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TALKING ABOUT TALK*

5. Yahya-Othman

1% + Imftroduction

Thb object of linguistic research has long

“been those aspects of the speaker's production (or
what is intuited to be the ideal speaker®s production)

which'express ‘content' - such aspects as the topic,
the particular events/actions/states/processes being
descrlbed the social and physical background to these
and the participants involved in them, and the
attitudes of the speaker to what he is talking about
and to the addressee. All these aspects relate to
‘%hings' - events, experiences, cobncepts, individuals
etc. in the extralinguistic or extratextual world.

They are what the addresser "wants to say', that is, in

the sense, when quoting a speaker, we say 'so—and-so . -

said', what Leech calls the ‘'content mode of
mention' (1980:62). This includes any implications
aroused by what has-been utbereds - Such is:ttalkds

But 'what is said' in the content mode is to a
great extent 1nterpreted in the light of 'what is gaid'
in the expression mode. In other words, the speaker
tries to make certain that as far as possible what he
says is interpreted in the Wayvhe intends. To
achieve this end, he makes use of various
linguistic and paralinguistic devices. Through the
use of these, he ihdicates such aspects of his messagel
as: how the various parts of the content are linked

‘to and depend on each other; what he is goingto say

next; what he has said previously; his assumptions about
the addressee's state of knowledge; his acknowledgments
of his rélation with the addressee, and so on;

~

*This paper is based on research for 'a Ph.D. thesis
submitted to the University of Dar es Salaam, 1986
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that a speaker or writer can scarcely avoid talking

~about his discourse. An extended piece of

discourse without metacommunication would be

- exteremely difficult to produce. This means that

the doctor, gardener or architect, while talking
about their various topics of interest, will at the
same time talk about the discourse they are
producing. This relationship can be represented

as follows: W

Topic
metacoq?unication ;?-discourse
N/ ‘patient
communication ‘2garden
model

Fig. 1. Relationship between communication and
metacommunication

Figure 1 shows that both the communication and
the metacommunication have their 'aboutness' and they
also, of course, have their separate expression.
Moreover, just as the doctor may use specialised
linguistic forms to talk about his patient, or the
gardener abouﬁ his borders, so too the language of
metacommunication is specialised., In order to make
clear the nature of this language, I shall first
offer a consideration of metacommunication generally,
before examining a specific type of metacommunication,
that pertaining to discourse relations.

2.1. General

It is useful to consider metacommunication both

from a functional and from a formal point of view. <Piwrst

First functionally. Just as communication is

3
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functional, intended by the speaker to make the
addressef aware of that'Which he was previously
unaware of, so too does metacommunication havz-a
function. It enables the speaker to make explicit
his intentions as to how his communication 18 to be
interpreted. But since communication itself is’
multi-faceted, as I have indicated, the speaker may
want to 'metacommunicate' on any of sc¢veral aspects

of his communicatbion.

Apart from the clarification of the factual
information, metacommunication also has the following
functions: DL :

(a) to clarify various aspects of the speech
situation, as defined by Hymes (1972), The
speakerrmay focus on one or another of such
components as the topic, the setting, the
addressee and so on. This is the major function

< of metacommunication, as it covers most of the

(b) to make explicit the attitudes of the sgpeaker to
both the addressee and the various dimensions
of his-topic'. « Here the focus is on ‘interpersonal
relations, as defincd by Halliday (197%).  The
expression of attitudes itself is not a meta-
communicative function, but an announcement
that an attitude is about to be expressed, or a
comparisdiof attitudes, is metacommunicative.
Similarily, it 'is not the actual expression of

.. the relations between the speaker and the
addressee which are metacommunicative, but the
negotiation. and establishment of these relatiodns.
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(¢c) to indicate to the addressee how the discourse
is organised, in terms of relationships between
its various parts, the introduction and ending
of sub-topics, the highlighting of important
and crucial points, and so.on. This funqtion of
metacommunication is very important in tbé‘
presentation of the content-message; it allows
the speaker to indicate the structure of his
discourse, and at the same time provides some
of the means of holding the discourse together.

(d) to make explicit the illocutionary and
perlocutionary intentions of the speaker, in so far
as this is necessary. The illocutionary and
perlocutionary intentions of the spcaker may
also be expressed in the content-message.

These are the major functions of metacommunication,
and together they make possible an interpretation by
the addressee which approximates as closely as
possible the speaker's intention.

Formally, we are dealing with specific signals
which perform the function-of indicating how the.
speaker's intentions are to be interpreted,
that is, the realisation of metacommunication, TFor
these, I shall use the term 'metacommunicative markers'a.
The word 'marker' implies overtness. All metacommun-
icative markers are overt, but they differ in their
degree: of explicitneés. The most explicit type of
metacommunicative marker is exemplified Dby:

indication of importance:

1) One of the major points iS secsecoe
indication of rephrasing:

2) Let me put it this WaA¥ cecescosoas

3) lore accurately, I would SaY eecoe
indication of attitude:
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4) My own view is that seeceeccoscsoccacsns
indication of illocutionary force:
5) ThlS lS nOt tO Suggest t]’.’]at ® ©c8 © 000 9 ¢c o0 06 @
6) The short answer is thab cescescescscoeass

Other types of metacommunicative marker are less
explicit. Tnpose exemplified -above have no other
function apart from the metacommunicative one. Others
have only a marginal metacommunicative status,

their central functions being in grammar and semantics.
Such are markers like intonation and word order,

which undﬁubtédly play & role in clarifying the
speaker's attitude to what he says and the
illocutionéry‘force of his utterances.

e g

The various linguistic and non-linguistic
devices which can be usedwwith a metacommunicative
function are set out in Table 1. It will be
:obv1ous from the table that’ metdcommunlcatlve markers
cover a wide range of eXpr8581ons and categories.
For the purposes of thl‘sbpaper9 I shall focus on the
type exemplified by (1) 5;§5)“above, which I shall
call metacommunibativedééﬁménts (henceforth metacomments
or MC®). MCs have several characteristics which

"

distinguish them from other markers, and which I shall
examine in -the next sectioﬁ; ?Qor the moment I want

to: give.an idea of the wide range of communicative
aspects that MCs can be used to focus on. Such

aspects include thosé’of the communication situation.

A brief look at such MCs will Show, first, the wide
range of functions that'M@s have and, second, why
existing terms like 'metalinguistic' and 'metareference'!

¢ 7 &

Do mgiba

indicate 'how what the speaker 1B saylng is to be taken®
(Brown and Yule 1985 152)
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-gestures
kinesic facial expressions
- . . i . R
extralingul- othéer body movements
B¥ic :
~yocal
relational
__metacommuni-
cative comments

on-relational

METACCMIUNICATIVE MARKERS
, —Lense

“ S . =verbal

M gstructure —-aspect

L 3inguistic—f-punctuation “thematic devices

iWintonation

‘Lparalinguistic voice quality

iteh

Table 1: Devices which may be Smw@‘éwﬁw.
metacommunicative functien
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Following Hymes (1972:%7-8), I assulle that the
metacommunicative function may focus on each one of

the components which make up the speech event.

The speaker may use various types of MEs to comment

on each separate component of the speech event. In o

other words, we can expect MCs to

focus on the addresser,

on the code, on the topic, and so on. For example:

Focus

Focus

Focus

Focus

Focus

Tacus

Focus

on the addresser - metaexpressive

(7) This is just a feeling I have, but ...
(8) I feel strongly that ...
(9) It is interesting to note that ...

on the addressee - metadirective

(10) T didn't mean to offend you, but ...
(11) Don't get me wrong, but ...

(12) Tell me, AO YOU sos

on the topic - metareferential

(13) Tell me if I'm repeating myself ...
(14) You' probably know all thig already i
(15) As any fool knows ...

on the code - metalinguistics
(16) To use a cliche, ...
(17) To be more precise ...
(18)-I'1ll rephrase that. ..

oﬁ the channel - metaphatic
(19) Can I have a word with you?
(20) Can you hcar me?

(21) Just listen to this

on the form - metapoetic
(22) This is not very well-put, but ...
(23) T think this can be better formulated as, b I

on the setting - metacontextual
(24) This seems the right time to dlscuss it aee
(25) I can't tell you on the phone ...
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It is clear from thesé¢ examples that 'metalinguistic!
and 'metareféféﬁtiéiijCs constitute only two 5 M
categories within a éreat variety of metacommunicative
fUhc%iOhs,””SuchQ%érms cannot therefore be used to
apply to all possible‘functions of metacommunicative
comments., It is worth noting, however, that there may
be some overlap in the MCs for different componénps,
as for instance between code and form. Example (9)
too is ambiquous as to whether it expresses the
interest of the speaker, or the interest to the
hearer, or the interestingness of the topic.

2.24:-:Relational T \

A specific-type qf;metacommunicative comment is
thatmihCluded within the organisation function above,
Knowing how one segment of a particular discourse 1is
related to another segment is part of knowing how
that discourse is structured, since bits of the

discourSG are connected not only linearly,

| but also hierarchically. = The parts of a
piece of discourse are always assumed by the addressee
to be connected, whether or not metacommunication is
brought into effect. ' However, the type of connection
that the speaker wants to be understood is most
clearly indicated through metacommunication. - The
relational functions of metacommunication, therefore,
involve the indication of variocus types or relations,
and in some cases, within the types, the indication
of sub-types. : L3I0 :

anmally,,theﬁspecific signalg'indicating a :
relation between one piece of discourse and another
(relational metacomments, or RMCS) are exemplified in:

(26) I am not attacking committed theatre.
Berrie Keefe's Sus, to take One example,
was a brilliantly impassioned atvack on
the radical bias of the"SUS" lawsh.
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(27) Man is an organismjhmore spécifi¢ally he is
an animal. He is undoubtedly a remarkable,
and in many ways a unique animal. Nevertheless,

he resembles other animals in bodily structure
and function.

(28) It was at the level of scale that Afriqan
manufacturers had not made breakthrough.
That is to say, the cotton looms were small,

the iron smelters were small, the pottery was
“turned slowly by hand and not on a wheel etc. .

(29) The British had not conceived of a 'West African
solution' - power relinguished to an African
parliament - in Tanganyika. TANU, therefore,
had to fight to make respectable the notion

of an independent government dominated by
Africans, i

The examples provided in (7) to (25) dgbpot include

any RMCs, and it is pertinent to ask if relational
metacommunication has any place in Hymes' framework of
speech functions. It is not easy to see whlch components
of the speech situation discourse relatlons can be
attached to. Spme of the components, spe ecifically

the addresser, the addressee and the setting are
different from the others in that -once the speech

event is over, they are erased from the record of

‘the speech event, the text, unless they are specifically
mentioned. The other components, however, continue to
be part of the text: the topic, the message form, the
channel and the code are aiways available to any

analyst who might want to examine the text; they do

not haveﬂto be guessed at or imagine. From this
_5dlst1nctlon, relations, and their metacommunication,
belong moreg naturally td the 'textual! components.
Whatever it is that the speakcr does in the producation
of discourse, the relations that he has established

continue to have expression in the text. The question is:

i
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which one of the components9 T would suggest the
message form: thls relates to the expression of the
message, and the 1ndlcat10n of the way in which the
various parts of the message are related must also
be part of this expression. For instance, the
arrangement df lines and verses in poetry is one
aspect of the'message form; such lines and spaces'~'
between verses also express how théfdifferent parts
of the poem are related to each other. RMCs are
more explicit, but they_perform a similar functlon.

T have mentioned above. that MCs have certain
properties Which'aré drucial to their proper
definition and:analysisg A1l MCs have these
properties, but I shai; consider them only in
relation to RMCS.,-

(a) Nonncontontness : .

MCs can be said to be non—contentful because
they. do not contribute anything, to the propositional
content of the dlscourse.5 Neyer (1975) holds this
view, claiming MCs to be non~content simply - .
'signalling' relations and organization. Accofding
to this view then, the RMC is seen to link propositions,
or sentences, or illocutionary acts (de?ending on the
descriptive framework adopted) in the following way:

propositiong MC proposition,-.
sentencel | MCF sentence2
illocutionary'actl MC illucwtiohary acto

Whatever elements RMCs are postulated to link, they

do not form part of what they link, and they themselves
are not 1nteroreted in terms of propositional content.

This p081t10n 10 partly motivated by the. apparent lack

of denotation in RMCs. TFor example, Arapoff (1968 246)
suggests RMCs have no denotatlve mednlng, although

they may have connotative moanlnb, whlch they acqulre
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from their regular association with particular

expressions and their occurrence in particular

positions. Lexical items which have denotative

meaning are, according to Lyons, related to

'persons, things, places, properties, processes and

activities external to the language system'
(1977:207). One problem is that 'denotation' is
defined in different ways by different people but,
if ILyons' definition is adopted, then the phrase

'external to the language system' is crucial. It

is difficult to see how onc can extend expressions

like moreover, indeed, so, on the con‘rary, on the

other hand and dozens like themjto‘anything in the

external world. On the other hand, there are

expressions such as the second .point is, the reason

being, as a result, which can be said to be
denotative. However, the denotation in such

eXnressions, when functioning metacommunicatively, is

not to things, objects etc.

Qutside the language

system, but to aspects of the discourse itself.

For instance, the reason does not necessarily have

to exist independently of the discourse, but rather

in the on-going argument within the discourses
It may relate only to the 'internal world' of the
discourse. In this sense, it may be possible to

say that an RMC 'denotes!' a discourse relation.
The difference between the denotation of RMCs and
that of otherlexemes can be pictured thus:

~ RMCs other lexemes/expressions

n

dfhation

discourse
world

Fig. 2: Denotabion of RMCs

. \/
external world

£

&

&

= 4>

D



T

L%

0

b

13

T
*e

(b) Optionality

RI'Cs are often optional. While the speaker
cannot dispense with the other types of”markers,
he is not always obliged to use RNCs. Thiéﬁo@tionality
operates at the planning stage of discourse. In other
wordls, when formulating what he should say in a

particular context, the speaker makes the choice,

among others, of whether to make explicit, through the

‘use of RMCS, the nature of the conncction between

parts of the discourse, or simply to juxtapose the two
parts and leave the nature of the relationship
implicit. For instance, in: Gl

(30) The road was icy. The car skidded.

(31) The latter could not learn because the
 nerve cclls were not fully grown.

The former has all the functional nerve

cells but lacks the cortical links _

which can only be formed through experience.
the two parts can alternatively be linked by RMCs.
such as therefore, on the other hand, respuctlvaly.
These would have the effect of making the relatlonshlps

between the parts explicit, and so causing the' reader
to arrive more certainly at the intended relation.

‘However,. given the force of context,

the natural effort of hearers and
-+ readers alike is to attribute
relevance and coherence to the
text they encounter until they are
forced not to. (Brown and Yule 1983; 66)

The optionality of RLCS seems a fact accepted by
most writers. I have noted Meyer's position

- above. Beekman (1970) and Callow (1970) also

hold the view that propositions may be linked by
RMCs or not - the relationship is understood
equally well., Winter (1971) notes that 80 per cent
of relationships are left implicit in scientific
texts. Poutsma states that 'connection may be
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established by mere juxtaposition' (1929:590).
There thus seems to be agreement that RMCs can
often be left out without ill effect. However,
this leaves open the question of whether the
effect of using an RUC is the samc as that of
leaving it out. On this point, Arapoff (1968)
demonstrates that 'séntence connectors! sometimes.
determine the logical relationship between two
sentences, and not the other way round | Cne connector
may arouse one set of 'suppositions' Jhlle anothe
‘connector arouses a different set, so that the

same two sentences can be used to express dlfferent

relationships. Arapoff suppllgs the follow1ng
example :

52&)'It rained, therefore the yard got flédded6.
b) “at least
gy in addition

In each of tbeseﬁ the connection used causes the

“hearer to build up different 'suppositions'. These

corinectors involve logical relationships. Others

ndy specify the extent-to which the information in the

first part is applicable, or is true.

| (33) -4+ considerable efforts were made to maintain
friendly relations. In particular, neigh=-
bouring countries were assured that the

adOptiOn of more radical policies ...

(34) Everybody acknowlcdvﬁd his personal charm,
“the modesty and shyncgs which he displayed
in private, yet in public he was depicted
_as a w1ld~eyed ranter, a man who perhaps
did not realise the vicieus effect of his-own
tongue or pen. ' )
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In these examples, if the RICs are deleted, various
implications are lost: for (33%), that the assurances
given were the main sort of efforts; and for (34)
that his public character is surprising in view of
hié'private one. I conclude therefore that in some
cases the precence or absence of RMCs can causc

differences in interpretation. Although the

propositional content may not be affected, the
overall message may be coloured with particular
implicatures. ‘

Having said that, I should stre§8“thétgoptionality
is not the same thing as deletability. ,Optionality is
relevant at the planning stage - if the speaker chooses
not to use an RMC, he will have to use other means -
lexical, grammatical - in order to achieve
approximately the same effect. Decletability, on the
other hand, applies td the text as already produced.

It would be relevant‘in processes such as paraphrasing,
simplification, editing, processes which are carried
out for specific purposes. In such a situation,

the issue needs to be approached from a different
perspective: if an RMC used for a ?érticular

relation is removed, what Wouldtbé‘%he effect? The
answer has to be considered from three levels, since
various RMCs have different syntéétic and scmantic
characteristics. In reclation to this, consider the
following examples:'

(35a) Although salivating to the sound of a bell
' is ‘an unnatural response it is of definite
advantage to the organism so long as the
natural stimulus follows,

b) Salivabing to thc sound of a bell is an
unnatural response it is of definite
advantage to the organism so long as
the natural stimulus follows,.
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(36a) The trnslation of an advanced book in
physics nmust be done by someone who is
billingual in the international language
and in the vqrnaqular, and is also a comptent
physicist, Vefy‘few such people exist,
and where thoy do exist their services are
urgently required for other jobs.‘ |

b) ... Very few such people exist, where they
do exist their servieces are urgently required
for other Jjobs.

(37a) Europeans were also able to unload on the
African continent goods which had become
unsaleable in Europe.,'Thus: items like old
sheets, cast-off uniforms, technologically
outdated firearms, and lots of odds and

ends found guaraﬁteé& markets in Africa.

'b) FEuropeans were also able to unload on the
African continént éodds Wbioh had’ become
unsaleable in Turope. 1tcms like ‘old sheets,
~casgt-off uniforms, technoiogibally outdated
firearms, and lots of odds and ends found
guaranteed markets in Africa.

(38a) Man is sn organism; more specifically he is
an animal. He is undoubtedly a remarkable,

and in many ways 2 umique,lanimal,’ Nevertheless

he resembles other animals in bodily structure
and functions.

%) ... He is undoubtedly & remarkable, and in many

ways a2 unique, animal. Resembles other
_animals in bodily structure and functions.

O
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(39a)
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The new-born baby demonstrates dramatically
its dependence on new experience for adaptive

‘kdevelopmemt, when it takes its first breath,

b)

© (40m)

b)

not because it'knows ‘it must -breathe ‘air,

but in response to the drastic change in its
environment caused by the transition from

kife in a warm-liquid ‘to Yife in therelatively
coldef air.

The new-born baby demonstrates dramatically

.its dependence on new experience for adaptive

development, when it takes itsffirst breath,
because it knows it must breathe air, in
response to the «drastic change in its

o - L Sy oy :
environmenta..si £

The real question isthbw7theseﬂ(arrangements)
should be adjusted, and, in particul
measures Kenya would be willing to

ar, what

accept,
in return for the continuance of the larger

‘market, wes

The real questiom is how these should be
adjusted, and what measures Kénya would be
willing to.acecept, An Teturniii e

Syntax - at this level, the question is
whether thekdeletion of an RMC will result

in an unéramqatical sentence.” This offc0urse
is only releVant for RMCs used intérasententially;

both subordinate and coordinate clauses may

be affected, .. An example'isf(BEb),;in_which

the deletion of although produoes.aﬁ'iﬁpOSSible
sentence. The deletion of and -in (SE)Zhéﬁever,
does not, although the pumctﬁation may need

to be changed.
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b. Semantics - here, we want to see. whether
deletion can change the meaning of a sentence,
although it remains greammatical. -This question
applies to cages such as (39) a2nd (40). The
meaning of (39b) is completely different from
that of (392). . This drastic chanée comes about
mainly because of the deletion of not,
which I consider part of the RMC.7
If only but is deleted, theh the‘resulting
sentence is impossible. Deletion éf“in partin~ular
in (40) gives the meaning that there are in fact

E@g 'real questions', or at least two parts to
the same question. What is intendéd, in contrast,
is that the 'Kenyab measures' constitute part

of the question. K

ey
LV

C, Pragmatics - in some cases deletion may make
a particular interpretation less-likely within
. the particular context. 1In (37), the
second part is likely to ' be interpreted as an
example in the%(aﬁfas§wé11'as’the*(b) version,
In (38b), however, a .concession interpretation
‘is less likely without the RUC, and in fact the
reader is likely to think that the writer is
simply contradicting himself. A

From this brief consideration of the application o
of deletability at the three levels, it will be obvious
~that RNCs are variously deletable at different levels and
. for different types., For dinstance, intrasententially they
are less deletable than intersententially. Also, RMCs
which: specify addition or exemplification are more easily
deletable than those which mark contrast.

o
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materials, for learners.
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To conclude, we can say that the possibilities of
optionality are more significant for the learner in his

,prodﬁctionrof diéc@uréé’than those of deletability.

The latter méy provide a useful input for analysts and

B

material writers, when they are engaged in adapting

30

3. Conclusion : .
I haveé attempted in this paper to give an

-indication of the great varieby, and the 1mportamce,
‘of those aspe cts of discourse" which make explicit the

ways ] iwblch +1b oDOHk@ﬁ wea ptg hig message to be
undbrstood Such @snects, that 1is, thacommunlcatlon
generalily, dinclude verbal and non- verbal dev1cesa
structural and parallngu1atlc9 overt nd not-so-overt.,
A picce of discourse without any metacommunlcqtlvc

marking at all, if possible to produce, would be .-

1mp088101 to interpret. It should thus e part of
the concern of the llnguiét to 1nvest1gate the ¥  .¢
different wajs,in which the speaker focuses on his own
discourse. Tblélpaper makes a start in that direction

by ‘examining that type of overt, explicit

metaoommUniCativ0 marking which the spes ker uses to

make cle ar how bdne part of his dlgcourbc is connected to
another.' The aim has been to show how such relational
metroommunicative comments contribute fo the
underobnndlng o10 dlscoursc ro]Mtlomb, by on the one
hund adding subtle 1ﬁp11catules to their 1nterpretatlon9
and on thc other c:ausury fundamental’ differertes of
meaning. . '
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- By 'message' I mean the communicative intentions of

the speaker as encoded in conventional linguistic

‘form, and transmitted to the addressce through the

production-of.-discourse.

T am using 'communication' in a much wider sense than,
for example, that used by Lyons who, having rejected

a wider definition, restricts the term to, 'intemtional
transmission of factual, or propositional, information'

(19?7:35)

' In the literature various terms are used for language

which is used to describe or discuss language. Lyons
uses the expression 'metalanguage' (1977:10), and this

"is the favourite for other writers as well. ILeech

additionally uses the term 'metareference®
(1980:38). Although I have been using the term
'metacomment' independently, I find that Stubbs
(198%:59) uses the same term, and Brown and Yule
(198%:13%2) 2 very similar term, 'metalingual
comments'. .k

"The: examples used are taken from a corpus of

newspaper articles and social science textbooks.

T use the expression 'propositional content' in the
way it is used by ILyons (1981:111).

It needs to be emphasized, though, that these
examples may be misleading in that, if they were to
be used as-parts of actual discourse, ‘the contextual
features present in the speech situation would

most likely arouse the required 'suppositions'

even if the RMCs were not used, This'point is often
overlooked, many writers tending to analyse-

examples as if they would occur in is0lativii.

For the type of relation exemplified by (39),

. the occurrence of not is obligatory in the first

part of the relation. Its absence results in an
incoherent relation. COnsider:
African agriculture is not superior..
On the contrary, it is Inferior. :
? African agriculfure is superior.
On the the contrary, it is inferior.

Thus, not must be considered part of the RMC in
this kind of relation,

L&
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