“Don’t go twisting my words” - The activation of dialogic resonance for adversarial
purposes in parliamentary debates

Recent studies in cognitive-functional linguistics explore the cognitive structure and interpersonal
dynamics of linguistic structure-matching in interactional discourse (Du Bois 2001, 2003; Sakita
2006). More specifically, the model of ‘dialogic syntax’ focuses on cross-turn structural
parallelism, i.e. ‘the activation of intrinsic potential affinity across instances of dialogic language
use’ (Du Bois 2001: 8). Whereas traditional linear syntax describes structural relations within single
sentences, dialogic syntax deals with structural similarities befween immediately co-present
segments in a broader conversational context. A key concept of dialogic syntax is the activation
of resonance between turns and speakers, which appeals to recent developments in cognitive
linguistics to extend its scope of investigation towards authentic, multi-agent discourse (Clark
1996; Batlow & Kemmer 2000; Langacker 2001).

In the present paper, we zoom in on two dimensions of resonance activation that have
not been fully developed in dialogic syntax: (i) the ereative cognitive processes involved in
establishing cross-turn mapping relations, and (i) the zuzerpersonal aims and effects of resonance
activation in multi-agent discourse. One locus of language use where speakers make extensive
and strategic use of cross-turn structure-mappings are parliamentary debates (Carbo 1992).
Therefore, in order to systematically analyze the creative and interpersonal aspects of resonance
activation, we composed a bilingual multimodal corpus (annotated French and German
audiovisual data) consisting of 224 sequences of ‘creative and adversarial interruptions’, i.e. MPs
briefly commenting on a statement made by a plenary speaker by means of a witty adversarial
one-liner. Consider the following example from our data-set:

Austrian National Assembly March 2006; English translation:

Alexander Van der Bellen, MP (the Greens): I say this and I speak frankly, whereas Professor
Zeilinger never used the words I will be using here — Cleatly, he is a very polite person.

Molterer, MP: He is a smart man! A good man!

Groszruck, MP: A clever man!

Van der Bellen, MP: I don’t think that he needs the fact that he is a very good, smart man to be
confirmed by you, fellow colleague!

In this apparently simple example, the plenary speaker’s utterance part “he is a very polite
person” sets up a lexico-syntactic template [PRONppgg; 45 @ ADV ADJ SUBSTys;] that is resonating
across turns and speakers in the sequence. By substituting the lexical element polite by smart, the
first interruptive comment partially parallels the template and suggests an a contrario reasoning, in
which the plenary speaker himself is put onstage (‘Professor Zeilinger is a clever man, whereas
you are not’). This form of dissociative ironic echoing (Sperber & Wilson, 1986[1995]) is further
elaborated in the following two discourse acts (A good man | A clever man). In the last turn of the
sequence, the plenary speaker merges elements from both the initial priming utterance and the
interruptive comments into the blend a very good, smart man, once more evoking an ironic reading
meant to trump the political opponent.

On the basis of different manifestations of dialogic syntax in parliamentary debates we
argue that resonance is a powerful construal mechanism that can be creatively exploited in order
to undermine other interlocutors’ argumentation and illocutionary intentions. It is not simply a
matter of repetitive, one-to-one linguistic feature mapping, but rather operates at different levels
of linguistic organization simultaneously.
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