms
of the context of utterance but w1th no principled commentary. And as
Ochs (1979} has pointed out, even the process of transcription itself
involves theoretical decisions as to what gets included and, partic~

ularly, what gets highlighted. ‘ >

So among our problems, is the same/different problem or, to put

it another wa}, the for instance problem. How do we decide when two
utterances are sufficiently the same (or different) to serve {or not)_
as an instance of some'phenomena or category? Since it is clear that
in some ways ali utterances are different, ‘as revealed, for example
by looking at them as represented by a sound spectrograph or in terms
of when they were uttered, how can we ever count then as- the same? Or,
| more pertinently, if we decrde‘they are appropriately instances, how do
we know we are not ignoring_crucial differences ds.we abstract?

Related to this issue is the categorization prcblem. Even the -

process of transcription of utterances itself is not_ a neutral or fully

o«

o

"obJective" activity, and if the context and/or non»verbal behavior are

to be included in the transcription process, still other complications
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and/or biases-can be introduced. Beyond the issue of bias:\however,

1s the qpestion of the relative roles of hunting and fishing 1n the cat-

egorization and definitional aspects of discourse analysis. The

hunter, in this instance, arrives at the date (or the situation) ,with

a category system developed a priori, and he or she is then looking for

instances of particular behaviors which will fit the category system.

If the category system is a truly erhaustive taxonomy,~then presumabiy

nothing will be missed or over looked (although a certain amount of ~

qqueezing square peg: into round holes will nearly always result.)- The

fisherperson, in contrast, may be more alert for the unexpected and less

likely to mislabel but may also be so overwhelmed by the 1diosync;ac1es

or the situation that no ﬁ%neral interpretation will be possible.
Descriptive adequacy can only be approached, however, by attembting

to lock for patterns‘which-transcend the idiosyncracies of a particular

situation or context. But as the example of linguistics suggests, no

amount of "naive" or "unpreJudiced" observation alone will 1nev1tab1y
reveal patterns or categories. 1In fact, assumlné that all we need are
finer and finer screened observation instruments is.one of the dangerous
methodological illUsions which has plagued much of educationai and commm-
ications research Philosophers of science have long since abandoned
induction as a fruitful source of theory and generalizations and as
discourse analysts we must not be seduced by the apparent "objectivity"
of such procedures.

So where are our patterns to come from? What is the source of

our generalizations?




models are we trying;fo gufid? What sorts of categeries, generali-
zations and so on can we use?

To take the first question first, the sorts of in‘uitions—whieh
seem most useful are those that tell us when semenﬁing has.gone wrong;'
One of the méjor methodologieal p;ocedures of generative grammar has
.been to exploit the cdntrast.ﬁetween gremmatical and ungrammatical
utteraﬁees by building rules which will generate (account for) all of “
the grammatiealvsentences anﬂ none of the ﬁﬁgrémma;ical ones. Although
everyone recognizes that there are problems at the sentence level with
some unclear cases, generative-grammarwhas,been—built-eprthe premise
that the distinction between grammaticéi“ﬂnd ungrammaticel sentenees
can be determined E'Eriori. ‘It should be possible in principle, there-
fore, to make the same kind of a priori dietinction between, say, cc-
herent and incoherent discourses. Distingﬁishing coherence from in- .
coherence may be even more difficult in actual situefions then determ-'
ining the boundaries of grammaticality (there seem £64be a‘ great many
more variables Jnvolved), but if there a;e mental pr1né1p1es that we
use to make such d1st1nct10ns, then such an attempt must be made.

Such a set of principles or rules could be developed by at least i
three distinct routes: ph1losoph1ca1 natural1st1c and exper1menta1

\

The first, involving essentlally reflect1on on our own experlence and,
perhaps a series of g__ggggg_expe1iments, is essentially tuag of the
philosopher. Tke work of Wittgenstein on language games (19;?), of
Austin (1952) and Searle (1969) on speech acfs, and of Grice 61975)

on the logic of conversation all seem to exempllfy that trad1t10n.
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Each starts with an a priori notion of the function of particular
&

-

types\of language usé and then tries to develop a set of .canonical
principles which account for how that function is (or is not) feli-
citously achieved. | ‘

Grice, for example, assumes that 'the basic"principle.guiding
convérsations is the princinle of relevance. In interp:eting what
someone has said, the listener assumes that the spenkgr is trying to
Be relevant and therefore tries to find the approprinte connection to
the previous subjecf of the discourse. Conversely, speakers make theu
same assumpiion about hhnt their listeners will do and so tney don't
feel requ1red to make all the cgnncet1ons exp11c1t. 'Related to this
principleé of relevarice are conversat1ona1 devices for the speaker
like: "that reminds me...' or "to change the subJect;.." $ﬁich ex-
plicitly signal potential vié{?tionn of the relevance principle and
similar dev1ces of the listener like: "what is the point...?" or "I
don't fbllow that..." and so on wh1ch indicate that the llstener has
t:ied and failed to find the connection. }/ |

Such theoretical formulations can, of course, also be the basis
of hypotheses which nan be tested either naturalistically or experi-

~ mentally. The naturalistic route has thé~advantage of observing actua}
situations of language use with limited préstructuring or manipulation.
The work of Labov (1972) on story telling, of Dore (1979) on the
acquisition of speech acts by children, and of Sinclair and Coulthard
(1975) on the language of classrooms have all been more pf less . 2
naturalistic. Each has attempted to move townrd explnnation by general-

-jzing away from the context of iitterance toward genéral rules and,
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perhaps most>important, all have been palt1cularly sensitive“to mis- -
~ fires, 1nfe11c1t1es, confu51ons, communication breakdowns and -the 11ke

as part of the process of developlng these general1zations. Labov

has'shown, for example, that an unsuccessful oral narratlve prompts a
. "so what?" response from its listener, and therefore argues that the

successful. story must 1nclude either an explicit statement or a clearly
. implicit message of evalmation in which the teller reveals the "point"

of the story. - |

) Other examples of neturalistic studies of diseourse and discourse
pE;ductioﬂ‘include the'"composinglaloud" case studies of the'wrlting

proce55' see, for example, Emig (1971), Perl (19785 and, for method-

' olog1cal d15cu551on, Flower and Hayes (1980) anid McCraken (1980), var- .
ious "pragmatlcs" approaches to language. acqu151tlon 11ke-those con-

: tained in Ochs and Schieffelin (1979), and the cont1nu1ng ethnomethod-
ological study of language exemplified by Mehan (1979) While such
approaches are undoubtedly valuable in increasing the descr1pt1ve base
that we need for understanding dlscourse, all of them suffer from the .
kinds of weakmesseé discussed ea:ller a lack of prlnc1pled or theoret-
jcally grounded bases for the1r categorles and an excessive rellance
on observation and inductiom-as -the -basis of the1r attempts at general-

" jzation. |
| Slmllqt weaknesses concernlng the early tdxonomie study oflghild
lenguage acqulsltlon were po1nted out by Chomsky 1n>1961 (published

como-as 1964c). He remarked that'L |
‘it is absurd to attempt to construct a grammar “that -
describes observed 11ngu15t1c behavicr directly...

v The speaker has represented in his brain a grammar that
o : -gives an 1dea1 acCoimt of the structure of the sentences
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of his language, but, when actually faced with the *
task of speaklng or "understanding,' many other
factors act upon his underlying linguistic comp-
-, etence to produce actual performance. (p.36)
- . )
He went.on to point out that there is: '
™ - '+ 'a general tendency to oversimplify. drastically
the facts of linguistic structure and to assume
that the determination of competence can be derived -
from description of a corpus by some sort of suf-
ficiently developed data-proce551ng techniques.
- ~ My feeling is that this is hopeless and that only
\' experimentation of a fairly indirect and ingenious
. sort can provide evidence that is at all critical )
for formulating a true account of the child's grammar.

- (-39

Whlle I am somewhat surprlsed to find myself advocat1ng experl-'

mental approaches to the study of d1scourse competence, ‘the remalnder

-

of the paper w111 do just that. It should be pointed out, however,/ L

that the sorts of experimént%'I have in mind\are'quite different from . --

.the standard pre-test - treatment - post ‘-test experiments of most
educatlonal ‘research, and I am ‘sure that 1n1t1a11y, at least, they w111
involve nearly as smalt N's as those of the naturallstlc paradlgm.
I will be advocatlng, 1nstead what 1 take to be the sort of "1nd1rect

and 1ngenlous" studies for determ1n1ng the nature of d1scourse ‘com-
} -

petence that’ Chomsky called for in helping to determlne 11ngulst1c
-'competence. The goal remalns firmly that of explanatlon of the mental
‘systems (d1scourse competence) that underlie’ dlscourse performances.'
The sorts of experlments I have in mind are based on hypotheslzlng
(from somewhere, we'll return to the sources of hypotheses snortly) the

normal -or canonlcal course of events/of a d1scourse productlon situation,

4
f1nd1ng some way to 1nterrupt, dxstort, V1olate or otherwise 1nterfere

w%th that normal course of ev ents, ‘and to observe how tﬁe part1c1pants

/ ’ . ' B : : ’ -

Iy
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try to deal with the situation as they try to return to the canonical
pattern. Such experiments could include manipulating the listener's .

1013 in a conversaflon, seeing how speakers cope with interruption or

noise, looklng at revising strategles when a wr1ter (or speaker) is
given a new audience to communicate with, and the like. The point of
such experiments is that violation of the hypothesized rules or norms ’

should cause a breakdovn in the system and result in some kind of re-
. ‘ . A \ .

~ pair effort. .The repair strategies will be most GSeful of all in re-
vealing how accurately the hypothesized rules have esptured the sit-

uation. - : -
The 1n1t1a11y hypothesized rules or pr1nc1p1es themselves can come
from any source, but the most useful w111 probably be the natural-

;stlc case tudy records d1scussed br1ef1y above and the philosophical

”theor1es of the nature of language use. The unly real requirements are

that the hypothes1s be suff1c1ent1y exp11c1t so that it makes a poten-

- tially falsifiable emp1r1ca1 c1a1m and that the erperlmental methoﬁ be

Adrsufflclently controlled so that the results of the experlment actually
bear on the hypothesis.with, if possible, no other equally plausible
explanations. These requirements may'be too strohg'in many situation
since the mumber of potential ceusative factors is so enormous.v For
example, the re1at1ve power status of the: speakers, the formal1ty 1eve1
of the situation, the purposes each partlczpant brlhgs'to the task and
”olon can: cause potential distortioh‘ofvthe results. They mﬁst there-

fore be anticipated and, as far as possible, controlled for or ex-

‘Plained away if the "results'" are to lead to knowledge.'
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While it would be beyond the scope of this paper to describe a
detailed set of such experiments, it should be clear that no experimen-

tation at all can be done without at least a vagu® theory of the domain

to be investigated which can generate a tentative (andiﬁﬁéaﬁbtedly<iﬁ-;
complete) model of the processes involved. We'ére both fbftﬁﬁate and
unfortunate that these competencies and processes a£e human phenomena.
Fortunate because we can use our own heads.as laboratories to give us

a rough direction to go in; unfortunate because we hay be fooled into
believing that what we think we do is what we actually do.

We can use our own awareness (and heighten. that awareness) by .
asking: what does someonejneed to ngg'(unconsciously, remeﬁber) in
order to do X? (Where X is, say, makela request or a promise, engage
in a coherent conversation, write a story or essay, or, for that matter
read one, etc. )2 By spec1fy1ng the knowledge required - and as I
suggested above, there are already some extant ideas about th1s in the |
work of the philosophers and others - we can then use that spec1f1ca-
tion as a basis for contriving violation situations in wh1ch part of
the hypbthesizeq_knoﬁledge isn't provided o; in which one participant
acts as though they didn't haye it;

vIn'some ways wé have too many théories - or,'betﬁer,-untested

speculations - and in some ways we have too few. What is clear is that

2

The unconscious quality of this knowledge cannot be overemphasized
since it is clear, for example, that two year olds have already mastered
a wide variety of language functions but use them completely without
metalinguistic awareness.

b
M
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until we reconceptualize discourse production (or interpretation) as
mental processes based on discourse competency systems, we will not
only never be able to understand what is happening when people use

—_Wlanguage,—but‘we_will_be_in_totalmdarkngss_ahggﬁ“howiwe learn to do it.

For those of us whose concerns are with facilitating the learning and
the improvement of thesé processes in order to help our students become,
for example, better writers and readers, it seems clear that we must
participate in this process of theory building 5nd testing, or we will
contintue to be in the stage of passing on recipes for action whose

basis we don't understand.
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