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CHAPTER FOUR

ANALYSIS

4.1 INTRODUCTION

Running through the previous chapters is a view which represents language as a
social semiotic which enables users to function verbally in their daily situations.
Inherent in this view is the conviction that language is a tool to be ‘used’ to serve
specific purposes; it is not an abstract competence. This statement has notable
implications for users of a second language, such as those who participated in
the present study. Part of the argument so far is that language codes can have
‘negotiated’ meaning or purpose at various levels: syntactic, semantic and
pragmatic. As noted earlier, ‘private property in the sphere of language does not
exist; any process presupposes a system’ (Roman Jakobson, 1960: 377). Such a

‘system’ should be able to withstand the rigors and scrutiny of utterance analysis.

This chapter elaborates on the method of investigation used in this study and
presents the results of the analysis carried out. This empirical study mainly
utilises Speech Act Theory (as discussed in the previous chapters), an approach
within cross-cultural discourse analysis which is in turn one of the methods within

the qualitative research paradigm. Some statistical information is also included to
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provide pictorial details of the results as this graphical representation is
appropriate to this type of study. Although the statistical information means that
this report also exhibits some characteristics of a quantitative research approach,
this report cannot be fully classified as quantitative as very basic statistical
information is provided, mainly, in the form of graphs and percentages, justifying
the retention and location of this research in the qualitative tradition. A
description of qualitative research in general, and cross-cultural discourse
analysis in particular, as well as the rationale for such an approach are also
provided in this chapter. The study’s population and sampling techniques are
also discussed, followed by the methods for data collection and analysis and the

reasons for adopting such methods.

4.2 QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

The qualitative research paradigm has roots in cultural anthropology as it is a
research tradition in social science that fundamentally depends on watching
people in their own environment, and for the purpose of this study, in their
linguistic environment. The focus here is on the participants’ perceptions and
experiences and the way they make sense of their lives. Qualitative research is
broadly defined as any kind of research that produces findings not arrived at by
means of statistical or other means of quantification (Strauss and Corbin, 1990).
According to Bulmer (1993) and Denzin and Lincoln (1998), a qualitative
research can be multi-method in focus, involving an interpretive naturalistic

approach to the subject matter. This means that qualitative methods study
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phenomena in their natural (rather than experimental) settings where the

participants are behaving in their normal manner.

Qualitative research starts by acknowledging that there is a range of ways of
creating meaning from, or interpreting the different phenomena of the world. The
gualitative paradigm focuses on discovering the different types of meaning, for
example, linguistic meaning, as created by those who are being researched. The
researcher enters the participants’ world and attempts to follow their thought
processes so that the data that finally emerges is described primarily in the

participants’ language and from their viewpoint.

This is the stance of this research as it is an attempt to investigate how
Tshivenda speakers of English communicate some of their everyday functions in
the English language through analysing selected Tshivenda speakers’
utterances. As noted above, this category of utterance analysis in language
studies, or to give it the more technical term, discourse analysis, falls under
gualitative research, as such analysis investigates these speakers’ expressions
in their natural contexts. The next section reviews discourse analysis as a

research tool in cross-cultural language studies.

4.2.1 CROSS-CULTURAL DISCOURSE ANALYSIS

An area concerned with the linguistic manifestation of social differences is the

study of interethnic communication. Work done by researchers such as Gumprez
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(1982), Verschueren (1985) and Tannen (1989) has shown that the most subtle
linguistic cues, ranging from the selection of lexical items, construction of
utterances, placement of tonal stress to the arrangement of an argument can
systematically differ among the speakers of the same language depending on the
degree of exposure. Such idiosyncratic utterances, according to Brown and
Levinson (1978: 33), may unintentionally signal emotions such as exasperation,
incompetence, aggression, poor social skills or an array of other negative
sentiments on the part of the speaker. Studies in cross-cultural politeness
strategies demonstrate that the most subtle differences in the prosodic or
pragmatic features of an utterance are enough to isolate a native speaker from a

non-native speaker and to cause a breakdown in communication.

4.3 METHODOLOGY

As constantly detailed in this report, Speech Act Theory (SAT) has been used as
an analytical tool to evaluate the communicative competence, by analysisng
English utterances of selected Tshivenda speakers. Although SAT began in
philosophy and was not initially proposed by Austin (1962) as a framework in
which to analyse discourse, the issues with which SAT is concerned (language
context and functions) can lead to such an analysis. This is because SAT defines
underlying conditions that must hold for an utterance to be used to realise a
particular function or speech act. These conditions often require considerations
of what is said, its form, its meaning and its presentation, and the context in

which it is said. SAT as an analysing tool entails establishing whether speaker
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intention or meaning or use has been interpreted correctly by the hearer. This is
what this study has aimed to do. The point of diversion for this study is that the
utterances to be analysed have been provided by English second-language
speakers (Tshivenda) and hence contain idiosyncratic expressions. The
challenge here is to establish whether such marked features in the expressions

have any effect on the function or the hearers’ interpretation process.

As has already been noted, communicative competence can be analysed in
accordance with various discourse analysis paradigms. The evaluation tool for
this study is SAT. Of course this choice is open to questions. Some may feel that
functional grammar as articulated by Halliday (1994) may be a better tool
because of the theory’s claim to foreground all analysis of language in a
functional-meaning paradigm (See section 3.2.1.2). Alternatively, evaluation is
also possible along the components of communicative competence as advocated
by Hymes (1967) (section 2.3.1). Others may also recommend a more
ethnographic method for such an analysis. Such analysing tools are all most
commendable, as they all articulate functional/ social/ meaning orientation to
language, however, this investigation is in line with Speech Act Theory because it

best suited the stated objectives of this research project.

One justification for the choice is that this project is interested in the role that

structural codes perform in the creation of meaning, within certain contexts. The

aim was to see how speakers articulate their intentions and how hearers arrive at
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the meaning they assign to utterances. The approach does not negate the role of
cultural norms in establishing functions of language but SAT starts from the
premise that interlocutors must create meaning during a linguistic interaction and
when this does not occur, then reasons must be found for this. If anything, it is
this insistence on language being a functional tool, or a tool for social use, that

reasons are sought when an utterance does not do this.

Minimum interaction with the theory of semiotics stresses the fact that a
language is comprised of signs which may be arbitrarily assigned values, but
once these values have been assigned by the custodians of the language, for the
continual functioning of these codes/signs as medium of interaction, the values
should be maintained. That justifies why SAT begins by grounding its units of
analysis in speaker intention and action and in our knowledge of constitutive
rules but its application to discourse leads to a structural approach in which units
are arranged along functional lines. These functional lines are also
communicative actions which have identifiable boundaries and it is these

boundaries which objectively allow evaluation of communicative competence.

An utterance cannot have a single meaning unless a comprehensive context is
established. For SAT and the other mentioned discourse analyzing tools, the
cultural norms and considerations are the context for texts or utterances. Much
has been written about the pivotal role of social norms and cultural

considerations in establishing meaning, indeed a whole school of thought and
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linguistic movement is centred on this view; the view that consideration of cultural
norms in English has given rise to New Englishes. It is hard to perceive that the
authors within this movement would disagree that language is a structured tool
designed to function within certain specified parameters. This is the same central

premise of SAT.

4.3.1 SAMPLE COLLECTION

A corpus of representatives and directives (Searle, 1969) was collected.
Representatives and directives were chosen for investigation as these particular
speech functions are among the earliest to be acquired by second language
speakers (Clark & Clark, 1977). For this analysis, eighteen spoken utterances
were compiled from the corpus collected from first year University of Venda
students, who were enrolled in the English Language Practicals Course (ELP).
ELP is a compulsory bridging course for all students enrolled at the University.
These were utterances heard from one class of 200 students and they were
selected by purposive sampling. The main criteria were that first, the utterances
were marked in some aspect, phonologically, semantically or pragmatically;
secondly, utterances were from Tshivenda speakers of English; and thirdly, these
were students in their first year of study in the University of Venda. The intentions

of these utterances were established by the speakers themselves.
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4.3.2 PARTICIPANTS

The samples were collected from the first year students in 1997. The second
group of participants, the hearers or respondents, was drawn from first year
English major students in Univen in 2002. The rationale for using this type of
respondent was first, that there is a marked difference in the levels of proficiency
between students enrolled in the ELP course and those who go on to major in
English and secondly, the demographics of the students have changed in the last
five years with a high percentage of first years who have had more exposure to

English coming in.

4.3.3 QUESTIONNAIRE

A questionnaire was compiled from eighteen samples collected from students’
utterances. The procedure followed was that once an utterance was heard it was
recorded; the student was then invited to a brief discussion during which the
speaker’s intention as well as any context details given by the speaker were
recorded. These utterances were then used to design the questionnaire. The
guestionnaire items comprise either single utterances or short dialogues. In the
column before each utterance, brief context details are provided. Respondents
were then asked to indicate the speech act/s of the utterance. Respondents had
a range of choices: statements, suggestions, complaints, commands,
invitations, requests and a last column which is labelled, ‘not sure’. These
particular speech acts were selected after a series of pilot studies established

them as the common interpretation of the samples selected for the research.
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The final pilot study conducted saw the number of items reduced from 25 to 18,
more contextual details added and the inclusion of the column ‘not sure’ on the

guestionnaire. A copy of the questionnaire is included in the appendix.

4.3.4 DATA ANALYSIS

The analysis is an attempt to establish the connection between language
functions as outlined by Austin (1962) and Searle (1969), and the structure of the
utterance in an attempt to obtain a picture of the interlocutors’ communicative
competence. As stated in Chapters One, Two and Three, evaluation of
communicative competence using SAT must involve an examination of the
language, context and function of utterances. This was done with the samples

analysed.

One interesting aspect of the utterances selected for the analysis is the fact that
they are not the usual expressions and the challenge is to determine whether
these non-ordinary features would influence their functions, and hence hearers’
interpretation of them. That is to say, the aim of the analysis is to determine the
role that the physical configurations of constituents of an utterance played in the
establishing the function of the utterances and the creation of linguistic meaning.
This was done by trying to establish a match between speaker intention and
hearer interpretation. Communication is said to have taken place when there is a
match between speaker intention and hearer interpretation notwithstanding any

grammatical blemishes and/or any deviations from standard South African
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English(es). Thus the focus in all instances is on mutual understanding within the

specific ESL context.

4.3.4.1 EVALUATION CRITERIA

As noted in the literature review on the topic of semiotics, section 3.2.), a
language is a system of regulated signs which would have minimum use if
certain agreed upon rules are not adhered to. As Searle (1969: 16) puts it,
‘speaking a language is engaging in a highly rule-governed behaviour’. Similarly
Jakobson (1960) notes that private property in the sphere of language does not
exist. Language, as discussed earlier, is only one type of semiological system
(Saussure 1966: 68) but before it can become part of any meaning-creating
system it must adhere to pre-agreed upon regulations. When signs/ language
behave in this manner they communicate propositions and are usable, otherwise
they remain as mere noises, markings on a page or body movements. Culler
(1976: 91) asserts that ‘where there are signs there is a system’, and where there
is a system, there are observable, objective, describable features or regulations

that allow this system to have existence.

Speech communities, and in this case the competent speakers of a language,
linguistically and pragmatically, share a history and have reached a consensus
about the system and the conventions for the usage of the parts or codes that
make up the whole. It is necessary at this point to stress the fact that ‘competent

speakers’ are not specific to any geographical location, rather this term refers to
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any speaker of English be it first or second language speakers, along the lines
outlined by Hymes (1967). Even advocates of New Englishes (Kachru, 1982)
have not negated the fact that one cannot label a string of words as ‘language’ if
there are no rules or system guiding users to the value of these codes. It is these
conventions, linguistic and pragmatic, which enable linguistics, researchers,
evaluators and others to label one string of words as ‘meaningful’ and the other

‘meaningless’.

Of course, one of the assertions of this investigation has always been that
communicative competence should not be considered a single attribute but
should be judged globally on a variety of norms. Competence, using the
communicative or pragmatic context, is mastery of all the communication
components namely, grammatical, discourse, socio-linguistic, strategic as well as
psycholinguistic components like knowledge and skills (see section 2.3.1). In
other words competence is interlocutors control or mastery of the mentalist
structural constituents of the language as well as ability to create meaning within
the appropriate social-cultural context. These, therefore were the criteria used in

evaluating these utterances.

4.4 PRESENTATION OF RESULTS: PART ONE

The first part of the results is presented in the form of tables while the second
part discusses the results in a narration format. Table 4.1 below provides a

summary of the utterances and their intentions as stated by the speakers.
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TABLE 4.1: CONTEXT, UTTERANCE AND SPEAKER INTENTION

CONTEXT UTTERANCE SPEAKER INTENTION
1. A student who needed a pen to fill | 1. 1am asking for a pen to fill out this | 1. Request
in a form said this to his lecturer: form.
2. A student whose path was blocked | 2. Sorry, | can pass (with a rising | 2. Request
by another student said: intonation on the word ‘pass’).
3. A student absent from class when | 3. She gave what. 3. Request
an assignment was given said:
4. Marked assignments were given | 4. My marks are somehow. 4. Complaint
back in class. One student followed
the lecturer and said:
5. A student who failed to hand in an | 5. | am asking to be apologised due | 5. Request
assignment on the due date said: to my failure to submit my

assignment.
6. A lecturer not sure whether a | 6. Lecturer: Were you in class 6. Complaint
student had attended her lecture today?
asked: Student: Of course. (Please

describe the second utterance).
7. Student A had just had an accident. | 7. A: | had an accident last week. 7. Complaint
This was the dialogue between her | B: Sorry. Are you all right?
and a friend: A: | am fine but it is so boring.

(Please  describe the third

utterance).
8. A student accused of being late by | 8. Student: The lecturer said | was | 8. Complaint
the lecturer reported this to her friend | late but | denied.
by saying:
9. Handouts were given in class. A | 9. 1am in need of a pamphlet. 9. Request

student who did not receive one said:

10. Speaker A wanted to know

speaker B’s reactions to a film.

10. A: Did you enjoy the film?
B: Too much! (Please describe the

second utterance)

10. Statement

11. A student when asked whether

there were other students in the class

11. | was left lonely in the class.

11. Statement

169




University of Pretoria etd — Kaburise, P K (2005)

with him said
12. A student in the Department of | 12. The broken plough, it is fixed. 12. Statement
Agriculture describing a plough he
was using said:
13. A student describing the size of | 13. The students in our discussion | 13. Statement
her discussion group said: group are many.
14. A lecturer concerned about a | 14. Lecturer: | would like to speak to | 14. Statement
student, Kate, said: Kate.

Student: No, she is not around.

(Please  describe the  first

utterance.)
15. A student whose friend had | 15. He is a popular somebody. 15. Statement
missed some lectures, when asked to
explain the previous lecture to the
non-attending friend said:
16. A student asked (in October) | 16. | won't go there no more. 16. Statement
whether she would be going home for
the weekend said:
17. Student A’'s bag strap came | 17. Leave me do it for you. 17. Statement
undone and student B said:
18. A student anxiously waiting for her | 18. | feel hopeless for this week. 18. Statement
supplementary results said:

Table 4.1 indicates that the utterances have various what could structurally be
perceived as ‘blemishes’. Whether these utterances failed to articulate the
speakers’ intentions is the main concern of this study. What these utterances
demonstrate is that though there are structural idiosyncrasies within a functional-
meaning perceptive, they cannot be faulted. For example, in sample 1° the
speaker has ignored the stative/dynamic distinction in verbs resulting in the use

of the stative verb ‘to ask’ being used in the progressive aspect. Phonological
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under-differentiation of the interrogative and the declarative forms of sentences
may have accounted for the respondents’ inability to interpret sample 2°.
Pragmatic shortcomings may be blamed for the inappropriate response in
sample 6’ while idiosyncratic semantic broadening may have resulted in
utterances 4 and 15%. Having said that one realises that in samples, 1, 4, 5,
(60%), communication did take place, despite their identified structural
shortcomings. This is a clear indication of the tension between a structural and a
pragmatic evaluation of utterances or the differences in the concepts of Hymes
and Chomsky. Further discussions are included in the second part of the

interpretation.

TABLE 4.2: RESPONDENTS’' INTERPRETATION

UTTERANCE statement suggestion | Complaint command | invitation request not sure
1 7 2 1 1 - 83 6
2 13 15 11 41 - 8 10
3 17 2 18 5 - 8 50
4 6 5 74 3 1 - 11
5 8 14 - 2 3 61 7
6 37 8 2 4 5 3 42
7 38 2 33 1 3 - 21
8 50 5 23 8 - 2 13
9 17 5 6 45 2 12 7
10 44 8 1 7 11 3 23
11 42 2 42 1 - 2 13
12 65 13 2 4 3 1 13

® Sample 1: | am asking for a pen to fill out this form.
® Sample 2: Sorry, | can pass. (With a rising intonation on the word “pass’).
" Sample 6: Lecturer: Were you in class today? Student: Of course. (Please describe the second utterance)
& Sample 4: My marks are somehow.
Sample 15: He is a popular somebody.
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13 35 9 35 7 B 3 9

14 34 18 1 12 2 12 23
15 42 14 5 4 7 5 30
16 25 12 22 16 6 2 18
17 5 29 3 33 6 9 14
18 31 9 30 2 4 - 25

NOTE: Numbers in bold and underlined represent the highest response
rate, therefore, the recorded interpretation of the utterance.

These percentages are indicative of the difficulty in assigning functions to speech
acts, with or without the context being specified. Assigning functions is quite
central to the type of analysis undertaken in this study, because of the structural
evaluation of utterances implicit in SAT. A similar approach may not be so
necessary in a functional or socio-cultural evaluation. This fact reiterates my
earlier points that socio-cultural factors exert different considerations on the

encoding and decoding of utterances.

Although the discussions have not examined interpretations which represent less
than 10% of the respondents, there is still a variety of interpretations for each
utterance. For each utterance, there is a possibility of six interpretations, as
shown in the tables; and eight utterances (44%) have all six speech acts as
possible interpretations while the rest, 56%, have five speech acts as possible
interpretations. Only four utterances, (22%), have an interpretation of 50% of the
respondents and above. In five utterances — 7, 11, 13, 16 and 18 — the difference
between the highest response and the next is less than six respondents. This

shows that in 28% of the utterances the respondents experienced difficulties in
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choosing between two speech functions. For all

the utterances,

some

respondents, in some cases as many as 50% (utterance 3), were not sure which

speech act the utterance was. This is an indication of the difficulty in assigning a

function to a written utterance.

TABLE 4.3: A COMPARISON OF SPEAKER INTENTION AND HEARER /RESPONDENT

INTERPRETATION

UTTERANCE

SPEAKER INTENTION

HEARER INTERPRETATION

% OF CORRECT

INTERPRETATION

1 Request Request 83
2 Request Command 41
3 Request Not Sure 50
4 Complaint Complaint 74
5 Request Request 61
6 Complaint Not Sure 42
7 Complaint Statement 38
8 Complaint Statement 50
9 Request Command 45
10 Statement Statement 44
11 Statement Complaint and Statement 42
12 Statement Statement 65
13 Statement Statement and Complaint 35
14 Statement Statement 34
15 Statement Statement 42
16 Statement Statement 25
17 Statement Statement 33
18 Statement Statement 31

As mentioned earlier, communication is said to have been achieved if there is a

match between speaker intention and hearer interpretation, therefore in ten
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utterances (56%) communication was achieved. There were two utterances, 11
and 13,° where two interpretations were given. Although one of each
interpretation matches the speaker's intention, there is still room for
misunderstanding. It cannot, therefore, be said that communication has taken
place in these two utterances. This means that, in total, eight utterances were
misunderstood by the respondents in terms of not being able to determine the
function of them. These results also show that statements are more readily
understood than other forms of speaker intention. Speakers uttered nine
statements and hearers correctly interpreted six of them; in other words 67% of
the statements were understood as such by the respondents. There were four
complaints and only one, 25%, was correctly interpreted. Speakers made five
requests and two, 40%, were identified as such. This shows that the speech act
of complaining is either not convincingly articulated by speakers, or hearers are

not familiar with the conditions governing this particular speech act.

4.4.1 COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCE OF RESPONDENTS

As indicated earlier, in 56% of the utterances communication was achieved
despite the various linguistic and pragmatic flaws identified. This is a clear
indication of the multiple competences inherent in communicative competence.
The analysis shows that although 14 utterances (78%) had some grammatical
variances only 5 (28%) were misunderstood by the hearers. These figures

demonstrate the distinction that can be made between linguistic and pragmatic

% Sample 11: | was left lonely in the class.
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competence (see section 2.2.1.3) and sentence meaning and utterance meaning
(see section 3.3.1). Such results are also an indication that a communication
event relies quite heavily on pragmatic considerations, perhaps more so in an
interaction among second language users in an informal context. Of course, one
can also argue that since most of these utterances were made in informal
situations it may explain speakers’ deliberate choice of these grammatical
constructions and is not a true reflection of their competence. This fact, true as it
may be, does not invalidate the point being made, namely that such idiosyncratic
or context-specific utterances are capable of being understood in certain contexts
because of the multiple competence needed in utterance interpretation and in the

evaluation of interlocutors’ communicative competence.

The recognition of these multiple competences is in line with the distinction
between pragmatic, socio-cultural meaning and the meaning conveyed by
structural codes of a language. As already discussed, the two approaches see
competence and the creation of meaning quite differently. While the latter
identifies competence very closely with mastery of the mentalist properties of
language, the former sees competence more in terms of usage of the language.
Socio-cultural mastery of a language ensures that interlocutors communicate
meaningfully in given contexts with the use of structural codes which are

appropriate to the occasion.

Sample 13: The students in our discussion group are many.
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This is the central point of Hymes’ (1967) notion of communicative competence,

one of the central points of this investigation.

Therefore, communicatively these respondents can be evaluated as being
pragmatically competent as they seem to have drawn upon competences such
as discourse, sociolinguistic and strategic competence to construct and interpret

these utterances.

4.5 PRESENTATION OF RESULTS: PART TWO

The presentation of results in part two examines the response rate and the
design of the utterances in more detail. This enables comments to be made on
the utterances’ structural configuration (syntactic, semantic and phonological),
the context and the function, in relation to the stated intention of the speaker

(pragmatic).

In the presentation, the utterances have been grouped into sections, according to
the intention/function of the speaker. In other words, all utterances classified as
either suggestions or requests or statements, by the speaker, are discussed
together, irrespective of the sample’'s sequential numbering on the actual
guestionnaire. This non-sequential presentation style was adopted to reduce the
repetition of introductory information which would need to be provided for each
utterance if the same numbering, as on the questionnaire, was observed. This

presentation style means that, for example, all samples identified as
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‘suggestions’ are discussed together, once the introductory information on
‘suggestions’ has been given, as against some introductory information being
provided every time a sample identified as ‘a suggestion’, on the questionnaire, is
examined. This arrangement also allows for more comprehensive and focused
discussions on the possible structural configurations possibilities in the

realisation of a particular speech acts.

The composition of the various sections is:

Section A: Requests: utterances 1, 2, 3, 5and 9
Section B: Complaints: utterances 4, 6, 7 and 8

Section C: Statements: utterances 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17 and 18.

Before the discussions in each section the details of that particular function,
according to SAT principles are given to provide an immediate context for the
samples. These details are in addition to explanations already given in Chapter
Three. The type of details given here, therefore, only serves to focus the reader’s

attention on the ensuing analysis and discussion.

The presentation starts with the statistics of the responses given. Responses
which represent less than 10% of the research population (hearers) are not
reflected in the explanations but the information does appear in Table 4.2 The

examination of each utterance includes stating the speaker’s intention (SI) and
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the hearer’s interpretation (HI) (from the questionnaire data); identifying the
locutionary act (LA); describing the utterance’s status (US) in terms of syntactic,
semantic and pragmatic norms; identifying the perlocutionary act (PA);
determining whether communication (C) did take place; and finally discussing the
status of the utterance in accordance with communication principles. One can
see that these headings reflect a configuration of the evaluation units of
communicative competence (language, context and function) as well as the

components of a speech act.

In Speech Act Theory, a speech act is pronounced ‘unachieved’ if there is a
discrepancy between the speaker’s intention and the hearer’s interpretation, or

whether an ‘uptake™°

was needed for the interpretation of the utterance. All the
responses to the eighteen samples are discussed whether communication was
‘achieved’ or ‘unachieved’ according to SAT. This is because these utterances

are ‘unique’ as their structures demonstrate some interesting discussion points,

not only pragmatically but syntactically and semantically.

45.1 SECTIONA: REQUESTS

Requests form part of the group of directives which embody an attempt by the

speaker to get the hearer to do something. Requests are pre-events: they

0<Uptake’ further information supplied for clarification so that interlocutors can continue with a
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express the speaker’s expectation of the hearer with regard to a prospective
event, verbal or non-verbal. Requests are face-threatening by definition
according to Brown and Levinson (1978). Hearers can interpret requests as

intrusive and speakers may hesitate to make the request for fear of losing face.

The abundance of linguistic options available for ‘requests’ testifies to the social
intricacies involved in this speech function. As also noted in Chapter Three, the
notion of indirect speech acts illustrates the wide range of possible structures that
speakers can implore for this type of directive. For instance, a request can be

realised by structures like:

72. 1 think you better go now. (request by a statement)

73. | have finished cooking. (request to come and eat by statement)

74. Could you please shut the door? (request by embedded question /
imperative)

75. May | borrow your pen? (request by a modal question)

These examples demonstrate the flexibility that exists in the selection of
language codes for articulating a language function. They also indicate that in the
final analysis the determining factor is the context or the conditions under which
the utterance is uttered. Some researchers like Brown and Levinson (1978), Mey
(1993) and Thomas (1995) believe that the greater the risk of a refusal of a

request, the more indirect the sentence form will be.

communication event.
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Some of the felicitous conditions for a request are: it is in the speaker’s interest
for this future action of the hearer to take place; it is not obvious to either
interlocutors that the hearer will perform the action in the normal course of events
without some kind of prompting; and the hearer is potentially able to comply with
the request. Therefore, it is infelicitous, for example, for a speaker to request that
the door be shut when it is already shut; or if the hearer does not care one way or
another if the door remains open or if the hearer is physically incapable of

shutting doors.

Directives differ in force so they may range from ‘pious wish to peremptory harsh
orders’ (Mey, 1993: 164). Although ‘orders’ and ‘commands’ are also directives,
they have the additional condition that the speaker must be in a position of
authority over the hearer and the action the hearer is commanded to perform is
obvious. The fact that the proposed action is obvious although the hearer is still
not performing it is the justification for a speaker bringing her/his authority to bear

on the situation, by issuing an order or a command.

45.1.1 Utterance 1: A student needed a pen to fill in a form and said this
to the lecturer: “I am asking for a pen to fill out this form.”

a) Sl: request HI: request: 83%

b) LA: positive declarative

c) US: syntactic blemish from the misuse of the stative verb, ‘to ask’
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d) PA: lecturer lends the student the pen

e) C: achieved

Although a clear majority of the respondents correctly interpreted the utterance
as a ‘request’, the next response of any note identified the utterance as ‘a
statement’. That the respondents thought the utterance could also be a
statement is in line with the notion of literal force, that is the view that illocutionary
force is built into sentence-forms. Hence the three sentence types, the
imperative, the interrogative and the declarative, have the forces traditionally

associated with them, namely ordering, questioning and stating respectively.

In this sample, however, the speaker was employing an indirect speech act, in
this case a statement being used as a request. This is not an unusual
communication strategy for it is not out of the ordinary for a speaker to say,
‘Those cakes smell divine’ which could double as a statement (compliment) or an
oblique request for some of the cakes. The non-use of the interrogative form to
make requests is also a politeness strategy as the interrogative, according to
Brown and Levinson (1978: 129), may sound abrupt. In addition the verb ‘to ask’,
even if used ungrammatically, as in this utterance, has the fundamental function
of ‘a request’ except when used in very marked utterance,’* as in a mother
sarcastically saying to her son who has taken her car out for the whole night

without permission, ‘May | ask for my car keys back?’
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Another point of interest is the performative nature of the utterance. A
performative, as may be recalled, is a speech act where ‘the issuing of the
utterance is the performing of an action’ (Austin, 1962: 6). Hence, in this
utterance, the speaker saying these words, s/he is simultaneously performing the
act of ‘asking’. However, if one were to follow this line of argument further one
must acknowledge that the other conditions for a performative have not been
fulfilled in this utterance. These unfulfilled conditions include the fact that the
speaker has used a non-performative verb (the verb ‘to ask’ is not a traditional
performative verb); the verb is not in the simple present tense and no
conventional language form is employed here. This utterance lends credence to
some of the objections raised by writers like Schriffin (1994) and Harnish (1997)
who maintain that there are neither ‘contextual or textual conditions that support

the constative-performative distinction’ (Schriffin, 1994: 54).

4.5.1.2 Utterance 2: A student whose path was blocked by another student

said, “Sorry, | can pass.” (With arising intonation on the word ‘pass’).

a) Sl: request HI: command: 41%

b) LA: positive declarative

c) US: syntactic blemish; misuse of the word ‘sorry’; use of a statement to
request for a favour; not using the usual standard request form appropriate for
the occasion, for example, ‘Excuse me, may | pass?’

d) PA: hearer makes way for the speaker

e) C: achieved

! “marked utterance’ would be any utterance/structure not used with its normal meaning.
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The interpretation of this utterance is not conclusive as 15% of respondents
identified the utterance as a suggestion, 13% as a statement, 11% as a
complaint and 10% were ‘not sure’. This inconclusive interpretation may be
attributed to the respondents’ confusion with the term ‘sorry’ and maybe, also,
their lack of awareness of the significance of the rising intonation on the word
‘pass’. In Standard English, ‘sorry’ and ‘excuse me’ are usually not
interchangeable and therefore context-specific. ‘Sorry’, a common preface to an
expressive, presupposes that an infringement of some sort had occurred and the
speaker’s intention is to offer an apology, while an ‘excuse me’ announces a
speaker’s intention of seeking a favour which may or may not be very convenient
for the hearer. If the speaker’s intention is the former, communication would be
achieved once the hearer accepts the apology after the hearer has assessed the
infringement and has decided it was not deliberate and not too out of the
accepted norms of social behaviour. Otherwise the perlocutionary act of the latter

intention will include the hearer moving from that position.

In the South African linguistic context, as indeed in some other African societies
such as the Ghanaian community of West Africa, such confusion, as evidenced
by the data, should have been reduced, as ‘sorry’ and ‘excuse me’ in these
countries carry the same meaning. However hearers, without the benefit of this
shared linguistic culture, may need a further explanation, otherwise an alternative

interpretation would arise if the hearer, anticipating such a request, had with
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some inconvenience attempted to create an opening for the speaker. Had the
speaker omitted the ‘sorry’ and just uttered the declarative statement, ‘I can pass’
in a rising tone the question would be: would that have helped with the
interpretation? This is a point worth investigating. In addition, the usual phrase in
such a situation would be ‘Excuse me, may | pass?’ The problems with this
sample therefore include the use of the wrong modal auxiliary and the selection

of an inappropriate request realisation.

This utterance also demonstrates the blurring of the distinction between the
modals ‘can’ and ‘may’. Traditional grammarians insist that the modal ‘can’ refers
to ability, possibility and permission while the modal ‘may’ also means possibility
and permission (Sinclair, 1992: 399). As an auxiliary used to express permission,
‘may’ is more formal and less common than ‘can’ which (except in fixed
conventional idiomatic expressions) can be substituted for ‘can’. However, ‘may’
is particularly associated with permission given by the speaker. That is, it is
believed there is a difference between ‘You may leave the room’ (I permit you to
leave the room) and ‘You can leave the room’ (where the permission is more
general and impersonal). And that there is also a difference in meaning between,
‘May | borrow your pen?’ and ‘Can | borrow your pen? where the former is
considered the ‘true’ request for permission, while the latter questions the
speaker’s ability to borrow the pen and is not a request for permission. Not all

English first-language speakers acknowledge this distinction; however, the
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prescriptive bias in favour of ‘may’ as the ‘true’ permission-seeking form for

utterances sees ‘may’ being used in very formal and legal documents.

The interpretation may have been problematic also, because of the respondents’
failure to realise the implication of the rising intonation on the last word. Raising
one’s tone on the last word to change a declarative statement into an
interrogative, and in this case into a request, is one of the accepted formats for
guestion formation, for example, “The book is blue’ ceases to be a statement if
uttered with a rising intonation. With this background, there is little justification for
only 8% of the respondents interpreting utterance 2 first as a question then

logically inferring its use as a request.

One final explanation may arise from the fact that the contextual conditions for ‘a
command’ and ‘a request’ are almost identical except that the status of the
speaker and hearer may differ in the two speech acts. In ‘a command’ the
speaker has some authority over the hearer so the acceptance of the speaker’s
right to issue that type of speech act. Since this exchange is between two
students it is very unlikely that the speaker would command the hearer in such a
situation. These two factors, equal status of the interlocutors, plus the raised
intonation, should have alerted the respondents that this utterance cannot be ‘a

command’ as some of them, (41%), indicated.
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45.1.3 UTTERANCE 3: A student absent from class when an assignment

was given said, “She gave what.”

a) Sl: request HI: ‘not sure’: 50%

b) LA: positive declarative

c) US: syntactic blemish; unusual utterance construction

d) PA: hearer replied that an assignment was given but did not give, initially, all
the details but did so when speaker asked more specific questions

e) C: not achieved

The speaker indicated that it was not just a request as to whether an assignment
had been given or not but rather a request for a clarification on the nature of the
assignment as well. Hearer interpretation was quite varied; 18% identified them
as ‘a complaint’, 13% identified them as ‘a statement’. Students would usually
complain about being given an assignment or they would request the details of it,
if they had not been in class when the assignment was given. It is therefore
surprising that these two speech functions, request and complaint, do not have
higher response rates. This raises questions as to how much reliance was placed
by the respondents on the context clues, and the differences in the interpretative

processes involved in written and spoken utterances.

If the speaker’s intention was to request not only confirmation that an assignment

had been given, but its details as well, then the most common forms for the

utterance would be either a direct speech act as in, ‘What kind of an assignment
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did she give?’ (request by question); or as an indirect speech act as in, ‘Il was not
in class this morning’ (request by statement). One can only make a guess that
the presence of the ‘wh’ word ‘what’ indicates that the speaker intended to use a
‘wh’ question. If the speaker intended to use this type of question formation then
a syntactic error has occurred as these types of questions must begin with the

‘wh’ element.

However there are occasional declarative ‘wh’ questions where the ‘wh’ element
remains in the position normal in declaratives for that item. Such constructions
are very marked and associated with highly conventionalised occasions, such as

interviews and formal interrogation sessions, as in the sentences:

76. So you lock