LING 131 LANGUAGE AND STYLE

Week 9 Lecture 2: Shared Knowledge in the Interpretation of Drama

When we communicate with one another, without realising it, we depend upon the fact that we share all sorts of background knowledge with our interlocutors. So, if you want to tell someone about a wonderful meal you had in a restaurant the previous evening, you are unlikely to begin by telling them that the restaurant contained tables and chairs, that there were people collecting orders, that you had to order your food before having it, and so on. In other words, you rely on the fact that your addressee shares with you quite a lot of knowledge about restaurants, and you can therefore limit yourself to the most interesting parts of your experience. Similarly, if you make a reference to my husband or my wife in the course of the conversation, you would expect your hearers to assume that you are married, that you live with at least another person, and so on.

In the majority of the cases, we don't need to think consciously about the contribution of shared knowledge to the success of our interactions with others. We do however become aware of it when the expectations that we form on the basis of our own knowledge are frustrated by what other people say or do. The creation of absurdity in drama depends precisely on the fact that the behaviour of characters seems to reflect a different set of assumptions from the ones entertained by the audience.

In order to be a bit more precise in our references to shared knowledge, we may want to break down the notion along the lines suggested in the next page.

General knowledge of the world we inhabit
This includes our knowledge about:

objects: 
(e.g. forks are made of metal or plastic, have spikes, are kept in kitchen drawers,ect.)

people: 
(e.g. teachers are grown up people, they are paid to pass on information and skills to others, they assess their students’ progress, etc.)

situations:
(e.g. in a restaurant there are tables and chairs, waiters/ waitresses, food, etc.)

sequences of events: 
(e.g. in a restaurant eating occurs after ordering)

Specific knowledge of language and of communicative conventions
This includes our knowledge about:

the meanings of words:
(e.g. bachelor implies ‘not married’)

the meanings of linguistic structures: 
(e.g. Put your essay in the essay box when you have finished it assumes that the hearer will finish the essay)

the conditions for the performance

(e.g. A promise implies that the hearer
of different speech acts: 


wants what the speaker undertakes to do;

a command implies that the hearer is in a position to carry out the relevant action, etc.)

the styles associated with different

(e.g. job applications are written in a 

situations:
formal style, emails to friends are written in a informal style, etc.)
EXERCISE

Below is a passage from the play Zoo Story by Edward Albee. Peter is sitting on a park bench reading and Jerry, a total stranger, has struck up a conversation with him. This comes after a couple of minutes of uneasy talk.

JERRY:
You have a TV, haven't you?
(1)

PETER:
Why yes, we have two; one for the children
(2)

JERRY:
You're married!
(3)

PETER:
Why, certainly.
(4)

JERRY:
It isn't a law, for God's sake.
(5)

PETER:
No ... no, of course not.
(6)

JERRY:
And you have a wife.

(7)

PETER: 
Yes!
(8)

JERRY:
And you have children.
(9)

PETER:
Yes; two.
(10)

JERRY:
Boys?

(11)

PETER:
No, girls ... both girls.
(12)

JERRY:
But you wanted boys.
(13)

PETER:
Well ... naturally, every man wants a son, but ...
(14)

JERRY:
But that's the way the cookie crumbles?
(15)

PETER:
I wasn't going to say that.
(16)

We would like you to think about the knowledge that the two characters seem to take as shared, and focus particularly on those cases where there is a clash between our assumptions and the ones that appear to be entertained by the characters. 

You may want to consider the following questions:

TURN 1: 
What is odd about this utterance in this context? 

TURN 3: 
How does Jerry know?

TURN 4:
Why does Peter say certainly?

TURNS 7+9: 
Why are these odd things to say here?

TURN 15:
What do you think annoys Peter about Jerry's utterance?

This is the beginning of the play Educating Rita by Willy Russell. Rita is an Open University student who is meeting Frank, her English tutor, for the first time. The conversation takes place in Frank’s office.

FRANK stares at RITA who stands by a desk
1. FRANK:
You are?

2. RITA:
What am I?

3. FRANK:
Pardon?

4. RITA: 
What?

5. FRANK
(looking for the admission papers): Now you are?

6. RITA:
I’m a what?

FRANK looks up and the returns to the papers a  RITA goes to hang her coat on the door hooks.
7. RITA
(noticing the picture): That’s a nice picture, isn’t it? (She goes up to it.)

8. FRANK:
Erm…yes. I suppose it is…nice.

9. RITA:
(studying the picture): It’s very erotic.

10. FRANK
(looking up): Actually I don’t think I’ve looked at it for about ten years, but yes, I suppose it is.

11. RITA:
There’s no suppose about it. Look at those tits.

FRANK coughs and goes back to looking for the admission paper.
12. RITA:
Is it supposed to be erotic? I mean when he painted it do y’think he wanted to turn people on?

13. FRANK:
Erm…probably.

14. RITA:
I’ll bet he did y’know. Y’don’t paint pictures like that just so that people can admire the brush strokes do y’?

15. FRANK
(giving a short laugh): No…no – you’re probably right.

16. RITA:
This was the pornography of its day, wasn’t it? It’s sort of like Men Only isn’t it? But in those days they had to pretend it wasn’t erotic so they made it religious, didn’t they? Do you think it’s erotic?

17. FRANK
(taking a look): I think it’s very beautiful.

18. RITA:
I didn’t ask y’ if it was beautiful.

19. FRANK:
But the term ‘beautiful’ covers the many feelings I have about that picture, including the feeling that, yes, it is erotic.

20. RITA
(coming back to the desk): D’y’get a lot like me?

21. FRANK:
Pardon?

22. RITA:
Do you get a lot of students like me?

23. FRANK:
Not exactly, no…

24. RITA:
I was dead surprised when they took me. I don’t suppose they would have done if it’d been a proper university. The Open University’s different though, isn’t it?

25. FRANK:
I’ve…erm…not had much more experience of it than you. This is the first O.U. work I’ve done.

26. RITA:
D’y’need the money?

27. FRANK:
I do as a matter of fact.

28. RITA:
It’s terrible these days, the money, isn’t it? With the inflation an’ that. You work for the ordinary university, don’t y’? With the real students. The Open University’s different isn’t it?

29. FRANK:
It’s supposed to embrace a more comprehensive studentship, yes.

30. RITA
(inspecting a bookcase): Degrees for dishwashers.

31. FRANK:
Would you…erm…like to sit down?

32. RITA:
No! Can I smoke? (She goes to her bag and rummages in it.)

33. FRANK:
Tobacco?

34. RITA:
Yeh. (She half laughs.) Was that a joke? (She takes out a packet of cigarettes and a lighter.) Here – d’y’want one? (She takes out two cigarettes and dumps the packet on the desk.)

35. FRANK
(after a pause): Ah…I’d love one.

36. RITA:
Well, have one.

37. FRANK
(after a pause): I…don’t smoke. I made a promise not to smoke.

38. RITA:
Well, I won’t tell anyone.

39. FRANK:
Promise?

OBJECTS:

cars, books, trees, money

PEOPLE:

teachers, policemen, nurses
SITUATIONS:
going to a lecture, taking an exam, going to the pub

GOING TO THE PUB:
1)
Go in

2) Order a drink

3) Pay for it

4) Perhaps sit down

5) Get horribly drunk

GOING TO THE PUB:
1)
Go in

2) Sit down

3) Order a drink

4) Pay the bill and leave

MEANING OF WORDS

bachelor, drunk

MEANING OF LINGUISTIC STRUCTURES

Let’s go for a pint when you’ve finished your essay.

CONDITIONS FOR THE PERFORMANCE OF SPEECH ACTS

I’ll meet you in The Venue at 4 o’clock.

Hand in your essay on Monday.

STYLES ASSOCIATED WITH DIFFERENT SITUATIONS

job applications, emails to friends
