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turn allocation, and echoing is a linguistic resource for the establish-
ment, maintenance and consolidation of the friendship, which every
participant is responsible for. For example, in Excerpt 5, we find sev-
eral instances of echoing in one segment:

Excerpt 5, students chatting round the tea-table

<S 02> Oh those cherry Bakewells look lovely
4
<§ 03> They do don’t they

<§ 01> Oh they were ... gorgeous ... did you say you'd like a cup
of tea

<S 02> Yes
<S 03> All right then

<§ 01> Sound like a right mother don’t 1

<S 03> You do

<S 02> But they would go smashing with a cup of tea wouldn't
they

<§ 01> They would yeah
<§ 03> Cup of tea and a fag

<§ 02> Cup of tea and a fag Misses we're gonna have to move the
table 1 think

<S 03> Yeah d’you like Sheila’s table she’s constructed of erm
boots and a book

<§S 01> Oh that’s brilliant

<§ 03> Eh that’s really good there look

<§ 02> I'll just put the Milky Way wrapper as the little extra sup-
port

<S 03> I like Sunday nights for some reason, I don’t know why

<S 02> cos you come home

<S 03> I come bome

<§ 02> You come home to us

130

CAUCE. Nim. 24. ZHANG, Xiaoling (China/UK). But Are They Speaking Their Own ...
-~
= = Centro Virtual Cervantes



“BUT ARE THEY SPEAKING THEIR OWN LANGUAGE?"

<S 01> ((lInaudible])) go out
<§ 02> Yeah yeah
<S 03> Sunday’s a really nice day I think

<S 02> It certainly is

<$ 03> It’s a really nice relaxing day

The examination of the data therefore leads to the conclusion that
the rule for conversations like the ones between teacher and pupil,
hairdresser and customer, doctor and patient that belong to the trans-
actional conversations is that it is overwhelmingly the one in authority
(in terms of expertise and knowledge) who does most of the echoing,
while in interactional conversations represented by Excerpts 5, 7 and
8, where there is no power difference and no participant assumes a
differentiated directing role, every participant employs the strategy of
echoing whether in a multi-party conversation or a conversation
involved with only two. The following points can conclude this sec-
tion:

1. The occurrence of echoing depends to a large extent on the
relationship between the conversational participants and the formality
of the conversation.

2. The relation of dependency works the other way round as well:
echoing is one of the clues to the different social roles and different
speech types that can be found in the linguistic choices conversation-
al interactants make. The frequency and distribution of echoing thus
provide insights into the norms and values of a speech community.

3. The distribution of echoing between (among) participants of a
conversation depends on whether the conversation is a transactional or
interactional conversation. That is, the distribution of power in the inter-
action is important for the distribution of echoing.

4. 'The more equally distributed the echoing in interactional con-
versation, the more convergence there is between the conversational
participants.

5. Data anaLysis II — SOCIAL FUNCTIONS

But why does echoing occur more frequently in some interactions
rather than in others? What is the possible explanation for all the dif-
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ferences? In fact the questions themselves point to one of the social
functions (for other functions echoing plays, such as its function in turn
allocation, topic exchange, please refer to Zhang, 1998) echoing per-
forms in the more interactional conversations: it makes a contribution
to the establishment, maintenance or consolidation of social relations.
As it is the underlying and overall function of echoing, it merits spe-
cial attention in this section.

Brown and Yule (1983) maintain that in conversations, people use
various strategies for interactional behaviour to achieve satisfaction of
certain wants. This paper argues that the employment of echoing
reflects the echoer’s desire for making the other(s) feel good (in accor-
dance with Lakoff’s Politeness Maxims, 1973). By echoing, people are
flouting on purpose one of Grice’s well-known Cooperative Maxims —be
brief- as echoing appears to have a very low focus on informational
content, but aims at establishing and consolidating relations. Echoing,
used deliberately, becomes what is referred to as conversational impli-
cature, as it acquires a new meaning in addition to the literal mean-
ing.

According to Giles and Coupland (1991, p. 75), interactions usual-
ly have multiple goals, and language behaviours often have multiple
social meanings for hearers. Analysis of this data reveals that echoes of
words, phrases and whole utterances appear more to be intended as
contributions to a conversation in building and maintaining social rela-
tions than to be taken as instances of information-giving (see also
Brown and Yule, 1983, p. 3). Indeed, on occasions, conversation can
be seen as “uninformative” and “tells the hearer nothing” (Lyons, 1977,
p. 33). It is to show attentiveness and agreement with the speaker, to
establish common ground and to show they share the same perspec-
tive towards the world. Therefore echoing is far from a meaningless
act. Echoing is not “saying” much, but is “doing” quite a lot. It is one
of the means that conversationalists employ in order to maintain agree-
ment, among many other functions, and the means by which speakers
and hearers attempt to save face.

I agree with Stenstrom (1984) who believes that conversation is a
social activity involving two or more participants who talk about some-
thing. Who they are, how well they know each other, their shared
knowledge and what they are talking about is all reflected in the lan-
guage they use and the strategies they adopt.

In a very formal conversation, like a political debate such as Excerpt
15, participants do not interact with the aim of seeking common ground.
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Rather, they will try every means to emphasize their own social iden-
tity, to accentuate differences between them and dissociate from each
other. Therefore, echoing, a strategy to seek common ground and to
make the other(s) feel good, is rarely employed in formal conversations.

In the more informal conversations, it seems to follow from this
that the greater the participants’ awareness and need to seek common
ground, to establish and consolidate their relationship, the higher the
frequency of echoing there will be.

For people who have the strongest bonds, echoing for the purpose
of establishing and maintaining their relation is found to be more fre-
quently absent, as between wife and husband, or mother and daugh-
ter. On the one hand they share such a large common ground that
there is little need for one to reinterpret what the other is saying and
on the other, the relation between husband and wife, or mother and
daughter, is solid or comparatively solid, so that there is little need to
make an effort to establish or maintain the relationship, which already
exists. (This might give some food for thought to social workers: will
the relationship between man and wife be strengthened if each one of
them shows more attentiveness to what the other is talking about, by
echoing a bit?) It is interesting to note that this coincides with Sten-
strom’s discovery (ibidem, 243) that among the eleven transcribed texts
she studied, the conversations between a married couple have far few-
er follow-up moves than any other texts she studied.

This will also account for the near absence of echoing in conver-
sations between close friends, who know each other very well, as in
Excerpt 3. However, between friends who have not seen each other
for some time as in Excerpt 8 rather than between friends who fre-
quently meet as in Excerpt 3, and between relatives as in Excerpt 6
rather than between husband and wife as in Excerpt 1, the need to
catch up with each other, to maintain and consolidate the relation
already established becomes of great importance. Echoing then
becomes one of the linguistic means by which this purpose is achieved.

The difference in the occurrence of echoing in Excerpt 4 between
pupils and Excerpt 5 among university students might be explained by
the fact that university students are more aware of social relations and
face values than pupils who are several years younger.

Although both excerpts of conversations in Excerpts 9 and 1 are
about planning (the publishers planning some publication [9] and hus-
band and wife planning a holiday [1}), echoing occurs in the former
over twice as many times as in the latter. (In fact, the few instances of
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echoing in Excerpt 1 are not between the couple, but between either
husband and the family guest, or wife and the family guest). The dif-
ferent relationships between participants account for this difference again.
Between colleagues it is more important to seek common ground, to
negotiate peer solidarity, to establish social relationship and to agree
on points of view. People act in a more polite way. Face value is tak-
en into more consideration. At the publishers’ meeting, we find that
the participants make more efforts to make the others feel good, to
reassure, to mitigate or to show agreement by the means of echoing.

In conclusion, it is generally true of echoing in the more interac-
tional spoken discourse in which participants are so strongly motivat-
ed to get along with each other that its normal function is not simply
to facilitate the exchange of information but also to allow the forma-
tion of social relationships between the speaker and the listener(s). In
other words, it contains information which is to be found not so much
on the content level as on the level of social relationships. What mat-
ters is that the social relationships are consolidated and we can see
clearly that the seemingly meaningless, redundant echoings of utter-
ances that seem to go against Grice’s Cooperative Maxims in reality
make both sides feel that they are listening attentively to the other and
that they share the same view towards the world, allowing the con-
vergent progression of particular interactional conversations.

6. RAISING THE AWARENESS OF ECHOING

“Echoing” has been conventionally regarded as undesirable in con-
versation. English language learners are constantly discouraged to
repeat, to echo, what the speaker has said. It is believed to slow down
the pace of a conversation and speakers are accused of violating
Gricean maxims and having little contribution to the propositional con-
tent of the utterances. Yet close observation of real-life everyday conver-
sational discourse has revealed that a great deal of conversation con-
tains echoing. It is in certain spoken discourse types a linguistic device,
a mutually acceptable strategy, employed by conversational participants
although variability in extent and frequency of echoing could differ with
culture and individual style. Winter (1979, p. 101) rightly states “A com-
mon observation that everyone can make for themselves is that many
clauses are repeated, either partially or (almost) entirely, in speech, and
in writing, the most obvious kind of repetition being the very common
partially repeated structures of the clause”. Gillian Brown (1977, p. 113)
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also believes that “the repetition of what someone else says, whether
whole phrases or words abstracted from phrases, is a common feature
of all sorts of dialogues, formal or informal”. Hymes (1981), Becker
(1984), and Bolinger (1961) all suggest that repetition is at the heart
not only of how a particular discourse is created, but also how dis-
course itself is created. Tannen (1989, p. 46) claims boldly that: “repe-
tition is at the heart of language”, and Toolan calls repetition “the moth-
er device of all expressive devices, the heart of rhetoric, the essence
and the unmasking of language”. (1996, p. 253)

The argument for enhancing an awareness of echoing for all L2
speakers is in line with the promotion of greater language awareness
“which helps learners to develop good habits of noticing and observ-
ing language, especially through strategies of comparison and contrast”
(Carter and McCarthy, 1997, p. 9). This paper argues that language
learners should be made aware of this linguistic means of echoing
which English speakers can resort to in participating in a conversation.
They should realize at an early stage that language is essentially a social
phenomenon. It takes two to converse and in the course of a conver-
sation, either party (or, all the parties involved if it is a multi-party con-
versation) should contribute to its development by making access to
the linguistic choices open to them in any given situations. A speaker
who speaks with appropriate echoing of the other participant(s)’ utter-
ance(s) in appropriate contexts should be considered as signaling flu-
ency, not as signaling hesitancy, or childishness.

Certainly it is not enough to raise language learners’ awareness of
this particular linguistic feature by exposing them to it in texts of all
kinds. Language learners also need to be provided with pedagogic dis-
coursal contexts to practice echoing, i.e. contexts should be created for
learners to play the appropriate role. Exercises must also be devised
which are meant to help learners of English to learn which type of
echoing, or what combinations of echoing with its linguistic environ-
ment, are socially appropriate on a particular interactive occasion. They
should be intended to help develop in learners the grammatical as well
as the pragmatic skills necessary to use the right forms for the right
functions in the right contexts.

6.1. Naturally occurring data as teaching materials

The fact that naturally occurring data is made available for extract-
ing teaching materials is in close connection with the rapid progress of
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