What will we learn in this topic?

This is the first of the three topics in this course devoted to the stylistic analysis of dramatic texts. So we will begin by thinking about the nature of drama and dramatic texts and look in general terms at what is needed in terms of stylistic analysis to analyse dramatic texts well. Then we will move on to look at the specific analytical area we are going to explore in this first topic, namely the turn-taking structure of conversations, how turn-taking reveals things about the relations among the participants (in particular power relations) and how this kind of conversational analysis helps us to understand character relations in plays.

Analysing Drama - Preliminary Matters

Task A - Text and performance

The first thing to notice is that we are going to analyse dramatic texts in this part of the course. But most plays are written to be performed and so most drama critics have argued that it is performances which should be analysed, not texts.

What are the advantages and disadvantages of analysing (a) dramatic texts and (b) dramatic performances? 
After you have discussed this issue with your partner, compare your views with ours.

Task B - The prototypical discourse architecture of drama

Below we reproduce the prototypical discourse architecture of the novel which we outlined on the 'Discourse structure of 1st- and 3rd-person novels' page in Topic 8.


Think of a play with a 'standard' discourse structure that you know well (e.g. William Shakespeare's Macbeth, Hamlet or King Lea, Oscar Wilde's The Importance of Being Earnest, Samuel Beckett's Waiting For Godot, Harold Pinter's The Birthday Party, Caryl Churchill's Top Girls, Arthur Miller's Death of a Salesman or David Mamet's American Buffalo) and use it to work out what you think is the prototypical discourse structure of drama. Then compare what you think with what we think.

Task C - What aspects of the language do we need to analyse when we analyse drama?

Given that plays are mainly conversations between characters on the stage, the most obvious kind of analysis to use will be that developed by linguists to analyse conversational interaction, and that is what we will concentrate on in the drama section of this course. Let's begin with looking in detail at a small example, in order to see the sorts of things we need to explore. 

The extract below is taken from Shakespeare's Henry IV, Part II. Sir John Falstaff, is a lecherous, middle-aged and boisterous drunkard who has spent much of the two plays Henry IV, Part I and Henry IV, Part II teaching the young heir to the throne, Prince Hal, how to have a good time in the inns and bawdy houses of England. Now, at the end of the play, Hal's father, King Henry IV, has died, and Prince Hal has just been crowned Henry V. As Hal is now king, Falstaff and his cronies Pistol, Shallow and Bardolph think that life will carry on much as before, but with extra funds to support the merriment. They approach him as he leaves Westminster Abbey, after the coronation:
	Falstaff
	God save thy Grace, King Hal; my royal Hal!

	Pistol 
	The heavens thee guard and keep, most royal imp of fame!

	Falstaff
	God save thee my sweet boy!

	King
	My Lord Chief Justice, speak to that man in vain.*

	Chief Justice
	Have you your wits? Know you what 'tis you speak?

	Falstaff
	My King! My Jove! I speak to thee, my heart!

	King
	I know thee not, old man. Fall to thy prayers. 
How ill white hairs become a fool and jester.


(Shakespeare, Henry IV, Part II: Act 5, scene 5, 42-9)

*in vain = contemptuously
It is clear that the new King Henry V treats his old drinking friend with considerable harshness, signalling a very different relationship between them now that he has the power and responsibility of being the head of state.
Look carefully at the last three lines of this extract and try to describe in as much detail, and with as much precision as you can, how the two different attitudes of Falstaff and the new King are being indicated linguistically. What could we explain by using foregrounding theory, as dealt with in Topic 3? What else do we need to account for if we are to come up with a precise characterisation of the meanings and effects in these three lines?

Conversational structure and power 

In the rest of this topic we are going to explore how power relations between characters are indicated in the turn-taking and other features of conversational structure.

Task A - What is power?

In the rest of this topic we are going to explore how power relations between characters are indicated in the turn-taking and other features of conversational structure. But before we start doing that it will be helpful to be clear about the various different kinds of power we can talk about. For example, a king might be more powerful than one of his subjects in terms of his position in society, but less powerful physically and mentally. 
Discuss with your partner the various different forms of power someone can have and how you might perceive them on the stage, and then compare your thoughts with ours. 

Now let's have a look at our prototypical or schematic assumptions about the relation between turn-taking patterns and power. 

Imagine that you overhear a conversation between three people, where one person is more powerful than the other two. What would you expect their conversational behaviour to be like? To spell this out, answer the questions in the table below by putting a tick in the relevant column. Then, after you have completed the table, click on the 'compare' button after it to compare your intuitions with ours. 

Remember that we are talking about generalisations here, and you may well be able to think of particular situations where what usually happens doesn't apply. If you do, make a note of them for Task C.
Most of the questions should be clear enough, but we have also provided explanatory information for the terms we think you may possibly not be sure of. You can access these explanations by clicking on the relevant question.
	Conversational Behaviour
	Powerful Participants
	Powerless Participants

	Who has most turns?
	
	

	Who has the longest turns?
	
	

	Who interrupts?
	
	

	Who is interrupted?
	
	

	Who allocates turns to who?
	
	

	Who initiates?
	
	

	Who responds?
	
	

	Who uses speech acts like questioning, commanding, demanding, threatening, and complaining?
	
	

	Who uses speech acts like answering, agreeing, acceding, giving in, and apologising?
	
	

	Who controls/changes the topic of talk?
	
	

	Who uses 'title + surname' terms of address?
	
	

	Who uses 'first name' terms of address?
	
	


Task C - Exceptions?

Task B helps us to uncover our general intuitions about the relationship between conversational behaviour and power. But there are also exceptions. Can you think of any exceptions to the 'general rule'? If so, can you explain why the general rule does not apply? After you have talked it through with your partner, compare your thoughts with ours.

Task D - Assessing the extent and character of conversational power

How could we use the questions outlined in Task B to assess the extent of someone's power in a conversation, and the exact character of that conversational power?

 

George Bernard Shaw's Major Barbara 

Task A - Familiarising yourself with the passage

Below you will find an extract from the very beginning of George Bernard Shaw's Major Barbara and a video-clip of the extract being acted out by some undergraduate students studying Theatre Studies at Lancaster University. 
We suggest that you familiarise yourself with the extract by reading it through and then, after you have done that, watching the video-clip. That way, you will be able to form your own impressions of the extract before seeing how the students interpret it. 

In Task B we will be asking you to spell out what you see as the relationship between the two characters in terms of power and anything else you think relevant. So it will be useful to bear this in mind when you are reading the extract and watching it performed.

ACT I

[It is after dinner in January 1906, in the library in Lady Britomart Undershaft’s house in Wilton Crescent. A large and comfortable settee is in the middle of the room, upholstered in dark leather. A person sitting on it (it is vacant at present) would have, on his right, Lady Britomart’s writing table, with the lady herself busy at it; a smaller writing table behind him on his left; the door behind him on Lady Britomart’s side; and a window seat directly on his left. Near the window is an empty armchair. Lady Britomart is a woman of fifty or thereabouts, well dressed and yet careless of her dress, well bred and quite reckless of her breeding, well mannered and yet appallingly outspoken and indifferent to the opinion of her interlocutors, amiable and yet peremptory, arbitrary, and high-tempered to the last bearable degree, and withal a very typical managing matron of the upper class, treated as a naughty child until she grew into a scolding mother, and finally settling down with plenty of practical ability and worldly experience, limited in the oddest way with domestic and class limitations, conceiving the universe exactly as if it were a large house in Wilton Crescent, though handling her corner of it very effectively on that assumption, and being quite enlightened as to the books in the library, the pictures on the walls, the music in the portfolio, and the articles in the papers. Her son, Stephen, comes in. He is a gravely correct young man under 25, taking himself very seriously, but still in some awe of his mother, from childish habit and bachelor shyness rather than from any weakness of character.] 
	1 STEPHEN:
	What’s the matter?

	2 LADY B:
	Presently, Stephen.

	[Stephen walks submissively to the settee and sits down. He takes up a Liberal weekly called The Speaker.]

	3 LADY B:
	Don’t begin to read, Stephen. I shall require all your attention.

	4 STEPHEN:
	It was only while I was waiting---

	5 LADY B:
	Don’t make excuses, Stephen. [He puts down The Speaker] Now! [She finishes her writing; rises; and comes to the settee] I have not kept you waiting very long, I think.

	6 STEPHEN:
	Not at all, mother.

	7 LADY B:
	Bring me my cushion. [He takes the cushion from the chair at the desk and arranges it for her as she sits down on the settee.] Sit down. [He sits down and fingers his tie nervously] Don’t fiddle with your tie, Stephen; there is nothing the matter with it.

	8 STEPHEN:
	I beg your pardon. [He fiddles with his watch chain instead.]

	9 LADY B:
	Now are you attending to me, Stephen?

	10 STEPHEN:
	Of course, mother.

	11 LADY B:
	No: it’s not of course. I want something much more than your everyday matter-of-course attention. I am going to speak to you very seriously, Stephen. I wish you would let that watch-chain alone.

	12 STEPHEN:
	[Hastily relinquishing the chain] Have I done anything to annoy you, mother? If so, it was quite unintentional.

	13 LADY B [astonished]:
	Nonsense! [With some remorse] My poor boy, did you think I was angry with you?

	14 STEPHEN:
	What is it then, mother? You are making me very uneasy.

	15 LADY B 
[squaring herself at him rather aggressively]: 
	Stephen: may I ask how soon you intend to realize that you are a grown-up man, and that I am only a woman?

	16 STEPHEN: [amazed]:
	Only a---

	17 LADY B:
	Don’t repeat my words, please: it is a most aggravating habit. You must learn to face life seriously, Stephen. I really cannot bear the whole burden of our family affairs any longer. You must advise me: you must assume the responsibility.

	18 STEPHEN:
	I!

	19 LADY B:
	Yes, you, of course. You were 24 last June. You’ve been at Harrow and Cambridge. You’ve been to India and Japan. You must know a lot of things, now; unless you have wasted your time most scandalously. Well, advise me.

	20 STEPHEN 
[much perplexed]:
	You know I have never interfered in the household---

	21 LADY B:
	No. I should think not. I don’t want you to order the dinner.

	22 STEPHEN:
	I mean in our family affairs.

	23 LADY B:
	Well, you must interfere now; for they are getting quite beyond me.

	24 STEPHEN [troubled]:
	I have thought sometimes that perhaps I ought; but, really, mother, I know so little about them; and what I do know is so painful! it is so impossible to mention some things to you--- [he stops, ashamed].

	25 LADY B:
	I suppose you mean your father.

	26 STEPHEN 
[almost inaudibly]:
	Yes.

	27 LADY B:
	My dear: we can’t go on all our lives not mentioning him. Of course you were quite right not to open the subject until I asked you to; but you are old enough now to be taken into my confidence, and to help me to deal with him about the girls.

	28 STEPHEN:
	But the girls are all right. They are engaged.

	29 LADY B [complacently]:
	Yes: I have made a very good match for Sarah. Charles Lomax will be a millionaire at 35. But that is ten years ahead; and in the meantime his trustees cannot under the terms of his father’s will allow him more than £800 a year.

	30 STEPHEN:
	But the will also says that if he increases his income by his own exertions, they may double the increase.

	31 LADY B:
	Charles Lomax’s exertions are much more likely to decrease his income than to increase it . . . 


Task B - Initial impressions

When we move onto 'Analysing Major Barbara' we will want you to look, one at a time, at the turn-taking structure of the extract. 
First of all, though, discuss with your partner your intuitions concerning how you see the power relation between the two characters, and point out anything else in terms of their relationship which you think might be relevant or interesting. Jot down anything that occurs to you as evidence for your views, and then compare your views with ours.

Analysing Major Barbara 

Now that you have experienced the extract from Major Barbara and thought about it in general interpretative terms, we need to analyse the text using the kind of approach we explored in Task B of Conversational structure and Power. 
The tasks below are designed to help you go through the text systematically and build up an analytical profile of it, so that you can compare the analysis, the interpretative comments you, and we, came up with on the previous page.
Task A - Who has the longest turns?

The obvious way to answer this question is to count the words of each character and then divide the total by the number of turns that character has, to get an overall average. When we do such work it can also be worth noting the 'spread' from the average (what the statisticians call 'standard deviation'), in order to see whether each turn is near the average for the relevant character, or whether there are big variations caused by very long or very short turns (in which case it would be sensible to look at the deviations in a bit more detail). We won't actually calculate the standard deviation statistically here, but just note any big variations. 

When you have calculated the averages and looked for deviations from the average, compare your findings with ours.

Task B - Who has the most turns?

Count the turns for each character and compare them.

Task C - Who interrupts who? 

Identify any interruptions and count up how many times each character interrupts the other. Then compare your findings with ours. 

Remember that not everything ending in a dash or continuation marks necessarily counts as an interruption. It is also worth remembering in general terms that the punctuation used to signal an interruption can vary a bit from one dramatist to another, and sometimes from one edition to another of the same play, depending upon publisher conventions.

Task D - Who allocates turns to who, if at all? 

Identify any examples you can find of turn-allocation, and establish who is allocating turns to who.

Task E - Who initiates the conversational exchanges and who responds? 

Go through the passage carefully, looking for examples of initiations and responses. Which character is associated with which turn-taking position?

Task F - Who uses coercive speech acts? 

Go through the passage carefully looking for examples of possible commands and compare your findings with ours.

Task G - Who controls the topic? 

Go through the passage carefully looking for examples where one character imposes a particular topic of talk on the other and compare your findings with ours.

Task H - What terms of address do the two characters use towards each other? 

Go through the passage carefully looking address terms and work out what you think the pattern reveals.

Task I - Look back at the table of prototypical turn-taking factors and compare what we have found in Major Barbara extract. 

Go back to the pattern of prototypical turn-taking behaviour we constructed intuitively in relation to conversational structure and power, and compare what we have found for Lady Britomart and Stephen with the prototypes we began with.

What does the comparison tell us about Lady Britomart and Stephen?

Task J - Anything else of significance? 

It is always worth remembering, when you get to the end of an exhaustive (and exhausting!) analysis like this, that going systematically through a checklist of questions of factors can lead you to forget about other factors which are also important. 

So go back through the passage and note down anything else which you feel is significant in relation to (i.e. for or against) those initial impressions we started off with in Task B. 

Topic 11 'tool' Summary

In this topic we have explored in general terms the discourse architecture of drama and the kinds of analysis we will need to undertake in order to account for it adequately.
We have also explored in detail how turn-taking patterns and other aspects of conversational structure can reveal power relations among participants in conversations and we have applied what we have seen about turn-taking and power in conversations to an extract from the beginning of Shaw's Major Barbara in order to reveal the relationship between the two characters, how it is created in the text and some of the humorous and absurd characteristics of this particular dramatic dialogue.

