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1. A few years ago, whilst applying the Labov-Waletzky highpoint narra-
tive analysis (Labov/Waletzky 1967) to oral folk narratives in an attempt to
assess its descriptive and explanatory adequacy in accounting for longer
narrative texts than the natural narratives that they had investigated, 1 was
interested to note that the lexemes well, now and a combination of the two in
well now had a curious habit of oceurring at the intersections between different
segmuents of the text, e.g. between an orientation section and a narrative
sequence or between the final narrative sequence and the coda. To test whether
this was pure coincidence or whether some more significant regularity might
not be in evidence, I took six folk narratives, deleted all occurrences of the
relevant lexemes and gave them to ten native speakers, asking them to re-ingert
the lexemes wherever they felt them to be necessary. Two of the test persons
indulged in an orgy of well-insertion, and I was obliged to discount their
suggestions. Amongst the rest, however, an astounding regularity in well-in-
sertion emerged, displaying a very high level of agreement with the original
texts. This Ied me to surmise that such elements must have a conventional
functional significance in narrative texts, although I did not carry the ex-
periment further, My attention wag redirected to well and other such lexemes
by an increasing interest in conversation analysis.

In analysing conversational data linguists have been compelled to come to
terms with linguistic material which was previously felt at best to be of a
formulaic, ritualized nature, or at worst to be merely the outward sign of
a native speaker’s inability to express hisfher ideas fluently. Terms such as
“hesitation phenomena” and “fillers” have been used to characterize the
“gmms”, “ers” and “mmhmms” of conversation, but also lexemes such as
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well, now, right, ete. and phraseological units such as gou know, you see and

I mean,

One such filler lexeme which has received attention of late is well, for which

Robin Lakoff (1973}, Jan Svartvik (1980) and Marion Owen (1978, 1983) have
suggested ways of deducing pragmatic meaning. I shall argue here, however,

that we need to review their arguments in the light of an extended corpus of

data — which must include oral narratives — and to revise their contributions
somewhat in order to account for a wider selection of occurrences of well.
2. Lakoif considers the use of well in the following four positions:

1. as what she calls the “prefix” to answers,

2. as the “prefix”to questions,

3. as the “prefix™ to a sequence of utterances within a narrative that T would
term a “‘narrative sequence’’,

4. as a single utterance occurring in isolation.

The use of well as an isolated utterance is not analysed in detail. Lakoff
merely comments that it is ‘“‘spoken in surprised indignation™, possibly
“without reference to an audience, to indicate that the action or utterance that
elicited it did not meet the expectations of the speaker” (1873: 463). In the
remaining three cases she takes well to be a hedge addressed to Grice’s Maxim
of Quantity. In responding to a question the speaker may only use well in
reference to the propositional content of the question — in other words when
the response is what she calls an “answer”. It may never be used to prefix
what she calls a “reply”, i.e. a response not to the prepositional content of the
question, but to the illocutionary act itself. Thus adjacency pair {1)1s possible,
but not adjacency pair (2):

(1} 4 Did you kill your wife?
B Well, yes.
(2} 4 Did you kill your wife?
£ Well, it’s none of your business.

In (1) B indicates that the answer to the question is quantitatively in-
complete and that there are extenuating circumstances.

Lakoff takes well as the prefix to a question to indicate that “the g peaker
18 especially impatient for an answer™, Presumably, then, it indicates that the
questioncr considers the previous speaker to have violated the Maxim of
Quantity, |

The use of weil in narratives is taken “to indicate that details have hoen
omitted, that [the speaker’s] narrative is not really complete”. Again it is
interpreted as a hedge addressed to the Maxim of Quantity. The hitch in this
interpretation is that details are always omitted from any narrative — necess-
arily. 8o why should the narrator feel “insufficient™? This certainly doesn’t
appear to be the case in the oral narratives that T have examined.
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3. Owen criticizes Lakoff on two major grounds:

1. Lakoff’s data are intuited, i.e. they are not based on a corpus of conversa-
-y k I icative, i.e. it

2, The analysis is pragmalinguistic rather than socio-communicative, L.e.
lays too much stress on the appropriateness conditions for the use of ufeﬂ in
sentences and too little on the function that well fulfils within an inter-
actional framework.

Owen examines the use of well in the second pair-parts of adjacency pairs
and ag the opener and closer of a side-sequence. A?r the prefa.we to a EET?ECI
pair-part, where the speaker’s move either cﬂntfra,dwta, modifies DI" quali es
any of the moves made in the first pair-part, it can be used to mu%lrélll'zat&
possible face-threat to the previous speaker, or even to oneself. I1? can in .1;& &
that the present speaker finds it difficult but necessary to contradict, modify or
qualify.

Extract (3) is an example from my own data:

(3) A4 Ah — you couldn’t see Stone//henge??
B Oh no. Well, it was dark anyway.

B has already told 4 that she had not seen Stonehenge, 80 jtha,t A’s qugst;on
is felt to be unnecessary. B anticipates the eompletio.n of A’s turn ELIlld tn er-
rupts to answer the question. B’s second move clarifies why jshe didn t. l;aiae
Stonehenge, i.e. quite apart from anything else it was not physically PDSE'I 61;
But since the abrupt answer interrupting 4’s turn might be ta:ken as an a 1:;-11::1
to his right to ask the question, in other words as a F)o!:ent-la-l face-threat to
both A and B, the well prefaces B’s second move to minmmize the ::la;nger. o
Such an interpretation has much to commend 1t. In opening up a side-
sequence in a verbal interaction, for example, the spealt-k{ar is lem}mg t:,he topic
of the conversation off-track, as it were, and needs to signal t-]:l::?ut- in doing 80 no
offence is meant. What Owen doesn’t explain, however, is howh we a,rf_::bﬁn
understand B’s answer to A in example (1} as the Iﬂi]lilllizﬂ.t-lﬂl'l. of a possible
face-threat. Is B likely to offend A by not giving a clear, uneq_uwoﬂal a;lsc,lwer
to his question? Does B experience difficulty in giving . full answer, jf . Ee:
he prefer to intimate to 4 that he has more information to give if A wishe

1 T have used relatively few transeription conventions for .the data axtra:cts in *thl:
article in an effort to make the text as easily readable as possible. Punctuatmnhu? .:rtc_
written text has been retained — by and large — but atten‘lpt-s to repmsen; g:f':34:1:”’:':;j idgald
ally rather than phonetically utterances such as waenna, i, probly havoe been .
The following conventions have been retained:

{{ =interruption by co-interactant or turn overlap

= -interruption, restart
f— :izgeﬂsion 011:: word or plirase, stammering (e.g. wha-wha-what)
{ =simulianeous turns
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to hear it} The latter explanation seems more probable, but, as T shall show,
it can still be interpreted as the minimization of a face-threat if we are pre-
pared to consider it within the framework of a theory of relevance,

4. Svartvik, like Owen, takes a functional approach to the problem of

interpreting well. He identifics two major functions fulfilled by what he calls
“the particle ‘well*";

L. as a gualifier either of the content of the previous move or of the move to
be made by the speaker uttering well,

2. as a discourse frame indicating that a side-sequence is about to be opened or
that such a side-sequence has just been closed.

In order to underpin the subcategories of functional meaning within these
two major functions, he presents contrastive data from Swedish. His argument
is that sinee Swedish does not have one unique lexeme to express these sub-
functions, the phraseological and lexical units it does have are evidence of
differences in pragmatic meaning,

Whether we can make reliable use of such contrastive data is a problem T
shall leave unresolved for the moment.2 What is interesting about the sub-
functions that Svartvik identifies is that they can all be deduced from under-
lying interactional principles involving the notion of pragmatic relevance, ag
can Owen’s primary funetion of the minimization of a possible face-threat.
Indeed Svartvik gets fairly close to the analysis I shall suggest when he 888
that “the common denominator of the uses of well in the corpus seems to be
that of shifting topic focus in discourse™ (1980: 177).

5. To assess the adequacy of Owen’s interpretation of well as the minimiza-
tion of a possible face-threat, we need to consider carefully what is meant by
saying that a person’s face is threatened in verbal interaction. We also need
to extend Owen’s analysis to include turn-internal ocourrences of well, 6.2,

in oral narratives and longer expository or descriptive turns. In doing so I

shall have recourse to a compelling suggestion made by Sperber and Wilson
(1978) that Grice’s conversational maxims may all be reduced to, or deducible
from, an overriding axiom of relevance. '

Brown and Levinson (1978: 66) derive their concept of “face’ from Goffman
(1967). In general “face” may be defined as “the public sel-image that every
member [of society] wants to claim for himself”’, and it consists of negative

® There is an unfortunate logical eircularity in this type of argument. Having dis-
covered & variety of possible translation equivalents in Swedish for well, pragmatic
meanings are then postulated for those equivalents and said to be realized, by the lexeme
well. No consideration is given to the possibility of discovering some unifying aspect in
the variety of meanings postulated, sinee this would then imply that each of the Swedish

lexemes is Likely to realize & further subset of meanings which would then not be realized
by the lexeme weil in English.
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Juce, defined as “‘the basic claim to territories, personal preserves, rights to
non-distraction — ie. to freedom of action and frecdom from imposition™,
and positive face, defined as “the positive consistent self-image or “personality’
(crucially including the desire that this sclf-image be appreciated and approved,
of) claimed by interactants’, '

In any soecio-communicative interaction, interactants may commib face
threatening acts (FTAs), wittingly or unwittingly, or may decide to avoid FTZ’L.S :
F'TAs demand repair on the part of the perpetrator, and the interchange in
which repair takes place and iz accepted (or declined} by the offended can be
termed a remedial tnterchange {cf. Owen 1983). ' |

It is generally aceepted that verbal interaction is structured i1 3 sUCCesslon
of interchange, or adjacency, pairs (¢f, Sinclair/Coulthard 1974, Gnﬁ'@an 198.1,
Halliday 1975, 1978).% An utterance by an interactant, a first p:mr-pa,.rt, ig
completed by some form of response, a sccond pair-part, by a._]mther inter-
actant. The second pair-part need not always be linguistic, * but L si_la,ll Assume
for my present purposes that it is, In setting up a first pair-part, an interactant
claims the right to conversational territory, i.e. to neg&t-iv? face, and 1.:-ha
recognition of this right by another interactant in the form t.:ri i response, 1.e.
positive face. An F'T'A in relation to the speaker’s negative face is committed
hjr the second interactant through interruption or the setting up of a furt-ht:ar
first pair-part cither with the speaker or with a third interactant. EjTA.S in
relation to the speaker’s positive face are committed when a response 18 given
in the form of a second pair-part which does not display relevance to the first
pair-part. '

The principle of face thus regulates the responses in verbal 1111:erc.=ha-nges.
such that, given that z is a first pair-part and y a second pair-part, ¥ 18 to be
understood as a response to x if and only if ¥ is an utterance und may be
interpreted asrelevant to . If the utterer of 2 fails to deduce relevance, y may be
understood to display unwillingness, inability, etc, on the part of.' the utt-ere:r
of y to participate in the socio-communicative verbal interaction. In this
situation such a display may be interpreted in two different ways:

1. ag an FTA committed by the utterer of y and directed at the utterer of ,
2. as an inadvertent blunder by the utterer of y and a possible loss of his own
posttive face.

3 The *“British school” of discourse analysis tend# to use the functional term
“exchange’’ to express the utterance pair sef up by two inter:jmtants which I }.m.ve termed
an “interchange™. The latter can also be considered a funetional term, but .111 laya more
gtress on the interactional function realized by the structural concept of adjacency pair,
i.6. the communieation-dirceted change from oune interactant to another, rai;har than on

ctaphorical association of hartering,. : o
e lﬂﬁeiuuld stroteh g point here and say that thefirst pair-part needn’t be linguistie,
either.
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Since no-one likes to lose face, verbal interaction becomes self-regulatory
in that 1ts common goal is to avoid loss of face on the part of any of the inter-
actants. I shall maintain that the central concept underlying this self-regulatory
system is that of relevance.

6. Sperber and Wilson (1978) maintain that the extent to which an utterance
1s relevant is established in accordance with a set of beliefs and assumptions,
1.e. with a set of propositions. An utterance y is relevant to an utterance x if Y

ig related either directly or indirectly by pragmatic implications to 2. Sperber
and Wilson diseuss the following interchange:

(4) A Do you ever talk to Charles?
B I never talk to philosophers.

4 sets up an interchange with a first pair-part requesting information from B
and thereby granting him the foor. According to the prineiple of face B must
respond with a second pair-part. Lakoff maintains that two types of response
are possible, an answer to the propositional content of the question or a reply
addressed to the speech act type, or move, itself. Tn choosing the second option
B could reject A’s right to request the information and thus threaten A’s
negative {ace, thereby rejecting the verbal interaction or at least this part of it.
B could, however, acknowledge the fact that 4 hasg set up a first pair-part but
ask for a re-run of it to enable B to give an answer. B would therehy risk the
loss of his own positive face, but would allow a sub-interchange to be inserted
1nto the interchange begun by 4.

In (4) the second option has not been chosen by B, and to avoid interpret-
ing his utterance as an FTA, A must search within B’s second pair-part to
construct & proposition which will logically relate to one expressed in his
utterance. If an obvious relation is not deducible, 4 will interpret B’s utterance
as an FTA,

In the case of (4) the relation between the two pair-parts of the interchange
can be reconstructed on the basis of a direct pragmatic implication, i.e. the
shared knowledge that Charles is a philosopher, or an indirect pragmatic
implication, e.g. in this case that philusophers are human beings and Charles
is a human being, therefore Charles must be a philosopher and B never tatks
to Charles. The indirect pragmatic implication is deducible precisely because
of the linguistic fact that the verb talk is retained in B’s assertion.

7. Let us now turn to oceurrences of well in verbal interaction. In example
(1) from Lakoff’s article {repeated here for the sake of convenienece):

{1) 4 Did you kill your wife?
B Well, yes.

D’s response to A’s request for information is an answer, so that no FTA is
committed. The utterance yes entails the proposition “T killed my wife”, no
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pragmatic imphications having to be deduced by 4 on the basis of B's utter-
ance,
The first significant point about well as a prefix to any utterance is that it
stands outside that utterance, i.e. it is not part of the utterance’s syntactic and
semantic structures. It may thus be said to constitute a move modifying an
utterance in some way. In (1) it modifies the utterance yes and thus by ex-
tension the proposition “I killed my wife”. Now although B does not commit
an FTA with respect to A by admitting that he has killed his wife, he certainly
risks loss of his own positive face.

Well may thus be taken to minimize possible face loss on B's part. 4 now
knows that although B’s answer is relevant, something has been left unsaid.
A may now open ancther interchange by uttering a first pair-part such as (5):

{5) What do you mean by “well”’?

The prinectple of face will guarantee that B is willing to continue the interaction
because of his promise of further relevant information. To say yes without
prefacing it with well would be to admit openly to having committed a capital
offence.

There is a further possible interpretation, however, B could be challenging
the relevance of 4’s first pair-part either to propositions made during the course
of the interaction prior to the interchange or to the proper facts of the case, 1.6,
to knowledge which 4 does not yet share with B. The second pair-part in {1)
is thus relevant to the first pair-part, but simultaneously questions the relevance
of A’s utterance, thereby opening up further possibilities for the interaction,
or, as Svartvik puts it, “shifting the topic focus” in the interaction.

7.1. It is conceivable that well could be used to question relevance without
the minimization of an FTA being obviously involved. Well can oceur as a turn
in its own right with either a fall-rise, fall or rise intonation contour as the
response to a verbal or non-verbal move made by another interactant. The
intonation eontour provides the other interactants with information regarding
the move being made by the utterer of well, i.e. whether it is a display of sur-
prise or an expression of doubt followed either immediately, or after a “‘preg-
nant’ pause, by a further responsct, If it is an expression of doubt, then clearky

5 As Svartvik (1980: 168) points out, it is thus difficult to clarify the word-class
status of well. Hiz own choice ig to label it “‘particle”.

¢ With non-isolated ceeurrences of well, as Svartvik points out, there does not seemn
to be much correlation between its prosodic features and its funetion(s). In isolated
occurrences the prosodic eontour scems to be particularly significant. I shall not take
theze contours fully inte aecount at the moment, since I do not consider them to influence
my main line of argument in any significant way. Tho suggestion by Brazil (1375) that
different intonation contours are linked in different ways to given and new information
in the diseourse, i.e. Lo previous moves and to moves still to be made, might, however,
correlate with rclevanco backwards or forwards in the conversation.
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the utterer of well thereby indicates that he finds it difficnlt to substantiste
pragmatic implications which would allow the previous person’s move (whether
verbal or non-verbal) to becomic relevant on the basis of their shared know-
ledge.

An expression of doubt, however, is merely a display of the speaker’s
inability to dednce any immediate relevance, since the information is new,
Does this then necessarily involve an FTA to either 4 or B? Positive face loss
on the purt of the utterer of well might he involved if we assume that a speaker
will make every effort to discover relevanee if he possibly can in order to main-
tain the interaction. The expression of surprise carried by the intonation of the
utterance might then be said to be nentralized by the lexeme used to carry that
information,

7.2. Used as a preface to a question, well is particularly interesting. There
are two possibilities here:

1. The question is a response to a first pair-part and must be understood as the
opening of a temporary side-sequence before the interchange is completed.

2. The question is a first pair-part in its own right and opens up a new inter-
change.

An example of type 1. is given in extract {6), which is taken from Marion
Owen’s data;

(6) 4 Roughly how many pages?
B um well couldlet’s see, could you do them in such a way that it would
be printed on A four?
A A four. Right,
B But folded so that it would come down to A five?
A Yes. What sort of quantity?
B Well, in that case I would think about fifty sheets perhaps.

B’ response to 4’s question is neither an answer nor a reply and as such must
be interpreted as an FTA. Tt thus seems perfectly in order to interpret well as
move minimizing the face threat, But we need to ask why this is so. We assume
that A’s question is relevant to propositions expressed or implied at an earlier
stage in the interaction, so that denying 4 an answer which. is relevant to
propositions expressed in his first pair-part is tantamount fo denying that
those propositions are relevant. The well concedes their relevance, thus
minimizing the face threat, and intimates that B's question, in opening up &
side-sequence and thereby apparently shifting the “topic focus”, will ultimately
lead to a relevant response.

A may assume this to be the case if he gives a relevant answer to B’s
request, In fact his answer provides the missing information which B needs to
complete the original interchange. The reorientation of the overall interaction,
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which is needed to provide the bagis upon which B can give a relevant response,
certainly involves the risk of B committing an FTA with respect to 4, and the
use of well seems to fit Owen’s analysis adequately.

B’s second move with well, however, reorients the interaction without an
obvious FTA. It has the function of reorienting a second time and providing
the missing response to A’s initial question. A closer look at the total inter-
change reveals that the side-sequence vpened up by B is corapleted by A’s
move yes, upon which 4 repeats the original first pair-part, albeit with a
different choice of lexieal and grammatical strueture. B’s response is now clearly
relevant. So why does he need to modify it with well? Note that the answer
is not modified by well alone, but also by the phraseological unit in that case.
If we deleted this from B’s turn, the well would appear to be somewhat mis-
placed within the framework of the total interchange. It would indicate that
although B’s response is entirely relevant, not everything has been said — at
least with respect to 4’s original question. It thereby opens up the possibility
of a further side-sequence. If we deleted the whole phrase well, in that case, B’s
response would still be relevant and no FTA would be committed. The phra-
seological unit sn that case functions rather like an apology for B opening up the
side-sequence in the first place,? since it vefers anaphoricaily to that sequence,
It is as if a possible FTA to B’s positive face is avoided by his referring back
to the side-sequence as the establishment of knowledge which is now shared
by both interactants and on the basis of which a relevant response can be given.

Thus the minimization of a possible FTA is intimately bound up with the
notion of relevance once again. As this FTA involves positive face, loss of 4’
negative face not being involved, well need not in fact have been uttered at all,
Its occurrence as a reorientation marker, shifting the interaction back to the
original sequence, or in Svartvik’s terms to the “topic focus”, is an indication
of how aware gome speakers are of the possible loss of their own positive face
if the relevance of their moves is not — in their eyes — immediately obvious.
Thus Owen’s comment that ““to deseribe both these disjunetions ‘caused’ by B,
ag threats to 4’s face, seems implausible, although the first could perhaps be
seen in this light”” (1983: 45) is a little too pessimistic,

Let us now turn to occurrences of well prefacing questions which function

as first pair-parts, i.e. type 2. above. I shall take two interchanges, one intuited

and one from my own data.
Consider the following intuited interchange:

(7) 4 It’s not in the drawer and it’s not on the table.
B Well, where is it?

" If thig is 8o, it will be a typicel marker for remedial work in an interchange like
sorry, I'm sorry, I'm afraid... ete. Cf. Owen (1983).
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A’ turn can only be taken as a second pair-part, since the anaphoriec if refers
back to a noun phrase that has oceurred previously in the interaction.® If B
does not preface his turn with weil, the second move in the turn, where is i,
must be taken functionally as a first pair-part, although it may or may not be a
reiteration of a previous first pair-part, -

The problem resides in the direct pragmatic implication of B’s question,
viz. “A knows where the object in question is”’. Unless the total interchange is a
game or 4 is teasing B, it is unreasonable for B to imply this, since the direct
pragmatic implication of A’s utterance is that he or some other person has
unsuccessfully looked for the object in at least two places.

The only way for 4 to interpret B’s move as being relevant is for him

1. to take the question as not being directed at him,

2. to reintorpret the question as implicating that he (4) has lied and that B is
re-opening the interchange, or

3. to reinterpret B’s question as implicating that he (4) should know.

Reinterpretations 2. and 3. involve loss of A’s positive face. We might then
say that well minimizes the FTA. Yet even with well reinterpretations 2. and 3.
are still open to 4, and B’s turn still contains an FTA. In the case of option 1,
what B says can't be interpreted as a possible threat to 4’s positive face,
sinco the gunestion isn’t interpreted as being addressed to him.

Let’s try another tack. We could say that B is aware that his question will
create difficulties for 4 to work out the indirect pragmatie implications nceded
to make B’s question relcvant. Well thus seems to indicate

1. that B is about to challenge the assumption that 4 has abided by the
axiom of relevance in doing his best to make a maximally relevant response,
and

2. that B is about to make an utterance which in the light of 4’s utterance
might not immediately appear relevant to A.

Thus it: prefaces a re-run of the interaction, a re-run eonsidered necessary by
B, and it reorients the course of that interaction.

Note that if we insert either ther or in that case into B’s turn — similar to
speaker B in {6) — this interpretation virtually becomes mandatory, since both
ingertions refer anaphorically to the propositions expressed in the previous
sequence of the interaction, i.e. to shared knowledge:

(8) A It’s not in the drawer and it’s not on the table.
B Well, in that case where is it?
B Well, where is it then?

% Thie does not mean that the first pair-part has been uttered immediately prior
to 4’s turn. A may have gone looking for the objeet in guestion and then returned to
report lack of success.
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The second example of well prefacing a question which must be taken as a.
first pair-part {extract (9)) is taken from my own data:

(8) A The wholeffyeah, the China eclay/what C area
people are allowed to use it//but all the/ ¢ ah
{most of the houses round about in Char-

lestown are-ffare in fact owned by the ¢ mm

Charlestown Estates. And the people who

live in them pay rent to Charlestown C mm

Estates/fand, typical Cornwall/feven in B Well, who’s behind

this- Charlestown Esta-
tes?

B’s question interrupts 4’s turn, and it is possible that well minimizes the
potential threat to A’s negative fuce, i.e. to his ¢laim to conversational torri-
tory. B’s interruption, however, is aimed at eliciting information which he
considers to have been implied indirectly by 4 and to be necessary in order
to complete the knowledge shared by all the interactants in the conversation.
He is thus challenging the assumption that 4 has abided by the axiom of re-
levance and conceding that his question may not immediately appear relevant
to 4. SBuch a challenge constitutes a threat to A’s positive face which is
minimized by well.

The beginning of A’s turn does in fact reveal that 4 was about to suggest
which organization controls Charlestown Estates before he changed tack and,
as a consequence, omitted the verb — the China clayfwhat people are allowed to.
use il. In addition, the co-referent of the pronoun it is not made clear; it could
be the village of Charlestown, but B is not sure that this is so. Thus well pre-
faces a side-sequence to enable 4 to provide the missing information. As we
can see from extract (10), 4 promptly gives the second pair-part to B’s first
pair-part and then continues from precisely the point at which he was inter-
rupted by B:

(10) 4 Idon’t know, B. But even in thisfwe- we
notice when we're out, ‘cos we get people
who live thereffwho claim benefit/but ¢ mm
even in 1984 the rents/fare ridiculous. C mm

Shifting the topie focus and thereby making it difficult for the co-inter-
actant(s) to deduce the relevance of an utterance leads to a possible loss o
faco on the part of both the speaker and the co-interactant(s). As in (8) well
does indeed tend to minimize the force of the FTA by indicating that the shift
18 nevertheless relevant, _

1.3 So far an analysis based on the minimization of the force of an FTA can
be upheld as long as we take the theory of rclevance as a framework within.
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which to interpret the moves made. There are, however, several cases of well
ocourrence which cause diffienlty, above all those within narrative turns and
longer expository turns.

To begin with, however, let us consider the following two extracts:

{11} 4 Good afternoon, Mrs Conmnolly,
B Good afternoon,
A What would you like 1o ask Walter?
B Well, I've got this little kitten [...]
(12) 4 Good afternoon, Mrs Higginboftom.
B How d’ye do.
A What would you like to ask Walter?
B Well, a friend of mine hought/got a little bird [...]

In both cases the opening interchange is GREETING/GREETING followed
by a second interchange whose first pair-part appears to be a question. B has
been granted the floor and has an obligation to respond. In neither case does
the turn therefore constitute a threat to 4’s negative face.

Both interactions wore taken from a Radio Manchester phone-in pro-
gramme, a fact which ig relevant to my analysis. From A’s utterance B can
logically deduce the pragmatically implied proposition “A believes that T
would like to ask Walter something”, a proposition which constitutes shared
knowledge because of the phone-in situation. In each case B has phoned the
studio and has been selected to put a guestion, The studio has then phoned 5B,
who is to be the next caller, before the anchor-man 4918 ready for her, so that
B is waiting for 4 to address her. B would not have been selected as a co-inter-
actant if she had not wanted to put a question. It is even highly likely that
she has already put that gquestion to the first person with whom she spoke at
the studio.

Note, however, that 4 is not really putting a question to B but inviting
her to put her question to the guest expert, Walter. B’s second pair-part in
this section of the total interchange is thus acceptance of the invitation to
take the floor and concurrently the setting up of a first pair-part to which
Walter is expected to respond. Beyond acceptance of the floor, therefore, the
second pair-part does not relate to anything in A’s first pair-part, nor to any

3 The term “anchor-man’ is commonly used in local radio jargon to designate the
‘person compéring a phone-in programme. He may be the audience’s only communicative
partner in the sense that he takes the incoming ecalls, deals with them and coraments on
them, but he is far more likely to he the mediator between the caller and an expert or
group of experts in the studio specifically invited to deal with callers’ problems. Behind
the anchor-man is the producer, who exerts ultimate eontrol over the length of the catlers’
contributions in adviging the anchor-man to econtinue the interaction or disecontinue it at
the earliest possible opportunity.
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propositions entailed or implied (whether directly or indirectly} in the previous
interchanges. Because B is coneerned not to commit an FTA either to A's
negative face or to her own positive face, well again signals that the speaker
is about to make an utterance whose relevance will not be immediately appar-
ent in the sense in which relevance has been defined here.

The question which B has been invited to put will not cccur until B has
otiented her co-interactants, 4 and Walter. What is said before she puts the
question will set up a store of common knowledge on the basis of which the
interaction may he developed. The only way in which we can interpret well as
an FTA minimizer is to suggest that B staves off possible loss of positive face
by indicating that what she says before she reaches the question will be
relevant to it.

Since the co-interactants in a phone-in programme™ will expect to be
oriented before the question is put, it might be objected that real loss of face
is not involved here, This may in fact be so, and it may be more useful to
interpret such prefacing moves in well-defined, conventionalized interactional
situations as ritualized. Evidence for this is provided by the fact that the lis-
teners who phone-in during such programmes almost invariably preface the
turn with the lexeme well. Tts ritualized nature, however, follows on directly
from considerations of possible negative andfor positive face threat contingent
on the relevance of the utterer’s turn to propositions directly or indirectly
implied by utterances in the previous turns.

7.4 The instances of well which are most difficult to interpret as the mini-
mization of a possible face threat are those which cceur turn-internally, i.e. in
longer deseriptive, expository or narrative turns. Yet if we make use of the
principle of face (section 8) and link it to the axiom of relevance dealt with in
section 6, this interpretation turns out to be the most natural. I shall illustrate
this with a number of examples from my own data collected from radio phone-in
programmes and natural conversation situations, dealing in this section with
expository turns and in section 7.5 with narrative turns.

Consider the following two extracts both taken from an afterncon session
of discussion, small-talk and aneedote within the family ecivcle:

(13) 4 Well, what make are these Am.? Wha- wha-

B They're British, but Am. started off as a car (0.8) car radio firm (1.1)
and they branched out into hi-fi. And in the early days of hi-fi equip-
ment they always got a bad name (1.6) Well, I say a bad name. People
said, *If they’re British, they’re no good” {0.8) but people twigged
that they (0.9) they had improved their quality.

1 These also include the tatal number of people listening to tho programme and not
merely the anchor-man, the caller and the expert(s).
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(14) B [...]if vou could buy that flat, how much would it cost?

A It’s- it’s erm the quality of the flat is not particularly good, The whole
house re- really and truly needs to be renovated inside, you know,
taken apart and ve-done well. I mean, there’s a lot wrong with it,
a lot wrong. But in the eondition that it is now and looking at the p-
position that it is in- in the middle of Z., well, fairly near the middle
of Z., its valuefa four-room flat would be something like/well, I don’t
know, four hundred thousand.

Iy extract (18) we are concerned with the occurrence of well within B's
turn, not with the well prefucing A’s first pair-part, which can be interpreted
in precisely the same way as those analvsed in section 7.2.

B’s turn is expository, rather than narrative. His second pair-part is a
relevant answer to 4’s question, but is modified by the rest of his turn, 1 which
can be taken as & long first pair-part explaining why the fact that Am. is a
British firm has been detrimental to its reputation, Long turns such as this
may contain a number of move fypes, all of which are considered by the co-
interactants to contribute towards the overall communicative function of
the turn. For this reason they are not generally interrupted by co-interactants’
attempts to gain the floor. In (13} several transition rclevance places wre
allowed to pass by. The respense to such long first pair-parts is generally given
in the form of back-channel behaviour (ef. extracts (9) and (10)). When the
turn i8 completed, there may be an overt response on the part of a co-inter-
actant,'® or a significant pause to allow for self-selection audfor the setting up
of a further first pair-part,

B’s well is interesting in that it prefaces a short side-sequence within his
own turn, a reorientation of the topic focus, which he inserts to clarify how the
bad name that the firm has acquired can be linked to his answer to 4’s ques-
tion, In other words, not enough information has been given to allow 4 to link
the proposition “Am. is a British firm" to the proposition “Am. has a bad
name’’. In not abiding by the axiom of relevance;

(15) The speaker has done his best to make the most relevant remark available
to him. (Sperber/Wilson, 1978; 15),

B has committed an F'TA with respect to his own positive face — at least as
far as he is concerned— and the side-sequence is a way of remedying the situa-
tion, For this reason it is prefaced by well,

11 T shall ngaume that a narrtive or expository turn ecovers the total narrative cr sch
of explanations whoether or not 1t 18 interrupted and resturted. If it 18 interrupted, it is
more convenicnt to consider the turn ag being composcd of a number of sub-turns,

1* Buch responses may take the form of laughtor, expressions of surprise, commmentary
and asscssment, or even another story.
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A’s turn in extract (14) is a second pair-part to B’s question, but it isn’t
until the very end of the turn that the relevant response is given. Since this is
s0, we might well have expected the whole turn to be prefaced by well (cf.
section 7.2). Presumably A4 is counting on B’s ability to deduce from his ntter-
ances indirect pragmatic implications which may be taken as relevant to pro-
positions contained in the question. However, it is still rather a long preamble
to the explicit relevant response at the end of the turn, 4 needs to signal his
apology for baving committed an FTA to his ¢wn and B’s positive face with
well before giving the relevart respe nse to the first pair-part. Even so, it is not
an unequivoeal answer, since he also prefaces it with the phraseolegical unit
I dow’t know.

The first occurrence of well in A’s turn signals ‘a very short re-run of the
previous phrase. The faet that it occurs within the very long preamble to the
expected response — a preamble which runs the risk of being interpreted as
irrelevant — heightens the probability of well at this point.

So far we have been able to explain why well functions as a minimizer of a
possible face threat by linking the principie of face in socio-communicative
verbal interaction to the pragmatic axiom of relevance (15). In listening to
extensive samples of such interaction, it becomes clear that some speakers use
the lexeme very frequently indeed, others hardly at all. The former appear to
insert well arbitrarily, so that upholding the explanatory hypothesis I have
developed here might be felt to lead to ad hoe, tenuous assumptions. The
difficult cases are almost always those that occur turn-internally, in particular
thosc that occur as the preface to a closing sequence in the turn.

One such proliferant user of well is the expert on the Radio Manchester
phone-in programme from which extracts (11) and {12) are taker:. This parti-
cular expert is a vet, and after a long {(and rather interesting!) expository turn on
the subjeet of cats spraying, in response to a question from one of the audience
co-interactants, the anchor-man gives his own assessment of the problem
and asks for agreement from the vet. The interchange is given in extract (16):

(16) A It must be rather disturbing when your cat goes around spraying all
the time, though, mustn’t it?
B It’s not so bad if it’s a female that’s spraying, but if you have a good
tomcat that’s spraying, well, it can empty the room, it can empty the
house.

B’s second pair-part is entirely relevant to A’s first pair-part, so it’s surprising
that B inserts well where he does. Extract (16) looks as if it were a counter-
example to the analysis presented so far,

As we saw in extracts (I13) and (14), well need not occuar at the point of
interchange between two turns. In (13) it opens a side-sequence within the
speaker’s turn which he feels is necessary to provide the relevant proposition.
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In (I14), as in (18), it opens a final move or set of moves before the floor is
handed back to the other co-interactants, But whereas the speaker in (14) has
good reagon to doubt whether the moves made previous to the occurrence of
well can be interpreted as relevant to his co-interactant’s first pair-part, no
such doubts can really exist for the vet in (16). How can he then be said to have
committed a possible FTA with respect to the anchor-man?

Recall that well 1s not part of the semantico-syntactic structure of 2 move,
but must be interpreted as a move in its own right modifying the move that
follows, In (16) it modifies the two assessments, it can empty the room, it can
empty the house. I have hitherto analysed it as tying a second pair-part to a
first pair-part (or vice versa) logically in terms of the axiom of relevance.
Thus, if the speaker has reason to doubt whether he is about to make or has
made such a relevant remark, he may preface the next utterance with well to
avoid a possible FTA. Well thereby takes on the communicative function of
reorienting the interaction.

In a longer turn the speaker has been granted the floor by the co-inter-
actants and hag taken on the responsibility of making that turn relevant. He
has to justify his implicit (sometimes even explicit) request that the others
waive their rights to the floor for a longer stretch of time. In these cireumstan-
ces a speaker often feels that he must stress the relevance of what he is saying
and thereby justify his claim to the floor. In (16) the theme of B’s turn has
been female cats spraying, from which he switches to tomeats spraying. The
relevance between the two moves is beyond dispute as is the relevance between
A’s first pair-part and B’s second pair-part. I suggest that B is acutely awure
of his audience at the point when well occurs. It is almost as if he imagines this
audience -— which incluzdes listeners to the programme as well as the anchor-
man — questioning the relevance of the tomeat to what has just been said, i.e.
he conceives of the aundience as being unable to deduce the necessary pragmatic
implieations. He follows it up immediately with those implications which,
he imagines, should have been made.

The fictional interchange might be something like (17):

(17) B It’s not so bad if it’s a female cat that’s spraying, but a tomeat is
different.

A Why!
B Well, because it can empty the room, it can empty the house.

In fact B is trading in on the functional signifieance of well in socio-communi-
cative verbal interaction in order to gain dramatic effect. At the same time,
as in extract {14}, he'’s allowing the co-interactants to reorient towards the
imminent closure of his turn.

7.6 Examples of well in longer narrative turns are relatively common,
whether the narrative is embedded within conversational interaction or is
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performed before an audience in the form of an anecdote, a joke or a fﬂlk.tale.
I shall give two examples, one taken from the same session of conversational
small-talk from which (13) and (14) were taken, the other a folktale in Somerset
dialect 13, o

The same point must be made concerning oral narratives as was made in
reference to longer expository turns in section 7.4, viz. the narrator hasg hee.n
granted the floor for a longer turn than is usual in verbal intera,ct-imil a:.fld is
thus obliged to justify his request that the co-interactants waive their n%hta
%o the floor. In section 2 I rejected Lakoff’s suggestion that the use of well in a
narrative turn indieates that the speaker’s narrative is incomplete. Clearly
encoding the complex of events stored in the narrator’s memory in the form
of a turn at talk involves making a choice concerning thgse aspects of the
events to be narrated which are salient to the point the narrator wishes to
make. In this sense all narratives are incomplete, since they can never encode
events s they were experienced.

Consider extract (18), which is taken from my own data:

(18) A You talk about that. Today Mr Bennett
gaid to me, “You know the last time you
came and painted the bathroom//toilet?” B yeah
I said, “Yeah.” -Well, it’s toilet and
bathroom separate//I said, “Yeah.” He B mm
said, “You said you’d made a grave
mistake.”” He goes on a bit, like/fand I- B mm
I said, “Well, what did I do then?” He
gaid, “You didn’t screw back the locks,”
he said, “the plates.”[{Now I w-/I didn’t oh yeah
argue with him, did I? But Iremember the
day I did it was/the last job I did was
paint the locks, obviously/fand he didn’ B mm
want me to come back any more. So 1
told him before I went, I said, “They’re
all loose, thuse. You see, when the- when
the paint’s dry, you’ll//have to screw ¢ SBcrew the:m
them back in again.” Well, he totally back in again.
forgot about it, you see/fHe goes in the B oh dear
bathroom (lavghter)//You've guessed B {langhter)
what happened//He shut the door all B oh (laughter)
richt, and when he went to- to- to leave

12 Briggs and Tongue (1965). Unfortunately most of the stories in thisg eolle_ction
have been edited rather radically from oral interaction for the purposes of written

publ 1eation.
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again and pulled the door-handlef{and of B {gasp)
course the wholefflot came D It came apart in
out{{The handle came out this side, but his hand, Mum. B{gasp)

the- the- the rod went shooting out the ¢ {laughter)
other sidef/He had to go and get out {(general laughter)
the window, didn’t he?//And that bath- B oh God

room window is pretty/you know, it’s

quitc & high step for a man of seventy-odd

to get over it//{He did manage it. But it (! Oh no, Silly old-
was his own fault. I mean//I did tell him. B yes

The frequent back-channel behaviour in (18), including a short inter-
change between two of the co-interactants which I have chosen to omit here,
indicates that the story was well received. The narrator, 4, has clearly ful-
filled his obligation to the audience in holding the floor for so long, but he
still inserts well twice. (I have excluded from consideration the occurrence of
well in the embedded interaction between the old man and the narrator.)

The first oceurrence of well prefaces a short side-sequence in which the
narrator departs from the sequence of narrative events constituting the orienta-
tion to the story in order to clarify a point which might, in his eyes, create
confusion. It was not the toilet in the bathroom which he had painted, but the
bathroom, It is thus relevant to know that the toilet and bathroom are sepa-
rate rooms. Well at this point is explicable in precisely the same way as the
first occurrence of well in extract (14}, viz. en the middle of Z., well, fairly near
the middle of Z., 80 we need not dwell on it any further.

The second occurrence prefaces the first narrative sequence of the story
proper, thus signalling that the initial orientation section is complete. The
orientation section sets up a store of common knowledge to which the rest of
the story will relate. Thus, although the co-interactants are highly likely to
be encoding the information pregented in the moves prior to well as the orienta-
tion rather than the story proper, the narrator may be forestalling & possible
FTA with respect to his own positive face by inserting it. In fact, as in extract
(17), he is trading in on the functional significance of the lexeme to allow his
co-interactants to reorient towards the next section of the story.

Such occurrences of well thus function rather like verbal signposts helping
the narrator to organize his turn and allowing the audience to locate itself
within the narrative. It is what Svartvik recognizes as a “shifting of the topic
focus”’, but it is derived from the use of well as the minimizer of a possible face
threat,

In more complex oral narratives the use of well as a verbal signpost becomes
particularly significant, as ig clear from the following narrative:
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(19) After Walford were ‘anged up there to Dowsburgh, there was a lot 0” talk
down to the Castle v’ Comfort Inn, and they got to talking, and then they
got to drinking cider, and then ane feliow getting a bit over-merry, T:-hey
dared ‘en to go up to Walford's gibbet. Well, ‘twere getting late at night,
and being over {ull o' cider, ‘e suid ‘e would, and off ‘e goes. Well, no
sooner be ‘e out 0° the front door than a couple o’ rascals gets out by the
back door, and straight up over the ‘ill. Laughing to themselves, they came
up through the barn, and the bushes like, till they came to the foot o’ the
gibbet, and they ‘ided in the bushes. And bye and bye they ‘eats bootses
coming up the ‘ill, getting a bit slower like, as they comes nearer to where
the gibbet was, and they chuckles to theirselves, and then boots comes a
bit stower like, and then out o” the air above ‘em comes a voice — “Ohl
Tsn’t it cold up ‘ere! Be you cold too?” Well, by the time the fellow with
the boots and they two got down to the Castle o’ Comiort, they weren’t
cold no more.

The lexeme well occurs three times within the total narrative turn. The
narrative opens with two clauses, one embedded syntactically into the other,
both giving a short orientation to the first sequence of narrative event .clauaes
as far as Walford’s gibbet. The story is clearly not completed at this point; the
relevant information is to come. The information given up to this point helps to
set up & common store of shared knowledge and will be relevant 1o a later ﬂjoa_,ge
‘1 the narrative. The narrator forestalls any possible threat to his own positive
face in shifting the topic focus by inserting well.

Asin (18} well thus functions as a signpost indicating to the audience how to
structure the turn, but it is obviously contingent cn the analysis of well as
the minimizer of an F'TA.

The second sequence begins with another short orientation section followed
by two narrative clauses, the whole sequence terminating at off ‘e‘ goes. The
second occurrence of well introduces a third sequence of narrative events
culminating in the high-point of the narrative turn, i.e. what the voice says.

The third oceurrence of well is very similar to that dealt with in extracts (6),
(14) and (16). Any possible FTA committcd by the narrator to his mm‘peaitive
face is avoided by his referring to the preceding sequences of the narrative turn,
which have eata‘i)lighed o common store of shared knowledge on the basis of
which the final comment — termed the coda*in high-point narrative analysis —
can he assessed, The narrative turn has, in the narrator’s eyes, been relevant

1 Of. Labov and Walctzky (1967), Labov {1972), Watts {1081). The it?mmctic-na
Function of the coda is to signal to the participants that the narrator’s turn is ecomplete
and that floor is now open for responses to the story.
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to this comment. In addition, this use of well, in closing a side-sequence and

n‘penhlg the closing sequence, has a crucial interactional function in that it
signals that the floor is about to be returned to the co-interactants, T promises
a return to the overall topie of the interaction.

The total turn is structured as in (20):

(20) ORIENTATION

NARRATIVE SEQUENCE ——» well
* !
ORITENTATION

NARRATIVE SEQUENCE —— » well
!
]
i
|

|

|

|

|

|

|

}

| NARRATIVE SEQUENCE
wel] « I

CODA/RETURN TO INTERACTION

8. My purpose in the prosent paper has been to review the arguments put
forward }:}y Lakeff (1973), Svartvik (1980) and Owen (1978, 1983) for deducli)
pragmatie meaning for the lexeme well when this is nsed not as an ad'ectilﬂﬁ
or an adverb within the semantico-syntactic structure of an utterance bJut a9
marker in socio-communicative verbal interaction. | "
| From the outset my hypothesis has been there is a unitary interpretation
for the way in which this marker functions in conversation, which ean en-
f};}:é);sse?a;iz;f the descriplive statements made by the three researchers
' Lakoff’s solution is to appeal to the Gricearr Maxim of Quantity and to

interpret well as a hedge addressed to this maxim. Two of the cases she cites
weE'E used as an isolated uttcrance and well used in a narrative turn are 1101;
ga,t-lsf?,.etaril}r accounted for in this way. Svartvik identifies two ii::nctinnal
meaniogs for well, as a qualifier of the move just made or the move to be made
and as a discourse frame indicating that a side-sequence is about to be opened
or that such a side-sequence has just been closed. These uses corresp:;d to
well as the preface to a first or second pair-part and fo turn-internal and
?ﬂqucnce-interxlsxl occurrences of well. Svartvik does not consider the possibil-
1ty of deriving both these functional meanings from one mxitallry Jl:fmnjn

Owe‘n rejects Lakoff’s analysis and takes well to function as the minimiz:ezr crfga:
possible face threat. She dees not, however, consider turn-internal OoCCUTTences,

R sl Gf ool ¥

and by her own admission she finds it hard to uphold her interpretation when
well signals a return from a side-sequence to the original interchange.

Of the three approaches Owen’s is the most satisfactory, since it takes
account of the sociological significance of verbal interaction and tries to find
linguistic correlates of such principles as face-threat, remedial action, territory,
etc. However, I contend that she has not gone far enough in her analysis and
has not considered ways of linking up a sociolinguistic interpretation of well
with a pragmatic interpretation. She seems overly pessimistic in atfributing
the face-threat-minimization analysis to every occurrence of well as a con-

. versational marker,

The link between a sociolinguistic and a pragmatic interpretation is
perfectly natural if we consider Sperber and Wilson’s pragmatic axiom of
relevance within the framework of a theory of face as applied to socio-communi-
cative verbal interaction. Co-interactants in a verbal interaction will make
every effort to establish the relevance of their own and their partners’ utter-
ances, since failure to do so will result in an FTA with respect to one’s own
positive or negative face andjor that of one’s co-interactant. Speakers do their
best “to make the most relevant remark available to [them]” {(Sperber/Wilson
1978: 15).

The definition of relevance given by Sperber and Wilson relies on the notions
of proposition and direct or indirect pragmatic tmplication, but these are per-
fectly acceptable notions which can be applied to the form of linguistic utter-
ances andfor to the common store of knowledge shared by the co-interactants.
As Sperber and Wilson show, all of Grice’s maxims can without great difficulty
be reduced to an overriding axiom of relevance. A hedge is nothing mere or
less than a verbal safety mechanism to make the speaker temporarily immune
from criticism. Well thus guarantees immunity from the charge of having
committed or being about to commit an FTA. Looked at in this way, we not
only see that Lakoff’s and Owen’s interpretations of well are essentially the
gsame, but we can also provide an explanation for the analysis of well as a
face-threat minimizer,

Svartvik’s analysis of well as a means for shifting the topic focus of a
conversation stems from a discourse analysis approach to conversation which
concentrates on the theme or topic of the interaction rather than on the social
relations which hold among the co-interactants.

Clearly, both the thematic and the socio-communicative agpects of verbal
interaction are equally important. They do not exclude one another, I maintain,
however, that it is more unseful to begin the examination of eonversational
data by examining what the co-intcractants are doing in and by means of this
gocial activity and what happens to them while they are doing it than by
analysing the content of the interagtion, This is essentially the point of view
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adopted by Allen and Guy (1974) 1% and I belicve it to be fundamentally correct.
After all, it’s much more likely that we ecan verify or refute hypotheses con-
cerning conversational territory and face-threat by considering how they
might be seen to be encoded by the smallest units of conversation and then
assessing how they depend on the propositional content of shared knowledge
(either prior to the interaction or set up by it) than by looking at things the
other way round.

The use of well as a discourse frame, or a disjunetion markor, follows on in
a natural way trom my interpretation of this lexeme as a device available to
the speaker for the mimimization of a possible face-threat contingent on a
failure (whether real or assumed) to abide by the axiom of relevance. One use
can be derived quite naturally from the other, 16

Not all speakers make use of well with equal frequency, which implies
either that other devices are available to them in neutralizing an FTA or that
they are less worried about committing an FTA. I tend towards the second
-explanation, since it secms more intuitively satisfying from a psychological
point of view, but this can only be validated or refuted by a similar type of
analysis carried out on other hesitation phenomena, fillers and gambits in
verbal interaction. The burden of proof thus lies with me, and T intend to
wccept the challenge — although not here,
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