
ISSN: 1133-0392

Estudios Ingleses de la Universidad Complutense

1999, nY 7: 281-296

Interdisciplinary perspectives on discourse:
viewsfrom sociology, linguisties, computational

linguistics and an empirical approach

Julia LAvID
Universidad Complutense de Madrid

HOVY, EH. and SCO’1T, D.R. (1996). Computational rnd Conversationat
Diseourse: Burning Issues, cm interdisc4’l¡naiy aecournt Berlin: Springer-
Verlag. ISBN 3-540-60948-2. XII + 202 Pp.

1. INTRODUCTION

As [he editors of Lhis excellent cellection of articles explain in [heir
preface, in spite of the pervasiveness of extended turn-taking communication,
our knowledge of how disceurse works is amazingly sketchy. We have only
rudimentary models of irnportant phenomena such as conversational initiative
and tum-taking; we understand little abeut the process of understanding and
interpreting sentences, or about the mental structures Lhat support these
processes; we have no adequate means of defining even such basic building
blecks of communicatien as the words “hewever” or “consequently”.

The reasons for [his ignerance he in [he multifaceted nature of language:
linguistic activity is rooted in almest everything we experience, think and de,
as individuals and as social animals. As such, a complete and adequate study of
disceurse weuld require the employment of concepts from different fields,
such as Anthrepolegy and Sociology (te acceunt for the interlecutor’s group
interactienal behaviour), frem Linguistics (te explain grammar and lexis), frem
Semantics, Logic and Philosophy (to describe the knewledge invelved in
cemmunications), and frem Artificial Intelligence and Cegnitive Psychelegy
(te describe [he processes by which communication Lakes place), te mention a
few.
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Ibis task only seems possible when researchers are willing te diversify iheir
investigatiens, i.e., when language is studied frem [he peints of view of
Linguistics, of Anthropology, of Logic, and so en, independently, but at the
same time when cross-informing and fertilizatien Lakes place between
researchers of different disciplines. This was [he aim of [he Workshop out of
which the present volume grew. Funded by NATO and the Association of
Computational Linguistics, the workshop entitíed Burning Issues iii Discourse,
celebrated in Maratea, Italy, in April 1993, joined tegether researchers from
areund Lhe world werking in the areas of Computational Linguistics,
Psycholinguistics, Text Linguistics and Sociolinguistics. Ibe intention was to
inform ene anether about developments, insights in [he study of disceurse, and
available metheds of addressing [hem. In spite of [be time elapsed between te
workshop and [he publication of [he boek, the ongoing impact of [he
contributiens and [he fact Lhat research methedologies do not change quickly
make [he centributiens contained in Lhis volume of longstanding interest for
disceurse researchers.

2. BURNING ISSUES IN DISCOURSE

Given Lhe interdisciplinary character of [he werkshep, speakers were
asked te select a tepic frem a certain set of issues which were considered as
“buming” or highly debated within current disceurse research. The “burning”
issues were specified as fellows:

Mulri-Parry Discaurse: Ibis refers te te several factors invelved in the
collaborative constructien of a ceherent disceurse, fer example, turn-taking,
signalling and negotiating initiative. Burning issues invelve [he way in which
current [heeries account for [hese phenomena, whether they can be used in
computational systems, what needs [o be added, and how the epen questions
can be addressed ja testable ways. Two papers in the volume address these
issues: ene frem Socielogy en [he ways people communicate by not saying
any[hing out leud (Scheglofl), another ene frem Linguistics en [he ways peeple
structure Lheir message when they do say something (Ono and Thompsen).

Discourse Segmentation: Disceurse is structured; in panicular, utterances
are greuped inte chunks er segments. However, disceurse structure does not
lend itself te [he methods and categories of single-sentence grammatical
analysis. Burning issues in this area include the Lype of structuring which
characterises coherent disceurse, e.g., trees vs. netwerks, single vs. multiple
structures; how te define structural segments. Other important issues deal with
[he relevant units of segmentation -propositions, sentences, utterances; the
signalling of disceurse beundaries; te nature of intersegment relations -is it
intentienal, semantic, stmctural, or alí three? Two papers froin Computational
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Linguistics and ene paper providing an empirical approach address [bese
issues. Ibe papers by Dahigren en disceurse coherence and segmentation, and
by Hobbs en the intentienal and informatienal perspectives en disceurse
interpretatien represent the cemputational view. Passeneau and Litman study
people’s ability te segment disceurses in an empirical way.

Information in Discourse: InformaLien in disceurse is not randomly
presented but is gevemed by pragmatic principles of informatien processing;
hew does information presentation (by [he speaker) influence information access
(of [he hearer)? What are [he differences between related netions such as Theme,
Tepic, Given and Focus? The paper by Hajicová describes seme of [he
distinctions between Tepic and Fecus from [he perspective of [he Prague Scheol.
Ibe paper by Martin presens un analysis of several texts arguing that at least
[bree different Lypes of structure are used in disceurse te communicate three
fundaínentally different kinds of meaning in parallel: ideatienal, interpersenal
and texttial meaning.

Discourse Struciture and Syntacric Forrar What kind of relationship is
[here between disceurse and syntactic structures? Hew do [bey constrain ene
ano[her? Can ene specify correlations which ceuld be later be used as rules in
computatienal disceurse studies? Ono and Thompson describe these
relatienships in their paper, while Hajicová describes several syntactic means
fer expressing fecus.

Tools, Tecliniques and Experimental Methodologies: I-Iow can [heories of
disceurse be empirically verified? What techniques and metbodologies exist?
What aspects of disceurse do [bey best address? The study by Passeneau and
Litman investigates the regularities in the interaction of segmentatien,
coherence and certain linguistic devices empirically, i.e., by measuring people’s
segmentation of disceurses. Schegloff also addresses me[hodological issues in
disceurse analysis in [be postscript te bis papen

Ihe seven papers included in this volume address alí these issues frem a
variety of perspectives: ene paper by Schegloff from Seciolegy; three papers
by Martin, Ono and Thompson, and Hajicevá frem Linguistics; twe papers
from Computational Linguistics by Dahígren and Hobbs; and ene paper by
Passoneau and Litruan taking an empirical, experimental appreach.

Some of [be aspects addressed by [be centribntions te [bis volume are [he
follewing:

• The different types of meaning simultaneously cemmunicated in a
disceurse; these range frem [he types of representations (Martin), te
communicative intentions and inference precesses and [heir representations
(Hobbs).

• Implicit and explicit statements in multi-party interaction (Scbegioff)
and hew what is said is embodied in syntax (Ono and Thompson).
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• The internal structure of disceurse (Dahígren, Passeneau ansi Litmau)
and external signals of disceurse structure (Hajicevá).

the me[hodologies dealing with [bese topics also range froin hype[beses
and analyses te be verified experimentally (Martin, Schegloff), te highly
centrelled and measured studies of human linguisúc behavieur in very specific
setting aud tasks (Passoneau aud Litman). Intermediate eptiens are [he
cemputer studies presented by Hobbs and Dahígren, and [be ceinparisen and
substitution studies of Ono and Thompson.

In [be remainder of [bis review 1 will present a summary of [he analysis
and [he results obtained in each of these centributions, providing a cress-
disciplinary comparison of [he questions asked and [he methedelegies adepted.

3. ANALYSIS OF DISCOURSE ISSUES FROM DIFFERENT
PERSPECTIVES

The volume is divided inte feur parts, each ene including papers addressing
Lhe issues mentiened aboye from a different perspective. Part 1 presents [he
perspective frem Socielegy embedied in a paper frem E.A. Schegleff en multi-
party disceurse issues such as actien, interactien and co-participant context. Part
2 presents [be linguistic perspective including three papers: ene by J.R. Martin
en types of disceurse structure, ano[her paper by T. Ono and SA. Thempson en
[he interaction between syntax and structure in cenversational disceurse, and a
final paper by E. Hajicová en the infermatien structure of [he sentence and
disceurse coherence. Part 3 presents [he perspective frem Computatienal
Linguistics embedied in twe papers: ene by K. Dahígren en disceurse
ceherence and segmentatien, and ano[her ene by J.R 1-Iobbs en [he role of
intentionality in disceurse. Finally, Part 4 embedied in a paper by R. J.
Passeneau and O. J. Litman prevides an empirical approach Lo [bree
fundamental dimensions of speken disceurse: segmentation, coherence and
linguistic devices.

In [he next sections each of [hese centributions is reviewed greuped
accerding te [be perspective they represent follewing [he order of appearance
in Lhe velume.

3.1. The sociological perspeetive

Pan 1 provides [be perspective from Secielogy represented by a paper by
E. A. Schegloff wiíih [he title “Issues of Relevance ter Disceurse Analysis:
Centingency in Actien, Interactien and Co-Participant Centcxt.” In [bis papen
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Schegloff concentrates his attentien en [bree themes, which, in his view, are
fundamental fer [be optimum develepment of disceurse analysis. Re analysis
of disceurse needs te incorperate an erientatien 1) te action, 2) te interaction,
and 3) te multi-party interaction. But before launching inte discussing tese
three themes, Schegleff explains the theoretical premises which frame bis
investigation:

1) His basic target of inquiry is naturally occurring erdinary disceurse.
Ibis is, in his view, [he natural and cultural bedreck of linguistic activity.

2) Conversation is [he feundatienal domain fer [he study of disceurse, in
centrast with eter approaches where conversatien is understeed taxenomically,
as simply ene subtype er genre of disceurse. Fer Schegloff, “...[he primordial
scene of social life is [bat of direct interaction between members of a social
species, typically enes whe are physically ce-present. For humans, talking in
interactien appears te be a distinctive ferm of this primary censtituent of social
life, and erdinary cenversation is very likely [he basic ferm of erganisation ter
talk-in-interaction.”

Af[er presenting [hese premises, Schegloff focuses his attentien en Lhe
three Lhemes which, in his view, are endemic Le [be organisation of talk-in-
interactien.

The first [heme concerns Lhe centrality of aCtion. Witheut inveldng speech
act theery, whese ability Le deal with ordinary disceurse is debatable,
Schegloff claims [bat [be analysis of discourse must incerporate attentien net
only te the prepositienal centent and infermation distribution of disceurse
units, but also te [he actions they are doing. Exemplifying his peint with an
extract frem a naturally eccurring cenversatien, Schegleff demonstrates hew
the actiens te which analysis needs te attend are not necessarily classes of
actien defined by professional disceurse analysts (as, for example, speech act
theory), bu[ bose units of actien which are indigeneus Le [he interactienal
participants’ werlds, for example, actions such as “pre-effer” or “pre-
announcement,” which are net mentiened in speech act Lheery but which
characterise actiens in conversatien.

Re secend fundamental Lheme fer discourse analysis is interaction. By [be
interactive productien of disceurse Schegloff means “produced by more [han
ene”, and his peint is [bat units such as [be clause, sentence, turn, utterance,
disceurse are alí in principle interactional units. Illustraúng his peint wi[h un
extended cenversatienal extract, he shews hew disceurse invelves net just
actien, but actien in interaction, and [he censequential eventfulness of its
absence. The main conclusien ene can draw from this analysis is that
interaction, understoed as the ce-construction of disceurse by [he relevant
participatien of a second party, may be mes[ critical te eur analysis of disceurse
when ene of [be participants is net preducing talk -or doing anything else visible
or hearable. TIiis is because [he preductien of disceurse may be ene contingent
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response by a prior speaker te Lhe absence of a response by a ce-participant [o
an apparently cempleted, actien-implementing turn censtructional unu.

The third [heme cencerus rnulti-pariy interaction. This concerns [hose
instances of disceurse in settings compesed of more [han two participants.
Schegloff sketches several organisational cencerus siich as [he turn-taking
íssue (whe will talk next), [be action implicatiens fer nen-addressed parties of
utterances designed fer [heir addressees, and [he issue of schism, i.e., the
problem of extended disceurse in multi-party interactions of maintaining a
single discursive arena in [he face of [he petential ter te breaking up of [he
interaction inte Lwe or more separate cenversatiens.

Characterising the organisation of talk-in-interactien is [be challenge of
contingency: Lhis refers te te range of responses which are centingent en [he
action(s) implemented by a given utterance. Nene of [hese i s thereughly pre-
scripted: [be participation of interlecutors in [he production of talk is always
centingent en its occasiened expressien. As Schegleff points eut: “Contingency
—interactional centingency— is net a blemish en the smeoth surface of
disceurse, or of talk-in-interaction more generally It is endemic te it. It is its
glory.” Fer him, the three themes of actien, interactien ané multi-party
interactien are [bree strategic organisational leci of tus cenúngency.

This fact peses an important challenge fer cemputational systems: how te
capture te fulí range of centingency which characterises flexible and smooth
disceurse. In fact, in te postscript [o [he article, where Schegloff provides a
principled rejeinder te [he criticisms made te his werk by ene of the boek
referees; interaction, contingency and timing are presented again by Schegleff
net simply as mere variables te be added te ether, supposedly more basic,
factors, such as prepositienal centent, information structure, phenelogical
realisation, lexical or syntactic erganisatien. On [he contrary, alí of [hese
factors functien within a situation fundamentally shaped by interactional
censideratiens, structures and constraints.

From a computational perspective, te challenge posed by tese íssues is
formidable, though not impessible te tackle if te level at which [he disceurse
analysis is perfermed is sufficiently explicit and replicable te be eventually
incorporated inte a formal system. From this perspective, it is not enough te
say, as Schegloff suggests, tat “in te end, it wiIl be [he computationalists
whe will have te figure eut hew te do [his.” lnterdisciplinary werk is [he
responsibility both of disceurse analysts and computatienal researchers
reaching out from their own fields te obtain fmitful results.

3.2. The Iingn¡st¡c perspcctive

Part 2 includes [bree papers frem Linguistics: ene paper by J.R Martin en
types of disceurse structure, ene paper by T. Ono and S.A. Thompsen en [he
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interactien between syntax and [be structure of conversatienal disceurse, and
ene paper by E. Hajicová en [be information structure of te sentence and the
coherence of disceurse. 1 will start by reviewing [be paper by J. R. Martin.

The paper by 1. R. Martin entitíed “Types of Structure: Decenstructing
Notions of Constituency in Clause and Text presents a view of text structure
develeped in Australia by [be auther in collaboration with Halliday’s (1994)
and Matthiessen’s (1995) werk en English clause grammar. In his view,
constituency is decenstructed as a “semantically biased and reductive ferm of
representatien for text structure”, i.e., as just ene way of looking aL text
organisatien. Martin’s peint is that disceurse medels need te be developed
which acknewledge [he distinet structuring principIes which are asseciated
with [he ideatienal, the interpersonal and [be textual meanings. Accerding te
Halliday (1979), ideatienal meaning uses particulate structuring principies,
interpersonal meaning uses prosodic principles. and textual meaning periodic
enes. Particulate structures are segmental, dividing wheles inte parts
experientially, and relating parts te parts in potentially unbeunded series.
Presodic structures are suprasegmental, mapping over a range of segments
(e.g. intonation). Periodic structures are wave-like, establishing rhytmic peaks
of prominence.

Recognising [be value of Halliday’s centribution, Martin points out [bat in
spite of the theory eutlined aboye, the forms of representatien which have
evelved te implement [he theery in language analysis have used [he same
particulate form of representatien for experiential. interpersonal and textual
meaning, not doing justice te the ether types of structure. Therefore,he suggests
dissociating Halliday’s interpretatien of particulate structures from any mode of
meaning per se, reworking it in terms of nuclearity (orbital vs. serial). Ibus,
experiential, part-whele construals are rewerked by Martin in terms of
nucleus/satellite organisatiens. For examnple, the typical ergative analysis of [he
English clause inte Agent-Precess-Medium-Circumstance which focuses
attention en [be part/whole nature of [he particulate structure, is deconstructed
by Martin into un orbital structure where [be Process/Medium configuration is
censtructed as [he nucleus of te clause, wi[h [he Agent as an inner satellite and
[be Circumstance in outer orbit.

Wi[b respect te logical, part/part relatiens, like, fer example, hypotactic
projectien, where ene segment gives rise te another in an epen-ended
interdependency series, Martin prepeses te use [he same orbital perspective,
rewerking particulate structures as serial. Therefore, as far as ideational
meaning is cencerned, serial interdependency (logical meaning) is epposed te
orbital dependency (experiential meaning).

Martin’s revisien can be considered as a decenstruction of censtituency
representation; his fundamental point is that a text is not a tree, and, [berefore,
no form of constituency representation can capture the cemplementary
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particulate, presedic and periodic structuring principies by which ideational,
interpersenal and textual meanings are censtrued.

This paper is, Lherefere, an interesting attempt aL capturing phenemena
beyond te rather limited range usually studied by researchers trained in [be
mathematicalAogical tradition. From [he interdisciplinary perspective which,
fer example, cemputational linguistic werk would need for successful
specifications, Martin’s metaphers of [he particulate, periodic, and presedic
nature of aspects of disceurse pose an interesting challenge te current
cemputational systems: it remains te be determined, however, which methed
wíll be suitable te express Lhese metaphors in a symbol system which a
cemputer programme will be able te understand and process.

The paper by 1. Ono and S. A. Thompsen entitíed “Interaction and
Syntax in [be Structure of Conversational Disceurse: Collaboration, Overlap,
and Syntacíic Disseciation” propeses a new way of [binking about syntax by
integrating [he production of syntactic units wi[h interactional stmcture. The
auther’s aim is te shew that ene can learn a great deal abeut syntax by
leeking at it in real life: [be productien of syntactic units by speakers engaged
in actual, ordinary. everyday interaction. Using a database of conversational
American English, and bringing tegether twe preminent strands of research
into interactien and grammar —ene arising frem cenversatien analysis, the
other one from disceurse/functional linguistics—, Lhe authors provide
examples of syntactic “ce-censtructions,” and suggest Lhat each of [hese types
provides important clues about [be interface between syntax and interactien.

The discussion is centred around two main Lypes of cellaberatien: Lhe so-
called cellaberative preductien of “clean” syntax, i.e., [hose products of
collaberation which result in what grammarians weuld censider te be
canonical instantiatiens of censtructienal schemas, and those which result in
instantiatiens which do not match any schema, i.e,. what [he authors calI
“messed up” syntax.

WiLh respect te [he first type of collaberaúeri, [he authers examine
ínstantiatiens of twe main subtypes of cellaberatively achieved realisation of
syntax which reveal a range of syntactic skills which speakers bring te
interactien: [he first subtype is when Speaker A dees not complete a syntactic
unit, and [he secend is when Speaker A’s unit becomes pan of a new unit. Ihe
analysis reveals [bat te preduction of syntactic units is ofien a joint activity,
suggesting [hat speakers share net enly a knowledge of pessible syntactic unit
schemas but alse a knewledge of how te expand shorter schemas into longer
enes.

With respect te the secend type, i.e., te exaininaflon of instances of what
[be authers cali “messed up” syntax —such as, for instance, when speakers
overlap, er when [here is a dissociatien from a schema instantiation— reveals
[bat [he speakers did not find any treuble with te interactien. As the autors
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remark: “[be cembination of semantic, cognitive. and pragmatic factors wins
cut ever [he mere preductien of syntactically impeccable schema instantiatiens.”

The cenclusiens of [bis paper are extremely impertant net only for disceurse
researchers btu ter grammarians: syntax cannet be just something static [bat
speakers “carry around in [beir heads,” but must be understood in a much mere
dynamic way as a resource that guides [be production and interpretatien of
utterances. Syntax must ultimately be understood as “intersubjective and jointly
censtructed,” as a knowledge which is censtantly medified by conversatienal
encounters and other sequential requirements. As [be au[bers show iii [bis paper,
it is necessaiy te revise our netiens of what it means te be “fully gammatical”
er “net fully grammatical” in te light of [be way grammar and interaction werk
togeter.

Qn a cursor-y reading ene may be tempted to conclude that diere seerus te
be an incempatibility between Lhe description of syntax presented in Lhis
paper, and [bat prevailing in linguistic circíes, especially in those belonging Lo
[he transfermatienal-generative traditien. However, beth views are perfectly
compatible: Ono and Thempson’s use of Lhe notion of constructienal schemas
as “patterns, distilled from a large number of speech events, te Lhe peint
where they have a cognitive status independent of any particular centext,”
resembles the mentalistic notien of [be syntax of a language as a structured
inventery of sucb patrerns, a view which can be supplemented with [be results
of empirical and socielinguistic analysis which suggest [bat syntactic and
semantic needs are eften suberdniated te interactional needs.

The paper entitíed “The Information Structure of the Sentence and [be
Ceherence of Disceurse,” by E. Hajicová, attempts te cali attentien Lo te tepic-
focus articulatien (‘ITA) of the sentence as a phenomenen necessary for an
adequate analysis of disceurse from [he perspective of the ceherence of
disceurse using coreference. After previding a brief characterisation of the
formal framewerk she works with, i.e. the functional-generative traditien,
Hajicová explains how in [bis approach, [be TFA, tege[ber wi[h [he scale of
communicative dynaniism, is regarded as a semanticalty relevant distinctien
which belengs te te level of Lhe linguistic meaning of te sentence, i.e., of [be
underlying syntactic strtícttire. Cemputational mnedels of disceurse dealing witb
the se-called attentional structure referring te [be focus of attentien —recently
called centering [heery (Gresz and Sidner 1986, Gresz et al., 1995)— clesely
cerrespends te tbe ‘ITA analysis, with ene previse: what is called focus of
attentien er center in [bese computatienal models is [be element just introduced
by [he speaker, who fecuses his/her attention en it. Thus in computationally-
eriented research, [be fecus er center of disceurse would refer te “[be baby” in
(2>. since “te baby” is ene of [he items ‘just introduced” in (1). In linguistic
unalysis, hewever, te proneun “it” referring Le te baby in (2) belongs te [be
tepic rather tan te [be fecus of [bis utterance:
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(1) The meter picked up [he baby.
(2) It had been crying nearly aB da>’.

In an attempt te extend Lhe formal medel of TFA te the domain of
disceurse, Hajicová provides a series of descriptive observatiens about [he
relatienship between Lhe TFA of individual sentences and changes in [he
degrees of salience of r-eferring expr-essiens in [he disceurse. These ebservatiens
are [hen illustrated with the analysis of an extract fr-em Llie weekly news
magazine Time. Her- belief is [bat [bis appreach allews for a descriptien of te
dynamic aspects of disceurse witheut losing track of [be information stmctur-e
ef[he individual cemponent parts which are [be building blocks of Lhe disceurse
as a whole.

However, the general validity of this medel te describe disceurse
develepment remains untested when cenfrented with complete and/er- longer
stretches of naturalí>’ occurring disceurse which have net been carefully chosen
te fit [he teoretical model. In spite of [bis fact, [he medel may be considered as
a starting peint for mere disceurse-eriented studies which investigate [he
relatienship between [he informatien str-ucture of [be sentence and infor-matien
110w in disceur-se.

3.3. Tbe computational perspective

Two paper-s are included in the velume representing [he perspective from
Cemputatienal Linguistics: ene by 1<. Dahígren en intersegment relatiens, and
ane[her by the computational linguist Hobbs en cemmunicative intention and
its effects en disceurse structure.

The paper entitíed “Disceurse Ceherence and Segmentation” by K.
Dahígren explores [be basis of disceurse stmctur-e, cegnitive mechanisms of
recevering it, and cemputatienal algorithms designed [o mimic human
disceur-se structure recevery for text. The author’s peint of departure is [be
observatien [bat disceurse structure is infrequentí>’ marked by cue phrases, and
that other linguistic signais such as, for instance, paragraph shift, tense shift
and fecus shifts de not previde sufficient infermatien for [he identification of
disceurse segment beundaries. Dahlgren’s propesal is te account fer disceurse
structure in terms of coherence and naive semantics. Her fundamental peint is
Lhat a ceherent disceurse is ene for which the hearer can build a cognitive
representation such Lhat [he relatiens among individuals, events, states and
other abstract types in [be representatien cerrespond wit his/her understanding
(naive theer-y) of [he way actual world individuals and events relate. A
coherence relation is defmed by Dahígren as “pan of a naive theory of [he
relatien between elements introduced into a disceurse. It is a binary predicate

Esludios Ingleses dr la UniversidadComplutense 290
¡999, nY 7: 28 1-296



Julia Lavid Interdisciplinary perspectives on discourse: viewsfrom sociology..

wliose arguments are discoer-se individuals, discoerse events or states, facts,
prepositions, event types, or sums of [bese.”

Herappreach is similar te [he cognitive ene of van Dijk and Kintsch (1983),
but differs in defining ceherence as relating disceurse events, rather [han as
relating sentences. In addition, her proposal clarifies the question of [ruth
conditiens as eppesed te naive inference regarding disceurse interpretation, and
prevides an algerithm. Re autor alse uses a set of ceherence relations drawn
from different seurces (Hobbs 1979, Mann and Thompsen 1987), but she
defines them as r-elating disceurse events und structures of [bese in a cognitive
event model , rater tan as r-elating sentences or disceurse chunks.

In more explicit Lerms, Dahigren prepeses a formal model of disceurse
structure, follewing Disceurse Representation Theory (Kamp 1981, Asher
1993, Asher and Kamp 1995), where each clause in [be disceurse introduces
an individual, event, state, and propositional reference markers inte the
disceurse representation structure (DRS). In this medel, coherence can be
viewed as defined ever constituents of Lhe DRS which reflect [he content
introduced by clauses. Re medel alse predicts a series of principies which
previde a definition of disceurse segments and constraints en different types
of anaphora. In this sense, the paper can be considered as an excellent
illustratien of how te incorporate linguistic descriptions inte a formal system
which can serve as [he basis fer interdisciplinary computational-linguistie
werk.

The paper by J. Hobbs, entitled “On the Relation between [he Infermational
and Intentional Perspectives en Disceurse,” prevides a framewerk where both
[he “infermational” and the “intentienal” perspectives can be recenciled as
necessary and compatible accounts of disceurse interpretation. The
“infermatienal” perspective en disceurse interpretatien, as elaberated by Hebbs
et al. (1993), presents [he view [bat te interpret an utterance is te find te best
explanation of why it weuld be true. By centrast, under the “intentienal”
perspective, te interpret an utterance is te find [he best explanatien of why it was
said.

Hobb’s main point is [bat while [he “intentienal” perspective has been [he
canonical perspective in natural language processing since te middle 1 970s
(Gresz 1979, Cohen and Perrault 1979, Hobbs and Evans 1980, Grosz and
Sidner 1986), it cannet be [be whole story. Accerding Lo him, “te speaker’s
intention is indirect, it is eften uninfermative, and it is frequently net very
impertant.” It is, terefore, necessary te previde an acceunt of te primar>’ use
of language, i.e., that of conveying infermatien about situations, relying en
shared background knewledge. This is the “informational” perspective en
disceurse interpretatien which telís us how te understand [he situations
described in a discourse, while Lhe “intentienal” perspective telís us how te
discover te uses te which [bis informatien is being put.
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In his paper, I-lobbs provides a unified framewer-k of both types of
interpretation where [he informational account has te be embedded in an
intentienal account. He sunimarises Lhis relatien by te fellowing formula:

intentional-account = goal(A, believe(B, informational-aecount))
This can be paraphrased as meaning [bat te speaker (A) has Lhe goal of

changing te beliefs of te hearer (B) te include [he centent characterised by [he
infonnatienal account. Depending en [he situatien, ter-e may be strong er weak
cerrespondence between bet accounts. For exainple, in some cases [be content
is something reasenable te believe; in other cases, such as, fer instance, in
pragmatically elliptical utterances, [be informational account is undeterinined
und one has Le reí>’ en [be intentional acceunt fer- a global interpretation.

The paper, [herefore, is un interesting prepesal for computational linguistic
work en discourse since it encempasses intentional ant] information interpretaúons
in a unified ftamework.

3.4. An empirical perspeetive

The lasL paper in [he velume, entitled “Empirical analysis of [bree Dimensions
of Speken Disceurse: Segmentation, Ceherence and Linguisúc Devices” by R.
Passoneau ant] Diane J. Litman, adepts an empirical approach te investigate [be
regularities existing in te interactien of segmentation, ceherence and [bree types
of linguistic devices: pauses, cue werds and referential neun phrases. In
particular, using Chafe’s (1980) pear story corpus, the paper addr-esses [he
following questions:

are disceurse segments ebjective units Lhat cerrespond directí>’ te
more abstract semantic or pragmatic units?
how can theories of disceurse segmentatien be empirically verified?
what is [he nature of [be beundaries between segments; for instance,
do [bey have precise locations?
what linguistic devices cerrelate with segment beundaries, ant] te what
degree?

Since [he questiens are interrelated, [bey are gradually explored in different
sections of [be papen Te answer [be first twe questiens, the authors use an
empiricail>’ derived database of segments. This is achieved by asking naive
subjects te segment discourse using communicative intentien as [he segmentatien
criterion. ‘me use of this nen-linguistic criterion allews tem te investigate te
correlatien of linguistic devices with independentí>’ derived segments. The
resulis of te experiment, censisting of a quantitative e’valuatien of te degree of
r-eliability among subjects, demenstrate an extremel>’ significant pattern of
agreement en segment beundaries.
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Wit respect te Lhe third question, [he corpus analysis reveals te existence
of a large ameunt of variability in te daLa, such as imprecisien in te lecatien
of certain boundaries. ‘me cenclusion reached by te au[bors is [bat segment
beundary location is inherently imprecise or fuzzy. ‘mis fact may be due Lo
different causes, for example. te role of certain utterances may be ambigueus,
i.e., a subject may have a divergent interpretatien of [he narrator’s intentiens, er
a single utterance may simultaneeusly have inultiple functiens, [hus leading te
different segmentatiens.

‘me feurt questien is explored by evaluating quantitatively [be performance
of three algerithms based en [bree linguistic devices whese distribution or
suiface ferm has frequently been hypotesised te be cenditioned by segmental
structure: referential neun phrases, cue werds, und pauses. ‘me results suggest
[hat levels of appreximating human perfermance ceuld eventually be achieved,
but no single strategy fer identifying segments weuld be sufficient: individual
disceurses vary significantly in how reliably humans or algerithms can segment
[hem (variatien across speakers), and in how [bey may be signalled within te
same disceurse (variation within speaker-s). Due te [bis va¡iability, [he authors
believe [bat te most effective algorithm weuld need te dynamically adjust te
different cues, possibly dependent en user medelling.

The final sectien of the paper is deveted te relating the results of the
empirical investigation [o ceherence. The authers examine [be relatienship
ameng segments, segment beundaries and suprasegmental ceherence, and re-
evaluate ene of [he algeritms.

The cencluding section discusses implications for natural language
understanding and generatien systems: since individual speakers and hearers
have different skills at producing ceherent disceurse, understanding and
generation systems will have te account for diese differences. In [he case of
generation systems, te productien will have te resemble te performance of te
‘best’ er most clearí>’ understeod speakers, while understanding systems wiIl
have te accommodate the widest range of hearers te achieve successful
perfennance.

Fr-orn an interdisciplinar>’ perspective, [he usefulness of [bis type of
empirical appreach te computatienally-oriented work is unquestionable.
Empirical methedelegies have new established temselves as [he standard
enes for, e.g., natural language generation, where differ-ent studies have
demonstrated [he need Le previde empirically-tested results fer successful
cemputatienal implementations (Bateman 1998, Lavid 1998). ‘mis does not
imply that qualitative type of research should be abandoned but [bat empirical
methodelegies are demonstrating teir strength ever oter metheds fer- testing
the validity of linguistie medels based en more intuitive type of research.
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4. CONCLUDING REMARKS

‘me wide range of appreaches and perspectives fr-em which [he study of
disceurse is undertaken by different disciplines peints te a burgeening field of
inquiry where cross-disciplinary discussion and fertilisation will eventually
materialise in complex models er Lheeries capable of previding precise
predictions which can be tested, verified er falsified.

As illustrated by [be studies included in tis velume, [here seems Lo be a
negative relationship between complexity and descriptive accuracy: as the
“scepe” of [he phenemenon studied increases, [he precisien of [be notatien used
te describe it decreases. Fer example, [he precise mathematical formalism of
Hobb’s predicate calculus used te repr-esent [be inference precesses required te
interpret single utterances is not imrnediately transparent when applied te more
tan a few clauses at a time, tus limiting its applicability [o larger stretches of
disceurse. At [he ether extreme, an ethnomethodelegical description of [he
patterns of reasoning underlying certain interactiens, such as [he ene in
Schegleff’s paper, er Martin’s metaphers of Lhe particulate, periedic and
prosedic nature of aspects of disceurse are canied eut using well-written prese,
which, nevertheless, cannot provide sufficient infermation abeut [he
generalisations, [he precesses, etc., taL underlie the disceurse phenomena
described.

If ene adheres te [he belief, as suggested by [be editors of [his velume,
that a theory abeut a complex phenomenen, such as disceurse, is mest
complete when it provides a notatien and a taxonomization of phenemena
where precise predictiens can be made, tested, verified or falsified, a view
shared by [his reviewer, it is ebvieus [bat an effort is necessary en the part of
disceurse researcher-s Le incerporate teir findings into formalised systems.
Examples of this effort are te disceurse structur-e relations postulated by
Mann and Thompson, Hobbs, Dahígren and others, as well as the idea of
disceurse segments, as postulated by Grosz and Sidner and others, and
described in Dahígren aud tested by Passeneau and Litman.

The current velume, Lherefere, is an invaluable companion for alí those
disceurse researchers interested in widening [heir views with [he results
obtained ja ether disciplines, and a repesitory of ideas fr-em different f¡elds
waiting te be applied, extended and tested in new envirenments. ‘me reader,
however, misses a contribution en te issue of genres/text type classificatiens,
which, from [bis reviewer’s point of view, weuld have increased the overalí
impact of the volume. Nenetheless, it was the editors’ decision not te include
it as an issue per se, given the fact that it cuts accr-oss alí [he oter buming
issues, and its interdisciplinary pessibilities have enly recently begun te be
explored (Bateman and Paris 1990, Lavid 1994). We sheuld expect and
welcome further developments in tis area in the very near future.
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