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Lecturer: John W. Du Bois
California, Santa Barbara)
Empathy for syntax

ABSTRACT: Is it possible to have empathy for
syntax? The idea doesn't seem promising. We seem
to be mixing two different things, if we try to
combine an emotion (or affective orientation) with a
grammatical apparatus. The widespread
conceptualization of grammar as a machine doesn't
seem to leave much room for any emotion, least of
all empathy. Some cracks in the generative position
have appeared, however, notably in Susumu Kuno's
important early suggestions about empathy in syntax,
which at least hints that there could be something
going on between these two.

But | want to go further, to ask: Is it necessary to
have empathy for syntax? That is, do speakers
actually need to draw on the human capacity for
empathy in order to be able to do syntax, in the
particular ways that humans do it? | will look at
some of the complex and subtle syntactic structures
and strategies that speakers create as they perform
syntax in everyday life, when they are left to their
own goals and devices, asking what role empathy
might play, if any. | explore the question of empathy
as a grounding for syntactic production in light of
two theories which | have been developing in recent
years: dialogic syntax and stance. Based on these
theories and the empirical evidence they allow us to
identify, |1 will suggest that there are actually quite
powerful forces that link empathy and syntax. | will
address the relation between the emergence of
emotion in interaction and the ways that participants
construct  the  sociocognitive  relations  of
intersubjectivity via dialogic resonance and stance
alignment. If time allows, | will bring in some recent
joint work (with Peter Hobson and Jessica Hobson)
on the discourse of children with autism, in which
problems in establishing intersubjective relations
seem to underlie atypical patterns of syntactic
production. As a report on work in progress, this
presentation will surely raise more questions than it
answers; the goal is rather to open a discussion of the
possibility that empathy plays a critical role in
grounding the process of making language together,
with special implications for syntax.
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1) Embodied action in interaction: A conversation

analytic approach to action-formation
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understanding of spatial perspectives
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3) Utterances in real time: Where interaction and
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