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poeticisms used by this speaker fascínate my learners and are remem-
bered by them (especially since they are usually reinforced within a
few days -these creative resources are available to all fluent speakers):
'she was getting into a bit of a flutter', 'put her into a bit of a flap',
'shaking like a leaf, 'she looked around frantically'. The fricative /{/
clearly has a related meaning in these phrases (discuss it with students!).
Just so Bolinger (1950) proposed the initial 'fl-' sound in English as
'phenomenon of movement', and 'gl-' as 'phenomenon of light, while
'-itter', '-ow', '-are', suggest (respectively) 'intermittent', 'steady', conti-
nuity, and 'intense', henee yielding flitter, floto, flare and glitter, glow,
glare. Or what about '-ust' {must, rust, crust, dusi) referring to some
kind of 'surface formation? Crystal himself has written of slime, slither,
slug, sloppy and others as often reporting wet/ unpleasant experiences
(Crystal, 1987, p. 174) Poets like Gerard Manley Hopkins or Tennyson
were not complete eccentrics; they were exploiting meaning-sound
resources known to the speaker of 'Driving Incident' as well as to his
listeners, however subconsciously, but such competencies have been
marginalised in mainstream linguistic approaches. Whether you are
sceptical or convinced, the very exercise of exploring these possibili-
ties with students can be an absorbing learning experience.

We should pause here momentarily on the question of iconicity to
note that a feature of language referred to within living memory as friv-
olous, non-scientific and the like, pushed to the recesses of conscious-
ness of language professionals, is making a strong comeback under the
auspices of cognitive linguistics. Once again, the marginal (as with poet-
ic language vs. 'ordinary language') may be more central than linguis-
tic orthodoxies tell us. In other words, while Saussure may have right
about the ultímate arbitrariness of the symbol 'tree' or 'sheep', the fact
is that fluent speakers of a language develop a knowledge of the relat-
edness of ítems which is iconic and helps them to use the language
fluently and creatively, and these iconic features are sytemic and can
(must) be accessed, discussed and learned. Teachers can facilítate or
obstruct this natural and normal process of language acquisition. Notice
too that iconicity has been observed at levéis above the word: 'He opened
the bottle and poured the wine', not *'He poured the wine and opened
the bottle' (example from Ungerer and Schmid, 1996, p. 251), up to the
level of discourse. In brief, the important cognitive principie proposed
in such work, is that linguistic labels and codings are mentally inter-
twined for speakers of a language in important ways. (See Ungerer and
Schmid for a useful introductory discussion and further references).
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Another important contribution of cognitive linguistics to what may
be termed the poetics of everyday life is in the study of metaphor.
Briefly, the proposal of Lakoff and Johnson, Lakoff, Gibbs (1994) and
others of this persuasión, is that metaphor is pervasive in language use
and -once again the reversal I hope the reader is almost beginning to
expect by n o w - far from a minor and peripheral phenomenon,
metaphor is the foundation of language use, and the crucial mediation
of language, culture and thought. The idea is not without its critics (e.g.
Steen, 2000), but undoubtedly, like vagueness and. ambiguity before
them, once you start looking for metaphor you find it everywhere, and,
predictably, the metaphors we use can be viewed as systematically relat-
ed in taxonomic 'fields' (see what I mean?) of ideas: Tm dying for a
drink'/ 'I could kill for a drink'. Consider the metaphor of the Human
as a Plant: someone can be called a cabbage, vegetable, couch pota-
to, pansy, wallflower, weed, willowy, etc. We talk of the 'flower' of his
youth, a 'tuft' of hair, 'roots' of hair, nails, teeth. Human beings can
bloom, go to seed or wilt in the heat. She can be the apple of my eye,
a peach, while another is a lemon, or even dead wood to be cut out
(university lecturers). We peel off our clothes each night, and mellow
with age. (These images are taken from Andrew Goatly's very practi-
cal study of The Language of Metaphor, a delightful and stimulating
browse for any language teacher. For further exploration of metaphors
in everday language use, see Goatly, 1997). A key point I would wish
to make here, however, as the study of idioms also confirms (Moon,
1998) is that such metaphors are not as we might think frozen [sic], to
be catalogued and learned in lists, but a creative resource. Foley (1997,
p. 361) quotes a nice example of the anthropologist on a field trip in
África, knowingly dropping his local proverb into a conversation with
a native speaker:

Oíd Man: Ah, you are becoming a Maninka. You speak the language
like one of us.

Newcomer: No matter how long a log lies in the water, it never
becomes a crocodile.

Oíd Man: Ah, my son, a log lying in the water is still a cause of fear!

We are (and are not) a long way from asking the time of the next
train to Oxford. (I am reminded of a recent joke about leaves on the
Une: What line? enquires the cynical British rail traveller. We are now
in the thick of language culturing. For linguistic creativity and joking,
see Chiaro, 1992; Norrick, 1993; Crystal, 1998).
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Closer to home, let us follow a Mrs Dalloway, 'an ordinary mind
on an ordinary day', as she pursues her way down the high street. She
notices shop signs ('Cod Almighty' is a favourite of mine, in South-
mead, Bristol, near a hairdresser's called 'Kutz'), advertising, newspa-
per headlines and other media. She might notice the van of the Man
in a White Van (The Sun's modern equivalent of the man-in-the-street),
'Also available in white' graffitied in the dirt (see Cook, 1996, on cre-
ativity in graffiti), or (observed in the aftermath of petrol price demon-
stra tions) 'Tony Blair is unfair'. She may hear a snatch of football com-
mentary as several million did when Manchester United played
Bordeaux in the European cup in 1999 (these examples collected by
Goulioumis, a student at University of Wales Swansea, for his project
on 'The Language of Sport'): 'a crisp, incisive United move four min-
utes before half time' (alliteration on /s/ and /v/, the language is gen-
erally itself crisp and incisive); or consider the linguistic celebration of
United's goal: 'It's the first Ryan Giggs goal in the competition and what
a beauty, so simple, so direct, so effective. It's Manchester United'; (it
could just as easily be Persil, it seems to me). Atkinson (1986) else-
where observes the importance of the rhythmic triplet in politicians'
speeches. (Whatever happened to 'Education. Education. Education'?).
Here we see that it is a rhetorical ploy (emphasis and closure) more
widespread across other fields of discourse. If, as Sacks argües, one
constraint on human communication is the need to appear ordinary, its
complement (compare Labov and Waletzky's (1967) dreaded 'so what?'
response to a narrative) is to keep attention and interest in one's sto-
ry. In the same way, Attridge (1988) has argued that literary language
is, indeed, 'different', if not always in the ways we might expect, yet
cannot afford to be so different that, even with additional concentra-
tion, it remains incomprehensible. So, too, so-called ordinary language
cannot be so ordinary as to be uninteresting (compare Tannen, 1989).

But, it will be objected, Woolf s characters and milieux are often
criticised because they are not representative or ordinary, and the idea
of Mrs Dalloway at a football match is deliberately absurd. One last
example then, after which I rest my case for pervasive poetic qualities
in ordinary language use. On Saturday mornings on BBC Radio 4, host
John Peel (yes he who coached a generation in musical taste!) hosts a
programme called 'Home Truths' in which the deadpan commentator
interviews resolutely ordinary people only to repeatedly discover what
extraordinary experiences they have had or how very different they are
to the rest of us (or are they?). 'I thought this sort of thing only hap-
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pened in films' (this edition of the programme) is a typical response
to what Ufe throws at us, or life is stranger than fiction'. At the very
least truth and lies, fiction and reality, ordinary and literary language,
are not easily distinguished.

On the morning of 25 November 2000, then, as I mulled the text
for this paper, I noted down neologism in the second story of 'Home
Truths' (a 'gazumpee' = one who has been gazumped, which requires
an understanding of the absurd nature of housebuying in Britain, as
well as of English morphology), or a pun in the third story (a listen-
er's pet budgie called 'Onion' ('Onion budgie', which requires a good
knowledge of traditional British fare). Another listener called in with a
story of how he 'crawled up the stairs, literally' one night. It occurred
to me (confirmed by entries in the Collins Cobuild Dictionary) that like
many other adjuncts ('sincerely', 'honestly'... etc.), 'literally' usually indi-
cates that one is about to tell a whopper, and that this was a relative-
ly unusual use. It has been observed by Winner (1988), and others (e.g.
Friedman and Tucker, 1990) that one of the most basic things children
need to learn about language is to (at least) read between the Unes.
Pretence and deception (not just lies but metaphor, irony, implication,
presupposition, sarcasm and more) are -yes, again!- more the norm
than the exception. 'Literal' language, like 'ordinary' language, if it exists
at all, is very much the exception. But I really began to pay attention
to the radio programme as phrases I had discussed with students ear-
lier in the week began to appear thick and fast -'out of the blue' (com-
mon in conversation, according to McCarthy and Cárter, 1997), 'kick
in/off, surely now the most common way to say 'begin' in British Eng-
lish conversation (back to football?). Similarly, the woman speaking had
suffered a shock (contacted by a brother she had never even known
existed), and naturally, 'I started to shake, y'know, like a leaf. We
know. Noticeable, too, in these interviews and comments is the densi-
ty of metalinguistic reflection. My favourite on this occasion, though,
was the creativity of morphology use: 'I was elated, exhilarated... and
every other -ated'. Creativity indeed.

2. CULTURE AS THE LINGUISTIC PRACTICES OF EVERYDAY LIFE

'CULTURE IS ORDINARY' (RAYMOND WILLIAMS)

Speaking, or language use more broadly, is a cultural practice. Speak-
ers transmit, reproduce, transgress and modify cultures as they speak
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and in their very speaking. Thus words matter, and as I have tried to
show, the precise forms of words matter, as any speaker is fully aware.
In fact, studies in recent years of spoken data demónstrate again and
again that the metalingual function of language, where the linguistic
forms themselves become a focus of attention to speakers, is much
more important than Jakobson's (1960) original account suggested. To
study language uses is to study culture, and ultimately to study what
being human means in various contexts of utterance. In such a per-
spective, pragmatics, sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology take
on a special relevance, as culture is viewed as performance, in partic-
ular linguistic performance. The ways in which communicative acts are
executed takes on a special interest of its own (see Duranti, 1997):

[I]n the most ordinary of encounters... social actors exhibit a particular
attention to and skills in the delivery of a message ... [I]n speaking there
is always an aesthetic dimensión, understood as an attention to the form
of what is being said... We are constantly being evaluated by our lis-
teners and by ourselves as our own listeners (Duranti, 1997, p. 16).

Speakers of a foreign language will be very familiar with varieties
of evaluation! A further implication still of the view of language as per-
formance (elaborated on in Duranti's helpful introductory chapter) is
the view that language is pervasively and inescapably creative, as exam-
ples in this paper have already tried to suggest:

To be a fluent speaker of a language means to be able to enter any
conversation in ways that are seen as appropriate and not disruptive.
Such conversational skills, which we usually take for granted (until we
find someone who does not have them or ignore their social implica-
tions) are not too different from the way a skilled jazz musician can
enter someone else's composition, by embellishing it, paying around
with its main motiv, emphasising some elements of the melody over
others, quoting other renditions of the same piece by other musicians,
and trying on different harmonic connections -all of this done without
losing track of what everyone else in the band is doing (p. 17).

Important theoretical elaborations of these ideas with more exam-
ples can be found in the linguistic anthropological litera ture. For exam-
ple, Palmer and Jankowiak (1996): 'Culture ... is performed all the
time... to be living, vital culture, it has to be performed constantly.'
(p. 225). Or Sherzer (1987): [I]t is especially in verbally artistic and play-
ful discourse, such as poetry, magic, verbal duelling, and political rhet-
oric, that the resources provided by grammar, as well as cultural mean-
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ings and symbols, are activated to their fullest potential and the essence
of language-culture relationships becomes salient. ... [Qjuestions of speech
play and verbal art [are] central (p. 295)... I say that language does not
reflect culture but that language use in discourse creates, recreates, and
modifies culture.' (p. 301) Chapter 18 of Foley (1997) contains a use-
ful overview of some of this work ('Genre: Poetics, Ritual Languages,
and Verbal Art', pp. 359-378, with suggestions for further reading append-
ed). Norrick's (1993) study of conversational joking is a good example
of such an orientation, applied through valuable conversation analytic
examples. Once again, we are faced with a Derridean reversal of val-
úes so far as language and the language arts are concerned (Derrida,
1974, 1977), as Norrick demonstrates that, far from frivolous, unimpor-
tant, barely worth noticing (and certainly often unnoticed), joking in
conversation is frequent, important quantitatively, but also qualitatively
in that normal conversation could not carry on without those painful
puns, delibérate misunderstandings, narratives and the like exemplified
and analysed in his book. Redfern (1984) is quoted approvingly, though
now with a wider remit claimed: 'Puns illuminate the nature of lan-
guage in general' (quoted p. 84; another very Derridean -that is, anti-
Saussurean) proposition. 'The frequency and persistence of spontaneous
joking in everyday talk suggest that our conversation often tends more
toward performance and entertainment than to the expeditious
exchange of information' (Norrick, 1993, p. 131)- the view I nave else-
where referred to a 'transactional' information-exchange view of lan-
guage. (See also Cook, 2000).

Culture, then, is significantly performed through language, which is
not so ordinary as was once thought. Ordinary language, if the term
has any meaning at all (what is the standard from which literary lan-
guage' supposedly deviates?) is itself playful, metaphoric, focused on
form and the linguistic code, not arbitrary but typically motivated.
Expressed in this way, the characterisation of language may be too
provocative for some. Indeed, I would be the first to recognise the
need to talk about specific instances of language use according to sit-
uation, participants and so on. Generalisations like 'language' are always
dangerous. I believe the real test for propositions such as those
advanced here will be to consider the poetics of the service encounter
(restaurants, post offices) or of faxed sales orders as limit cases where
poetic creativity is likely to be at a minimum, and which are certainly
linguistic situations of interest to many of our more vocationally-ori-
ented language learning students. I note, nevertheless, a colleague I
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