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RESEARCH PROJECT

“The linguistic expression of empathy in French specialized discourses”

Project objective

The project aims to analyze French specialized discourses from the perspective of empathy. Taking the assumption
that there are emphatic strategies and effects in such discourses, the objective is to identify and classify linguistic and
discursive features which make possible to establish an empathic relationship with the interlocutor.

Theoretical framework:

Empathy is the capacity to understand or feel what another person is experiencing and to place oneself in another's
position.

To investigate the notion of empathy from the linguistic point of view, the project will involve two research areas:
discourse analysis and cognitive linguistics. The former approach studies linguistic phenomena in relation to the
contextual and social conditions of production. The latter explores the relationship between language and the human
mind, in order to interpret reality. The concept of enunciation is arguably suitable to the synergic exploration of both
approaches.

The first definition of enunciation, elaborated by Benveniste (1974, ch. 5), emphasizes space-time parameters and the
expression of subjectivity in speech acts. In their turn, these spatiotemporal parameters and the presence of an
enunciator may be analyzed both in socio-anthropological and cognitive terms.

The socio-anthropological approach allows to define several concepts: the universe of discourse, the discursive
positions of the enunciators within these universes, the discursive genres, i.e. the set of practices and textual rules
that allow an utterance to fit in with a given universe of discourse (Maingueneau 2014).

The cognitive approach allows to treat the manifestation of the enunciator’s personality in terms of skills and
cognitive and logical operations. The enunciation of one's own identity (“the self”) and the identification of
spatiotemporal co-ordinates presuppose a cognitive activity of self-consciousness and awareness of the external
reality one interacts with (Fauconnier, Turner 2002).

As Rabatel (1998, 2008), inspired by Damasio (1995, 2000, 2003) claims, any cognitive activity gives the enunciator
the possibility to understand and espouse the others viewpoint.

The cognitive operations resulting from this adoption of “the other’s point of view” can be traced back to the notion
/ concept of empathy ( “to place oneself in another's position”).

This empathic understanding of the other’s point of view may happen at both the rational (reasons and opinions) and
emotional (emotions) levels. In the former case empathy can be defined as strictly cognitive, in the latter, as affective
(Giusti, Locatelli, 2007).

The peculiarity of empathy lies with the unexpected relations which arise between the speaker’s stance and utterance
and those of the interactant. In actual fact, speakers refer to and encode the interlocutor in their utterances not to
enmesh the ‘other’ into their own discourse. Instead, empathy implies the subversion of such a perspective to favor
the speaker’s entrance (o at least its attempt) into the interlocutor’s universe.

In the context of linguistics empathy has not yet been the object of in-depth research, which justifies the present
project.



Research project description

The project consists of the qualitative analysis of a selected corpus with the aim of eliciting the linguistic and
discursive encoding of empathy in French specialized discourses.

Drawing on the joint insides of discourse analysis and cognitive linguistics, the project will focus on speakers
interaction with their interlocutors within specific contexts. Despite a number of variables (situational and social
context, interaction with the outside world and with the psyche of the interlocutor) that make it unlikely to predict
the linguistic features to analyze, some guidelines can be legitimately anticipated. The analysis will concentrate on:

- microlinguistic features (i.e. verbs, pronouns, syntactic constructions ...)

- macrolinguistic features (discourse structure and genres).

Since it will be articulated over three years, the project will go through various steps stating from a focus on political
communication and electoral rhetoric. Two main criteria will be followed in the compilation of the corpus:

- the interlocutor or target of the political / electoral discourse

- the type of media (TV, radio, the internet social networks ...)

After highlighting micro and macrolinguistic markers of empathy in political/electoral discourses, further contextual
and social spheres will be explored.

Still within the remit of political context, parliamentary debates will be investigated in a comparative perspective. To
widen the research field, the analysis will focus on health-related discourses (in particular TV programs like "Allo
docteur" and internet forum dealing with health issues), and on professional interactions (to observe empathy
markers in business meetings and negotiation).

Wherever possible, corresponding specialized contexts in Italian will be identified and explored contrastively in order
to retrieve any similarities with, or differences from, specialized communication in French.
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Time

- Literature review (3 months)

- Compilation of a corpus of documents (9 months not necessarily consecutive). The first corpus will focus on the
discourse (oral and written) of the Front National, in the context of the French Presidential election of 2017

- Coding of the data collected (8 months)

- Analysis of the data adopting the approach described in the project (12 months)

- Conclusions, Dissemination of research results (4 months)

Expected results

The project will open a new perspective on the dynamics at work in communication in French.

Two kinds of results are expected:

- knowledge acquisition of the linguistic encoding of empathy,

- the collection of several corpora of French specialized discourse (if necessary also in Italian in a contrastive
perspective), analyzed with empathy as the main focus.

Besides workshops, conferences presentations and publications, another potential outcome of the research could be
its impact on the teaching of French as a Foreign Language.

Bibliography

Achard-Bayle Guy, Paveau Marie-Anne, 2012, Réel, contexte et cognition. Contribution a une histoire de la linguistique
cognitive, in: Histoire Epistémologie Langage, tome 34, fascicule 1.

Achard-Bayle Guy, 2013, Si quelque chat faisait du bruit...Des textes (aux discours) hybrides, Metz, Université de
Lorraine, coll. « Recherches linguistiques », n® 33

Althusser Louis, 1976, Positions, Paris, Editions sociales.

Amossy Ruth, 2010, La présentation de soi. Ethos et identité verbale, Paris, PUF.

Angermuller Johannes, Maingueneau Dominique, Wodak Ruth, 2014, Discourse studies reader,
Amsterdam/Philadelphia, John Benjamins Publishing Company.

Anscombre Jean-Claude et Ducrot Oswald, 1983, L’argumentation dans la langue, Bruxelles , Mardaga.

Ballet, Marion, 2012, Peur, Espoir, Compassion, Indignation. L’appel aux émotions dans les campagnes présidentielles
(1981-2007), Paris, Dalloz, coll. Nouvelle Bibliotheque de Théses

Bateson Gregory, 1980, Vers une écologie de I'esprit, tome 2, Paris, Seuil,

Benveniste Emile, 2011 [1966], Problémes de linguistique générale, tome |, Paris, Gallimard.

Benveniste Emile 2011 [1974], Problémes de linguistique générale, tome Il, Paris, Gallimard.

Berthoz Alain, et Jorland Gérard, (dir), 2004, L’empathie, Paris, Odile Jacob.



Boyer Henri et Lochard Guy, 2016, Le discours doit étre analysé en rapport avec les dispositifs de mise en scéne in
Mots. Les langages du politique n° 111.

Brunel, Marie-Lise et Cosnier Jacques, 2012, L’empathie. Un sixiéme sens. Lyon, PUL

Charaudeau Patrick, 2005, Les médias et I'information, Bruxelles, DeBoeck.

Chilton Paul, 2014, Language, space and mind, Cambridge UniversityPress.

Colas-Balise Marion, Perrin Laurent, Tore Gian Maria, (dir) 2016, L’énonciation aujourd’hui, un concept clé des
sciences du langage, Limoges, Lambert-Lucas.

Daddesio Thomas, 1994, On minds and symbols, Berlin, Mouton de Gruyter.

Damasio Antonio, 1995, L’errore di Cartesio, Milano, Adelphi.

Damasio Antonio, 2000, Emozione e coscienza, Milano, Adelphi.

Damasio Antonio, 2003, Alla ricerca di Spinoza, Milano, Adelphi.

Fauconnier Gilles , Turner Mark, 2002, The way we think, New York, Basic books.

Fauconnier Gilles, 1984, Espaces mentaux, Paris, Editions de minuit.

Forest Robert, 1999, Empathie et linguistique, Paris, PUF.

Giusti Edoardo e Locatelli Maura, 2007, L'empatia integrata, analisi umanistica del comportamento motivazionale
nella clinica e nella formazione, Roma, Sovera Editore.

Gobin Corinne, 2011, Des principales caractéristiques du discours politique contemporain, in Semen n°30.

Hekmat Ida, Micheli Raphaél , Rabatel Alain, coords, 2013, Modes de sémiotisation et fonctions argumentatives des
émotions in Semen n° 35.

Hutchins, E., 1995, How a cockpit remembers its speeds in Cognitive science n°19.

Kerbrat-Orecchioni Catherine 1999, L’énonciation, Paris, Armand Colin.

Kerbrat-Orecchioni Catherine, 2005, Le discours en interaction, Paris, Armand Colin.

Klinkenberg Jean-Marie, 2001, Pour une sémiotique cognitive in Linx n°44.

Hickok Gregory, 2014, The myth of mirror neurons, Londres, Norton and company.

Johnson M., 1987, The body in the mind, The University of Chicago Press.

Jorland Gérard, 2004, L’empathie, histoire d’un concept, in Berthoz Alain et Jorland Gérard, (dir) , L'empathie, Paris,
Odile Jacob.

Lakoff George, 1988, Cognitive Semiotics, in Meaning and Mental Representations, in Meaning and mental
representation, ss la dir. de Umberto Eco, Marco Santambrogio et Patrizia Violi, Indiana UniversityPress.

Lakoff George, Johnson Mark, 2003 [1980], Metaphorswe live by, Londres, The University of Chicago Press.

Lakoff George, Johnson Mark., 1999, Philosophy in the flesh, the embodied mind and its challenge to the western
thought, New York, Basic Books.

Lakoff George, 2008, Political Mind, Londres, Viking.

Leblanc Jean-Marc, 2016, Phraséologie et formules rituelles dans le discours politique, I'expérimentation en
lexicométrie in Lidil n° 53

Maingueneau Dominique, 2012, Les phrases sans texte, Paris, Armand Colin.

Maingueneau Dominique, 2014, Discours et analyse du discours, Paris, Armand Colin.

Maturana Humberto & Varela Francisco, 1994, L’arbre de la connaissance, Paris, Addison-Wesley France.

Martin Robert, 1987, Langage et croyance, Bruxelles, Mardaga.

Merleau-Ponty Maurice, 1976 [1945], Phénoménologie de la perception, Paris, Gallimard.

Minsky Marvin, 1975, A framework for representing knowledge, MIT-Al Laboratory Memo 306

Nyckees Vincent, 2007, La cognition humaine saisie par le langage : de la sémantique cognitive au médiationnisme in
Corela HS n°6.

Odin Roger, 2000, La question du public. Approche sémiopragmatique, Réseaux volume 18 n°99.

Paveau Marie-Anne, 2012, Ce que disent les objets. Sens, affordance et cognition in Synergie Pays riverains de la
baltique n°9.

Paveau Marie-Anne, 2013, Genre de discours et technologie discursive. Tweet, twittécriture et twittérature in
Pratiques, n° 157/158.

Plantin Charles, 2011, Les bonnes raisons des émotions. Principes et méthode pour I'’étude du discours émotionné,
Berne, Peter Lang.

Pécheux Michel, Haroche Claudine, Henry P, 1975, Les vérités de la Palice, Paris, Maspéro.

Peraya, Daniel, 1999, Médiation et médiatisation: le campus virtuel in Hermes n°3.

Pottier Bernard, 1987, Théorie et analyse en linguistique, Hachette, Paris.

ELA n° 173.

Rabatel Alain, 1998, La construction textuelle du point de vue, Lausanne, Paris, Delachaux et Niestlé.

Rabatel Alain, 2008, Homo narrans, tomes 1-2, Limoges, Lambert-Lucas.

Rabatel Alain, 2009, Prise en charge et imputation, ou la prise en charge a responsabilité limitée , La notion de prise en
charge en linguistique, Langue francgaise n°162.



Rabatel Alain, 2013, Ecrire les émotions en mode empathique, Semen n° 35.

Rabatel Alain, 2014, Empathie, points de vue, méta-représentation et dimension cognitive du dialogisme, ELA n°173.
Rastier Francgois, 1987, Sémantique interprétative, Paris, PUF.

Récanati Frangois, 1988, La transparence et I’énonciation, Paris, Seuil.

Rifkin Jeremy, 2011, Une nouvelle conscience pour un monde en crise. Civilisation de I'empathie, Ed. Les liens qui
libérent.

Rizzolatti Giacomo, Sinigaglia Corrado, 2006, So quel che fai, Milano, Raffaello Cortina.

Strate L., 2004, A media ecology review in Communication Research trend, CSCC, Université de Santa Clara.

Tétu Jean-Frangois, 2004, L'émotion dans les médias : dispositifs, formes et figures » in Mots n°75.

Valette Mathieu, 2006, Linguistiques énonciatives et cognitives frangaises, Honoré Champion Ed., Paris.

Varela Francisco, 1996 [1988], Invitation aux sciences cognitives, Paris, Seuil.

Varela Francisco, Thompson Evan, Rosch Eleanor, L'inscription corporelle de I'esprit, Paris, Seuil.

Vérine Bertrand et Détrie Catherine (éds), 2011, L’actualisation de lintersubjectivité : de la langue au discours,
Lambert-Lucas, Limoges



