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ABSTRACT OF DISSERTATION

Knowledge-Testing Questions in Korean Political Campaign Debates

Eun Young Bae
Doctor of Philosophy in Applied Linguitics
University of California, Los Angeles, 2019
Professor Steven E. Clayman, Co-Chair

Professor Marjorie H. Goodwin, Co-Chair

This dissertation aims to discover the systematic properties of ‘knowledge-testing’
questions (KQs) to broaden our understanding of the action of knowledge-testing accomplished
via questions. The data of this study consist of 190 KQs obtained from cross-examinations
among political candidates in 116 Korean political campaign debates (155 hours and 23 minutes
in total). The defining features, emergence, and compositional forms of KQs are explored in
great detail using the methodological and analytic framework of conversation analysis (CA).

To clearly define KQs, this study examines the interactional functions of KQs, and their
production and recognition as KQs during the cross-examinations. The findings show that
candidates use KQs to discredit their opponents and expose their ignorance of the subject of

inquiry while promoting their own knowledgeability. Candidates also utilize linguistic,
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sequential/interactional, and broad social resources for action formation and ascription of KQs
and can retrospectively transform the action import of KQs.

The investigation of the emergence of KQs during the cross-examinations show that they
occur in three distinctive but potentially co-existing contexts: (a) where candidates have good
reason to believe that the respondents are vulnerable to KQs, (b) where candidates are involved
in undermining their opponents’ policies/promises/claims, and (c) where candidates fail to
provide the correct answers to the KQs issued by their opponents earlier and subsequently
attempt to show that their opponents have the same weakness as themselves regarding a domain
of knowledge. Candidates therefore find KQs to be a useful debate tool to primarily expose their
opponents’ ignorance, which can serve as a basis for undermining their opponents’
promises/claims or doing damage control via counterattack. The different sequential contexts
contribute to diversifying the import of KQs as a political campaign debate strategy and point to
the close relationship between sequential position and action import.

The compositional forms of the KQs are analyzed by identifying the parameters (or
dimensions) that explain linguistic variation in KQ design and the import delivered by each KQ
format in testing knowledge. This study identifies two parameters of KQ design and their
respective formats: the epistemic parameter accounting for nine types of KQ formats, and the
precision parameter accounting for three types of KQ formats. The nine epistemic KQ formats
convey different degrees of expectation towards the likelihood of the opponents’ knowing the
answers, which range from strongest pessimism to strongest optimism. The three precision
formats realize to varying degrees how precise an answer the KQs will accept. Acceptable
answers as conveyed by these formats range from approximate to precise and accurate. The

sequential and frequency analyses of the epistemic and precision formats show the variation in
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their surface forms to be an accountable and systematic phenomenon geared towards maximizing
the effectiveness of KQs as a linguistic device for testing the opponents’ knowledge and proving
their ignorance.

As a rare conversation analytic study providing a detailed and comprehensive analysis of
KQs used in political campaign debates—a type of question crucial in constituting various forms
of institutional interactions such as pedagogical interactions, news interviews with political
candidates, job interviews, and legal proceedings, this dissertation adds to our understanding of
the institutional uses of KQs, linguistic strategies for political campaign debates, and question
design in Korean, thereby contributing to the fields of conversational analysis, political

communication, and linguistics.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. Objective

Asking and responding to questions are fundamental human acts ubiquitous to all human
communities and are vital to building human interaction (Stivers, Enfield, & Levinson, 2010).
This dissertation examines this act by focusing on a very special type of question, i.e.,
‘knowledge-testing’ questions (hereafter, KQs). KQs, also known as ‘known-answer’ questions,
are distinctive in that they focus on probing the respondent’s knowledge about an established fact
while at the same time assuming that the questioner knows the answer (e.g., Do you know when
Columbus discovered America?). This sets them apart from typical questions speakers use to
seek information unknown to them (e.g., What’s your favorite movie?). The unique feature of
KQs allows them to be deployed in various institutional settings as an interactional tool to
achieve particular institutional objectives, especially where the respondents’ knowledgeability is
at issue as in the cases of student-teacher interactions, job interviews, news interviews with
political candidates, and legal proceedings.

In spite of the importance of KQs as a linguistic medium for accomplishing diverse
institutional objectives, our understanding of KQs is quite limited to their pedagogical uses in
classroom settings. In fact, we are still very far from understanding the wide range of functions
KQs serve. We do not have answers to more fundamental questions such as how speakers
grammatically and sequentially compose KQs to be recognizable as a KQ and not as other types
of questions such as information-seeking questions so that the intended functions of KQs can get
across to the hearers. We also do not know what triggers speakers to test the hearers’ knowledge

by using KQs. In addition, we do not have a comprehensive picture of the linguistic repertoire



employed for constituting KQs as well as the role linguistic variations in KQ forms play in
implementing interactional functions of KQs.

This dissertation addresses the aforementioned niche in the study of question-response
sequences by examining the interactional functions, emergence, and compositional forms of KQs
during Korean political campaign debates within the methodological framework of Conversation
Analysis. Using 116 televised Korean political campaign debates (155 hours and 23 minutes in
total) from 2012 to 2016, I look at cross-examinations of Korean political campaign debates in
which the candidates are obligated to debate each other directly by asking and responding to
each other’s questions. Unlike ordinary conversation where interactional goals are multi-faceted,
cross-examinations of Korean political campaign debates are geared to the specialized task of
probing each candidate’s qualification on behalf of the electorate. Thus, these cross-
examinations provide a unique research site for the investigation of how candidates, who are
conscious of the institutional purpose of such debates, compose and use KQs as a political debate
strategy for disproving their opponents’ qualifications.

By examining KQs employed in the institutional context of Korean political campaign
debates, this dissertation seeks to advance our understanding of the institutional uses of KQs, the
linguistic strategies of political campaign debates, and question designs in Korean, thereby
contributing to the fields of conversational analysis, political communication, and (Korean)

linguistics.



1.2. Research Questions
Specific research questions this dissertation examines to shed light on the interactional functions,
emergence, and compositional forms of KQs utilized in cross-examinations of Korean political

campaign debates are presented below:

1. What are the defining features of KQs used in cross-examinations of Korean
political campaign debates? More specifically, what specialized actions (or
interactional functions) do KQs implement during cross-examinations of Korean
political campaign debates, and what resources do candidates rely on to produce and

recognize questions as KQs and not other types of questions?

2. In what contexts do KQs emerge during the cross-examinations of Korean political
campaign debates, and what do the findings on the emergence of KQs tell us about

when political candidates perceive KQs as a useful political campaign debate strategy?

3. What are the parameters that explain the linguistic variations in the compositional
forms of KQs, and what are the various imports each KQ format delivers in
implementing the actions (or interactional functions) identified in exploring the first

research question?



1.3. Significance
This section briefly introduces previous research on or relevant to KQs and discusses the
significance and specific contributions of this dissertation to the following fields of

conversational analysis, political communication, and (Korean) linguistics.

1.3.1. Conversation Analysis

Conversation analysis is greatly interested in examining the systematic properties of action, the
basic unit of human interaction, to discover the regularities of human interaction (Pomerantz &
Fehr, 2011). KQs are indispensable constituents of various institutional interactions— in
particular, where the respondents’ knowledgeability or expertise is under scrutiny (e.g.,
pedagogical interactions, job interviews, presidential candidate interviews, and political
campaign debates), thus presenting itself as an important type of an action that merits
investigating.

Conversation analytic research on KQs (or more broadly speaking, known-answer
question-response sequences) has been centered on pedagogical interactions (e.g., Koshik, 2002,
2003; Lee, 2007; Lerner 1995; Macbeth, 2000; Mchoul, 1978; Mehan, 1979) as noted earlier in
Section 1.1. We do not know much about the systematic properties of KQs outside the
pedagogical context, however, as only a small number of studies have examined KQs or known-
answer questions in general in other institutional contexts. The few exceptions are Levinson
(1992) and Stokoe and Edwards (2008), which examine the use of known-answer questions in
cross-examinations during a courtroom interaction and police interviews with suspects,
respectively, and Roth (2005) and Clayman and Romaniuk (2011), which explore the use of KQs

in the electoral discourse context of political news interviews.



Roth’s (2005) study and Clayman and Romaniuk’s (2011) study on KQs are the most
directly relevant to the present study. Roth (2005) examines eight instances of “pop quizzes,”
which I call KQs in my dissertation, asked by journalists to political candidates in political news
interviews. In doing so, he focuses on the compositional features of pop quizzes, the actions
achieved by pop quizzes, and responses to pop-quizzes.

According to Roth (2005), pop quizzes are designed with the grammatical forms that
presuppose the requested information from candidates is a knowable, factual matter (e.g., “Can
you name the president of Chechnya?”’). Roth (2005) also argues that the content of pop quizzes
concerns a knowable, factual matter such as specific figures (e.g., “But how many troops- how
many man and women do we now have on active duty?”). Based on the observation on the form
and content of pop quizzes, he argues that pop quizzes simultaneously implement two actions:
first, they suggest that the matter being asked about should be known by the candidate, and
second, they expose that the candidate does not possess definite knowledge of the requested
information. In addition, Roth (2005) documents that candidates can resist pop quizzes by
directing the same or similar pop quizzes to the journalists, contesting the legitimacy of pop
quizzes, or defending their ignorance.

Whereas the focus of Roth’s (2005) study is solely on pop quizzes, Clayman and
Romaniuk’s (2011) study examines various types of questions that journalists employ in
interviews with political candidate to probe the knowledge of the political candidates. Along
with pop quizzes, Clayman and Romaniuk (2011, p.18) register that questions such as “And
when it comes to establishing your worldview, I was curious, what newspapers and magazines
did you regularly read before you were tapped for this to stay informed and to understand the
