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I n th e E y e o f  th e Beholder : 

T h e Coherenc e o f  Nons tanda r d Discours e 

Richard M. Roberts and Roger J. Kreuz 

Department of Psychology 
Memphis Stat e Universit y 

Memphis,  T N 3815 2 
kreuzrj @ memstv x 1  .bilne t 

Abstrac t 
Researcher s investigatin g discours e coherenc e typicall y 
examin e th e variou s mechanism s tha t  brin g abou t 
coherence .  Thi s bod y o f  researc h ha s acknowledge d tha t 
th e speciH c coherenc e relation s whic h unit e th e individua l 
discours e unit s wor k a s a  resul t  o f  a n assumptio n abou t  th e 
coherenc e o f  discours e i n general .  Th e standar d approac h 
t o coherenc e investigatio n ha s bee n t o analyz e 
conventiona l  text s an d conversation s i n whic h bot h 
coherenc e relation s an d th e assumptio n o f  coherenc e ar e 
present .  B y limitin g themselve s t o th e analysi s o f  standar d 
discourse ,  researcher s hav e ignore d nonstandar d sources , 
whic h ca n provid e insigh t  int o th e necessit y an d sufficienc y 
of  thes e mechanisms .  Thi s pape r  provide s severa l 
example s o f  nonstandar d discourse .  Fro m thes e examples , 
we conclud e tha t  a n assumptio n o f  coherenc e i s th e onl y 
necessar y an d sufficien t  mechanis m require d fo r  judgment s 
of  coherence . 

Althoug h coherenc e i s crucia l  fo r  th e perceptio n o f 

well-forme d discours e (Dahlgre n 1988 ,  1989 ;  Gree n 

1989 ;  Hobb s 1978,1979,1985 ;  Kintsc h &  va n Dij k 1978 ; 

Mann &  Thompso n 1986) ,  definition s o f  coherenc e ar e 

ofte n circular .  I f  coherenc e i s  define d a s tex t  whic h 

"hang s together, "  n o rea l  insigh t  i s gained .  Definition s 

whic h merel y replac e th e ide a o f  coherenc e wit h othe r 

imprecis e term s lik e "unified "  o r  "related "  ar e no t  useful . 

Coherenc e researcher s usuall y begi n wit h discours e 

whic h i s  intuitivel y coheren t  an d the n describ e th e 

mechanism s tha t  ar e presen t  (e.g. ,  Dahlgre n 1988 ,  1989 ; 

Hobbs 1978 ,  1979 ,  1985 ;  M a n n &  Thompso n 1986) .  I n 

othe r  words ,  wheneve r  discours e strike s on e a s coherent , 

coherenc e mechanism s ar e assume d t o b e presen t  an d 

derivable .  Becaus e noncoheren t  discours e shoul d no t 

contai n thes e mechanisms ,  i t  ha s bee n dismisse d a s onl y 

th e logica l  opposit e o f  coheren t  discourse .  A s a  result ,  i t 

has bee n ignore d b y coherenc e researchers . 
The intuitivel y coheren t  discours e use d i n coherenc e 

Partial support for the preparation of this article was 

provide d b y a  Cente r  o f  Excellenc e gran t  fro m th e Stat e o f 

Tennesse e t o th e Departmen t  o f  Psycholog y a t  Memphi s 

Stat e University . 

analysi s i s  usuall y take n fro m conversation s involvin g 

adul t  speaker s (Crai g &  Trac y 1983) ,  o r  fro m well-know n 

publication s suc h a s Th e Wal l  Stree t  Journa l  (e.g. , 

Dahlgre n 1988 ,  1989) .  Fro m suc h analyses ,  researcher s 

hav e establishe d a  variet y o f  coherenc e mechanisms .  Fo r 

our  purposes ,  thes e mechanism s ca n b e divide d int o tw o 

genera l  categories :  structura l  relations ,  an d th e 

assumptio n o f  coherence . 

C o h e r e n c e M e c h a n i s m s 

Structura l  relation s refe r  t o th e way s i n whic h words , 

phrases ,  sentences ,  an d large r  unit s kee p th e discours e 

unifie d an d connected .  Thes e ar e relation s whic h 

speaker s an d writer s buil d int o thei r  discours e s o tha t 

reader s an d listener s ca n unit e potentiall y  disjointe d 

segment s int o a  coheren t  whole .  Structura l  relation s ma y 

be explicitl y  marke d i n th e syntax ,  o r  inferred .  Example s 

of  explici t  relation s includ e argumen t  overla p (Kintsc h & 

va n Dij k  1978) ,  an d som e o f  th e "lexicogrammatical " 

device s o f  Hallida y an d Hasa n (1976) .  Relation s whic h 

implicitl y  connec t  discours e occu r  whe n inference s ar e 

made abou t  th e presente d information .  I n general ,  thes e 

implici t  relation s requir e participant s t o mak e inference s 

base d o n worl d knowledge .  Fo r  example ,  participant s 

make inference s base d o n a n understandin g o f  causalit y o r 

logica l  reasoning .  Becaus e structura l  relation s mus t  b e 

recognize d a s suc h i n orde r  fo r  a  discours e t o b e judge d 

coherent ,  ther e ar e probabl y onl y a  finite  numbe r  o f  the m 

(se e Dahlgre n 1989 ;  Hobb s 1978 ,  1979 ,  1985 ;  M a n n & 

Thompson 1986) . 

The assumptio n o f  coherenc e i s par t  o f  a  participant' s 

genera l  understandin g abou t  th e wa y discours e i s 

suppose d t o work—eve n whe n discours e executio n i s 

technicall y flawed .  Th e assumptio n o f  coherenc e i s 

maintaine d throug h th e c o m m o n desir e o f  th e discours e 

participant s (se e Gric e 1975 ;  Daly ,  Weber ,  Vangelisti , 

Maxwell .  &  Nee l  1989 ;  M a n n &  Thompso n 1986) .  B y 

assumin g dia t  a  discours e i s  intende d t o b e coherent . 
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participant s wor k t o unit e potentiall y  disjointe d piece s o f 

i t  (se e d e Beaugrand e 1987) .  Moreover ,  participant s 

activel y wor k t o achiev e coherenc e fo r  al l  presente d 

information .  Vuchinic h (1977) ,  fo r  example ,  reporte d 

increase d respons e latencie s afte r  unrelate d informatio n 

was presente d durin g conversations .  Presumably , 

respons e tim e increase d becaus e th e responden t  neede d 

mor e tim e t o tr y an d incorporat e th e irrelevan t  utterance s 

int o th e ongoin g conversation . 

Becaus e th e structura l  relations  an d th e assumptio n o f 

coherenc e normall y wor k togethe r  i n coheren t  discourse , 

researcher s usuall y d o no t  conside r  separatin g diem .  A s a 

result ,  i t  i s  difficul t  t o asses s th e relativ e importanc e o f 

thes e tw o mechanisms .  Intuitiv e judgment s o f  coherenc e 

m ay no t  necessaril y  b e tie d t o bot h kind s o f  mechanisms . 

Ther e ar e actuall y fou r  possibl e combination s 

betwee n intuitiv e judgment s o f  coherenc e an d th e 

presenc e o r  absenc e o f  coherenc e mechanisms .  Th e tw o 

most  obviou s combination s wer e previousl y mentioned : 

(1 )  coherenc e mechanism s ar e presen t  i n th e discours e 

and th e discours e i s judge d a s coherent ;  an d (2 )  n o 

coherenc e mechanism s ar e presen t  i n th e discours e an d 

th e discours e i s judge d a s noncoherent .  I n addition ,  ther e 

ar e tw o othe r  possibl e combination s whic h hav e generall y 

bee n overlooked .  Specifically ,  i t  i s  possibl e tha t  (3 )  a 

discours e i s judge d a s coheren t  eve n thoug h n o coherenc e 

mechanism s ar e present ;  an d (4 )  a  discours e i s judge d a s 

noncoheren t  w h e n ther e ar e coherenc e mechanism s 

present . 

I t  i s  th e examinatio n o f  th e latte r  tw o combination s 

whic h als o shoul d b e o f  interes t  t o investigator s o f 

coherence .  Thi s pape r  wil l  demonstrat e th e utilit y  o f 

examinin g discours e coherenc e b y usin g discours e whic h 

coul d b e judge d a s eithe r  coheren t  o r  noncoherent .  I n 

general ,  discours e whic h contain s variou s coherenc e 

mechanisms ,  bu t  whic h i s stil l  considere d noncoherent , 

shoul d establis h th e insufficienc y o f  thes e mechanisms . 

Similarly ,  discours e tha t  lack s variou s coherenc e 

mechanisms ,  bu t  whic h i s considere d coherent ,  ca n b e 

use d t o establis h th e non-necessit y o f  thes e mechanisms . 

C o h e r e n c e a n d N o n s t a n d a r d D iscours e 

Discours e whic h m a y o r  m a y no t  b e judge d a s 

coheren t  i s foun d i n nonstandar d sources .  Th e ambiguit y 

of  coherenc e judgment s arise s becaus e th e coherenc e o f 

nonstandar d passage s ma y onl y exis t  fo r  a  limite d numbe r 

of  reader s o r  speakers .  Therefore ,  nonstandar d discours e 

i s no t  generall y studie d i n discours e processing ,  artificia l 

intelligence ,  o r  computationa l  linguistics .  Passage s i n 

whic h coherenc e i s les s wel l  define d coul d serv e a s 

powerfu l  test s o f  th e necessit y an d sufficienc y o f  th e tw o 

coherenc e mechanisms . 

Nonstandar d discourse s whic h ar e generall y no t 

studie d fo r  discours e coherenc e includ e poetry ,  discours e 

fro m linguisticall y devian t  population s (e.g. , 

schizophrenic s an d aphasics) ,  an d literar y text s fro m 

purposefull y nonstandar d author s (e.g. ,  th e experimenta l 

writin g o f  Jame s Joyce ,  Gertrud e Stein ,  o r  Eugen e 

lonesco) . 

Th e followin g excerp t  fro m "Tende r  Buttons "  b y 

Gertrud e Stei n i s a n exampl e o f  a  nonstandar d discours e 

tha t  som e reader s woul d conside r  coheren t  an d other s 

woul d no t  (cite d i n DeKove n 1983 ,  p .  80) : 

A cushion has that cover. Supposing you do not like 

t o change ,  supposin g i t  i s  ver y clea n tha t  ther e i s n o 

chang e i n appearance ,  supposin g tha t  ther e i s 

regularit y an d a  costum e i s tha t  an y o f  th e wors e tha n 

an oyste r  an d a n exchange .  C o m e t o seaso n tha t  i s 

ther e an y extrem e us e i n feathe r  an d cotton .  I s ther e 

not  muc h mor e jo y i n a  tabl e an d mor e chair s an d 

ver y likel y roundnes s an d a  plac e t o pu t  them . 

If this discourse is coherent, it is not immediately obvious. 

Suc h nonstandar d example s shoul d b e usefu l  i n 

determinin g h o w judgment s o f  coherenc e ar e made . 

Comparin g th e presenc e o r  absenc e o f  coherenc e 

mechanism s i n nonstandar d example s provide s a  mor e 

complet e understandin g o f  coherenc e i n standar d 

examples . 

The followin g tabl e show s th e relatio n betwee n th e 

presenc e o r  absenc e o f  coherenc e mechanism s an d type s 

of  discourse .  Fo r  nonstandar d discourse ,  on e mechanis m 

i s presen t  whil e th e othe r  i s absen t 

Assumption of Coherence 

Present Absent 

Presen t 

Structura l 

Relat ion s 

A b s e n t 

Standar d text s 

and 

conversation s 

Experimenta l 

writin g (Stein ) 

Theate r  o f  th e 

absur d (lonesco ) 

Nonstandar d 

poetr y 

(cummings ) 

Schizophreni c 

discours e 

Gibberis h 
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Schizophreni c Speec h 

The psychoti c disorde r  know n a s schizophreni a i s 

characterize d b y noncoheren t  speec h (America n 

Psychiatri c Associatio n 1987) .  Thi s i s tru e eve n thoug h 

schizophrenic s ca n produc e discours e whic h use s explici t 

and implici t  structura l  coherenc e relations .  Therefore , 

thes e structura l  coherenc e relation s mus t  b e insî icien t 

f w th e realizatio n o f  coherence . 

Ther e i s n o overal l  coherenc e i n th e followin g lett̂ , 

writte n b y a  schizophreni c patient .  However ,  explici t 

structura l  relation s ar e present ,  an d appropriat e inference s 

can b e draw n (Bleule r  1950 ,  p .  17) : 

1 am writing on paper. The pen which I am using is 

fro m a  factor y calle d Terr y &  Co. *  Thi s factor y i s i n 

England.  1  assum e this .  Behin d th e nam e o f  Perr y 

Co.  th e cit y o f  Londo n i s inscribed ;  bu t  no t  th e city . 

The cit y o f  Londo n i s i n England .  1  kno w thi s fro m 

my schoo l  days .  Then ,  I  alway s like d geography . 

My las t  teache r  i n th e subjec t  wa s Augus t  A .  H e wa s 

a ma n wit h blac k eyes .  I  als o lik e blac k eyes .  Ther e 

ar e als o blu e an d gre y eye s an d othe r  sorts ,  loo .  I 

hav e hear d i t  sai d tha t  snake s hav e gree n eyes .  Al l 

peopl e hav e eyes .  Ther e ar e some ,  too ,  w h o ar e 

blind .  Thes e blin d peopl e ar e le d abou t  b y a  boy .  I t 

must  b e ver y terribl e no t  t o b e abl e t o see .  Ther e ar e 

peopl e w h o can' t  see ,  an d i n addition ,  can' t  hear .  I 

kno w som e w h o hea r  to o much .  O n e ca n hea r  to o 

much.  Ther e ar e man y sic k peopl e i n Burgholzl i 

(sic) ;  the y ar e calle d patients . 

In this example, arguments found in each sentence are 

linke d t o argument s foun d i n followin g sentences .  Fo r 

example ,  th e wor d "eyes "  appear s i n five  consecutiv e 

sentences .  Althoug h th e reade r  ma y b e abl e t o understan d 

th e meanin g o f  th e individua l  sentences ,  ther e doe s no t 

appea r  t o b e an y overal l  unit y o r  globa l  coherence .  A s 

Hobbs (1982 )  ha s pointe d out ,  "coherenc e isn' t  mer e 

comprehensibility "  (p .  225) . 

Thes e explici t  relation s ma y actuall y contribut e t o th e 

incoherenc e o f  th e passage :  Th e write r  spell s ou t 

inference s whic h shoul d b e obviou s (e.g. ,  sic k peopl e ar e 

calle d patients) .  Th e reade r  als o mus t  mak e inferences , 

base d o n worl d knowledge ,  tha t  ar e no t  explicitl y  staled . 

For  example ,  th e reade r  mus t  infe r  tha t  geograph y i s a 

subjec t  taugh t  i n school .  Thi s lette r  i s  a  goo d exampl e o f 

ho w explici t  an d implici t  coherenc e relation s alon e ar e 

insufficien t  t o establis h coherence . 

Structura l  relation s ar e als o unnecessar y fo r 

judgment s o f  coherenc e t o b e made .  Th e abilit y  o f 

participant s t o generat e inference s demonstrate s tha t 

explici t  coherenc e relation s ca n b e eliminate d withou t 

losin g coherence .  Thes e inferences ,  however ,  ar e als o 

unnecessar y fo r  coherence .  Thi s conclusio n ca n b e 

supporte d b y lookin g a t  anothe r  typ e o f  nonstandar d 

discourse ,  i n thi s cas e fro m th e theate r  o f  th e absurd . 

Theater of the Absurd 

Accordin g t o Altenbem d an d Lewi s (1969) ,  th e 

theate r  o f  th e absur d i s base d i n nihilism :  Languag e i s 

"employe d illogically—fragmented ,  m a d e int o 

mechanica l  nonsense ,  kep t  no n sequitur ,  kep t  bana l  an d 

wor n out .  Onc e th e sens e o f  associatio n an d congruit y 

necessar y t o kee p languag e communicativ e ha s bee n 

removed ,  th e attemp t  a t  communicatio n itsel f  become s a n 

absurdity "  (p .  517) . 

Conside r  th e followin g exampl e take n fro m lonesco' s 

pla y Th e Chair s (i n Altenbem d &  Lewi s 1 % 9 ,  p .  519) : 

Old Woman: Come on now, imitate the 

mont h o f  February . 

Old Man: I don't like the months of the 

year . 

Old Woman: Those are the only ones we 

have ,  u p til l  now .  C o m e on , 

jus t  t o pleas e me. . . 

Old Man: All right, here's the month of 

February .  (H e scratche s hi s 

hea d lik e Sta n Laurel. ) 

In this example, explicit coherence relations are present 

sinc e th e argument s i n eac h lin e o f  th e dialo g overlap . 

However ,  ne w inference s abou t  th e month s o f  th e yea r 

(e.g. ,  Februar y look s lik e Sta n Laure l  scratchin g hi s head ) 

must  b e made :  Th e usua l  inference s (e.g. ,  Februar y i s a 

col d month )  n o longe r  apply .  Th e play s o f  th e theate r  o f 

th e absur d us e th e audience' s expectation s o f  realit y i n 

orde r  t o violat e them . 

Such play s ar e understoo d coherentl y becaus e th e 

audienc e maintain s th e genera l  communicativ e 

assumptio n o f  coherence .  Theate r  o f  th e absur d i s a n 

exampl e o f  ho w norma l  inferencin g mechanism s ca n b e 

rejecte d withou t  a  los s o f  coherence ,  a s lon g a s th e 

audienc e believe s tha t  th e discours e i s intende d 

coherently . 

Nonstandard Poetry 

Th e poetr y o f  e  e  cummings .  I t  i s  possibl e fo r  a 

discours e t o b e considere d coheren t  whe n bot h th e explici t 

an d implici t  subdura l  relation s ar e missin g o r  disordered . 

Such i s th e cas e i n som e form s o f  poetry .  Fo r  example , 

th e e  e  cumming s poe m " a lik e a "  i s nonstandar d bot h 
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linguisticall y an d typographicall y (i n Fairle y 1980 ,  p . 

243) : 

a like a 

gre y 

roc k wanderi n 

g 
throug h 

pastur e 

wor n 

an creature whom 

tha n 

eart h her s 

el f 

coul d 

silen t  mor e n o 

be 

Because normal word order is not used, the syntax and 

semantic s o n whic h coherenc e relation s ar e base d canno t 

accoun t  fo r  th e coherenc e o f  th e poem .  I t  ca n b e argued , 

however ,  tha t  th e p o e m describe s a n imag e ver y 

effectively .  A  standar d renderin g o f  th e poeti c imag e 

woul d b e muc h different ,  an d arguabl y les s powerful :  " A 

w o m an creatur e i s lik e a  gre y rock ,  sh e (o r  it )  i s 

wanderin g throug h pasture .  .  .  eart h hersel f  coul d no t  b e 

mor e silen t  tha n her "  (Fairle y 1980 ,  p .  244) . 

Th e coherenc e o f  thi s p o e m result s fro m th e 

abandonmen t  o f  standard ,  prescribed ,  coherenc e relations . 

Fairle y (1980 )  point s ou t  tha t  i t  i s precisel y th e deviation s 

fro m norma l  structur e whic h mak e th e poe m coherent . 

Althoug h word s whic h explicitl y  signa l  structura l 

relation s ar e presen t  (e.g. ,  " w h o m "  i s a  referen t  fo r  " w o m 

an creature") ,  th e poe m woul d remai n disjointe d an d 

fragmente d unles s th e reade r  worke d t o relat e th e piece s 

int o a  unifie d representation . 

The followin g stanz a fro m anothe r  cumming s poe m 

succinctl y sum s u p thi s argumen t  (cumming s 1968 ,  p . 

290) : 

since feeling is first 

w ho pay s an y attentio n 

t o th e synta x o f  thing s 

wil l  neve r  wholl y kis s you ; 

In much of cummings' poetry, syntax and semantics are 

use d bizarrely .  Th e reade r  canno t  resor t  t o th e 

conventiona l  mechanic s o f  language ,  an d cumming s 

encourage s u s no t  t o try . 

Th e poetr y o f  A n d r ^  Breton .  Anothe r  exampl e o f 

nonstandar d poetr y m a y b e foun d i n th e surrea l  writing s 

of  Andr d Breto n (cite d i n Scholes ,  Comley ,  &  Ulme r 

1988 ,  p .  66) : 

... there go the fuses blown again 

Here' s th e squi d wit h hi s elbow s o n th e windo w sil l 

And wonderin g wher e t o unfol d hi s sparklin g sewe r 

gril l 

I s th e clow n o f  th e eclips e i n hi s whit e outfi t 

Eyes i n hi s pocket.. . 

Unlike cummings' poem, which is an unconventional 

renderin g o f  a n image ,  Breto n present s a  conventiona l 

renderin g o f  a  "non-image. "  I f  th e passag e i s intende d 

metaphorically ,  the n th e reade r  mus t  activel y wor k t o 

decod e it .  Th e reade r  i s willin g t o mak e thi s effor t 

becaus e h e o r  sh e believe s tha t  ther e i s a  coheren t 

message t o b e derived . 

Nonstandard Discourse and Mental Models 

Thes e example s demonstrat e tha t  reader s o f 

nonstandar d play s an d poetr y ar e abl e t o construc t 

coheren t  representation s withou t  recours e t o conventiona l 

structura l  relations .  Accordin g t o Johnson-Lair d (1983) , 

th e coherenc e o f  a  discours e i s ultimatel y dependen t  upo n 

th e constructio n o f  a  menta l  mode l  o r  representatio n fo r 

tha t  discourse .  I n othe r  words ,  coheren t  discours e i s 

differen t  fro m a  rando m collectio n o f  sentence s becaus e a 

menta l  mode l  i s constructed . 

Th e establishmen t  o f  a  menta l  mode l  shoul d no t 

impl y tha t  onl y on e menta l  mode l  i s availabl e fo r  eac h 

coheren t  discourse .  Discourse s simultaneousl y ma y b e 

represente d b y competin g menta l  models ,  an d eac h on e 

may b e coheren t  o r  no t  coheren t  i n varyin g degrees .  Fo r 

example ,  th e nove l  Gulliver' s Travel s b y Swif t 

(1726/1967 )  coul d b e simultaneousl y represente d a s a 

serie s o f  fantasti c adventure s o r  a s a  critiqu e o f  Englis h 

society .  Th e constructio n o f  a  menta l  mode l  o f  th e stor y 

at  on e leve l  doe s no t  preclud e a  coheren t  representatio n o f 

th e stor y a t  anothe r  level .  Reader s w h o d o no t  recogniz e 

th e satir e ca n nonetheles s construc t  a  coheren t  menta l 

model  o f  th e story . 

A definitio n o f  coherenc e base d upo n a  menta l  mode l 

doe s no t  requir e explici t  structura l  relations ,  implici t 

structura l  relations ,  o r  knowledg e abou t  th e world .  Th e 

essentia l  requiremen t  fo r  coherenc e i s th e willingnes s o f 

participant s t o construc t  suc h a  model .  Nonstandar d 

discourse ,  suc h a s poetry ,  i s  a  goo d exampl e o f  h o w 

menta l  model s ca n b e buil t  withou t  an y structura l 

coherenc e relations .  I n addition ,  th e languag e o f 

schizophrenic s demonstrate s tha t  thes e relation s alon e d o 

not  guarante e coherence . 
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Conclusion s 

Normally ,  th e structura l  relation s an d th e assumptio n 

of  coherenc e wor k i n tande m t o mak e coherenc e obviou s 

and robust .  Writer s an d speaker s tr y t o buil d coherenc e 

int o thei r  text s an d utterance s b y usin g variou s structura l 

coherenc e relations .  Indeed ,  som e writer s an d speaker s 

may b e bette r  communicator s becaus e the y ar e bette r  a t 

signallin g ho w thei r  messag e cohere s (se e Britto n 1990) . 

Similarly ,  som e reader s an d listener s ma y b e bette r 

comprehender s becaus e the y ar e bette r  a t  decipherin g 

thes e explici t  an d impUci t  devices . 

Althoug h structura l  coherenc e relation s woul d no t  b e 

interpretabl e withou t  th e assumptio n o f  coherence ,  i t  i s 

not  eas y t o continu e assumin g coherenc e whe n linguisti c 

structur e seemingl y belie s it .  Furthermore ,  wit h th e 

exceptio n o f  schizophreni c speech ,  i t  i s  difficul t  t o 

imagin e a  discours e i n whic h th e structura l  coherenc e 

relation s ar e present ,  an d ye t  th e discours e i s no t 

considere d coherent .  Thi s mus t  b e th e case ,  however ,  i f 

th e assumptio n o f  coherenc e i s abandoned .  Eve n th e mos t 

compellin g argument s woul d b e unrecognizable . 

The popula r  art s hav e use d th e relianc e upo n th e 

assumptio n o f  coherenc e fo r  humorou s effect .  I n th e 

movi e Bi g an d th e nove l  Bein g Ther e (Kosinsk i  1970 )  th e 

mai n character s ar e no t  linguisticall y competen t  adults : 

They ar e "children "  thrus t  int o a n adul t  world ,  i n whic h 

thei r  linguisti c competenc e i s assumed .  Consequently , 

thei r  bizarr e linguisti c production s ar e no t  perceive d a s 

such :  Thei r  listener s pu t  i n th e necessar y wor k t o mak e 

thes e production s coherent .  A s a  result ,  thei r  discours e i s 

considere d remarkabl y insightful ,  whe n i n fac t  th e insigh t 

comes fro m th e listener ,  an d no t  fro m th e child-lik e 

speaker . 

By assumin g tha t  othe r  participant s ar e tryin g t o b e 

coherent ,  participant s wor k t o mak e th e discours e 

coheren t  fo r  themselves .  Coherenc e structure s facilitat e 

thi s proces s fo r  participants ;  however ,  th e failur e t o us e 

coherenc e structure s doe s no t  mea n tha t  coherenc e fails . 

Example s fro m nonstandar d discours e hav e demonstrate d 

tha t  thes e structure s ar e neithe r  necessar y no r  sufficien t 

fo r  coherence .  Th e onl y necessar y componen t  a  discours e 

require s t o b e judge d a s coheren t  i s  th e prio r  assumptio n 

tha t  i t  wil l  b e coherent .  Therefore ,  th e assumptio n o f 

coherenc e alon e i s sufficien t  t o establis h coherence . 

It  ha s bee n show n tha t  th e necessit y an d sufficienc y 

of  coherenc e mechanism s ca n b e understoo d throug h th e 

investigatio n o f  nonstandar d discourse .  Typically , 

researcher s wh o stud y languag e examin e linguisti c 

sample s whic h ar e selecte d fo r  thei r  normalcy . 

Investigation s o f  coherenc e whic h ar e limite d t o ordinar y 

discours e ar e unnecessaril y  restrictive .  Becaus e 

coherenc e i s i n th e ey e o f  th e beholder ,  participant s wil l 

manage t o mak e eve n th e mos t  bizarr e linguisti c 

production s cohere . 
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