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Introduction 
One of the new roles of the teacher, whether in the humanities or in 

the scientific, is to provide students with useful tools that allow 

them to do good literature reviews before starting their work. My 

topic here is the literature review, in the field of Language, 

Communication and Social Representations.  I am investigating 

more than one field because nowadays many subjects are linked 

and the outcomes are kinds of cyborg –subjects or hybrid subjects.  

My cyborg here is the internet, which simulates a real setting for 

language discourse. The amazing thing is that this cyborg or 

electronic setting which reproduces reality becomes as real as the 

latter. For the field of communication, the subject I have chosen is 

the relationship between the addressers and the speech acts of 

the addresses.  

The first thing to do is to build up proper parameters for my topic 

research. Then I can start to construct my map which will show my 

view of literature. Finally I will justify my approach to the topic.   

I have decided to review these three subjects as I am doing research 

in these fields. My method will be to select and then to read 

electronic or paper books in my chosen field, then I will quote them 

and provide a small abstract which will be more useful to readers. I 

will handle the information and turn it into concept maps. Finally I 

will evaluate the strong and the weak points of the concepts I 

derive from my review. 
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Literature Reviews on Language, Communication and 

Social Representations. 
 

 

 

 

Serge Moscovici: “The phenomenon of social 

representations”. Farr ed., 1984 

 

Moscovici is one of the fathers of Social psychology, and in this 

work for postgraduate students he described the milestones of this 

discipline which includes the social representation phenomenon. 

I will try to write a detailed summary of the entire book. Before 

starting I want to quote from Christ Hart: New, interesting and 

potentially useful ways of looking at some aspects of the world can 

be generated at all levels in all subject fields.(Chris Hart, 1998, 

doing a literature review, chapter five, Organizing and Expressing 

Ideas p.110. 

Social psychology postulates that: 

      1) normal individuals react to phenomenon as scientists do 

       2) understanding consists in information processing. 

 

 Yet we are often unaware of things before our eyes. Some of our 

perceptions are illusions. We also come to similar conclusions of 

reality based on our social information. Our reality is based on 

social representations. Perceiving representations is as important as 

perceiving objects. All objects include a social representation. 

Social representations conventionalize objects, persons, and events 
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we encounter. Even new things are categorized into some 

representation. Each experience is added to a reality predetermined 

by conventions. Reality for the individual is, to a high degree, 

determined by what is socially accepted as reality. 

Representations are also prescriptive-based on the collectivity of 

past social conventions. Changing the definition of words can 

change our collective thoughts. Moscovici’s thought implies that 

individuals and groups create representations in the course of 

communication and co-operation. Representations are born, 

change, and in doing so change other representations. Moscovici 

explained that the task of social psychology is to study these 

representations. According to Moscovici, the roots of social 

representations lie in the thinking society, which is the result of the 

development of social intercourse. Groups and individuals are 

always under the sway of a dominant ideology imposed by their 

very social class. Individuals and groups “think for themselves,” 

creating spontaneous ideologies with each new stimuli. In the 

conclusions, Moscovici explained that social representations should 

be seen as a specific way of understanding and communicating 

what we already know.  

 

Shlomit Levy, Dov Elizur: Facet Theory: Towards 

Cumulative Social Science. 
In the methodological framework of a comparison between 

Multiple Correspondence Analysis(ACM), the authors are 

presenting a study conducted within a project of meta-theoretical 

analysis on the entire body of Social Representations(S.R.) 

literature launched by Annamaria de Rosa in 1994, which is meant 

to provide an organic, comprehensive understanding of the overall 

development of this theory over time and across continents. The 

objectives of this work are: to map the theory and its application 

around the world and over the time; to bring some brightness in 

the SR galaxy, by reconstructing analytically the complexity of its 

various theoretical and methodological approaches.  
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An Open Distant Learning networking for co-operative 

international research programme review the whole literature on 

Social Representations and Communication (S.R. and C.). The 

database of the literature on SR and C receives the input from 

young researchers, who insert the data on-line through the website 

and it is periodically updated after a double quality control filter. 

The database can be consulted (using a password) by professors, 

researchers, or students working on SR and on C, who will act both 

as users and co-producers of the database. The work goes on and it 

explains the definition of area and fiel inquiry. They showed two 

ways of approaching to data-analysis: 1) A factorialist approach, 

that is based on the identification of factorial dimensions and 

focuses on the absolute contribution of any variable and any 

modality, thus taking into account mainly the bigger contributions. 

2)A structural geometric approach, which focuses on the 

“shape” of the cloud of points, looking at the modalities and 

distances within them, with a particular attention for the squared 

cosines, that are considered as an indicator for how well points are 

represented on the axes. In the conclusions the two authors 

compare and contrast the results obtained from the two analyses. 

 

John P. Hewitt: Self and Society. A Symbolic 

Interactionist Social Psychology. 
What is Social Psychology? That was the question I had in mind 

when I was browsing through book shelves in a large library in 

Rome. I had already found something on Social Representations 

browsing Science Direct database, but what I was really looking for 

was a complete book which could introduce the reader to the 

differences between Sociology an Social Psychology. I thought this 

was the book every non-professional lover of psychology had to 

know. Now, I am not sure this book is reccomendable either for 

udergraduate students of Clinical Psychology or for any 

postgraduate individuals in the humanities. The book is badly 

translated into Italian and turned out to be very difficult for the 
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reader.  The purpose of the author was to make clear the 

differences between Social Psychology and Symbolic 

Interactionism.  

As a matter of fact symbolic interactionism adds something to the 

general theory of social psychology and I think that this very 

addition is the heart of Moscovici’s Social Representations’ theory. 

In the first chapter the author tries to explain the attitude of the 

“Psychological” Social Psychologists and the “Sociological” Social 

Psychologists. I had the opportunity to discuss my views with some 

professional Social Psychologists who did agree with me that those 

differences aren’t so well established and definite as it may appear. 

I am not going to say this chapter is a bag of wind, but that was 

what I thought for a few minutes. After the first chapter the book is 

more logical and through various stages it explains the different 

theories on Self. However before the Self discourse there is a wide 

explanation of Mead’s theory on Symbolic Interactionism. The 

author through Mead and other scholars tries to explain how the 

pair Stimuli-Answer associated to behaviour is too reductive. 

Hewitt thinks an act is a single and complete unit of behaviour. 

Every unit should make sense in itself and it must be coherent with 

the other units of behaviour of the same subject.  

Mead’s discourse is functional to the roots of our acts. From now 

on, Hewitt starts to write about the Self in regards to control on 

behaviour. His analysis include the Self as an object; the Self as a 

process. After this he traces the general setting for these processes 

including the importance of the Social Roles and Definition of a 

situation. The main theories withinh this subject are two: Role 

Making and Role Taking.  

1)Role Making. Role Making concerns the execution of the 

individual’s own role. The individual build his/her activity adapting 

it to the definition of the situation and/or adapting to his/her role 

and to other people’s activities. 

2) Role Taking. Role Taking concerns the imaginary(fancied) 

taking up of the role of the other. This is the process in which 



 8

another person imagines taking another person’s role and sees the 

Self and the situation from that point of view in order to give birth 

to Role Making.  

 

The two processes are deeply linked together. Role Making cannot 

exist without the Role Taking. However Hewitt thinks that Role 

Taking is the most  central of the two activities as the individual 

can imagine a situation using a different perspective from the 

perspective that his/her role allows him/her to do. In conclusion, we 

can say it is impossible to read this book without respecting the 

order given by the author. The only chapter we might try to read 

and analyse without a clear skill in psychologyis the last one, 

chapter number five, which is about the relationship between Social 

psychology and Society.   

 

 

Hongyin Tao and Sandra Thompson: English backchannels 

in Mandarin conversations: A case study of 

superstratum pragmatic ‘interference’. 

 
Most studies of language transfer have focussed on interference 

from a speaker’s first language to his or her second language. 

Hongyin tao and Sandra Thompson worked on the opposite 

direction. 

This phenomenon has so far not received much attention from 

scholars. I think it is important to complete the studies on 

backchanelling or tokens which are one of the most interesting 

sphere of psycholinguistics and communication. Although their 

work is now thirteen year old, I think it is of high importance. This 

was the reason why I have chosen to present their work in my 

literature review. I think some of my ideas for a thesis which will 

follow this exam paper derives from the works on backchannelling. 
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 The purpose of their paper was to address the issue of what 

happens when bilingual speakers who live in an environment in 

which their second language has become dominant speak their first 

language.The corpus proposed by the two authors consists of 

conversations in mandarin betweenn native speakers of Mandarin.It 

ranges from a conversation in Mandarin which took place between 

a male professor who had lived in the Sates for seventeen years and 

a male college student from Shangai to other type of conversations. 

There were other eight interview-style conversations about Chinese 

culture. All the data sets are ‘monolingual’, one for Mandarin and 

one for English. Each data set includes about five minutes of 

conversation. 

What were their findings? However their work constitues a 

background work which will be followed by a wider corpus, yet I 

am able to select at least four findings. First of all the authors found 

a striking difference between Mandarin and English in frequency of 

backchannels. They found that 63 out of 271(25%) of the speaker 

changes in the English data were backchannels responses, while in 

the Mandarin data only 10 out of 119(8%) of the Mandarin speaker 

changes were backchannels responses. These findings suggest that 

English makes much more frequent use of backchannels as a 

conversation strategy than does Mandarin. Their second findings 

concerned the position of backchannels and overlaps. Of the 63 

backchannels in their English data, 51% occurred in overlap. 

However, in Mandarin, none of the 10 backchannel responses that 

occurred was in overlap. From this they could infere that  whereas 

English speakers often overlap other speakers’ turns with their 

backchannel tokens, mandarin speakers do so rarely if at all. Let’s 

say that about half of English speakers’ backchannel occur within 

the other speaker’s turn, the other half occurring at the end of the 

other speaker’s turn, while mandarin speakers never in their data 

use a backchannel token within another speaker’s turn. 

Their third finding was a difference between backchannel functions 

in the two languages. In the English data, 12 out of the 63 
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backchannels(19%) were continuers. According to Schegloff 

definition(1981): continuers are typically uttered at points where 

the listener considers the other speaker not to have reached a 

transition relevant point, and signals that the non-primary speaker 

expects the primary speaker to continue talking. Again, none of the 

10 Mandarin backchannel tokens was a continuer; instead, the 

Mandarin backchannels functioned as claims of understanding(7), 

signals of confirmation(2), or acknowledgement of agreement(1). It 

is possible that the Mandarin speakers were producing continuers 

non-verbally. The audiotaped data didn’t let the authors determine 

this, however, their impression was that Mandarin speakers do 

not use non-verbal backchannels. 

The fourth finding was related to the second and the third ones: the 

60% of the Mandarin backchannels were preceded by a noticeably 

long pause(longer than 0.3 seconds). This is consistent with the 

fact that mandarin speakers, unlike English speakers, tend not to 

use backchannels as continuers and tend not to overlap their 

interlocutor’s turns. All these findings despite their clear limits 

played a role in accounting for the superstratum influence in the 

backchannel behaviour of English-dominant speakers. 

 

Paul J.Hopper and Sandra A.Thompson: “Language 

Universals, Discourse Pragmatics, and Semantics.” 

 
I went on with my choice of  focusing on the semantics related 

field. In fact I think the field of Semantics is very wide and 

difficult, starting from its explanation. Within ‘functional 

linguistics,’ semantic explanations have often been offered for 

cross-linguistic grammatical generalizations. These explanations 

have been based on such semantic properties as animacy, 

volitionality, referentiality, and Fillmorean case roles. Dixon(1984) 

has expressed the relationship by proposing that ‘grammar is frozen 

semantics’. As a matter of fact grammar cannot be autonomous, 

and a natural direction in which to seek motivation for grammatical 
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regularities is in the area of meaning. The forms of a language are 

associated with constant meanings corresponding to mental 

representations. Speaking involves organizing these mental 

representations or ‘meanings’ into higher level meaning units that 

are constrained by the intrinsic semantic content of the forms 

themselves. 

 
Patricia Clancy M., Sandra A. Thompson, Ryoko Suzuki, 

Hongyin Tao, “The conversational use of reactive tokens 

in English, Japanese, and Mandarin.”   

This study carries on the backchanelling and Tokens issue which 

had been objects of Sandra A.Thompson’s study since the early 

‘90s. In her studies on “English backchannels in Mandarin 

conversations”, Sandra Thompson claimed that: “Mandarin 

speakers hardly ever(never in our data) use a backchannel token 

within another speaker’s turn.”(Thompson et al.1991). Now in this 

work of the 1996, Clancy, Thompson et al. write that English 

could be said  to occupy a position between Japanese and 

Mandarin with respect to Reactive Token use. The authors made 

many applied researches on conversational language on the basis of 

the works of Sacks et al.(1974), Oreström(1983), Schegloff(1982) 
1. They found that in conversational language when one speaker 

projects an extended turn, other speakers may produce small bits of 

vocal behaviours which exhibit an understanding that an extended 

turn is in progress on the part of the first speaker. 

The relatively high frequency of Reactive Tokens suggests a 

strongly interactional style with numerous reactions on the part of 

non-primary speaker.   Reactive Tokens in the English data are 

usually produced at points of grammatical completion. On the other 

hand, several bilingual Mandarin speakers seem not to infringe on 

the other’s ‘turn space’ during a conversation. In particularly the 

Reactive Tokens use without waiting for a transition point, is seen 
                                                 

1 Clancy Patricia M, Thompson Sandra A., Suzuki Ryoko, Tao Hongyin, “The 
conversational use of reactive tokens in English, japanese and Mandarin”, in 
Journal of Pragmatics, n°26, 1996, pp.355-387.   



 12

as presumptuous, intrusive, and even rude or impolite. The authors 

also made reference to Philips work(1983), who reported that in the 

Warm Springs community, Native American listeners indicate their 

attention to the speaker by very subtle movements of the muscles 

around the eyes, and use fewer backchannels than Anglo 

Americans. 

 

 
 

Paul Thibault and Theo van Leeuwen: Grammar, Society, 

and the Speech Act. Renewing the connections.    

Journal of Pragmatics 25, 1996, pp.561-585 

 

In this work Paul J.Thibault and Theo van Leeuwen try to overturn 

the usual and widely accepted division of language into syntax, 

semantics, and pragmatics on the basis of lexicogrammatical 

criteria. Van Leeuwen and Thibault want to separate each context 

of language use. As we see from earlier and subsequent works, 

Professor van Leeuwen believes in a ‘natural’ model of language. 

This paper examines the classic speech acts theorists and some 

recent developments in linguistic pragmatics.  

The authors explain how the traditional Language Theory 

mainstream has always tended to represent language as a formal, 

autonomous system of internal sense relations, and focus primarily 

on the orthographic formalism of the sentence. Semantics becomes 

a system for constructing representations of the world. In this way 

semantics is seen as job for philosophers. Van Leuwen and 

Thibault think that language is not only semantics but a system for 

constituting social interactions as a resource for creating texts 

larger than the unit provided by the sentence. The authors show us 

that the division between semantics and pragmatics should no 

longer be considered as axiomatic. According to Thibault and van 

Leeuwen the majority of the scholars assign to the language a role 

independent from the context; this role is called “a social cognitive 
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competence2”, like the traditional distinction in ‘Langue’ and 

‘Parole’, where the ‘Langue’ is a system of signs for making 

meanings which is arbitrary and socially given, rather than 

biologically motivated and individual, and the latter is the 

individual’s use of this system. The performing characteristics of a 

language are embedded in a separate domain. This create a 

fragmentation in the studies of language. Van Leeuwen here tries to 

create an “all-inclusive” theory, with interesting results. Another 

point to take into consideration is the “importing” model.  Here van 

Leeuwen and Thibault explain the differences between syntax and 

semantics, which are the domain of human rational and cognitive 

faculties, and pragmatics, which is the domain of the subjective, the 

emotional, the interactive, and the ethical. Pragmatics is concerned 

with principles of a non-conventional nature, dealing with 

continuos, indeterminate values, whereas syntax and semantics are 

conventional. 

The “importing model” is a systemic-functional model that views 

linguistic meaning not as a matter of referring-and-predicating 

only, but as ideational and interpersonal and textual. Van 

Leeuwen’s theory is all founde on Halliday’s three ‘metafunctions’. 

Yet, Halliday’s views have been criticized as overgrammaticalizing 

phenomena which are claimed to belong to the domain of 

pragmatics. 

The best part of this work, which will also help my future research 

in the field of linguistics is to be found in chapter five. Here van 

Leeuwen and Thibault compare and contrast the speech acts and 

Habermas’s spheres of social action. 

According to Habermas, speech acts coordinate addressers and 

addresses in a dialogic orientation to the validity claims of 

utterance. Mood, according to Halliday, is the grammatical 

resource for coordinating the clause as dialogic exchange. 

 

 
                                                 

2 P.J.Thibault, Theo van Leeuwen, “Grammar, Society, and the Speech Act. 
Renewing the connections”.   Journal of Pragmatics 25, 1996, pp.561-585, p.562. 
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Theo Van Leeuwen, Gunther Kress: Reading Images, The 

Grammar of Visual Design, London, Routledge 
In speech visual language helps the speaker to check and have 

some control over someone else’s speech. According to van 

Leeuwen & Kress3 : 

writing itself is of course a form of visual communication. Indeed 

and paradoxically the sign of the fully literate social person is the 

ability to treat writing completely as a visual medium-for instance, 

not moving one’s lips and not vocalizing when one is reading, not 

even ‘subvocalizing’(a silent ‘speaking aloud in the head’, to bring 

out the full paradox of this activity). Readers who move their lips 

when reading, who subvocalize, are regarded as still tainted with 

the culturally less advanced mode of spoken language. 

This kind of attitude towards visual literacy does not exist 

anymore. It’s time to give back to writing and reading its visual 

component. It was just like when we moved from Dos to Windows, 

the only thing that puts users at ease, and actually makes things 

easy, is by visualizing it. Interactive or interpersonal resources 

construct the nature of relationships between the interactive 

participants: producers and viewers of images. Interactive 

participants are real people, but they rarely know each other. Given 

the fact that producers are not present where the viewing takes 

place, social relations can only be represented. The interactive part 

of this theory examines three dimensions of the image, all 

borrowed from face to face communication: contact, social distance 

and attitude. 

 
 

 

                                                 
3 Theo van Leeuwen, Gunther Kress, Reading Images, The Grammar of Visual 
Design, London, Routledge, 1996, p.4. 
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Albert Pepitone: Historical sketches and critical 

commentary about social psychology in the golden age 

 
I  have decided to close my review with a “classic” by Albert 

Pepitone, a milestone of American social psychology. I will focus 

on the historical perspective of Pepitone’s work in the sub-branch 

of the Social Psychology of Social Influence. 

In its broadest meaning, social influence deals with the effects that 

people have on one another. When one begins to specify the social 

sources of these effects and the variety of the effects in terms of 

behaviour, cognition, and emotion, the field of inquiry that is 

mapped covers much of what we define as the discipline of social 

psychology. In this work, Pepitone tries to narrow his focus. In fact 

he concentrates mainly on a body of experimental research about 

the sources and limits of social influence, including studies of 

conformity, compliance, majority amd minority influence, 

obedience, and related phenomena. Pepitone thinks that this area of 

research has been no longer pursued programmatically since the 

1980s. According to the author, the short life of experimental 

research programs is characteristic of social psychology. Not all the 

reasons for this have to do with their scientific merit but with 

assorted variables such as the death of a leader, the drying up of 

funds, problems of publication, etc. Pepitone wants to make clear 

that when programs die the accumulation of knowledge stops. 

Those who come into social psychology after research programs 

are gone will have no contact with the findings and theories, and 

will be unable to advance any potential scientific conclusions 

within that work. My position is divergent form Pepitone’s because 

I think that research-methods can be taught also in Europe and 

nobody can be sure that European institutions have run out of 

funds.  
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Conclusions: 

Method Used: reflect on the Information Seeking 

strategies and use of the resources. 

 
I didn’t have much difficulty to find the materials I was looking 

for, as I had clearly in my mind the kind of literature I wanted to 

download. I needed something quite new, therefore I tried not to 

browse too many articles issued before 1992. However there are 

some “classics” of literature in the communication, language and 

social representations fields. The rule here is that there are no fixed 

rules, but the validity I decided to assign to a work was author 

based.  

Some references, such as Moscovici’s work and a small number of 

abstracts were abstracted from the Eric database.However many of 

the resources I browsed in Eric database were abstracts which 

weren’t exactly what I was looking for. I prefer whole articles 

therefore Science Direct was my favourite resource. Another 

important resource were abstracts, articles and data I could 

download form the European Phd virtual library at 

www.europhd.net. I must therefore thanks Professor A.S. de Rosa 

for her comprehension. Her center for research in Social 

Representations and Communication had access to many important 

multimedial sources for my research purpose. 

There were some authors of whom I knew at least twenty works, 

that was the case of the most important author in my review, 

Professor Theo van Leeuwen. Van Leeuwen is one of the most 

important communication and media studies scholars in the U.K. 

As a first step I made a rough concept map. I was looking for 

something which could relate more than one single subject in the 

field of communication. I collected more than 150 between articles 

and books, but soon I decided to concentrate on those containing 
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the strongest themes. Although I could not be as comprehensive 

and accurate as a professional researcher in the field of literature 

review, yet, I tried to be comprehensive in the field of Language 

and Communication because this subject will be further developed 

in my Msc dissertation and further on in my PhD dissertation. I 

tried to provide good notes on the articles I had chosen, that of 

linguistics and communication in spite of them being professional 

and wide themes, I have provided about nine written notes on my 

articles. The main obstacle is reducing a work without neglecting 

important parts. Anyway there are some important parts we could 

not report. For example in Paul J.Hopper and Sandra Thompson’s 

“language Universals, Discourse Pragmatics, and Semantics,” as 

well as in Hongyin Tao and Sandra Thompson’s “English 

backchannels in Mandarin conversations: A case study of 

superstratum pragmatic ‘interference’ ”, I could not give specific 

examples of grammatical phenomena because I would have to 

report many dialogues which the authors reported both in English 

and in Mandarin languages. The part in Mandarin was adapted to 

Western ears, that means the spoken language was written down 

more or less using Western alphabet. I could not really be sure of 

this entire process as I don’t have a PhD in Chinese and English 

linguistcs. For this reason, I had often to adapt the works widely. 
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