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Chapter 9 

Beyond the Speaker 
mid the 'Text 

TO SPEAK IS TO ENTER A FIELD in which everything is moving and objects exist 
in relation to one another. Names, categories, and the stereotypes of common sense 
allow us temporarily to suspend the animation. But they are no less mutable than the 
things to which they seem to stick. A table is a table, a paper a paper, but beneath the 
labels we know that no two are really the same, and the "table" of now was "furniture" 
a moment ago and will be a "painting project" later. How we identify objects depends 
upon context, and the meanings of the words we use are so incomplete that they, too, 
take root in circumstances. In the previous chapter we broke down the notion that a 
language is a single, unitary system and replaced it with the indexical bonding of 
forms to utterance contexts, stylistic variation, and different ways of speaking. We 
underscored the point, made throughout this book, that language is permeated by 
human experience and that the kind of mediation basic to linguistic relativity is a re-
flexive one in which verbal practices routinize ways of experiencing, and these in 
turn make their way into the very categories of the language. This interplay is part of 
all speech but is nowhere more evident than in the range of metalinguistic evalua-
tions that people make daily. For language, too, is an object experienced in relation to 
other objects. Its transience is made all the more final in that it can describe itself. 

To speak is to take up a position in a social field in which all positions are mov-
ing and defined relative to one another, The idealized notion of a solitary speaker 
giving unified voice to subjective thoughts is vulnerable to the same arguments 
brought against language as a monolithic code. The same tendencies toward dif-
ferentiation, context-dependency, and self-reflexivity that play upon language 
also play upon the speakers who produce it. This is not to equate speakers with 
language but to say that the two are intertwined. To see this more clearly, we have 
to separate the "speaker" from the person who happens to be speaking. The for-
mer is a social role, whereas the latter is a social agent capable of occupying many 
roles, some of which involve talk, some of which don't. The relativity hypothesis 
in its strong form is based on the primordial importance of speaking in social life. 
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This is one of the linchpins that holds together our understanding of human ex-
perience as based in verbal practices. But it is important to remember that be-
tween language and persons, however the two are conceived, there is the interme-
diary level of the various participant roles through which people come into 
contact with language. The very term "speaker" encodes a grand abstraction, since 
it applies to promisers, petitioners, liars, debaters, lovers, litigants, poets, cheaters, 
bullshitters, performers—and all the other more narrowly defined roles tied to 
speech. Like any generalization, it holds out the promise of common features that 
unify the differences and justify the single label. But how unitary is speaking re-
ally, and is the concept "speaker" the best we can do in describing the producers of 
utterances? These are the central questions of this chapter, and the short answers 
are "not very" and "no." The longer answers will take some explaining. 

During the time that the ethnography of speaking was taking shape and theo-
ries of style and performance were being worked out, similar developments took 
place in the study of speech production. Goffnian's work on "footing" brought 
into sharp relief the relation between speakers and their utterances. This resulted 
in the decomposition of the speaker and addressee roles into a set of more basic 
ones that Goffman dubbed the "production format" and the "participant frame-
work?' The result was a more precise but still abstract set of terms for analyzing 
the relations between parties to conversation. During this period, too, the writ-
ings of the Russian linguist Mikhail Bakhtin (who some take to be the same per-
son as Voloshinov, writing under a pseudonym) began to appear in English trans-
lation. Bakhtin has theorized speaking in terms of what he called "dialogism." The 
basic insight behind this term is that when social actors speak, their words are not 
merely their own but reflect their engagement in a broader ideological and verbal 
world. Thus what might appear as straight monologue is "dialogized" by its re 
fraction of the social horizon. 

The combined result of Goffman and Bakhtin was to explode from within the 
appearance of a unitary speaker. Complementary to this was a very significant 
body of sociolinguistic research that expanded the notion of speaker to ever larger 
social units. These include, in rough order of inclusiveness, the speaker-addressee 
dyad, the multiparty interaction, the "speech community?' the "community of 
practice?' and the multiple "publics" by which an utterance or text is received. 
Each of these levels raises slightly different issues. It is unlikely that solutions at 
one level will work just right at the next. This lack of transitivity is one of the hot 
spots in recent theory. For instance, on the one hand, the human body plays a 
central role in all face-to-face interaction, which allows us to connect the work of 
Goffman and interactional sociolinguists with that of Merleau-Ponty. On the 
other hand, once we reach the level of publics, things like print mediation, broad-
casting, and multiple interpretation become consequential. Language mediates 
among these different levels by circulating through them, but this must not ob-
scure the existence of discontinuities. The fully saturated contextualization of ex-
amples like the exchange between Margot and Yuum raises different problems 
than the ones Jack faces as he reads the newspaper. Scanning the headlines, jack  

engages in an interpretive community of readers, most of whom he will never 
meet. Though never absent, the role of corporeality is less clear and harder to ar-
gue for. We won't resolve these problems—it's too early in the game for answers—
but we will work through them in such a way as to lay the groundwork for inves-
tigating them. Let's start with the speaker. 

From Dialectic to Dialogue 

What is the immediate context in which an actor assumes the role of "speaker"? 
Let's start from the motivational structure of utterances, the "why" of talk. 
Recalling Schutz's terms, we should distinguish the in-order-to motive from the 
because motive. Although meaning is never exhausted by a speaker's intentions, ut-
terances are typically performed with certain ends in view. This is all the more evi-
dent when we are dealing with strategic interaction in which speech is a means to 
an end, such as informing an interlocutor, displaying knowledge, making a com-
mitment for future action. But in general we assume that people produce speech in 
order to achieve some aims, even if these are obscure or hard to rationalize after the 
fact. We can call this a prospective motivation. The inverse is the retrospective reason 
for speaking. What leads up to the utterance, establishing its relevance, setting its 
immediate background? Perhaps it is a response to a question, a sarcastic come-
back, or an interpretation of some earlier remark or experience. This orientation 
ties the utterance into an earlier time, be it moments or years before. Between these 
two orientations the utterance exists as a historical fact, far from the pure syn-
chronic potential posited by formalism. Somewhere between the prospective and 
retrospective dimensions are the myriad simultaneous relations between speech 
and its copresent context. As we saw in Chapter 7, this context typically includes 
factors such as gestures coordinated with speech, bodily dispositions and move-
ments, the spatial and temporal present, and the accessibility of objects referred to 
by speakers. And of course the line between the present and the past or future is a 
matter of degree. How we define it in a given case depends upon the kind of speech 
we consider. Promises, warnings, and threats portend results, whereas conclusions, 
inferences, and reaction reach back to what preceded them. The network of simul-
taneous relations between acts and contexts is the domain of pure indexicality. 
Indexical relations, recall, are based on coexistence and contiguity. Along with the 
motivational context, indexical ties define the actuality of the utterance. 

The actuality of any utterance is a vortex of value. The motivations of a speaker 
are values in action, by definition, but the indexical copresent is no less subject to 
the defining effects of beliefs and values. This is the fallacy of any metric measure 
of utterance space or chronometric measure of utterance time. Right at the point 
where the role of value becomes definitive, objective measures intervene, with 
their false promise of value-free equivalence. The problem is that objectivity is it-
self a value, a particularly strong one in our scientific tradition, and what it pro-
vides by way of supposedly neutral measures are in fact evaluations along one di- 
mension. As we pointed out in the previous chanter. thiQ 	rsf th. 



Beyond the Speaker and the Text • 205 204 • Beyond the Speaker and the Text 

which the purely colorimetric study of color terms goes wrong. The red thread of 
objectivity running through all contexts is a red herring because it seeks com,,a-
rability by stepping out of the dynamic of meaning production instead of into 
The comparability of temporal, spatial, or color distance lies in finding comma ii-
surate relations between the terms and their social contexts. If in one cultural 
context black signifies mourning and white purity, whereas in another white sig-
nifies mourning and black purity, then, in comparing the two, black is equivalent 
to white. The challenge is similar in defining the present of an utterank e. 
Stopwatches give one kind of measure, but what counts as simultaneity depends 
upon the temporal span of the phenomenon we are looking at. In a ritual event 
the present may be so dilated as to include all of history, but in the last leg of a 
horse race, it may be down to the millisecond. Similarly, in the exchange between 
Margot and Yuum, the spatial extent of "here" was defined by the household as a 
meaningful field of interaction and the different relations between the interac-
tants and that field. For this reason, even the three-way division among prospec-
tive, retrospective, and simultaneous dimensions of actuality is no more than a 
heuristic starting point. The three do not have constant values across all contexts 
but at best indicate a way into the problem. Once we demystify objectivity, we can 
ask how it is produced and defined under varying conditions. 

The same applies to the production of subjectivity through speaking. When 
Margot told Yuum to go wait for Don Chabo and when Natalia responded to Jack 
by saying, "It's right on the table," both were expressing their own thoughts. 
Whereas Margot's directive defined the situation for Yuum and organized his re-
sponse in no uncertain terms, Natalia's took the form of a simple statement of 
fact. Both utterances projected their speaker's perspectives on the situation, and 
both in different ways provided their addressees with a course of subsequent ac-
tion. This capacity of speech to define situations and indicate a course of action is 
at the root of Austin's notion of illocutionary force. It is also part of what allows 
speakers to realize themselves through speaking. In a real sense Margot's directive 
said more about her as an adult Maya woman with the authority and the will to 
direct Yuum than it did about Don Chabo, its ostensible referent. In the same war 
Natalia's statement about the paper on the table located her in the scene and ex-
pressed her momentary alignment to it and to her mate. The expressive force of 
speaking is most obvious in emotionally charged utterances and in cases where 
the speaker appears to be expressing something unique to herself. But these mark 
the tip of an iceberg, and the construction of self through language is an ongoing 
process even in the most mundane circumstances. 

This is not to say that the realization of the subject through talk proceeds un-
fettered, limited only by the free will and states of the subject. To posit this would 
be to ignore the fundamentally social grounding of language, the constraints on 
what can reasonably be said, and the numerous expectations and responsiblities 
summarized under the rubric of speakerhood. If Natalia had responded to Jack 
the way Margot did to Yuum, the result would likely have been conflict. Or if 
Margot spoke to her father-in-law the way she did to Yuum, there would surely  

have been fireworks around the house. In other words, although in the abstract 
sense any speaker can produce any utterance, in the social sense this is never the 
case. There are always constraints and consequences to speech. This marks the 
opposite tendency of subjective projection through speech. In the very same ut-
terance that expresses a speaker, projecting her into the world, the world is intro-
iected into the speaker. As Merleau-Ponty put it, it is in the world that we find 
ourselves, and when we look within, it is the world that we find. At its strongest, 
this tendency may reach overt domination, forcing a speaker to speak in a certain 
way. Or it may be a matter of hegemony, the invisible compulsion whereby con-
text defines the limits of what is thinkable, including the self-image of the speaker. 
Insofar as language belongs to context, this is the relativity thesis at its most insid-
ious. 

We are thus going toward a view of speaking in which utterance production in-
v( 'Ives a dialectic between the expressive projection of the speaker into the world 
and the simultaneous construction of the speaker according to the world. In cer-
tain cases one or the other pole may be dominant, resulting in speech that is max-
imally creative or maximally dominated. But most of our daily discourse balances 
between the two extremes. That we use words charged with value implies that the 
weight of social context is never absent, just as the freedom to speak or remain 
silent implies a measure of expressivity. The same factors that constrain the 
meanings of linguistic forms are also the resources that enable self-realization 
through talk. The duality of constraint and enablement is part of the same 
process. In a more immediate sense, speakers rarely if ever produce talk without 
regard to its reception. One of the most familiar ways that social context pulls a 
speaker is what has come to be called recipient design. That is, parties to talk, es-
pecially effective ones, attend to the effects of their words on their addressees. As 
the commonsense maxim puts it, know your audience. We saw this clearly in 
Margot's attending to Yuum's relation to her household and in her awareness that 
Don Chabo was present as an overhearer to the exchange. Similarly, Natalia's re-
sponse to Jack builds precisely on her knowledge that he is familiar with the spa-
tial surround of the kitchen and dining room. This is indicated in her word 
choice, "It's right on the table," in which the "right" and the definite article both 
presuppose his familiarity with and access to the table. Furthermore, her use of 
"it" is coreferential with "the paper" in Jack's question. Thus among the many 
bridges that tie utterances into their contexts, some involve judgments about the 
addressee's position in the situation. It is virtually never a simple matter of a 
speaker's producing only her own words without regard to an interlocutor. 
Insofar as the indexical ground of deictic expressions requires consideration of 
the relations among speaker, addressee, and referent, the receiver has a role in the 
production of the utterance. Not only is interpretation a productive process, but 
anticipated understanding is a factor in the forming of utterances. 

When people make reference to and describe themselves, the constitutive force 
of speech appears to be maximum. If context constrains speech, it is also pro-
duced by it. Think of an introduction in which one speaker greets another, saying, 
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"Hi, I'm Jack, Natalia's husband" or "Hi, my name is Andy. I work in editorial:' in 
such cases the words uttered literally present the speaker to the addressee and de-
fine his identity for current purposes. The speech event frame is being established 
with the introduction of new information that can subsequently be presupposed. 
It is standard to maintain a distinction in linguistic description between the 
speech event in which talk is produced and the scene or event that is talked about. 
This is clearest when the two planes are separated by space or time, as in a de-
scription of events that occurred elsewhere at some other time. When reference is 
made to the current situation, through first or second person pronouns, present 
tense forms, or proximate deictics, the two planes are superposed: The event be-
ing talked about is (or is part of) the one in which the talk occurs. This kind of re-
flexivity is at the heart of performative verbs as Austin described them. In uttering 
"I promise," the speaker describes an event in which he makes the promise, and 
this event is identified with the current one. The result is thaLthe words.appear to 
have the "magical" effect of creating as a socially binding reality the event that 
they literally describe. For our purposes, what is most interesting about this phe-
nomenon is that the speaker is simultaneously defining, bimselfor his current sit-
pation and being defiled by it. Not only does the choice of terms. in which to de-
scribe oneself depend upon the situation, but the descriptionsiojects_the speaker 
as a participant in the world talked about. And this anchors the self-expression in 
the world of objets. 

'Writing about a similar range of phenomena whereby speech is simultaneously 
individual and collective, Bakhtin proposed the concept of "dialogism." Whereas 
"dialogue" is commonly understood as the interactive relation between two people 
engaged in talk, dialogism is the internal dynamic in the discourse of a single 
speaker. Although in a general sense much of the foregoing discussion concerns di-
alogical foundations of speech, we can make it more specific. Consider first quoted 
speech, in which one speaker reproduces the words of another speaker, with appro-
priate attribution. Margot later reports to me what Yu um had said: "So he asked, ̀ 13 
Don Chabo home?' "The italicized portion of her utterance is a metalinguistic verb 
that frames Yuum's utterance as a question. It is in the third person, past tense, 
making reference to him and interpreting his speech as being of the category desig-
nated by "ask." This much is Margot's interpretation, since he never used the word 
"ask." What follows within orthographic quotes is presented as a verbatim repro-
duction of his utterance. In spoken language she would likely attempt to mimic his 
intonation or use an intonation in which the interrogative force is made plain (e.g., 
with rising final contour). Although her utterance is, we can assume, part of a dia-
logue with me (her current addressee), it is also dialogical in the sense of including 
speech whose author was Yuum and speech whose author is Margot. 

At a step removed from direct quotation is indirect discourse, in which the 
original utterance is recast in the words of the current speaker but retains its orig-
inal import and at least some of its phrasing: "He asked whether Don Chabo was 
home." Note here that the tense is past rather than present, according to the tem-
poral relation between Margot's current utterance and Yuum's earlier one. This is  

another variant of dialogism, in which different elements of Yuum's speech are re-
tained in Margot's rendition of it. At another remove from the overt dialogism of 
quotation are cases in which a speaker "borrows" another person's wording or 
statements without attributing them. This amounts to a kind of revoicing in 
which the language is presented as belonging to the current speaker, whereas in 
fact its source is elsewhere. In publishing this can amount to plagiarism if the bor-
rowed language is in any way proprietary and the original author claims rights 
aver it. Of course in much of daily talk, this happens without the clear sense of a 
single, original author, or if there is one, the revoicing is merely a rhetorical trope. 
The business manager exhorts her employees, saying, "Ask not what your com-
pany can do for you, ask what you can do for your company." The ploy may be 
tacky or quite effective, but in either case it rests on the recognition of dialogical-
ity. There need not he any particular author, however, and speech peppered with 
cliches or common formulas is no less dialogical than quotation. 

At the far end of the spectrum, a speaker may subtly borrow from traditional or 
highly valued forms of talk in order to make a point or convince an addressee. 
This is particularly obvious in the rhetoric of politicians, which must be both 
original and capable of pushing the right buttons in the electorate. In order for an 
utterance to be dialogized, it is not necessary that the presence of discourse from 
another source be recognized as such. For certain purposes, like plagiarism, the 
aim is in fact to pull off the ruse unnoticed. In Bakhtin's vision  all speech is dialo-
gized because it draws its value from the ideological horizons of the society, lb la-
bel a discourse as dialogical therefore tells us little or nothing distinctive about it. 
What is important is to distinguish among the different kinds and aspects of the 
phenomenon. Notice that its ubiquity implies that through talk speakers realize 
not only themselves but also their relations to others around them. 

Participation Frameworks 

If speakers enter into relations with their world through speaking, it is in dialogue 
and multiparty talk that this is at its most concrete. In the canonical cases dia-
logue is based on face-to-face interaction between two individuals. This is the sit-
uation on which the standard idealizations of Saussure and others are based, and 
it is the source of the terms "speaker" and "addressee?' In their commonsense 
meanings these terms designate the two roles of the one producing the utterance 
and the one receiving it. These roles alternate in the sense that the speaker of one 
utterance directs talk to the addressee, who in turn becomes the speaker of the re-
sponse, for which the original speaker is now the addressee. This seems to corre-
spond well to the situation of Jack and Natalia in our opening scenario. Although 
we have seen that things are virtually never as simple as this makes them seem, 
there is already an important distinction inscribed in the terms. Namely, 
"speaker" and "addressee" are roles that social actors occupy for finite periods of 
time. This is a point we made earlier in this chapter, but here I want to highlight 
an interesting question that it raises. The roles themselves are usually discussed as 
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when applied to the actuality of speech. But we also said from the outset that a 
purely relational, presentist view of language is doomed to failure. And if we have 
continued to hammer away at formalism, it is because it remains relevant and 
cannot be dismissed. The same applies to social and historical factors that tran-
scend the scope of utterance context. To clarify the issue, let's briefly contrast 
Schutz's typology of social actors with Hilary Putnam's concept of the "division of 
linguistic labor." 

As a phenomenologist, Schutz starts and ends his treatment of the life world 
with the experiential field of actors. In between these points, as it were, he works 
through the key concepts of motivation, typification, and the different "zones of 
relevance" (see Chapter 6). Recall that it was in the context of relevance that hi. 
proposed a typology of "sectors" in the life world. The first was the world of 
"consociates," those people with whom the actor has regular, face-to-face contact. 
At a step removed were contemporaries, those people living roughly at the same 
time as the actor, of whom she has knowledge but no direct familiarity. We illus-
trated this with the employees of the phone company and the manufacturers of 
objects the actor uses in everyday life. At another step removed are the actor's pre-
decessors, all those historical personages whose existence is taken for granted and 
integrated into actual experience in a more vague fashion. At the farthest remove 
was the zone of irrelevance: all those currently, formerly, and subsequently exist-
ing agents whose existence has little or no apparent impact on the experience of 
the actor. Schutz's main concern was to devise a scale of relative anonymity and 
abstractness of typification, and in Chapter 6 we pointed out several problems 
with the framework. In the present context I want to stress that this way of divid-
ing up the social world is entirely radial, with the individual actor in the center. 
Because of this, a contemporary can become a consociate through direct contact 
with the central individual. I can meet some of the employees of the phone com-
pany, who thereby enter into the warm light of consociate relations; similarly, a 
neighbor can move away and depart from the web of consociates, entering into 
the now relatively anonymous sphere of contemporaries. This movement into 
and out of a field of experience is what I meant in saying that the model is radial. 
For the entire basis for classifying people is the way they relate to the individual. 

Putnam's (1975) framework is basically different and illustrates a nonradial 
way of integrating the broader social field into the dynamics of meaning produc-
tion. Unlike Schutz, Putnam concentrates on analyzing the different semantic 
theories and proposing a kind of semantics that avoids some of the pitfalls of clas-
sical theories. Recall that the "intensional" meaning of a linguistic form is classi-
cally defined as a bundle of features determined according to the oppositions be-
tween the form and others related to it. This is close in spirit to Saussure's concept 
of paradigmatic opposition and valeur (see Chapter 2). The standard alternatives 
to intensional theories are ones based on extension. That is, the meaning of a 
form is the class of objects to which a term appropriately applies or of which it is 
"true." So for "table,' instead of looking to the opposition between it and other re-
lated words, as an intensional theory would do, an extensional theory would  

gather together the kinds of things to which the word applies. The general exten-
sion of the word is then defined as the necessary and sufficient features common 
to members of the class. Now Putnam was critical of intensional approaches be-
cause they define meaning as a concept that must be known as such by a speaker. 
According to this, to know the meaning of a term is to be in a certain psychologi-
cal state. The main justification of intensional approaches lies in the assumption 
that intension determines extension, that is, you can use "table" to properly de-
scribe the thing in the dining room precisely because the word has meaning x, 
and the thing fits the meaning. 

In a move quite congenial to anthropology, Putnam argued that the intensional 
view was wrong because it ultimately obscured the public and social definition of 
meaning. This is the key move from which we go to the division of labor. For 
Putnam pointed out that both the semantic features usually associated with the 
term and the properties of objects taken to correspond to them must be valid 
across the linguistic community as a collectivity. In other words, meaning is not a 
psychological fact but a social one. This does not imply that all sectors of a lin-
guistic community need have exactly the same meaning for a term. On the con-
trary, to make this assumption would be either utterly naive about social variation 
or a very limiting definition of what counts as a community. We know that differ-
ent people understand the same words in sometimes quite different ways. And 
this is where the division of labor comes in: Every community of speakers uses at 
least some expressions whose associated features are known only by a subset of 
the speakers who acquire the expressions and whose use by other speakers de-
pends upon a structured cooperation between them and the specialists (Putnam 
1975:228). To put it simply, we all use at least some words whose meanings we 
don't really know, but we use them in rough accord with the definitions of spe-
cialists. Think of terms like "transmission," "front-end alignment," and "fuel injec-
tion" in reference to cars. Few of us would be able to provide a precise definition 
of any of these terms, yet we can converse adequately with a mechanic who uses 
them in explaining why the hatchback thumps at stop lights, shimmies at 45 miles 
an hour, or accelerates fast enough to get on the expressway at rush hour. I know 
enough about my computer to know that the hard drive crashed last month and 
the file directory was damaged, but I would be hard pressed to explain exactly 
what a crash is, technically, or how the file directory relates to the operating sys-
tem. The doctor tells me I hyperextended my right shoulder swimming in waves, 
and I get the point, but, again, I rely on her expertise to know which muscles, ten- 
dons, and so forth are causing the pain. We might try to know as much as possible 
about the things in our daily lives, but Putnam's point is that we all inevitably use 
words according to what we take to be their definitions. And there is loads of evi- 
dence that we know we don't know the technical meanings. Using such words, we 
pause, hedge, add expressions like "sort of," "whatchamacallit," "doohickey," and 
"dooter" when the uncertainty gets to be too much. We defer to specialists if they 
are around and assume that they have the right to adjust our wording if the need 
arises. In other words, our ability to speak a language is at least partly based on 
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