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The Conversational Duet
Jane Falk
Berkeley, California

Example 1t
Both she and her daughter then leaned towards

Martha, smiling with warm friendship, and pre-
ceeded to tell her how happy they were that
Douggie was married at last, how wonderful, how
suitable, how...As one woman arrived at the end

of a breathless phrase, searching for the super-
latives that could not express what she felt, the
other took it up; it was a duet of self-immelation.

-~-A Proper Marrisge, Deris Lessing

This paper will demonstrate that the above excerpt
describes an important conversatienal phenomenen over-
looked until new in the theeretical literature--one
which both forces us te reexamine many of eur existing
premises and constitutes a rich oebject of study in it-
self.

Existing analyses of natural cenversatien, whether
by linguists or eur ceunterparts in ether disciplines,
plvet on the assumptien that there are just twe ways te
participate in a conversation--as speaker or as auditer.
Underlying this is the further assumptien that the
roles of speaker and auditer can be eccupied by enly
one individual at a time.

But, as the Lessing excerpt suggests, there is a
third alternative, intermediste between speaking and
eauditing. In cenversations between three or mere per-
sons, twe ef them may undertake Jeintly te carry out
the communicative task te a third in such a way that a
written versien ef their resultant in-sequence text
would be indistinguishable frem that ef a single speak-
er. Example I is a fictienalized pertrayal ef this
naturally-eccurring phenemenen.

The unique text is the rheterical censequence of a
particular set of cenditiens and intentiens being en-
acted by the speaskers. These teoe are accurately per-
trayed by Lessings

a) The partners (mether and daughter) have mutu-
2l knewledge ef the teplc at hand (Deuggie and
his marriage), uivalent sutherity te express
that knewledge iit is first-hand en beth their
parts, presumably), and a sense of camaraderie
between them.

b) They share a like cemmunicative goal (te ex-
press delight abeut the marriage).

¢) They are addressing in tandem net each ether

but g mutusl sudience (Martha).



508

d) They intend it te be understeed that each ef

their centributions ceunts en beth their behalfs.
When these cenditiens and intentiens are in effect the
ferm of each speaker's individual centributien dees net
pattern with that of the single speaker er auditer.
Only when taken as a unified event is the sequence in-
terpretable, or amenable te traditienal analysis.
Therefore, Lessing's term fer it 1s not a mere figure
of speech. Such an event is appropriately labelled a
"cenversatienal duet".

Dueting allows ene te de things ene cannet de as
speaker or auditer. Generalizatiens abeut cenversa-
tienal precesses which depend en a speaker-auditer
model permeate every facet ef cenversatienal analysls.
Let us take the varieus vantage peints as discrete
arenas in erder te censider the implicatiens ef the

duet for the field.

Nen-verbal behavier

Speakers and their audivers face each ether. Duet
partners (whe mest eften are seated side-by-side) main-
tain parallel bedy pesture and gaze directien. Even
while ene is speaking the ether is net turned teward
him, but teward their mutual sudience. (Nete that in
Exemple I the mether and daughter are described as beth
leaning teward Martha.)

Cenversatien is by definitien cemplementary. The
duet is a structure of symmetry within the everall cem-
plementarity, and the extra-linguistic behavier natu-
rally reflects this.

Turn-takingl

Example II: (J=Jeff; R=Ruth; O=All ether participants)
1 BR: We went uh almest everywhere except that 1t
was feggy fer half the time we were ever
there
O: Yeah yeu den't seem tee enthusiastic abeut it
R: It was a geed trip yeah it was yeah
J: | Well it was a great trip except that|it was a
foeggy day and we...

~N oM Wi

In speaker-auditer transactiens there is ambigulty
as te whe has the right te next-turn enly if the pre-
vieus speaker has net allecated this right te a speci-
fic persen. Turn-initial everlaps such the ene in
lines 5-6 are the censequence ef spentaneous ceinci-

dental attempts by auditers te acquire a nen-alleca-
ted turn.

Here, O seems te have selected RButh, but Jeff ever-
laps with her as theugh next-speaker rights had net
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been allecated. And he dees get the floeer. Ruth shews
ne evidence ef being discencerted. Ner dees O.

The explanatioen fer this lies in the fact that Jeff
and Buth have been dueting. Selectien of either part-
ner te a duet as next-speaker gives both of them the
right to talk., Which ene will act remains undeter-
nined. Turn-initial everlaps therefere abeund.

Ameng single-speakers, uatil a turn is allecated,
every party te the cenversatien is equally the peten-
tial next-speaker. Fer dueters, whenever ene part-
ner speaks, the ether can and eften dees speak next.
He dees net have te listen fer whether he will be se-
lected, as single speakers de. His is net a new tumrn,
but a centinuatien ef the fleer-helding by the duet,
in effect. A turn-taking subsystem 1s always peten-
tlally activated whereby the duet partners alternate
with each ether a number of times before a third par-
ty gets te intervene.

The directien of turns is alse affected by the in-
velvement ef a duet:

Example III:

J: And uh we uh talked abeut the teurists there

and we left and went te the Palace of the Le-

gien of Hener, righ

R: Again fer a view eof [the Golden Gate

J: For a view of the Gel-
den Gate Bridge and there was ne view

0: Aaahhh

N oM\ EFwivH

Strictly-speaking, Jeff breke the duet in line 3 te re-
quest verificatien of what he just sald. Ruth's re-
spense, line 4, theugh in cempliance, is net directed
back te its requester (Jeff), as in a speaker-auditer
interactien, but te a third party.

In speaker-auditer transactiens, questions based en
a previeus speaker's utterance are assumed te be direc-
ted te that speaker. Dueters' are not:

Example IV:
J: And uh then we went to Fert Peint which was
interesting because we had a teur
R: Have you ever been there?

Ruth's questien cannet be addressed te Jeff, because

he just gave the infermatien it asks fer. Pragmatics
appreaches would alse have difficulty with this example.
They have thus far anslyzed the apprepriateness eof se-
quences of sentences in a disceurse accerding te twe
categories: "next sentence" and "next sentence where
there has been a change of speakers" (Fillmere 1972).
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Ruth's questien, in this framewerk, weuld be apprepri-
ate enly te the fermer. DBut it ig the latter, when
"gspeaker" is defined as an individual.

The above facts are net mere amendments te the ex-
1sting medel ef turn-taking. They demenstrate that
we are net talking abeut a system which is "centext-
free". In inveking the duet we have needed te ge be-
yoend the surface features of any ene turn te the num-
ber eof participants invelved and the cenversatioenal
relatienships set up in the preceding disceurse. The
structure that exists in cenversatien is underlying
structure, needing te be interpreted en the basis ef
a number of features ef the whele discourse. (See
Gumperz 1977, 1979)

Interruptiens
It has been shewn that the perceptien ef being in-

terrupted 1s net acceunted fer by an independently-
ebservable definitien of interruptiens (Bennett 1978,
Mishra ferthceming). It is alse true that auditers
semetimes "interrupt" the speaker te cemplete his sen-
tence as a display ef understanding and rappert (Tan-
nen 1979). But a dueter-interrupter, as in Example
III/5-6, centinues the turn lexically and presedical-
1y Just as the partner undeubtedly would have, te the
same audience she was addressing. (Nete that a third
party respends, line 7, and net Ruth, the interruptee.)

In a duet, cempetitien fer the fleer is net cempe-
titien to express a separate peint of view, ner a mark
of geed listening behavier. It is merely cempetitien
for whe will be the gpeokespersen fer a mutual view, and
that 1s an issue of far less censequence than the ene
implied in speaker-auditer transactiens. As a matter
of fact, it eften happens that after being everlapped,
a dueter will "recycle" his partner's everlapped per-
tien rather than his ewn, as belew:

Example V:
O: But actually sheuldn't that have given yeu a
reater sense of camaraderie?
R: |1
Jz[:

t was fun
h 1t did It was a let ef fun

Dueters are engaged in an essentially ceoperative en-
terprise. This fact everrides many behaviers which
outside of a duet weuld have censiderably mere impact,
ameng which is beling interrupted.

Ferm ef turns
Example VI
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J: Because we had already planned everything we
had an itimerary planned we ceuldn't change
R: There were five cars with directiens

As in Example V, duet turns are typically characterized
by the absence ef a transitien that weuld address the
relatien of the turn te a prier ene and display the
speaker's understanding of it ("Yeah", "Oh", presedic
contrasts, etc.). Understanding between duet partners
1s presuppesed; it dees net need te be displayed.

Ner de explicit interruptien markers eccur (e.g.,
"Wait a minute"), er initial appesitienals ("Well",
"Y'knew", etc.) Dueters will eften echo er para-
phrase a partner without apparent reasen, as self-
edlting single speakers are wont te de. The effect
of"single-speaker unity" that characterizes the text
1s in large part attributable te these features.

Rele of speaker
In erder te accemedate the duet, the fact ef speak-

ing needs te be distinguished frem the rele ef speaker.
While it is true that fer the most part enly ene persen
speaks at a time, that dees net preclude there being
mere than ene speaker at a time. All the abeve "devia-
tiens" fellew logically when it is understeed that duet-
ers are sharing a single cenversatienal rele. That is,
they are go-speaking. One-te-one conversatien can be
understooed as the exchange of "sole" performances--each
rele 1s eccupled by a single persen. But in greup cen-
versations twe (er mere) persens may participate as
theugh they were ene, by dueting. There are actusally
three ways te participate in a cenversatien--as speak-
er, as auditer, er as dueter, calling en features frem
beth.

Backchannels
Backchannels (Y¥ngve 1970) are these shert interven-

tiens which serve te spur the speaker en. It is assumed
that they are the demain ef an auditer. But dueters'
subturns, because they tee reflect suppert and under-
standing of the partner's talk, functien as backchannels,
to the extent eof diminishing the need fer any input

frem the third party. Married ceuples (the feremest
candidates fer dueting) eften duet blithely en in their
own private cede, with apparent oblivieusness te the
fact that no one else is understanding them or supply-
ing feedback.

Syntax
The duet geverns fermulatien and interpretatien ef

utterances on all levels, including the syntactic:
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Example VII:(H=Husband; W=Wife)
Hest: You can ceme over feor lunch you really can
Hs Nepe can't de it I'm genna ge birding
Ws I might come ever fer lunch theugh if yeu
can get Jehn te drive tomorreow.

The absenée of a subject in the husband's first sen-
tence weuld erdinarily be disambiguated by the "1I" in
the next. But the ambiguity eccurs in the centext ef
an ongeing duet, se the sentence 1s assumed te have a
deleted "we", making his geing birding reasen fer beth
not te be able to come fer lunch, in the eyes of his
wife (or in her projection ef the eyes of the hest).

Socle-psycholegically eriented dliscourse analysis

The duet can alse be a valuable instrument in the
inquiry inte the cerrelatien between language behavier
and aspects of persenality. In one casé in my data,
the parents ef a schizophrenic son use the duet ferm
te ebfuscate their cemmunicatien, while all aleng cen-
veying the impressien that they are being perfectly
clear. Hew beth parents relate as a team te their
sen obvieusly affects his develepment.

Whether ene duets at all may carry significance (and
may be ethnically er geegraphically determined te seme
degree), as dees the particular way a ceuple duets. In
the Jeff-Ruth examples abeve, Jeff dees the najer werk
and Ruth merely supplements fer the mest part. What
other variatiens are possible? Is a degree of disagree-
ment ebscured by the use ef the duet? There are well-
and ill-fermed duets: one partner using "I", the ether
"we", while in a&ll other respects dueting seems te vie-
late a ceeccurrence rule of sorts. What de the differ-
ences reflect about the dueters and the relatlienship
between them? Are seme circumstances mere cenducive te
dueting than ether? These are all petentially fer-
tile areas ef further study.

The duet is an interpretatien, based en the ceeccur-
rence of signals en these many channels eof the cemmuni-
catien (See Gumperz 1978). It in turn sheuld censtitute
ernie variable in an interpretive appreach te the breader
questiens ef cenversatienal meaning.
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Notes

1The fellewing sectiens draw largely frem Sacks,

Schegleff, Jeffersen 1974. Alse drawn en are Sacks
1972, Schegloeff 1972, and Sacks and Schegleff 1974,

Examples I-VI are from a videeotape of a cenver-
satlon between ESL teachers abeut class trips.

For this reasen it would be mere apt te call
dueters' turns "subturns" and enly their whele in-
sequence particlipatien a "turn".
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