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Linguistic 'I'heory and the Relation between
Conversational and Literary Discourse

Since the rise of transformational grammar as the dommant paradigm in linguis-
tics, literary theorists have tended te look to it as the primary if not only available
model of linguistic theory.! At the same time there has developed among literary
scholars, as it has among scholars in a range of other disciplines, a growing and
spreading interest in the theoretica] framework of Mikhail Bakhtin. The coincidence
ol these two strands of theoretical interestimong literary Uicorisls is in a senscronic,
since, as elucidated by Gary Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson in thew book Mikhail
Bakhtin (1990), Bakhtin positioned himself in opposition to linguistic theory, about
which he was loudly skeptical. For Bakhtin, linguistic theory referred primarily
to “the work of Saussure and those influenced by him: the Formalists, structural-

i ists, and, later, the semioticians” (Morson and Fmerson 1990, 123). Many of the
Saussurian foundations of the linguistics of his time that Bakltin challenges
are also fundamental to contemporary structural and generative linguistics: the
separation of language into an idealized langue and a vulgarized parole (in the
Chomskyan paradigm, “competence” and “performance”), its reduction to rles,
the formal representation of a monolithic conception of language, and focus on
the speakers’ production of language to the exclusion of interactive context and lis-
teners’ (or readers’) inextricable influence and participation.

There are, however, vibrant strains of linguistic theory that are far more conge-
nial 1o Baklilian theary, even parallel o it, but which have not, so far as | know,
. ' been taken up by literary scholars. In this chapter Loffer a brief indication of some
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of these alternative linguistic theories, mention some ways they are similar to
Bakhiin's view of language, and then tuni to my own work in this linguistic tradi-
tion. Specifically, Tinvestigate the relationship between conversational and literary
discourse in terms of a theoretical framework I have been developing which I call
“involvement in discourse.” Involvement, I argue, is a reflection of the interactive
nature of language, the aspect of language that is fundamental to Bakhtin’s notion
of dialogue. Indeed, the very concern with the relationship between conversational
and literary discourse is central to Bakhtin’s writing, especially “The Problem of
Specch Genres” (1986). On the basis of analysis of conversational and fictional
versions of the same material by the same author, I will argue for what | call the
poetic nature of spontaneous conversational discourse. 1 will also claim that liter-
ary dialogue does not literally represent spoken dialogue, but rather gives the im-
pression of representing it by a process of synecdoche.

Overview of the Chapter

In what follows, I begin by describing the work of a number of linguists whose theo-
retical approaches to language differ from those of practitioners of transformational
grammar. I briefly indicate some ways that their work is congenial to Bakhtin’s theo-
retical framework as itis summarized by Morson and Emerson (1990) and as Bakhtin
(1986) presents it in “The Problem of Speech Genres.” | then present a brief sketch
of my own-recent work in this lingnistic tradition, in which 1 propose a theory of
literary discourse as an artful reworking of strategies that are spontaneous in con-
versational discourse. In this regard, my argument is similar to what Morson and
Emerson call Bakhtin’s “prosaics™: his claim that ordinary speech is not simply
“practical” but contains within it the “speech genres” that are elaborated in literary
discourse. The main analytical portion of this chapter is then devoted to a com-
parison of conversational and novelistic presentations of the same material by a
modern Greek novelist, Lilika Nakos. I show that Nakos’s conversational render-
ing of her experience is more “involving” (in a sense, I argue, more “poetic”) than
the fictional rendering of the same events in her novels; in contrast, the fictional
representations may be considered more “literary.” ‘This analysis demonstrates the
quality I call “involvement” in discourse at the same time that it elucidates the re-
lationship between conversational and literary discourse.

Alternative Lingnistic Theories )

“Prosaics” is a term coined by Morson and Emerson (1990) to reflect two aspects
of Bakhtin’s linguistic philosophy. One sense in which they use this term is to re-
flect Bakhtin’s belief in “the importance of the everyday, the ordinary” (15). I this,
Bakhtin’s philosophy parallels a developing interest in the language of everyday
conversation, in contrast with the mainstream focus of linguistic theory on sentence-
based transformational grammars. Prominent among these developments has been
the rise of interest in interactional sociolinguistics and discourse analysis, branches
oflinguistic  ~cerned with the language of everyday conversation.
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Paul Friedrich (1986) claims that the poetic dimension of language ls its most
imporlant dimension, and that all language is relatively poctic, if poctry is seen s
“integrating or organically fusing the music oflunguug.c with the nuance of.:nyl-h
(3) and as “all parts of a language system that exemplify a ﬁ§ure sn'ch as “meta-
phorlike relations in grammar” and structures or speech that may evince analogi-
cal freshness or ambiguity” (24). Friedrich also observes that linguistics has been
characterized by a rage for order and a.consequent ignoring of the ways that lan-
guage is not ordered but chaotic. “Many of us have 0verqnphasnzed, he argues,
“the discreteness of units, the depth of structures, the strictness of rle nrdcn.ng,
freedom from context, and the linearily of nessages in single-track communica-
tion .. ." (147-48).2 Compare this perspective to Bakhtin, as paraphrased by Morwn
and Emerson: “For Bakhtin, the attempt to explain away messiness by p'osh\lul!ng
still more systems and the higher order of a system ofsyste.ms.is at best like addn.)g
epicycles to a Ptolemaic astronomy and at worst a wholl}/ unjustified leap of theoretist
faith” (1990, 144). .

A. L. Becker's (1984b) notion of “prior text” is analogous to Bakhtin's s.pecch
genres.” First, Bakhtin: “When we select words in the process of constructing an
utterance, we by no neans always take them from the system of lunguagg in their
neutral, dictionary form. We usually take them fromother utterances, an_.d.mamiy fronl
utterances that are kindred to ours in genre, that is; in theme, composition, or style
(1986, 87). Now Becker: “The actual a-priori of any language event—the reul deep
structure —is an accumulation of remembered prior texts” (1984b, 435). (,on-se-
quently, “our real language competence is access, via ineinory, to this ;w(cnnm];nhon
of prior text.” Here and elsewhere (1982a, 1982, 1984a, 1988a, 1988b, 1995) Becjker
argues for a linguistics of particularity, for a conception oflal‘lgnu‘gc' as languaging,
that is, as active rather than static, and for a nonreductionist linguistics. .

According to Bakhtin, “Nineteenth-century Iinguistic?, l)cgim.xing with
Wilhelm von Humboldt, while not denying the communicative function oﬂal}-
guage, tried to place it in the background as son@thing sccondnr.yv. What it
foregrounded was the function of thought emerging independently of communi-
cation” (1986b, 67). Bakhtin’s own discussion of the importance OfC(?l\.llnnTl]F‘il-
tive conlext is reminiscent of the large body of work in the subficld of hinguistics
that is sometimes referred to as sociolinguistics. For example, Dell Hymes (1 l)7.Jr,
1981) has argued repeatedly for a focus on conmmnicati.ve competence, as dis-
tinguished from Chomsky’s notion of competence, which is strictly gramma-
tical. Here belongs as well the lifclong work of John ()nmpcrz: (1")’82), who
atgues against the separation of Jangnage into “core” and “marginal features.
Quite the contrary, in his theory of conversational infe‘rence, a primary role
is played by “contextualization cues,” which are p,rimun!‘y pms.odui and para-
linguistic features that wounld have been relegated to “marginal status by
Saussurian linguistics. Finally, Shirley Brice Heath’s (1983) |ong—ferm investiga-
tion of language use in three communities emphasizes the inextricable r‘clutmn-
ship between language use and other cultural patterns. Morson and Fanerson
note Bakhtin’s conviction that “native speakers do not apply rules, they enter the
stream of communication” (1990, 145). This could as cué’bc describing
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the work of numerous contemporary linguists who question the transformational
grammarians’ conception of language as generated according to rules. A lingnist
who resisted the transformational model from its inception and stalwastly con-
tinued to do so until his death,® Dwight Bolinger argucd for a view of linguage as
“an organism” rather than “an Erector set.” He observed that “our langnage does
not expect us to build everything starting with lumber, nai\sb, and blueprint, but
provides us with an incredibly large number of prefabs, which have the magical
property of persisting even when we knock some of them apart and put them to-
gether in unpredictable ways” (1961, 1). How similar Bolinger’s view of language
is to Bakhtin’s: “If speech genres did not-exist and we had not mastered them, if
we had to originate them during the speech process and construet cach ulicrance
at will for the first time, speech communication would be almost impossible”
(1986, 79).

Bolinger’s conception of linguistic “prefabs” is related to Bakhtin’s notion of
“speech genres,” which he defines as “the typical forms of utterances” (1986, 79).
Indeed, there is a small but significant and growing body of theoretical work on the
linguistics of formulaicity, or the relative prepatternedness of langnage. In addition
to Bolinger, Wallace Chafe (1968, 1970) and Adam Makkai (1972) were linguists
who early explored the significance of idioms in linguistic theory. Paul Hopper
(1988a, 1988b) argues for a conception of grammar as emergen, in order to lake
into account the prior history of collocations. My own work (Tannen 1987, 1989)
surveys the prior literature and argues for the fundamental role of formulaicity in
language use. I show that repetition, the basis for all linguistic structure and mean-
ing, can be understood as a kind of spontancous formulaicity.

Another facet of Bakhtin’s objection to the linguistic theory of his time is that it
regards language “from the speaker’s standpoint as if there were only one speaker
who does not have any necessary relation to other participunts in speech communi-
cation” (1986, 67). This criticism calls to mind a group of anthropological linguists
who have created a significant literature arguing for the inextricability of speaking
and listening, for a conception of conversation as a “joint production” (Erickson
1982), for “audience participation in sensemaking” (Tannen 1989). A special
isstie of the journal Text, edited by Alessandro Duranti and Donald Brenneis (1986),
is devoted to “the audience as co-author.” (In the introduction to that volume
Duranti provides an overview of the theorctical foundations of this perspective. )
Thelifelong work of Frederick Erickson (for example, Erickson and Shultz 1982)
‘has:been devoted to the study of listener behavior and its effect on speaking. In an

imbing a tree that climbs back. Kochman (1986) proposes the concept
mbignity” by which speakers of vernacular black English intention-
heaters to:determine the “meaning” of an utterance. Scollon and
e structure of Athabaskan speakers” discourse is a re-
on obtheirdisteners (see also Scollon and Scollon 1981).
teraction between speaker and heareris fundamen-
_,l\?{e;mem: insdiscourse (Tannen 1989).

Involvement Stralegies in Discourse L{)

I this section Tsummarize the theorelical framework developed i my own recen
work that grows direetly out of the strains ol Tinguistic theory deseribed in the pre-
ceding section.

InTalking Voices (1989), 1 claim that ordinary conversation provides the sonree
for linguistic strategies that are artfully developed in literary discourse. This claim
is analogous to Bakhtin’s conception of ordinary conversation as made up of pri-
mary genres that are “absorbed” and “digested” by “secondary speech genres” such
as novels and drama (1986, 62). More preciscly, T argue that

ordinary conversation is made up of linguistic strategies that have been thonght
quintessentially literary. ‘These strategics, which are shaped and elaborated in liter-
ary discourse, are pervasive, spontaneous, and functional in ordinary conversations
I eall them “involvement strategies” because, Fargue, they reflectand simultaneously
creale interpersonal involvement. (1989, 1)

Involvement strategies drive both conversational and literary discourse by means
of patterns of sound and sensc. Sound patterns —the musical level of language,
inclnding rhythm and prosody —involve the audience with the speaker or writer
and the discourse by sweeping them up in what Scollon (1982) calls rhythmic
ensemble, much as one is swept up by music and finds onesell moving i iy hythi.
At the same time, involvement is ereated through what I eall andicence participa-
tion in sensemaking: by doing some of the work of making meaning, hearers or
readers become participants in the creation of the discourse.

I suggest, morcover, thal these two lypes of ivolvement are necessary for con-
munication, and that they work in part by creating emotional imvolvement. People
understand information better— perhaps only —if they have discovered it for them-
selves rather than being told it. Listeners and readers not only understand informa-
tion better but care more about it—understand it because they care about it—if
they have worked to inake its meaning.

The involvement strategies I identify in conversation are also those which liter-
ary unalysts have independently identified as important in literary discourse. The
three | have examined in depth are repetition, what I call “constructed dialogue,”
and details. Repetition establishes thythm and also meaning by patterns of constants
and contrasts. Dialogue, the representation of voices in discourse (what has been
called, erroneously Largue, “reported speech”), creales chythm and musical cadence
as well as setting up a dramalike scene in which characters interact with each other
and engage in culturally recognizable activities. Details provide seed from which
listeners sprout characters, emotions, and meanings.

My notion of involvement is analogous to Bakhtin’s notion of diafogue; it grows
out of a view of language as fundamentally interactive and gr(mndcd in conlext; of
meaning as the result of interplay between novelty and fixity; and ol meaning as
created by listeners as well as speakers in response to prior text. Furthermore, like
Bakhtin, ] have been concerned with the comparison of conversational and liter-
ary discBiirse. [ have arguced that listeners to and readers of discourse can “C(')‘I‘l‘lji‘rc-



iY g\hend” what they hear or read only by reference to recognizable scenes composed

of people engaged in meaningful activities. They create these scenes in their minds
mresponse to the details, dialogue, and other clues provided by the discourse. This
processof mutual participation in sensemaking gives rise to what I calb##®olvement.
In fictional dialogue, a similar process is at work. ‘The fictional dialoguc represents
visually recognizable elements of conversation which provide the basis for the
listener’s re-creation of a complete conversation, standing in for a meaningful rela-
tienship. Fictional dialogue seems “real” by a process of synecdoche and involve-
ment: the suggestion of remembered conversations. Put another way, Bakhtin claiims
that evéry conversation echoes other conversations, by the speakers and by others.

In the same way, literary conversations scho both other literary conversations and
remembered conversations from real life. .

Conversational and Literary Discourse: Lilika Nakos

I turn now to analysis of conversational discourse, and a comparison of conversa-
tional and literary representations of the same events. Twill show that there are more
“involvement strategies”‘in the spontaneous conversational discourse than in the
literary representation. I show, too, that the conversational disconrse is more “po-
ctic” in Friedrich’s sense; that is, the involvement strategies result in-discourse that
is more “figured,” more rhythmic, more elliptical, and, ultimately, more moving.
Infact, my notion of involvement strategies constitules a proposed account of what
it means for a discourse to be “moving.” On'the basis of this analysis, | will con-
clude with-a theory of the relationship between conversational andliterary discourse.

“The discourse Lanalyze was produced by a inodern Greek novelist, Lilika Nakos.5
While researching a book about her work (Tannen 1983), Linterviewed Nakos.over
a-period of eight months in 1975 and 1976 at her winter and summer homes ont-
side Athens. In the course of those interviews I asked her about the circumstances
surrounding:the creation of her novels. In her answers to my questions, Nakos re-
comnted some events that shé had also represented in the novels. Thus | had the
opportunity to compare Nakos’s literary and conversational re-creations of the same
events. ,

Lilika Nakos (1899-1989) was a member of group of Greek writers known as
“The Generation of the Thirties” who forged the novel form in modem Greck. One
ofthe first women to write prose fiction in Greek, Nakos was known for her lyrical
use of the demotic, or spoken language b A contemporary critic, commenting on
Nakos's early writing, complained that she wrote “not literature, but conversation.”
He perceived her writing to be so conversational in-tone that he could not see it as
literature at all. This is precisely the view taken by the Russian Formalists in their
approach to the language of the novel, and, according to Morson and Emerson, it
is a basis for Bakhtin's opposition: “They [the Formalists| equate the ‘artistic” with
the ‘poetic’; they consequently equate prose with nonliterary discourse; nonliter-
ary discourse, in turn, is characterized as ‘practical’ or (in other cases) habitual .. 7
(1990, 21). Morson and Faerson snggest that the tenn
Bakhtin’s insistence on the artistic nature ofthe |

“prosaics” represents
anguage of the novel, in contrast
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to the Formalists’ view that it merely apes the language of everyday spcccl.\, which
they claimed was used automatically without attention to the langnage itself (at-
tention to the language being the hallmark of poetry). ' y

Comparing Nakos’s conversation with her ﬂctAlon provides the basis ff)r ma._.mgl
observations about the linguistic strategics used in these two forll‘ns ()f‘(l’l)SL‘()lll.Scl.
will argue that the conversational versions of events are more. pogfl.c Fh:dni ’ilC
excerpts from the novel, if “poctic” is understood in terms of linguistic 5!mlc{>_lcsf
that create involvement, such as ellipsis, rhythmic repetition, tropes, and figures 0]
speech. The novel, however, is more “lilcmr?'" in the sense of nsn\.g .Cl;l]?f)ri]t?(_
metaphors and developed scenes. (Thus my claim that Nakos’s conversalion '15 nn'o’r'c
“poetic” in the sense of “more involving” does not underm.n the hte.ruyry inventive-
ness of the novel, and consequently in no way disagrees with lek]ml} s cvaluaﬁho}n
of the novel form as a kind of literary “hero,” in Morson and Emerson’s [ 1990, 308
lerms.) 4 -

In the nextsection, examine three examples of Nakos's discourse, then discuss
the implications of my analysis for a theory of dialogue in literature.

Poetic Elements in Nakos’s Conversational Discourse

I begin with an.excerpt of Nakos’s conversational (lisc<»\}rsc alone, in ordcr.to sl;ow
what I am calling its “poetic” nature, that is, the workings (.)f w}mt I .caH mvo ve-
ment strategices. 'The first example is taken from a conversation in which Nitkos is
telling me about the circumstances that led her to write one of her novels.

Exanere 1 “What, humpmns?"

Lilika Nakos wrote her most commercially successful novel, Mrs.bl)’oremt (I Kyriu
Ntoremi)” in 1947 for a French-language magazine in Switzerland. §I1§ subscquently
rewrote it in Greek, and it was published in Athens in 1955 and serialized on televi-
sion in the 1980s."T'hese are the circumstances leading up 1o the w.riling()flhzn I/l()vcl.
During the devastating German occupation of Greece during World War 11,
Nakos starved, froze, was beaten, and lost most of the people she was clf)se to; llwr
mother died shortly after the war as a result of hardships she sufﬂf,rcd clunng it. The
death of her mother, who had been her only family and her main companion ;1'11.c|
responsibility, freed Nakos to leave Greeee, which was then embroiled in civil
war as devastating as the world war upon whose heels it followed. In 1947 she re-
turned to Switzerland, where she had grown up from the age of twelve, whcre she
had written her first work in French, and where she had developed a reputation as
a writer before she returned to her homeland, Greece, at the age c>fl!1ix‘ty-(>llc.
TheTollowing excerpt is from a conversation in which Nakos was telling me about
how she came to write the novel Mrs. Doremi, her only comic !m.vel.. As she dg-
scribed the setting, she had just arrived in Switzerland and was sitting in th‘e train
station, destitute and aiimless. An acquaintance from her carlier time in Fwncvu
approached and told her that a magazine cditor had heard “.I.)(ml her ill'l'l\!i-ll ;n.u,!
wanted to commission a humorous novella. She remarked, *What, humorous?




She wasn't feeling humorous at all because, as she explained,

Den eicha tipota. Ldidn’t have anything,
Oute na koimitho,  Neither to sleep,

Oute ma fao, neither lo'eat,
oute domatio, neither a room,
oute tipota. neither anything,

I have laid out the transcription of Nakos's conversation in lines, not o suggest that

iis poctry, but 1o reflect the rhythmic “chunking” that is created in speaking by

mtonation and prosody. Itis hard to render a sense of the Greek in English transla-

+ion because Greek, by virtue of its grammar as well as its conventional use, is far
more elliptical than English. Structures thatare natural and grammatical in Greek
ound trancated and ungrammatical in English.

The first line contains two negatives:

Den eicha tipota.
Neg. (I) had nothing

Ine could render this in English as “I didn’t have anything” or “I had nothing,”
wt in either case the do‘ub]e negative is lost. (The more literal translation, “I didn’t
ave nothing,” sounds either ungrammatical or extremely.colloquial in English.)

I'his negative statement is then illustrated with three specific lacks, three things she
lid not have, also expressed in elliptical form:

Den cicha tipota— I bad nothing —

oute na koimitho nowhere to sleep .
oute na fao nothing to eat

oute domatio no rooni

oute tipota. no nothing.

The first thing one may notice about this set of lines is that they are framed by

he word tipota, “nothing,” which ends both the first and the last intonation units.”

Ihis is a figure that Quinn (1982) calls epanalepsis—the repetition of a beginning
‘the end. This figure is equally evident in the original Greek and the English trans-
wtion.” Looking at the Greek in the left column, however, one can see that it con-
tins more parallelism than the English in the right column: the word oute was
poken four times, each time beginning a new “intonation unit” or burst of speech
ounded by a coherent intonational contour.! In addition, the negative particle
den that begins the first line patterns with the negative particle oute that begins the
“iext four lines. In order to allow the reader to perceive more directly the rhythm of

he Greek, I present a word-by-word gloss;

Oute  na koimitho

Neither to sleep

oute  ma fao
neither to “eat

oute  domatio

neither .

oute  fipota. lL[

neither nothing.

Part of the impact of this segment in Greek derives from its iconicity. The e“i])\-
tical grammatical expression in Greek reinforces the impression of scarcity that
Nakos is describing, Furthermore, the rhythm established by the parallelism (“not
to sleep, not o cat, no room, no nothing”) ereales a listing intonation that implics
alonger, perhaps even an endless, serics of which only three iteins are specified. Al
the same time, this rhythmic patiern involves the hearer in the world created by
the disconrse, with its sense of isolation and deprivation.

Against this background, Nakos describes why (and, clliptically, how) she com-
plied with the request for a comic novel:

kai mou cdose pentakosia fragka.  And he gave me five hundred francs.
Piga, I went,

pira domatio, took a room,

efaga, ate,

kai archisa na to grafo. and began to write it.

T
The three statements of what she did not have are now matched rhythmically by
three statements of what she was able to get with the five-hundred-franc advance.
Again, to give a sense of the clliptical nature of the Greek expressions, 1 present a
word-by-word gloss:
Piga,

went

pira domatio,
took room

efaga
ate

kai archisa na to grapso.
and began 1o it write

Fhave omitled the grammatically requisite pronouns in English o represent the
sparsity of the Greek; one must try to “hear” it, though, as perfectly grammatical,
and to sense the first person as included in the verb. C

One may wonder why Nakos included the first line, “Piga,” since semantically
the word does not add anything to the story. I suggest that this line is there mostly
to supply a third element to balance the list of three items she lacked: “nowhere to
sleep, nothing o eat, no room.” One may also wonder why, in the first case, “no-
where'to'sleep” and “no room” were both present since they are essentially-s
mous. Here, too, the thythiic realization of three is crucial to create o tistini
nation, where the list effect suggests that there are more items that could hay
listed than are actually named. At least three items are needed to.
a list. The parallel rhythm is completed with the final line,
precediig@three: “and I started to write it,” much-agthedast
“verse” ends with a change in syntax (“No nothing™) and i
has falling rather than rising intonation) '
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"This brief example shows what I am calling the “poetic” nature of ordinary con-
versation, by which I mean its creation of involvement through audience participa-
tion in sensemaking and thythmic ensemble. n particular, Ihave fogused on rep-
etition and ellipsis. The work of the listener in filling in clided meaning is suggestive
of what Bakhtin calls “actively responsive understanding” (1986, 68), the partici-
pation of the listener that is an inextricable element in any utterance.

Thefollowing two examples contrast Nakos's conversational presentation of a
story with her fictional representation of the same material.

Comparison of Conversation and Fiction

The next two examples compare conversational and fictional accounts of the same

events in order to show that the conversational discourse is more “involving” than
the fictional.

Exameir: 2: “To the kitchen!”

Toward a New Life (Yia Mia Kainouryia Zoi) is another of Nakeos'’s major novels. It
was written before World War II but was first published in 1960. It too was serial-
ized for Greek television in the 1980s. Partly a‘utobiographical, the novel is about
a young woman, Barbara, who lives with her mother in Athens during the period
of the repressive Metaxas dictatorship immediately before the entry of Greece into
World War I1. During one of our many conversations, Nakos told me about her

experiences in the 1930s as the first—and for significant period of time the only—
woman journalist in Greece:

Ego egrafa stin Akropoli -
kai olo mou legan
“Stin kouzina! Stin Kouzinal”
Nai, mia mera thimosa k'ego
sto diefthindi.

" “Ma i kouzina thelei fayi,
a mna-pios tha ergastei?”

4

Fwas writing for the Acropolis
and they kept saying to me,

“To the kitchen! To the kitchen!”
Yeah, one day I got mad

at the director.

“But the kitchen needs food,

so who's going to work?”

I

the wovel, this interehange is expanded and elaborated. Barbara'’s director says:
“De thelo ego ginekes mesa st grafia,” xefonize. “1 gineka einai ftiagmeni yia tin
kouzina kai to kravati.” ;
I Varvara tote den vastaxe ke apantise: “Ma.i kouzines, stratige, chriazonte simera
pola chrimata yia na yiomisoune trofima, Ego.doulevo kai i mitera mou magirevi.”
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“Ldon’t want women in the offices,” he yelled. "A woran is made for the kitchen
and the bed.”

Barbara then conldn’t take it anymore and answered, “But Kichens, general,
require a lot of mency nowadays to fill them with food. 1 work and my mother cooks.

Iwill explore now why I claim that the conversational version of the story is more
“involving.” Nakos told me she was taunted, )

“Stin kouzina! Stin kouzina!”
“To the kitchen! To the kitchen!”

This taunt, which is ambiguously attributed (“they kept saying to me”), is’, firs? of
all, elliptical. “To the kitchen” is a short way of saying, “Go to the-kitchen," which
in itself is a figurative representation of, “You should be in the kifchen.” That she
should be there because she is a woman is implied. All these implications are
lexicalized and claborated in the novel and attributed to the director (the person
who in our day might be called the managing editor) of the newspaper:

J

“I'dow’t want women in the offices,” he yelled
“A woman is made for the kitchen and the bed.”

Nakos's response, as she reported it to me, is similarly elliptical:

“But the kitchen needs food |thelei fayi),
so who's going to work?” '

The rhetorical question “who’s going to work?” is an elliptical way of saying that
Nakos herself had to work; “the kitchen needs food” is figurative in that lhe.kitchcn
is anthropomorphized (Kakava 1988). The assumptions underlying this statement
are spelled out in the novel:

“Butkitchens, general, require today a lot of money to fill them with food [chriuzontui
trofima]. I work and my mother cooks.”

Itis worth noting that Nakos employed a more formal register in the fictional
version. In our conversation she used the demotic or vernacular term fayi, but in
the novel she used the formal register, or puristic form, trofima. ‘I'e verbs, too, are
different: in speaking, she said thelei ("needs”™) food, wherceas in the novel she wn')lc
chriazontai (“requires”) food. "This is particularly noteworthy in light of the crib-
cism that she wrote “conversation, not literature.” Clearly, her literature is not the
same as her conversation. Her conversation is, paradoxically, more “poetic,” in the
sense of creating involvement through the use of ellipses and repetition. In Bakhtin's
framework, one might say it is more “dialogic” in making less meaning explicitand
requiring more participation from the listener. But the novel is more claborated
and wrilten in @ more formal or literary register. Most important for Bakhtin’s no-
tion of speech genres is that the novel conforms 1o expectations established by other
novels.

Fam not suggesting that the conversational version is in any sense the real one,
what really happened or what was actually said. Quite the contrary, I have argued

in detail elsewhere (Tannen 1989) that any occurrence of discouggms a creation;
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in other words, there is no such thing, literally, as reported speech: even ita speaker
re-creates the exact words that were said, the fact of creating them ina new context

constitutes an original utterance. As Bakhtin has shown and f.mplmsued every

utterance is new, even as it is patterned on previous utterances, or prior text.

Exampre 3: “I am a little ant”

In the next and last example T again juxtapose two versions of the sume events, one
as spoken by Nakos in conversation with me and the other as she wrote it in her
novel Toward a New Life. The conversation took place as Nakos and I were sitting
on the porch in front of her summer house in Ekali, a suburb of Athens. 'The house,
which was later razed to make way for an apartment building, had been built by
Nakos's father. (Nakos had hidden Communists there during the Mctaxas dicla-
torship.) In telling me the circumstances surrounding her writing of this novel (she
said she wanted it to stand as a protest against the repressive Metaxas regime), Nakos
told me about a woman who became a character in the novel: a young Communist
whose real name was also the name of the character in the book, Chrysa (literally,
Gold.) Nakos told me that Chrysa, who had been her friend and a frequent visitor
to herhome, was arrested and imprisoned in Athens. When Nakos went to visit her
in prison, she discovered that Chrysa had been tortured.!! Following are juxtaposed
excerpts from one conversation on the left and from the novel on the right, first in
Greek and then in a free translation into English.

Conversation Fiction
Piga-sti filaki “Iaka pio konla,” tis cipe.
m'ena mantili . Kai koitaxe yiro tis

 etsi palia dimena os ergatria. . san na fovolan

namin tin akousi kanenas.

Kai b ferane. “Den boro na milo dinata
Kai ti na do? kai den kanei.
Ti ferane etsi dyo nosokomes. Kai an sou po ti mou kanan
Kathise sta kagela den einai yiati -
kai mou leei, zito tin symponia kanenos.
“Lilika . Mono tora kai si kratas mia pena
an se zitisa kai prepei na xereis ti yinete
den einai na sou po - ston topo mas.
ti travixa ego, © Prepei na xereis tous dimious.
yia na matheis omos ti travaci © Made sta leo afta, Varvarnva,
o Ellinikos laos. yia na kles.

Ego 'me ena minuigaki.
Afto to mirmigaki na foundosei
yia w'alaxci i zoi

Ma yia na xereis

ti travaci o kosmakis

kai poii cinai ol stavriotides tou.
tow inthropon pou ergazontin. S Fisai nea

Leci, "Min kles, min kles. tha ziscis

Ego,” leei, “cimai ena mirmigaki.

Kai esi,” leei, "na se fonaxa
yiati, epei-epeidi grafeis.

Echete kathikon eseis oi grafiades.”

Etsi milouse, “oi grafiades.”
“Na xerete ti travaei
o Ellinikos laos.”

Conversation

I went to the prisml
with a kerchief

like that, poorly dressed,
like o worker,

And they brought her.
And what do I see?

They brought her like this,
two nurses.

She sat by the bars

and she says to me:
“Lilika, if I asked for you
It's not to tell you

what I went through,

but for you to learn

what the Greck people go through.

L am a littde ant,
This little ant will expand

to change the life of working people.”

She says, "Don’t cry, don't ery.
1,” she says, “wm a litle ant.

And you,” she says, *1 called you
because, si-ssince you wrile.

You have a responsibility,

you scribblers.

(That's how she talked, “scribblers™)

to know

what the Greek people go through.

kai prepei na xereis

ti felana oi diktatories...

Yia mena den beirazei...

Ti eimai allo para ena halikaki,
ston kosmo pou chtizetai,

ston kosmo pou erchete.

Iiction

“Come closer,” she said to her.

And she tooked around her

as f she was afraid

someonce might hear,

1 can't speak loudly,

and I shouldn’t.

And if 1 tell you what they did to me,
it isn’t because I'm Jooking for
Llll)'()“‘."s 5}’l]lpilth)’.

It's only that now you hold a pen,
and you should know what’s happening
in our country.

You should know the exceutioners.

But I don't tell you this, Barbara,
to make you ery. .

But for you to know

what the people go throngh,
and who their crucifiers are.
You are young...

You will live,

and you should know what dictatorships
are good for.

For me, it doesn’t matter:-

What am I, but a little stone,

in theavorld that is being built,
in the world that is-coming.”

elsewhere in the novel~) :

Kai i Chrysa ystera SL(.fU.-.-“,
“Ach! ki ego clsi ||uln na ciml,
Fraanonino iy



petradaki me petradaki
yia na chiisti
enas kosmos kainouryios, 2

And then Chrysa, thoughtful, said:
“Ach! And I want to be like that.
Anmonymous litthe ant

1o (ll:lg

pebble after pebble
to build a new world.

| have been intrigued, in all the years since this conversation took place, and am
constapt]xstmck anew when reading the transcript, that the story as Nakcy)s told it
fo me is more moving than the one that appears in the novel. I can hardly read the
~words “Don’t cry, don’t cry,” without feeling the urge to cry. What is’it about the
spoken version that has this effect? Again, I think, it is the combination of musical
thythm created by the alternation of small bursts of speech and pauses plus the

repetition that together create involvement, Furthermore, the elliptical expression

%fnakes the listener fill in meaning and therefore have strong feelings for what s filled
in. Finally,

visual details create images that lead the listener to reconstruct a scente.
/gél)these are ways that, as Bakhtin puts it, “the listener becomes the speaker” (1986,

First is the detail that leads the hearer to create
dressed, “with'a kerchief,” “like a worker.” Next, the
that is lost in the English translation:

an image of how Nakos was
scene is setwith a repetition

Kai ti ferane.
Kai ti na do? .
Ti ferane etsi dyo nosokomes.

And they brought her.
And what do 1 see?
They brought her like this, two nurses.

The repetition of kai ti (pronounced keh-tee) in the

ll?eca‘use. the Greek word ti is actually two different
ine,

first two lines is lost in English
words, homonyms. In the first

kai ti ferane

and her brought

“and they brought her”

ti means “her,” spelled in Greek with the vowel M (eta). In the second line,
kai ti na do.
and what 1o sec.

“and what do 1 see?”

i

trmeans “what,” spelled in Greek with the vowelt (tota). When the third line
up the phrase ti ferane (they brought-her), in Greek it is continning
has woven through the three lines, rather th
in the English.

picks
1g a thread that
an resinming a thread that has been lost

~
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In both languages, however, the interjection “What do I'see?” creates a pause as
the reader waits to see¢ what Chrysa looks like, just as Nakos, or Barbara, waited to
see her friend. This iconically creates suspense.

Part of the rthythm of the spoken Greek is ereated by the repetition of the word
leei “(she) says,” which is uttered four times, three of them in three consecutive
lines during the part of the greatest emotional intensily, when Cheysa tells Nakos
not o cry. Elliptically, by representing Cluysa as tethng her not o ery, Nakos -
formed me that she was crying. T'he repetition, “Don’t cry, don’t ery,” is similar to
the repetition in the carlier example, “To the kitchen, to the kitchen.” The repeti-
tion creates a sense of repeated action.

In this section, the word leei is used to introduce the dialogue and then is inter-
jected between subject and verb, an unlikely but not ungrammatical placement in
English. I the following, I present the English with the phrase “she says” rendered
in Greek because the single word suggests the rhythm better than do the two words
required in English. (Léei is a “falling diphthong,” pronounced “lay-ee” with slight
emphasis on the first syllable.)

[eei “Don’t cry, don’t cry.

1,7 leei, “am a little ant. -

And you,” leei,

“I called you because, N

si-since you write.”
‘The repetition of leei ereates a thread through the discourse that has a hypnohe
rhythmic effect; it also reminds the hearer of Chrysa’s presence and her voice at
cach repetition. ‘

Contrast the direct address, “Don’t cry, don’t cry,” with the wording of the novel:

Ma de sta leoafta, Varvara, yia na kles.
But neg. you say these Barbara for to cry.

“But I'don’t tell you this, Barbara, to make you ery.”

The repetition in “Don’t cry, don’t cry” iconically creates the impression that Bar-
bara was crying continually. Also, the line of dialogue prompts the hearer to imag-
ine a scene in which Nakos is crying and Chrysa is comforting her. In other words,
the very sparsity-of the dialogue prompts the hearer to do more work and create 2
more complete scene. In contrast, the line of dialogue in the novel does not create
the image of Barbara crying—at least not as surely or as dramatically. It does not
prompt the reader to imagine as vivid a scenc as does the spoken discourse.

We are reminded of Chirysa again when Nakos interjects,

Etsi milouse,  “oi grafiades”

Thus (she) spoke, the writers

“That's how she talked, “seribblers.””

The Greek word grafo, “to write,” yields the noun grafiades in the demotic vernacu-
lar. I use the term “scribblers” to suggest the vernacular tone. The more standard
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"Purish;c" term would be syngrafeis, a term that Nakos does not use
either. There she uses metonymy instead:

Repetition is also crucial in the central 1
which is also used in the novel but in an
who is doing her part to build a new wor]

n in the novel
You hold a pen” (Kakava 1988).
metaphor of the conversational version,
other section: that Chrysa is a little ant
d. From the conversation:

“Ego 'me ena mirmigaki. . k
I am a little-ant |
Afto to mirmigaki na  foundosei
This  little-ant  will expand

yia nalaxi i zoi
in order to change the life

ton anthropon pou ergazontai.”
of the people  who work.

’

l.‘ecx, “Min kles, min kles.
(She) says, Don't cry, don't cry.

Ego,” leei, “eimai ena mirmigaki.”
Lo (she)says, am  u  little-ant,

1 llc](,réck 'worf.l lhg( must be tepresented in English by “little ant” is a single
word, minmigaki. It is a word that has an iconic effect in itself. The
in English “bee™ 15 one of the few phonolo
guages, ]lf represents somcthing small.'* The onomatopoetic /i/ sound. which
opcxllrs three times in minmigaki (meermeengakee), is echoed as well in the verb
el “ »” L4

mclz(z ((ipfronounced ee-may), “l am.” The word mirmigaki is also semantically
mar 5 lor srlnallness by virtue of the diminutive ending -aki. This is the sort of
sound play whose pervasiveness in language leads Friedri ) A

v vage leads Friedricl sard :

language as poetic.” : ; IO regandall
. The r'elationship between the little ant and the
lfldccd, itis one of the novel’s central me
tlfle. Inthe conversation, Chrysa says simpl
will grow to change the life of working peo
first, the metaphor of a stone is used:

ic cff i” sound (as
gical linguistic universals: in all lan-

new world s explicit in the novel;
taphors and also lends it its optimistic
y that she is a little ant and the little ant
ple. In the novel, in the section quoted

Whatam Ibutalittle stone in the world that is being built, in-the world that is coming

In the later section the fi

gure of the ant is elaborated, now as a simile r: an ¢
b, R as a simile rather than a

I'want to be like that, An anonymous little

. ant, to drag little-s . ; .
in order to build a new world, g little-stone after little-stone,

In the novel there is also more elaborate condemnation of the
tortured Chrysa, in fancier terms:

dictators who have

Prepei na xereis tous dimious.

Ma yia na xereis ti travaei o kosmakis
kai poii einai ot stavriotides tou.

Kai prepei na xereis ti felana oi diktatories.

And you should know the executioners.

But to know what the people go through
and who their crucifiers are.

And you must know what dictatorships are good for.

Thus, the discourse of the conversations in which Nakos told me about her novels
is more “poetic” than the fictional discourse in which she wrote about the same
events. | am defining “poetic” as making use of what I have called “involvement
strategies”: thythmic repelition, cllipsis, and figurative language that both sweep
hearers along and require them to participate in sensemaking by imagining scenes
suggested by the discourse. The fictional disconrse, however, is artful as well, only
in a more elaborated, “literary” way.

Summary: The Relation between Conversation and Ficlion

In the first part of this chapter I briefly summarized the work of a number of lin-
guists whose theories of language are more congenial, even parallel, to those of
Bakhtin than are the theories of generative grammar that dominate the field and
that have attracted the attention of literary theorists. I then sumimarized briefly my
own theory of conversational involvement, which is in the tradition of these alter-
native linguistic theories. Finally, I devoted the major portion of this chapter to
comparing conversational and literary versions of the same events, as told and writ-
ten by the same anthor. I found that the conversational versions of evenls were iore
“involving,” and in my experience more “moving,” than the literary versions. |
demonstrated that this resulied from a pattern of thythmic repetition and cllipsis
that worked together to sweep the hearer along and to force the hearer to fill in
meaning. “Involvement,” in my schema, is comparable to Bakhtin’s notion of
dialogism (although 1 developed my framework before reading Bakhtin), in that
meaning is created jointly in conversation by hearers and readers along with speak-
ers and writers. Finally, I suggested that literary discourse works by a similar pro-
cess. That is, by a process of synecdoche, the representation of recognizable con-
versational parts triggers in the reader the re-creation of a conversation like those
that have been experienced. ‘
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Notes

1. See, for example, Traugott and Pratt (1980). Another branch of the field, pragmat-
ics, has led to some interest in speech-act theory as a resource for literary theory (Lanser
1981; Pratt 1977). .

2. For further discussion of chaos in language, see Friedrich (1988).

3. Bolinger died in July 1992. See also Bolinger (1976) for discussion of what  am calling
formulaicity: the relative fixity of language.

4. This section is based directly on Talking Voices (Tannen 1989). There, in addition
to discussing this theoretical framework in detail, I explore in depth three involvement
strategies: repetition, dialogue, and detail. :

5. In writing the book, 1 confronted the dilemma of choosing a form for the subject’s
name. Her surname in Greek is Nakou (pronounced nali-koo), but her father's surnamne is
Nakos. In Greek, a woman’s last name is in the genitive case: literally, she is the Lilika be-
longing to Nakos. Greek women usually, but not always, adapt their names in English and
European languages to reflect the sume form as their-husband’s or father’s. This is what Lilika
Nakos did when publishing in French (though it was occasionally spelled “Nacos”), and her-
few works published in English in the United States (translated from French) were published
under that name as well. That 1s why 1 opted for the name “Nakos,” even though I knew her
as “Lilika Nakou,” and that is how she is known to Greek audiences.

6. The “language question” in Greece is a complex and highly politicized issue with a
long and much-remarked history. After Greeee achiceved liberation from four hundred years
of Turkish. occupation, there was a movement to return to the use of classical Creek in
order to purge the Greek language of Turkish influence just as Greeks had purged their:
land of Turkish rule. As a compromise between those who wished to revive clussical Greek
and those who wished to retain the form of Greek that had developed naturally over the .
years (“demotic”), an expatriate Greek scholar named Korais developed a synthetic form
of the langnage that was purified of Turkish influence and reintroduced many grammati-

cal aspects of classical Greek that had been lost to natural processes of linguistic change.
This form of Greek, called “puristic” (katharevousa), was legally imposed as the official
language of public discourse, with the result that fiction writers found themselves forbid-
den to represent the language of spoken discourse in print. For a brief summary of the
influence of the language guestion on the development of modern Greek literature and
Nakos’s place in this history, see Tannen (1983). For a detailed discussion of the language
question and Creek literature, sce Bien (1972).

7. 'The title Mrs. Doremi refers to the first three noles of the musical scale, “do-re-mi.”
It comes from the nickname given to Nakos by the students to whom she taught music in
a high school in Rethymnon, Crete, in 1933. Following her father’s death, Nakos had been
obliged to go to work to support herself and her mother, and to repay the debts ber father
had lefi. Having been raised m the upper-class Athenian district of Plaka and the cosmo-
politan Kuropean city, Geneva, she spent a harrowing year as a high school teacher on the
still-wild island of Crete before locating a position as a liigh school teacher in Athens.
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Herzfeld (1991), in an ethnographic study of the (Jrelu}\ t(;\’\-’;l.l of R‘:tll‘:)sx::(])]\\l,lsdtl;‘;ti\r»r;- [55
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sponses to the serialization of her novel on television m' t.l‘e o L:Ol”se + the expresson
8. An example of the elliptical nature of Greek synt.’l’>: ‘:n’(’ . 1‘5 o I e
that 1 have used to name Example 1: “What, humorous? Hn.s x's .ll( ire ‘eone on ol e
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oete (11 S i) Fhe expression, T, X2 ("What, A7) 154
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Al .uf~ Rid : i
urre ek figure ntiomaliz —
e g, it would be necessary to say in Fnglish, “Humor

discourse. To get a sense of the mc;miu" cesary 1o 50 )
ous? What are you lalking aboul?” or, Humorous? Arc )“""L"‘ld"‘;g.-kl it identifing
;9 1 owe this observation to Paul Fallon, who credits Christina Kakava
the figure of speech and its source.
10. The term “intonation unit, . . .
(1980) and his collaborators (of whom I was one) in conjunction w
alization of past experience. ' N ”
bdhlzim?ks i relcount Elsewhere (Tannen 1983), Nakos said that Chrysa was su.sr\r)\lenczetd\:lg)slm‘
down'und beaten, with her slip stuffed into her mouth to muffle her screams. Thena
d her genitalia with a match. o y o
l)uf)l‘ze The %miversality of the association of what linguists c:\!l the high fr(;::g/;):: Llll(lnllg;g)
smalh.ness is observed by Sapir (1929), Jespersen (1933), and Jakobson an gl

ing,” Shafe
ke the term “chunking,” was developed by_(,lu
e i o : ith a study of the ver-
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