Verbal Communication

Verbal communication is concerned with everything that is spoken or written. The word verbal means “related to words”. Note, that if you cough or make a noise with your mouth, this is not verbal (but it is vocal). Many modern linguists would now include sign language and touch language of the blind in the definition of verbal these days.
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Verbal Communication

Verbal communication refers to all messages that are either spoken or written in language. Language is very important for human civilization and it is doubtful that human culture could have reached the stage it has without it. Try ordering a pizza over the phone without using language! Or try telling your teacher that you will absent next class without speaking!

Language has a few special properties that make it different to non-verbal forms of communication; properties which some people believe make it unique. For example, with language we are able to talk about things in the past as well as in the future. Also, we can talk about things that are not physically present such as the weather in Bali or the craters on the moon. This property is known as displacement.

Language is also discrete in that the signals are made up of small building blocks that in turn have meaning. For example the sentence He has gone out to lunch is made up of the words he, has, gone, out and lunch. These words can be recombined with others to make new sentences with different meanings: He has gone and lunch is ready. This gives language the feature of productivity and it is this feature that really makes language special and different from all other forms of communication. Because language is productive, we can create new sentences when the need arises. I can make up a sentences now that nobody else has ever said:

My aunt in Sydney had lunch with a man who once walked on the moon when I was just a boy playing in the school yard with a hula-hoop.

It is unlikely that anybody has ever said this sentence or ever will. Gestures, postures and non-verbal forms of communication, however, tend to be fixed and closed systems.

The Core of Language

At the core of language is a special relationship between sound and meaning. We can produce sounds using our mouths such as m, a, n and combine these to form words. Then we can combine words to form sentences: The man killed the woman. Thus we are mapping sound onto meaning and vice versa. But we don't just map the sound onto the meaning randomly. There is a special interface that is at the core of language and this is known as syntax. If we keep the same sounds (the, man, killed, woman) but change the order we get a different meaning: The woman killed the man. Some languages don't use word order to show changes in meaning like this. Japanese for examples has particles which indicate the relationship between the words: Otogo-ka ona-o koroshita. But syntax is still at work here. Every language has syntax which acts like a switchboard to connect sound to meaning.
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But syntax is not the only aspect of language that we need to know. Another aspect is the ability to combine sentences together to produce discourse. We rarely speak in single sentences. Rather we join sentences together to produce long stretches of discourse such as: 

The man killed the woman. Then he was sent to prison where he cried and cried for 

fifty years. Finally, he drowned in his own tears and sank into hell.... 
Another aspect of language that we need to know in order to use it successfully is known as pragmatic competence. Pragmatic competence tells us how language is used to produce certain effects even when the meaning of the sentence seems to mean something different. For example, take the following exchange:

A: What time is it?

B: Well the postman has been.

In this exchange, A asks a question but B doesn't seem to give the correct answer. She seems to say something that is completely irrelevant. However, we know from our pragmatic competence that in fact she is telling B that the time is sometime after the postman's regular delivery time (assuming that the postman delivers the mail at a fixed time every day). Language is often used in this way to mean something different to what the words mean: 

Can you close the door (=please close the door)

It's cold in here (=please close the window)
Mmmh, are those scones? (=can I have a scone?)

Finally, we need to realize that language is used to mediate social relationships and thus we need to know how to use language appropriately for particular social occasions in particular cultures. This type of knowledge is termed sociolinguistic competence. For example, we need to know when it is appropriate to say something and when it is not. If someone says My grandfather just died you wouldn't say Did you know the Giants won the baseball game last night. Sociolinguistic competence also includes knowledge about how much to say, what speed to say it at and when to interrupt. For example, if you go for a job interview in Japan and you talk too much you might not get the job. In England, however, if you talk too little you might not get the job. This shows how sociolinguistics norms vary to some extent with culture.

Let's list the four aspects of language that we have talked about which we need to know in order to use it effectively:

Syntactic Competence

Discoursive Competence

Pragmatic Competence

Sociolinguistic Competence

(Some people add a fifth item known as strategic knowledge.) We usually say that the four aspects taken together make up what is known as communicative competence. Communicative competence is the knowledge required by a person in order to effectively communicate with other people using language. This means not just when you want to buy some stamps for a postcard but when you want to live and function in the culture of the people who speak that language. 

So you can see, improving your English means not just focusing on syntactic knowledge but also on discoursive, pragmatic and sociolinguistic knowledge. But how can you gain this? You can learn syntactic knowledge from a book and a little bit of practice. But what about discoursive? Do you think you can learn this from a book? Not really. The only way to learn how to combine sentences together effectively to produce coherent speech is to practice speaking large stretches of discourse. Just repeating sentences is not enough. You need to practice putting sentences together in activities that are communicative.

What about pragmatic competence? How do you acquire this? Certainly not from a book, although some books would like to make you believe that they can teach you this. No, the only way to acquire pragmatic competence is to experience the language in a natural setting. And the same goes for sociolinguistic competence. You can only pick this up by using the target language in a social setting amongst other people who use this language. 

The Spoken Word

There are some people who hold that written language is more "perfect" than spoken language and therefore more "correct". To these people, writing seems more correct and stable, whereas speech can be careless and corrupted. On the other hand, many linguists believe that spoken language is primary and written language is secondary to this. They point to the fact that there are many cultures where a written form of the language does not exist, but there are no cultures where spoken language does not exist. Also, writing is a later historical development. However, in this course, we will take a neutral view and assume that neither is superior to the other. We will assume that both, in fact, are independent manifestations of an underlying abstract system which we know as language. This stance allows us to observe both mediums and note the differences and similarities between the two. Let's look at some of the differences between spoken and written language.

Spoken Language is More Fragmented

The first difference we can note between spoken language and written language is that spoken language is more fragmented, using shorter sentences and phrases to convey ideas. Written language, in contrast, uses complete sentences on the whole which can often be quite lengthy. Spoken language often contains slang expressions and informal speech that keys in to the audience. Written language on the other hand tends to remain neutral and more formal in the expressions it uses.

Spoken Language Requires More Time

Another aspect of spoken language is that more time and words are required to convey an idea than are required in written language. Because listener's cannot re-read spoken statements, there will be a need for the speaker to repeat, summarize, expand and generally amplify their ideas so that the audience can grasp what is being said. All this takes more time and more words. In face-to-face conversation, where the listener has the right to interrupt, conveying ideas and information often takes the form of a negotiation process whereby the speaker starts out by saying something but then is side-tracked as the listener interrupts to clarify what is being said and add his or her additions to the flow of information. Even during a speech, where the audience is less free to interrupt, non-verbal messages from the audience will often cause the speaker to repeat or emphasize a point which she thinks has not gotten through to the audience. 

Spoken Language Must React to the Audience

This brings up another point about spoken language which is that it is usually directed at an audience (either one person or a group of people) who react in some way to what is being said. If it is a face-to-face, then the listener will react immediately to what is being said and may interrupt at various points to clarify things. This is a normal part of holding a conversation. 

To see how people behave during a conversation, we can look at a theory put forward by the philosopher Paul Grice known as the cooperative principle which he believes underlies language use. The cooperative principle basically means that people try to cooperate during a conversation to further the purpose of the conversation. Thus we don't say what we believe is false and we don't say things that are not relevant to the conversation. Take for example the following exchange:

A: How are you today

B: The Giants won the baseball game last night

As you can see, B does not follow the cooperative principle which states you should make contributions to the conversation which are relevant. A relevant reply of course would be Fine, thank you. When a person violates the cooperative principle, we can usually sense that they are trying to avoid talking with us. It gives us a very strange feeling: a feeling that we are not talking to a human being, and this can be very frustrating. 

However, there are times when we deliberately flout the cooperative principle in order to produce certain effects. This flouting is a normal part of conversation. Take the following exchange for example.

A: Do you think my scones taste nice?

B: Nice weather we're having these days.
Obvious B flouts the cooperative principle here because the reply is not relevant to A's question. However, B is obviously trying to avoid saying No, you scones are disgusting and so chooses a more diplomatic route. A knows that B is human and must therefore be following the cooperative principle. So A looks for an implicate, that is the hidden meaning of B's message. Of course, both now know B's feelings towards the scones but because she didn't state her feelings directly the two avoid a confrontation. A lot of conversation takes place like this. (This is part of pragmatic competence.) 

Look at the following exchange and see if you can find the hidden meaning of B's response:

A: I think I'll get an A on the test

B: Oh yeah, and pigs might fly!

When we are talking to a larger group of people say in a speech then the reaction from the audience will be less immediate. However, there will be a reaction, even though it might not be verbalized. You will see from their facial expressions, postures, gestures and maybe even from their questions whether they understand what you are saying, whether they are bored, whether they are interested, etc. This is important feedback which you can use to adjust your speech. If they look like they don't understand then you can repeat or rephrase what you said. 

With written language we don't get immediate feedback like this and sometimes we don't get any feedback at all. This difference is one of the reasons why spoken language and written language manifest themselves differently even though they have the same underlying abstract system that we call language.

Norms of Conversation

Every culture has rules or norms that guide people when they are talking with each other. Although these norms have not been written down, native speakers usually have a feel for what they are due to their sociolinguistic competence that they have acquired. This includes knowing how much to say, when to say it and in what manner to say it, among other things. 

These norms will differ from culture to culture to some degree and when people from different cultures interact, there can often be problems because the two have different norms and different expectations. For example, when a Japanese and an American meet for the first time, the American may do a lot of talking with the Japanese just smiling and saying yes. To the Japanese person, the American may seem loud, pushy, over-talkative and opinionated and may get the feeling that they are not polite. To the American however, this is the normal way of speaking. They may feel that the Japanese person is hiding something, that she is shy, or doesn't want to talk. Either way, both are reacting to their norms of conversations. (Can you think of a time when you spoke with a foreigner? How much did you say? Did you dominate the conversation or did the foreigner dominate the conversation?)

How Much to Say

How much you contribute to a conversation is important. Saying too much can have negative consequences but equally saying too little can also appear negative. Also, a lot will depend on the context of the conversation. Who you are talking to, what is the relationship between you, what are you talking about, is it business or pleasure, where are you talking (in a pub or an office). Generally, we can talk about the social distance between two people. When there is a great social distance, then the amount of conversation between them will be smaller that the situation when there is a small social distance between the two. Another factor may be the power distance between the two. For example, an employee may say less to his employer that to his friend or wife.

The Language You Use

One important factor in how much you say in a conversation is the language you are using. If your are using your first language (i.e. your native tongue), and your partner is using their second language (i.e. Japanese) then you will naturally have more to say and will tend to dominate the conversation. It depends of course on the Japanese ability of your partner. If he or she is very good then they will be able to hold their own and make reasonable contributions to the conversation. If he or she is weak in Japanese then you will tend to dominate. However, if you are in a situation where you are using a second language (say English) and speaking to a native English speaker then the situation might be reversed. You will do less talking, your partner will do most of the talking. 

Why is this so? When one reason is that we have more confidence when we use our native tongue. Since we have been using it since childhood, we can be sure that we are not making mistakes and we know we are on familiar ground. When the situation is reversed however, we tend to tread very carefully and hold back, preferring to be cautious rather than bold. Some people say that when we use a second language, our personality changes. No one has been able to prove this but there are many people who say they feel different when they speak in a foreign tongue compared to when they speak in their mother tongue. (How do you feel when you speak in English compared to Japanese? Do you think your personality changes? Do you talk about different things?) Sometimes when you are using a foreign language you might feel like a child! You partner is so much better than you so you feel as if they are adults while you are a child and are saying stupid things. 

Another reason why people speak more when talking in their own language is that they have more cognitive schemata to call on which produces more thought and language. Cognitive schemata is a difficult concept to explain but basically it is believed that knowledge is stored in our brains in schemata. These schemata are webs of individual words, sentences, memories, images, smells, etc. When we talk about a subject, all the schemata that are related to that subject are available to us for recall to help us understand and assimilate the information. When someone says, for example, It took me 10 hours to get home during Golden Week since you have probably had a similar experience you can readily get the gist of the person's meaning and perhaps add your own personal experience to the conversation. But if you say this to a foreigner who has just arrived in Japan they may not know the meaning of Golden Week. And even if they do, they may not understand why it takes so long to get home because in their country they might not have such a busy holiday week when the whole country seems to be traveling at the same time. 

This is just an example, but you can see how the background information (schemata) that we have related to a subject can influence how much we have to contribute to a subject. If you have a lot of schemata on that subject then you will generally be able to talk about it in great depth. If you have little schemata on that subject then you will be able to talk about it less frequently. (What topics do Japanese students talk about that foreign students don't seem to talk about much?)

When to Interrupt

Different cultures have different norms for interrupting in a conversation. In western cultures, interrupting is seen as a normal part of the conversation and if you don't interrupt, your partner may feel that you are not taking part in the conversation. In Oriental cultures, interrupting is much less direct and done in subtle ways that are often not noticed by westerners. 

The easiest way to jump in to a conversation is when a person finishes saying a sentence. Sometimes, in English, there is a small gap at the end of a sentence when one person finishes and the next person continues the conversation. It is only a split second however. In fact, experiments have shown that the maximum length of time is about 3 seconds. After this, the speakers start to feel uncomfortable because there is too much silence. Therefore, one person will start talking about something before 3 seconds have elapsed. Quite often the next person will start talking before the previous person has finished. This is called overlap. An overlap of -0.5 seconds is quite normal in English.

In Japanese, however, it is easier to have a larger gap at the end of a sentence without the participants feeling uncomfortable. Of course, if two good friends are talking with each other there will be plenty of overlap but if you are talking with someone who is not quite so close, then leaving some silence at the end of a turn is quite normal. The silence can sometimes be a sign that you are contemplating what the other person said and giving it some thought - showing that you respect the words that they said. When people overlap too much, they can often be considered rude. 

Sometimes, it might be necessary to jump into the conversation when someone is in mid-sentence. This is possible and there are ways of doing this. One way is to signal non-verbally to your partner that you have something to say. Raising your finger and opening your mouth may signal that you have just thought of something to your partner and he or she may give you a chance to jump into the conversation. Another method may be just to start talking yourself and "steal" the conversation. Normally, this is quite acceptable as long as you don't do it too much.

Some people seem to have a knack of dominating the conversation. These are usually people who know how to keep talking and stop you from talking and they know how to jump into a conversation. Politicians are quite good at this. If they are having a debate on TV a skilled politician will take pauses in his speech at certain points when it is difficult for others to jump in. 

In some cultures, it is quite acceptable for two or more people to talk at the same time. You may be quite amazed at this but there are some cultures in the West Indies where two, three or maybe four people may be talking at the same time. Of course some will stop but others will start in thus keeping the conversation going along multiple tracks. Silence here is not the norm. In other cultures, however, silence is quite acceptable. In southern India for example, when a man become forty he practically stops talking altogether, according to Dell Hymes, a sociolinguist.

Politeness

This article looks at the notion of politeness and how it is realized in language. No language is "more polite" than another language, it is just that it is realized in different ways. Here is a theory of politeness taken from Brown & Levinson. It is quite theoretical, but if you spend some time reading it, you will understand it eventually - I hope!

Face

All members of society have "face" (=mentsa) which consists of two aspects: (a) negative face and (b) positive face. Negative face includes the basic claim to territories, rights to non-distraction. It is the want of every person to go about their daily life unimpeded by others. Positive face is the want of every person to be liked by other, including self-image and the want for this self-image to be appreciated and approved of by others. For example, imagine you are walking down a street. You want to walk down the street unimpeded by others. You don't want people to bump into you or distract you. On the other hand, you want people to like you, to look at your clothes and generally approve of you. Life is a little like walking down a street. You don't want people to impede you (negative face) but you want to be liked (positive face).

Face is something that can be lost, maintained or enhanced, and must constantly be attended to in verbal and non-verbal interaction. In general people cooperate in maintaining face. For example, if we talk with each other, I try to maintain your face because I know that if I do, then you will try to maintain my face. You try to maintain my face because you know that if you do then I will try to maintain your face. We don't try to make other people lose face because we know they may then try to make us lose our face. For example, I don't deliberately walk in front of you when you are walking down the street because I know that may make you angry and lose face. If you lose face you might try to make me lose face (by pushing me or punching me). In addition, I sometimes say how good you look and what fine clothes you are wearing, in the knowledge that you will like me for this and maybe compliment me on my clothes. This is attending to positive face. 

FTAs

Some acts, however, intrinsically threaten face. These are known as face threatening acts (FTAs). An example might be asking someone to lend you some money. This would threaten their negative face. Or you might criticize someone for what they do. This would threaten their positive face. 

It might seem that we would try to avoid FTAs, and indeed we do. However, we cannot live our lives without doing some FTAs or nothing would ever get done. We wouldn't be able to ask for a pay rise, criticize another person, or interact with each other. Before we do an FTA, any rational person will take into account the relative weightings of at least three items: 

(a) the want to communicate the FTA

(b) the want to be efficient or urgent

(c) the want to maintain H's face to any degree. 

If (c) is very high then we might avoid doing the FTA. However, if (a) or (b) or both are high then we might choose to do the FTA.

Linguistic FTAs

When we speak with other people, we use words and sentences. We are constantly trying to maintain the other person's face through our words and sentences. However, sometimes we need to do an FTA so we have to choose our words carefully in order to minimize the effect of the FTA. That is, try to minimize the damage to the other person's face. The words and sentence that we choose are called strategies. Here is a diagram showing the five different types of strategies that we can choose:
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  \(1). Don't do the FTA
As you can see, there are five different strategies. The first is (1) Don't do the FTA. That is we can choose not to say anything. So for example, maybe we want to borrow some money from a friend, but when we meet the friend we decide not to ask for the money. This would be using strategy (5). This is the least damaging of all the possible strategies. If (c) above is very high we might choose this strategy.

The other option is to do the FTA. If we choose this strategy, then we can choose number (2) off record. When we choose an off record strategy, we use words and sentences that minimize the effect of the FTA and thus limit the damage to the other person's face. Off record means that we don't directly say what we want, but we say it indirectly. For example if you say, Damn, I'm out of cash, I forgot to go to the bank today you might signal to your friend that you want to borrow some money. However, because you say it indirectly, it lowers the threat to your partner's face. Of course, your partner may not know that you want to borrow some money and say too bad or there is a cash machine round the corner in which case you have not succeeded.

Most of the time, however, when we choose to do an FTA, we choose to do it on record. In this case we can use redressive action. Redressive action means we choose some words and sentences that soften the effect of the FTA. We can choose words that (3) address negative face. An example would be I'm terribly sorry, but you couldn't lend me some money, could you? In this sentence, there are some words and phrases that address negative face. That is, they soften the sentence to make it sound less direct. Other ways to say the sentence are:

Lend me some money, will you?

Can you lend me some money?

Could you lend me some money?

Would you lend me some money?

You couldn't lend me some money, could you?

Sometimes we might decide to (4) attend to positive face. In this case, we try to say things that make our conversational partner feel that he or she is like and wanted, even though we want to borrow some money from them. An example here might be, Bill my old friend, lend me some money will you. Here are some more examples:

Hi Bill, lend me some money please

Bill you cool dude, can I borrow some money?

Give me some money, mate.

Hey rich guy, how about helping the poor with a generous donation.
The final strategy is (4) without redressive action, baldly. Here we just say what we want without using any softeners: Give me some money. Or Money now! This is the least polite and does not attempt to save the partner's face.
Assessing the Seriousness of the FTA

So how do we choose the appropriate strategy? And why don't we just choose strategy 5. Well, it all depends on the balance between the seriousness of the FTA and the want to do the FTA. Here is a formula showing a simple way of calculating the seriousness of an FTA involving three factors

Wx = D + P + Rx

Wx = the weight of the FTA

D = social distance between speakers 

P = power distance between speakers

Rx = absolute ranking of FTA depending on culture

If the social distance between you and your partner is great then you might choose a lower strategy (number 1 or 2). If the social distance is not great, then you might choose a higher number. For example, a person from another family is at a greater social distance that a person from your family. The power distance can also affect your choice of strategy. Your strategy, for example, might be different if you ask your father for money compared to when you ask your sister (or brother) for money. Finally, we must also take into account the absolute ranking of the FTA. If you want to borrow some money, then this is more serious that if you just want to borrow a pen. 

Some Situations

Read the following situations and write what you would say for each situation.

(1) FTA = You are in McDonalds and you partner has some French Fries and a Teriyaki Burger. You have nothing but you want to ask for a French Fry. How would you do this with each of the following three people?








Strategy No.

Words

a. Your best friend
_________


_____________________________

b. Your teacher

_________


_____________________________

c. A stranger


_________


_____________________________

(2) FTA = You think your partner's hair is a mess and you want to tell him /her.








Strategy No.

Words

a. Your mother

_________


_____________________________

b. Your grandmother_________


_____________________________

c. Your teacher

_________


_____________________________

d. The president

_________


_____________________________

  of Kansai Gaidai

(3) FTA = You are in a discussion with some people but you disagree with their opinion. How would you tell them so?








Strategy No.

Words

a. Japanese students
_________


_____________________________

b. Foreign students _________


_____________________________

c. Your teacher
_________


_____________________________

d. Some Noble

_________


_____________________________

  Prize winners

See: Brown, P & Levinson, S.C., (1987), Politeness, Cambridge University Press.
� EMBED MS_ClipArt_Gallery  ���





� EMBED MS_ClipArt_Gallery  ���








[image: image3.wmf][image: image4.wmf]_1019378164

_1019377043

