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RELEVANCE ,JO EDUCATIONAL PRACTICE
. * \

Irvine's paper considers a d1st1nct10n frequent]y used in sociolin- ,
guistics and ethnography of speaking to describe speech events their
formality or informality. The author argues tﬂht forma]1ty apd 1nforma1-
ity represent not poles on a onedimensional continuum but a‘complex of
inteprelated factors concerning many facets of a speech event. Four
aﬁpects of "formality" can be tentatively dislingeisheq. which seem to
app]y to 511 societies--that is, all societies seem to make distinctions
among speech evenps according to these criteria, and to pave‘speeeh events
that are behaviorally more formal and less formal in these various senses
of the term. These aspects gf "formality" provide a possible framework
for comparing speech events within a eotiety aed,in addition, societies
can be usefully eompared with each other according to how they connect
the varion especee of formelity‘and what concomitant effects formalizing
a speech event will have. Educators should be aware of these aspects of
speag;ng, especially as they may exist in classroom conditions:where chil-
dren speak more than one language, or are dominant in a language other

]

‘than that of the majority culture.
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: L Introduct1un StaEement of prob]em

-

P
"o This paper considers a d1st1n%}{on frequently used in sociolinguistics
and the ethnography of speaking ta’descr1be speech events: their formality or

/ .
. : informality. What might one mean by "formality," in terms of observable g >

k . characteristics qf speech evep{s? Are we dealing with a dichotomy, as t;;
“contrast fBrma]ity/informa1ify might suggest, or a continuum ranging bejWeern
two Qo1es, or something more complex?. Can whatever distinctions we ev ntuaiiy
decide are involved in formality/informality be applied to every society?u/

. Will the same kinds of behavorial diffzrence;, or the same kinds of cultural

categor1es, emerge eﬂprywhere? '

I pose these questions in ah attempt to further the deveIOpment of a
more precise analytical vocabulary for the ethnography of communication. ﬁe
now have a small number of case-history descriptions of ways of speaking in
particular sﬁeech~communities. But the ferms in ﬁhich‘those descr{ptions'are

) made often remain vaque, lacking 1n'é;p11cit analytical content, too close

perhaps to ouf own folk categories -- inédequate fof'cross-cd]tural comparison,

- or even for description itself. Many o% us (I include myself here) have used \

Jterms Tike "formality" without defining them'on:tﬁinking about their

definition, simply assuming that we all know what is meant by them, when
in fact our usages are vague and quite_variab1é.

My object, then, is to give*oyr.usages more substance, and to explore

how they might then better serve cross-cultural comparison. I shall first

consider what has been meant by “"formality" aqg,”informé1ity“ in th recent

A 1

literature -- that is, what various authors seem to have intended these terms



to‘describe. I shall then rejtate these various senses of "formality" in what

I hope is a more explicit fashion, and argue for the usefutness of the more

detailed formulation for mparison, both within and between speech communities.

A comparison of certain-gbeech events among the No]oi and the Mursi will

* ‘

provide a.more extended/example. /

3 What has been meant by "formality" in the\l iterature

1/

» A look at some yecent literature in socfolingyisfics; the ‘ethnography of

- —

speaking, and relaty/d fields (e.g., Gumperz and Hymes 1972; Bauman and Sherzer
P © 1974; Sanches and Jflount 1975; Fishman 1968; Bloch 1975; Kirshenblatt-Gimblett

1976; papers in Ljnguage in Society; Working Papers,jg_Socio]inguistics) 3

suggests thrée pfincipal senses of "formality," which are potentially confused

‘with each othey. These different senses have to do with whether the formaiity

conterns propfrties of a communicative cqde, properties o% the social
setting in which a code is used, or properties of th’e‘ana'lyst's description.
"’ For i staﬁce, many authors use "forma}ity" in the sense of an'increaséd
' struc;ur g and predictability of discourse. Heré/formglity is‘an aspect of
tode{_sueh thaf the discourse is subject to extra ru]es; or Qome greater;
e1abqration of rules. In this vein, for gxamp1e, Bricker (1974:388) and -
- Gossen (1974:412), both writing on the Maya, and Fox (1974:388) on the
RN Rptinese,,a]] describe "formal speech" as marked by spedia] structuring --
notably redundaty; and syntactic or_EFmantis parallelism. Others have
ﬁmphgsized'the predictability of sfructured discourse; they have.argued fhat
" a "formal style'" reduces the variablity and spontaniety of speech (see Joos
'1959 and Wolfson 1976). For example, Rubin's (1968) paper on bilingualism
in Paraguay diécusses formal?ty in terms of limitations on the kinds of

behaviors that are acceptable, and on the amount of allowable variation

-
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(poncei;ed as dev{atﬁon from a nqrm).

Other authors use ”fofma]itj)infnﬁuality" as a way of describiﬁg
charaéferistics of a sociaszituation.,notlnecessérily ihe kind of code used
}n that situation. The relevant characteristics of the situation may have
something to do with a prevgiling quective tone, so that a "formal" situation
requires a display of serioigﬁéxé, pé]ifeness, and respect. For 1nsta§ce,
Fischér (1972), describing ways of speaking among Trukese and Ponapeans,
discusses the use of “reépect vocabulary" and "formal etiquette" as displays
of politeness markiﬁg a formal situation. In Fishman's (1972:51) discussion
of "lecturelike ér formal §ituations," formality seems to be conceived of as
the Gpposité of ievity and.intimacy. Ervin-Trippl(1922:235), too, relates |
formality to politeness and "the seriousness of such situations." Not all
authors agree on just what formaT{Ey means about a §%tuat10n,.hdwever. Rubfn
(1968) lists "formqlify" as a situational variable separate from "degree of
¥ntimacy" and "degree of seriousness." g o

finally, mizy authors use "formal" to refer to a techniéa] mode of
description, tﬁe énalyst's statement of the rules governing discourse.

These three:senses of "formality" have often been merged or interre]atgd. /
-

For example, when formality is conceived as an aspec} of social situa%ions, y
it is common to extend the term to the linguistic varieties ysed in such
situations, regard1ess‘of what those varieties happen to be like gtherwise.
"#ormal” and "informal" pronouns gre a case in point. Their "formali;y" N
1iés in wha£ they connote about.a social setting in which they are appropriéte]y, ‘
used; they do not necessarily differ in the number or e]aBoration of syntactic 'E$
(or other) rules g;vernihg tﬁbir use.

More interestingly, Haurfce Bloch (1975) has rebent]y argued that code

*l
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~structuring and situational #orma]ity are casually related, so that increased

"'St‘rmg of d1scourse necessarﬂy brings about increased pohteness and a

greater d1sp1ay of respect for a traditional, normative social order (and
perhﬂpsfa political estab]ishment) Some views go further, blending all ]
three senSes of formality together and arguing that formal descr1pt1ons arﬁ
most su1tab1e {or only suitable) for. the more structured discourse that occdrs

in ceremonial-1like *"formal" s1tuat1ons. Here,‘one wonders whether it is no;

i |
~ Just the use of the single term "fermal" for a kind of description, a kind of

discourse, and a kind of situation thet makes the three appear necessarﬂyI
|
related. Discourse that is spontaneous that has never occurred before, is

still rule-governed, as linguists concern;\jy1th syntax have been at pains to-

'.point out. So with Halliday. (1964) I would seek to avoid confusing the

technical sense of forma11ty (of the analyst's descr1pt10n) with empirical
senses, which will be the subJect of the rest of this paper. 1 shall return

e
to Bloch's argument-later, however.

2 Faur aspects of."fonmaTity“‘that appiy.cross-gultura11y

Leaving as{Ee for the time being questions of causal relationship, let me
new restate, in a more detailed way, what considerations we ﬁight have in
ﬁind when descrieing speech events as formal or informal. A search of

avai]ab]é empirical evidence, scanty as it is -- and filtered as it is

throqghlethnographers' descriptive vocabularies -- suggests that the discourse

'aspect and the situational aépect of formality should be-bfoken down into "

finer d1st1nct1ons Four different aspects of "formality" emerge which -
seem to app]y to a wide variety of speech communities, perhaps to all. The

four kinds of formality oftem co-occur in the same speech event, but not

" always (hence, their presentation as separate variables).




» .

2.1 (concerning code) Increased structuring and predictabi]ity. Here

one should distinguish among the various levels of linguistic organization
that may be subject to the additional or elaborated structuring, such
. . as inion;tidﬁ (including pitch contour, -meter, 1oudne;s, and speed of talk),
phonology,-syntax, the use-of particular sets of lexical items, ffxed-text
sequeaces;”and turn-taking. Increased structuring need not affect all of
these aspects of linguistic organization equally or at the same 'time. Some
speech events formalize different parts of the linguistic system, and so
cannot be lined up on a simpie continuum from informality to forma1if}.
| For instance, among the Wolof! there Sre two distinct Speeéh events,

woy ("praise singing") and xaxaar (insult fessions), which differ from or-
d}nary convefsation in their stru?furing of intonational patterns (among"
other things). But different aspects of intonation are affected. In praise
, singing, the pipqh'contour of utterances is more ‘'structured than in ordinary
talk, but meter remains ré]ative]y loose; in insult sessions, meter is strict-
1y regulated (with drunlaccompan1ment), while pitch remains loose. It would
be impossibhe to say that one form of discourse-was more formalized than the
other, a]though one could say that both gare more formaHzed than ord‘ry
~conversation (qﬂd less formalized than some types of religious singing which
structure both pitch and rhythm).

Similarly, among the Yoruba two speech events, both associated with the
Iwi Equngun cult-celebrations, formalize different aspects of the discourse
(Davis 1976). In one event speakers use highly structured utterances; often
fixed texts, on convent¥onal topics; bui turn-taking among speakers is
unpredictable. Much of the interest for ;he audi(nce Ties in speakers'
competition for the floor. .In the other type of -

peech event, tutfn-taking is

quite strictly regulated (as thgugh in a play), but topics can be creative _
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,and novel, ' The forﬁalization of discourse here cannot be thought of as just
a progressive rigidifying and restrict%on on creatiwe'potentja1, but rather
involves a focusing of creativity onto a certain aspect of talk, which is
high]ighted because other aspects are predictable-and redundant. 2
g 2.2. (concerning code) Consistency, in terms of the sqéia] significance
of variants chosen at different ]evé]s of 00mnuh1cat1ve.expression. ~This
'aspect of formalization involves co-occurrence rules. Whereas in ordinary
conversation speakers may be able| to recombine var1ants to achieve special
- effects, these inconsistencies seem to br less likely in the kinds of
discourse ethnographers have labeled more formal. ‘ e - -
For example, among the Wolof differences of pitch, loudness and speed
0( talk (as wel] as other d1scoyrse features) may each connote soﬁ;thlng about
. the speaker's soc1a] rank: high pitch, high volume, and high speed all, suggest,
low social rank, while Tow pitch, low volume, and a laconic slowness suggest |
high social rank. Sometimes a spéaker can mix choices (e.g., high pitch + low
volume + low speed seems to indicate baby talk, used by adults Yo address
.}nfants,‘for some other mixes and theif use, see Irvine 19%4); but in some
kinds of discourse -- which I would call the nore "formal" -- choices foé each
-discourSe.featuré are consistent in their social connotation. |
‘Another example comes from Friedrich's (1972) paper on Russian pronouns.
Friedrich notes tﬁat pronoun us?ge can be consistent or inconsistent with
facial expressions. More formal situations are characterized by qﬁeafer
Iconsistency -- as .opposed to "ironic" uses which cdmbine the V pronoun with
a contemptuous expreséion ("paralinguistic ty"), or vice versa, the T pronoun

with paralinguistic V. Similarly, Jackson (1974:63) indicates that among

the Vaupés Indians, "language-mixing" -- e.g., use of Tuyuka words in a




‘ ’
conversat1on that is syntactically Bard (and Bard in the rest of.the lex{één) P |
is l1kely to occur only in 1nformal discourse. ., In "more formal" settings,
co-occurrence rules-are more str1ct, so that the social connotations of
lexicon and'syﬁtax are consistent (connotatioﬁs of .1onghouse and descent-unit
identity). | - ' ' o
.Bécause many authors describe ca-occurrence vio]atioqs with terms 1like
"irony," "levity," "humor," or “10cal/to1or,“ it aphears tﬁat some af what
is meant by tﬂe “seriousneSs" o% formal ‘situations is actuai]y a matter’ of
consistency and adherence to a set of o-occurrence rules that app]y_to'these
situations aﬁd not to others. As Ervin-Tripp remarks (19?2:235), co-occurrence
ru]es are espec1a]1y strict in formal sty]es of d1scburse, "because of the

%§r1ousness of such s1tuat10ns g

. (concerning situation) Invoking positional identities. The third

aépec; of formality involves the social identities of participants. .It
conCErns which social identity (or 1dent1t1es) of the many that an
individual might have, is 1nvoked on a part1cu1ar kind of occasion. Formal
occasions invoke positional and public, rather than personal, identities (té
use te?ms proposed by Megd (1937) and applied to speech events by Hymes
(1972)). Public, positional identities are part of a structured set, widely
re?ogn1zed in a society (that is, it is widedy recognized that the set of
identities exists and~\{hat persons X, Y, and Z have them), and Tikely to be
labeled. .Personal identities, on the other hand, are individualized and
aepend more on_the particular history of an individua]'g interactions. They
are less likely, perhaps, to be labeled, and less likely to be common
\knowTédge in the community‘atllarge.

This aspect of formality is involved in what many authors have interpreted




"_f_: ----- as‘the formal event 3 emphas1s on soc1al distance (as opposed to 1nt1macy), and

ot 'ireSpect (for an established order of soC1a] positions and 1dent1t1es) Fon
examp}e A1berf (19?2). writing on the BurUnd1, d1st1ngu1shes two speeth

" events that she cal]s.fonna1 and 1nforma1 visiting. Forma] v1s1t1ng reqU1res
an open acknowledgement of q;fferences in soc1a1 rank, ;nd usua]ly occurs ‘
between persons whose posit1ons are ;1ear1ylranked‘1n a pub11c1y'known,

;apparently 1nd1sputab1e sense Isuch.as feudal 1ord'and vassa)) "Formal_

" 3 v151t1ng is character1zed by other aspects of ”formality" as well: special

' structur1ng and pTann1ng of the discourse, use of formu]as; spec1a1 $tance;
and “ser1ousness" (which I ta&e to 1mply ‘some constra1nts on to;TL, 1ntonat1on,
'facﬁal express1ons-*and gestures, and cons1stency of these w1th soc1a1 rank)

Because p051t10na1 1dent1t1es and formal (structured)’ d1scourse go *

' together in. the above examp]e one might concIude that, this type of soc1a1
identity is necessarlly inveked by the structuring of discourse and need not
be cons1dered,an 1ndependentlvar1able. Bdt another part of Albert' s_
description mitig;tes agatnst that conclusion. Here Albert discusses a s;zzch
event she cafls "semjformalized quarreling," a "symbolic fight" between
parsons who represent the bride's and groom's fani1ies at a wedding. It
seems that the major factor contrattinq "semiformalized quarreTTng" with
other Eunformal1zed) quarrel1ng is that the 1dent1t1es of bart1c1pants are
pos1t1onal rather than personal True, we are not really given enough .
1nformat10n to know whether there are also differences in the organization of .
d15course in these two kinds of quarrels. .But Albert's statement that there
is always a great danger that the symbolic fight might become a real fight'
suggests tnat‘the hajor difference between them lies less in the organization

of the.discourse'than 1n‘whether it applies to personal videntities.

Of course, societies can be compared as to what social identities are

# « A1



" structured in this positional (or formgT) sense; and within a society, one

ORI can compgre.spéedh'events as to which positional sets are invoked, and the

..u

" . 'aSCOpé'of the social relations organized:in them. For instance, among the

. i— " Wolof kinship poéitions, though publicly known, organize re]atibns among a ¢

& smaller group bizizfsons than do society-wide identities 1like caste. Person X

.{5 Datrilaterh] SFoss-cousin to only a\tertain grouff of -people, and that

\\iQentiPy js relevant only to his interaction with them; whereas his caste :

'idéntity is relevant' to his interaction with everyone. Whether the identities
! 1nv6ked in a Wolof speech event are society-wide dr ﬁot has consequences for
- other aspects of the dishourse. It is convenient to say thqt the wider, or
\ /L) ‘ more Ehb]ic, the scope of the socjal identities invoked on.a'partié;lar

L occasion, the more "formal" the occasion is.

2.4., (concerning situation) Emergence of a focus. The fourtH aspect of
"formality" concerns the.ways in which a main focus of attention is differen-
tiated from side séquences and subsidiary interact’ion‘s,2 This is what makes
the difference betwken a focused and an unfocused g&thefing. The emergence of s
a focus o'f attentiol in this sense is one aspect of "formality," and it
parallels the process of focusing mentioned above for aspects of code 0
Participation in the central, focal speech activity is regulated and structured
. in special ways. In particular, certain persons will have the right to speak
‘ in-the main sequence, others only %n the side séquences. In addition, the
main sequence is governed by constraints on topic, continuity, and relevance,
which do not apply (or not to the same extent)_iln the gide sequences (cf.
Ervin-Tripp 1972:243). R
As an illustration, we can see this focusing at work in fhe‘orqanization

of events at a Wolof naming-day ceremony. Much of the ceremony involves

unfocused participation: the guests sit about in small groups, chatting and




) o
eating. At various-points, however, a griot (praiséigingér) will start
shouting bits of praise-poems, in an effort to cabture,the attention of the

d Sk , L .

crowd and establish a focus of attention for hig perfﬁrmanée._ If +he succeeds,

-

\

the situation changes character, altering the patﬁerns of movément‘and talk
for all éarticipants. and'bringing.castg identities (rather ‘than more personal
relations) into the Foreground. .

Similarly, David Turton (1975), writing en the Mursi of southern
~Ethiopia, distinguishes among three kinds of political speech events according
to criterid that seem to rgsemblé thits: dimension of focussd p;:ficipation.

" Turton calls the difference betwéen "chatting," "discussion,"_ahd "debate"

a difference in "degree of forma11ty”, what the more formal events gnta11 is

a process of setting off a single central (on—staéE) speaker from his audience,
by spatial arrangements and verbal cues. 0n1§ men of certain age—grédes may

speak in the main (focal) sequence, other persons being relegated to the .
v ' oW e y

.

audience or to side sequences. 3

3.0. £o]e of_;hese variables in cross-cu]tura1 cq_par1son

I have suggested that these four aspects of.forma11ty probab]y app]y
universa]]y -- that all speech communities will have events that show different
degrées of "formality" according to each of these criteria, or combinations
of these criteria. These aspects of %orma]iﬁy are useful for combAring speech ‘
events within.a given sociocultural system, as the previous examples are meanf
to illustrate. But how might gommunities differ, with respect to formality
and 1hfﬁnna1ity in speech events? For cross-cultural comparison we need to
- see both the- similarities and the differences among societies, in soﬁe
systepatic'fashion. Using the definitions of formality here proposed, we can
say that sbeech ;ommunigies may differ (a) in the speciff% details.of each
variable or aspect offormality (é.g., what social identities are available,

0 g9
. - u v




© or precisely which’ linguistic phenomena are subject to additional structuring);

(b) in the ways the four aspecis of formality combine ar are interdependent;

(c) in add1t1ona] factors that correlate with formality in a g1uen community
{
fthat is, when’ forma11ty in one or all as;\tts is greatest what othen

characteristics will the speech event d1sp1ay, in that speech community?).

-

v " To.show how. such'dif?erences:mignt_workyend what kinds of factors might

exp]ain them, I shali conpare'two societies in more detail, the'wo10f and the
Mursi (from Turton 1975). Both these African societies have special speech
events concerned with po]ities, and some of the events.are'more fonmqlﬂthan
others; these are-the 5peech events to be examined here. ‘In othen}respects

the two societies are quite different. The Wolof have a iarge-sca]e; complex

-

‘ organization of castes and centralized political authority, with a strong

emphasis on social rank and inequality. "The Mursi are a small-scale society,
with an- acephalous political systém, and recoanizing no fundamental differences
in rank other than those based on sex and age. : «

4.0. onof and Mursi pol1t1ca1 speech events

2 % Both the Nolof and the Mursi distinguish more formal political “d1scuss1ons"

.

or "meetings" (methe in.Mursi, ndaje in onof)4 from casual i'chat" about )

polfffcal topics. The more formal events contrast with the chats in all fdur

of the wayg we have been discussfng:

3;1;'.First, the more fenma] events show increased structuriner both in e
spatial arrangements and rn‘tﬁb Qiscourse. Spatially, the Wolof participante
are arranged according to rank; within this anranbement)the speaker in the
focal sequence stande (near thé center) whi]e others sit-(or-stand around the

side11nes) The" Murs1 part1c1pants are spatially arranged by age- grades with

the foca] Speaker standing separately and paCTng back and forth. In the

1



discourse, in both societies each speaker opens with conventional phrases. - =

Among the Wolof there are also conventional interjections by griots

in the audiepce, and sometimes special repetitions-ey griots acting as spokesmen

- for high’caste speakers. ' : f‘ ' " ; F
: ‘The. more forma] events also show greater cons1stency, in the selection’ 4 ff/(

among alternative forms 1n all conmun1cat1ve modes. Among the wolof ‘a ’)/
speaker s movements gestures, intonation, amount of repet1t10n and degree- of : 23

r
syntactic elaborat1on, are all cons1stent WTth his .social rank, part1cu1ar1y

his caste (and so will differ according to whether he is a'griol or a noble;
for instance) -- wherees in jnfonma]'chetting he mieht vary one or moee of

~ these moqeg fof-spe?ia]'purposes. Among the,ﬁurei, though Turton gives us.

' few'detagls, it appeare that the successful speaker is one who performs in a
manner fully consistent with the soéial image of a wise elder. .H1$ movémeﬁts
shoqu be forceful, but he should not show\“excftement," re;etitioqsness, or ~
~"unintelligible" enunciation -- from which I infer thathtpere are co-occurring
constfain;éron gesture aﬁ& facial expression, jntonation, rapidity-ef speeeh,\'
choice of Ehonologica] varidnts, and the organization of his discourse.

In the more formal events in both societies there .is a single, main focal
sequence, in which participation is specia]1y regulated: oely cerea per;:n;
rea]ly‘ﬁave tﬁe right to speak "on stage,fy qnd this‘right‘has to do with their
publicly-recognized social identities.. Among fhe Mursi,‘théée (positional)’
1dent1t1es involve sex and membership in particular age grades; among the
Nolof they involve qenerat1on,caste and tenure of labeled political offices.

g;g; There are, however, some clear differences between the Wolof and the
Mursi formal meetings, differences that concern the organization and nature i

of participation among those persons who have the right to speak on-stage.

One difference lies in the regulation of turn*tabing. In Wolof meetings turn-

-

-
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taking is relatively highly structured: the okder of speakers may be announced
at the beginning, or there may be a person who acts as a sort of master of

’ [
ceremonies. That is, there is usually’one person who has the right to

- o

control the order of speakers in the focal sequence. In Mursf meetings,
however Speakers compete for turns, and interruptions are frequent. A' ‘
speaker may not. be able to f1n1sh what he wants to say<before the\aud1ence or .
another speaker 1nterrupts him -l | ‘ -
“Another contrast concerns the nature of the speak1ng roles themselves’

Among the Wolof, the more formal a Speech event is™{according to any of the

four criteria, and whether the event is explicitly concerned with politics or

not) ‘the more 11ke1y it is that Speak1ng ro1es will divide into complementary

e

'sets, associated with high and low social rank That is, even among those who

“

' participate in the main sequence of d1scourse. participation is differentiated

<

into two‘asymﬁetrica] roles: A1l levels of linguistic organization show this
e ~

' differ®ntiation. . There will always be som‘e participaots who speak louder, at

h1gher pitch, .with more: repet1t1ve and mbre emphatic construct1ons (usages

which conno%e 1ow social rank), while other participants speak more soft]y:\at
Tower pitch, with fewer ernphat1c constructiors, and so on (usages H,lucrbconnote
high social rank). This asymmetry of speak1ng roles is always a conc0m1tant '

of formality in Wolof speech events. But I call it a concomitant because one

-would not want to say it is part of a definitioh of formality that might apply

, cross-culturally -- since the Mursi speaking roles, for instance, seem to be

' more symmetrical. Among the Mursi there is no structured difference among

speaking roles at political events. Even the behaverial differences between

-speaker and audience are fewer than among the Nolof, because the Mursi audience *

| can 5nterrupt¢and interject Toud comménts in a way that the Wolof audience would

not.
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s of 'social or political organ1zat10n which (as we have noted) .

are qu1te d1fferent for the two peoples, might be refTected Jnlthe differing

('

-

.organization of their formal speech events? . One possible explaqatTOn for the.
‘Wolof asymnetry of speakinglrdﬁes is that Wolof society shows a greater degree'
of role differentiatidn altdgether But th1s 1s not a sufﬁiclent explanation
for a contrast in speech event - organ1zat10n that 15 qua]1tat1ve not |
,quant1tat1ve (asynnetry VS. symmetry, nUt real]y as a matter of degree) :
_Rather I th1nk the exp]anat1on lies in the Nolof preoccupat1on w1th rank and
hierarchy, as opposed tc the Mursi outlook which :; more ega11tar1an sex and )
age being the on]y structured 1nequa11t1es. The rural Wolof view society
as composed of complementary, Unequa1”rants where the upper has a natural
'rtght to command the lower.5 . Political decisions are tu]tural]y seen as
1njtiated and decreed from above, by a recognized leader; the role of followers
is only tonadefSe and consent. : . p

‘Aé a resu]t,‘wo1of (village) political meet are not convened for the
derpose of decision-making, bdt for announdtng decisions‘made'from above,
and answering questions about them. ’The complementarity of ramks is the
source of the asymmetriéa1 speaking rg]es§ the centralization and autoctacy of
. political authority is the source of the master of ceremonies’ rigmtmto
determine the order of speaker;. There is no cpmpetition among speakers for
the opportuntty to express an opinion, since the expression df opinions and
counter-arguments is not the purpose of the meeting. Among the Wolof the
expression of opinion and the exercise of debate go on-in private, as does the
leader's decisicn-making process. |
: Mursi political meetings, in contrast, are convened for the express
,f,,,;::;ose of decision-making, by consensus, about future coJIecttve_action. -Each
.man of sufficient age has an equal right 'to participate in the consensus and

.14 ;‘* / ,




; . :
to try to inflyence what consensus will be reached.

L}

From the differencds between Wolof and Mursi formal political meetings, ‘
Sl N !
however, it-does not follow thatrpolitica1.dECisipn-makﬁng is actually . '

despotic among the Molof and democratic amdhg the Mursi. Wolof leaders need
consensus suppor% fow*the1r dec1510n5. or else their fo]]owers may fail to
- coOperate or may abandon them for another Ieader Converse1y, for the Mursi el
'-Turton hotes that the dec1slons.arr}ved at in forma1 meet1ngs are somet1mes 4
such foregone conc]us1ons as not rea11y to have been reached during the
caurse of the meeting at all. . Poss1b]y,;pr1vate lobbying is-as much a factor
in some Nursi decisions as it is for thesMolof. "

That s, the differences between Wolof and Mursi formal political meetings
do not reflect differences in the actual political proceas S0 mucﬁ as they
reflect contrasts between what can be shown on-stage-and what happens off-stage.
Formality has toSdo with what can be publicly focused upoh -- and it is in this
sense that formality can often connote a social order, or forms of social
action, that are publicly recognized and considered legitimate (regardless of
- whether political power actually operates through that public, formal soéia]

order or not). i
| .This point has some resemblence to B10ch's‘(19f3) c1a1m.that formality of
discourse tends to reinforce a normative order and a political estab1ishmént.
But whereas B]och‘argues that formality restricts creativity, I would suggest
rather that it focuses creativity. And } would also point out that since
‘formality is a cémplex of interrelated variables rather than a single
continuum, not all aspects of "formalization" necessarily concern the pub]ic
social order. The structured discourse of poetry, for instance, does not
automatftally havg a special relationship to the focia] establ{shment.” Nor
.do.the ways in which the discourse in poetry is structured necessarily have
S ;

« 15
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to be traditional w&,s. If formality in speech events reflects, and in
that sense Suppdrgs,'a traditional- social system it is the other aSpeEts of
formality that do so, not the strd&turing of discourse ‘in itself.

5.0, Summary ' ‘ N i

» In sum: 1 navg;afgued that formality and infd?mali@yirepresent‘not pofés-
on a one-dimensional continuum, but a complex of interrelated factons cdncerniﬁé
man; facets of a Spegch event. Four aSpgéts of'"formalﬁty“ can be tentatively' 
distingujshéd, which seem to apply tp all societies -- that is, all societies
seem to make distinclions';moné speech events according to these criteria,
and to have speech events that are Eehavioral1y more formal and less formal
in these varioug senses of the tenn: These aspects of "%ormality" provide a
possible framework for comparing speech events within a society; and in
additibn, societies can hg usefully compared with each other according to how
they connect the. various aspects of formality, and what concomitant effects
%ormq11zing a speech event will have. Formality, in this view, is largely a

% ]
process of féﬁusing, which can operate along various di ions. Where

w ¥ K A -
societies differ is in what they focus upon -- and what pfe the };nsequences

of doing so,
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. Seg also Jefferson 1972, who shows that'fhis differentiation applies as

FOOTNOTES

/ ' . 4
1. The'Wolof data used in this paper come from hy own fieldwork in Senegal
durjng i97p-?1 and 1975. The research was supported by the Nationa1‘ln5titutes '
of Héhlth, the,Nationaf Scié%ca Foundation, and Bragdeis University.. I am élso
gratefulNto the Institut’?ondamentaT d'Afrique Noire, the Centre de Linguist%qde
Appliquée de Dakar qhd the Préfecture de Tivaouane for their hospitality and 1o it
advice. ¥ : e ; > : N n
well to casual conversation between two persons. ‘When the number of partici-
pants becomes larger, however, the differentiation of a 51ngle main focus of
attention for the‘;hole group may or may not occur, and it is th]s process_
that is concerned here.as an aspect of "formality." | _
31 And see Tyler's (1972) paper on the Koya of céntral India, where a e
number of behavorial.differencés, including lexical choices, differentiate \
central from peripheral actors in formal events. & |
4, IncreaSing]y; the Wolof call these'political meetings by’ the Frencﬁ term_
i, : )

5. I leave-aside Ere reTat1on of the pr1esthood which ranks highest 1n a

| prestige and ritual sense, to political decision- makmgih

6. Th1s paper was presented at the 1977 meetings of the American Anthropo—,

lTogical Association,_uoﬁston, Texas. ) .
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