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Naturally Occurring Talk

When social science researchers begin to design a research study, they
encounter a series of choices about how narrowly to define their research
problem and which method or methods of data collection are appropriate
to its study. If we consider the methods so far discussed in this book -
observation, interviews and texts — our choice appears to be very clear-cut.

Using research interviews (or focus groups) involves actively creating data
which would not exist apart from the researcher’s intervention (researcher-
provoked data). By contrast, observation or the analysis of written texts,
audiotapes or visual images deals with activities which seem to exist inde-
pendently of the researcher. This is why we call such data naturally occurring;
they derive from situations which exist independently of the researcher’s
intervention.

However, like most social science concepts, the opposition between
naturally occurring and researcher-provoked data should not be taken too far.
Indeed, no data are ever untouched by human hands. If we choose to observe,
our data do not speak for themselves but have to be recorded (and
transformed) into fieldnotes. Equally, audio and video recordings usually end
up being transcribed using particular researcher-designed interventions which
are never ‘perfect’ but only more or less useful. Moreover, the character of
such data will be crucially affected by where you position your recording
equipment and/or point your camera.

All this suggests that here, as elsewhere, we should treat appeals to ‘nature’
(as in the term ‘naturally occurring’) with considerable caution. Nonetheless,
providing we do not push it too far, it can still be helpful to make use of the
distinction between two kinds of data: naturally occurring and researcher-
provoked. Indeed, if we can, at least to some extent, study what people are
actually doing in ‘naturally occurring’ situations, why should we ever want
to work with ‘researcher-provoked” data?

Most quantitative researchers have a straightforward answer to this
question. Data gathered from naturally occurring settings often appear
horribly messy and unreliable to quantitative types. If you want to measure
things reliably, then, they argue, it helps to create carefully controlled settings
and to use well-tested research instruments like questionnaires or laboratory
experiments.



By contrast, qualitative researchers who work with researcher-provoked
data do not alwavs seem to have thought through their choices. Certainly,
open-ended interviews and focus groups can give vou data much more
quickly than observation and/or recording - althou ghmore slowly than texts.
Moreover, many researchers claim that it is often not possible to obtain access
to naturally occurring settings appropriate to a given research topic — even
though this sometimes shows a lack of imagination on their part (see mv
discussion of methods for studying ‘the family” in Section 3.4.4).

Such instrumental factors (speed, lack of alternatives), however, conceal
the appeal of methods like the interview and the focus group to a particular
research model (emotionalism) and more generally to a set of mass-media-
driven assumptions deriving from what [ have called the interview society
(Section 1.3).

Asking people what they think and feel appears to have an immediacy,
even ‘authenticity’, which curiously is believed to be absent in naturally
occurring data. So, even when you have tapes or observations of behaviour,
vou are tempted to ‘complete the picture’ by interviewing the people
concerned about what they were thinking or feeling at the time. The arguments

tor and against researcher-provoked data are summarized in Table 6.1

TABLE 6.1 Why work with researcherprovoked aaia?
For Agains:
Spesa Whal about 1exise
Casv azcess Public data usualiy avaiable
Anmenticitg of infenisns Reflects temptations of ihe interview societ,
Iniervieves help vou o unaersiand behavious Farticipants do not nead access to each other's

thoughie

Bv contrast, some qualitative researchers prefer to work with ‘naturally
occurring” data although their reasons mav differ. For the ethnographers of
the Chicago School, the real form of immediacy was out on city streets and
they wanted to ‘tell itlike itis by observing life as it happened. However, their
naturalistic focus meant that they usually sought to combine observation with
interviews with key informants.

For a later generation of researchers, influenced by constructionism and
cthnomethodology, audiotapes of naturally occurring conversation provided
marvellous data to analvse how people actuallv went about constructing a
social world together.

Although vou may be inclined to think of conversation as trivial (‘'merely’
talk), it is worth reflecting that conversation is the primary medium through
which social interaction takes place. In households and in more ‘public’
settings, families and friends relate to one another through talk (and silence!)
At work, we converse with one another and the outcome of this talk (as in

meetings or job selection interviews) is often placed on dossiers and files. As
Heritage argues:

AN

the social world is a pervasively conversational one in which an overwhelming
proportion of the world's business is conducted through the medium of spoken
interaction. (1984: 239)

Indeed, what Heritage calls ‘the world’s business’ iﬁgllees such b;}sic featqres
as telling news, deciding if one should commit smgde, and a child learning
how to converse with its mother (see Sacks, 1992; Silverman, 1998: ch. 1) .
Yet, even if vou are unconvinced by the argument that Conversatlol'w is
central to making the social world, there is still a strong methodologlcai
argument which suggests thataudiotapes of naturally occurring talk are usefu
data. To understand why, we must return to the work of Harvey Sacks.

6.1 WHY WORK WITH TAPES?

The kind of phenomena I deal with are always transcriptions of actual occurrences
in their actual sequence. (Sacks, 1984: 25)

Sacks stresses that one should work with ‘actual occurrences’ of talk. 90 even
though twentieth-century philosophers like Wittgenstein (1968), 'Austm (1962)
and Searle (1969) have had important things to say about the things we doin
conversation, they do not study actual talk but work with invented examples
and their own intuitions about what it makes sense to say.

For Sacks, on the contrary:

One cannot invent new sequences of conversation and feel happy with -them, You
may be able to take ‘a question and answer’, but if we have to extend it very far,
theJr\ the issue of whether somebody would really say that, after, say, the fifth
utterance, is one which we could not confidently argue. One doesn’t have a strong
intuition for sequencing in conversation. (1992, 1. 5)

Unlike philosophers, ethnographers do not usgall_v invent C.onversations.
Instead, they observe and record their observations through fieldnotes (see
Section 3.3.5). Why did Sacks prefer to use an audio recorder? ‘

Sacks’s answer is that we cannot relv on our notes or recollections of
conversations. Certainly, depending on our memory, we can usually sum-
marize what different people said. But it is simply imposmble. to remember
(or even to note at the time) such matters as pauses, overlaps, inbreaths and
the like. ~ .

Now whether you think these kinds of things are important will depend
upon what you can show with or without them. In@eed, you may 'not even
be convinced that conversation itself is a particularly interesting topic. /But, at
least by studying tapes of conversations, vou are able to focus on the “actual
details’ of one aspect of social life. As Sacks put it:

My research is about conversation only in this incidental way, that we can get the
actual happenings on tape and transcribe them more or less, and therefore have



something to begin with, If You can’t deal with the actual detail of
then vou can‘t have a science of social life. (1992, 1I- 26)

actual events
Tapesand transcripts also offer more than just ‘something to begin with’. They
have three clear advantages compared with other kinds of qualitative data:

Tapes are a public record.
Tapes can be replayved and transcri pts improved.
Tapes preserve sequences of talk.

DRI —

Let me expand a little on this list. In the first

available to the scientific community, in a way that fieldnotes are not. Second,
thev can be replaved and transcriptions can be improved and analyses can

take off on a different tack unlimited by the original transcript. As Sacks told
his students:

I started to plav around with tape recorded conversations, for the single virtue that
I could replay them; that I could type them out somewhat, and study them
extendedly, who knew hoy long it might take . . . 1 wasn't from any large interest
inlanguage, or from some theoretical formulation of what should be studied, but
simply by virtue of that; [ could get my hands on it, and | could study it again and
again. And also, Consequentially, others could look at what | had studied, and make
of it what they could, if fhoy wanted to disagree with me. (1992 |- 622)
A third advan tage of detailed transcripts is that, if youwant to, v
sequences of utterances withoyt being limited to the extracts chosen by the
first researcher. For jt is within these Sequences, rather than in single turns of
talk, that we make sense of conversation. In this way, tapes and transcripts
preserve sequences of talk. Ag Sacks points out:

ou can inspect

having available for any given utterance other utterances
important for determining what was said. If you have av
talk that vou're now transcribing
(1992, 1: 720)

around it, is extremely
ailable only the snatch of
- vou'rein tough shape for determining what it is.

There remains the potential charge that data based mainly on audio recordings
are incomplete. We see Sacks’s response to this 1ssue when a student on his
lecture course asked question about ‘leaving out things like facial expres-
s1ons’ from his analysis (1992, 1. 26). Sacks at once conceded that ‘it would be
great to study them [such things]. It's an absence.” Nonetheless, he constructs
a two-part defence of his data.

First, the idea of ‘completeness’ may itself be an illusion. Surely, there
cannot be totally ‘complete’ data any more than there can be 3 ‘perfect’ tran-
Script? Second, Sacks recognized some of the undoubted technical problems
involved in camera positioning and the like if You were to use videos (1992,
1:26-7). These are the very issues that have been addressed, if not resolved,
by more recent work based on video-recorded data {e.g. Heath, 1986; Heath
and Luff, 1992; Heath, 1997). 1 will return to this work n Chapter 7.
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place, tapes are a public record,

) L Vvh']f vou are
) lwavs in science, everything will depend on wha Lo e
However a5 8 here it seems that you may be able to make progress. As
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put into your transcripts.

6.2 TRANSCRIBING AUDIOTAPES

onversations
: le are able to remember ¢ : '
' noted, even if some peop v crucial
o alreid> nther@ we are unlikely to be able to recall such POtentlE: ecordine
an o Sy < , 71 e-r 4
bette{t . auses and overlaps. Indeed, even with a tayp sation %LICOh
detai s.las pmq; 'Ltidv up’ the ‘messy’ features of natural convers
transcribers may : . e Al ances.
as length of pauses or overlappm?1 o; abor ticiiutslttiil :Iglvqg of conversations.
i : us, no aflalysts .
like pauses matter to all of us, i ut, readine
Fea(;u:}fZV arepone basis on which, as Sacks ( 1?)92) has po‘mtei(i gOth routinz
lndeeb(;d} else’s mind, far from being some paran(ild delusion, is
some ’ ’ : .
and necessary in everyday life. Look at Extract 6.

. implified) ﬁ
inson, 1983: 320, simplifie , s e
EXtéaCtS&} (Lae:ixnonderino would you be in vour office on Mondav by any
I C Solwasw e \ \

2 (2.0)
3 C: Probably not

bers in brackets on line 2 indicate a 2 second pause. The pre:teir;:r?j
e e aive lue to how C can guess that the person l.1e is ques 1 ;7
e I indeed US; C'n his office on Monday (line 3). This is becauée whe
might' S nOth enlit is ;omeone’s turn to speak, we can generally assun;:
:lh e].ezjfl@aepviﬁil;ef?(::esiado;x; some difficulty. HencebC 19 alble (f;)ﬁrceeagn&;\i Opliasll;v
< incic, is unlikely to be in his \
as indicating that the o.the‘r person is u )
N Ipmbabl-\l/into{ 1:]6h2neT$1-is is taken from an interview_betwe'?n a he?{th
NOW P tri:fﬁ x-vl'm has requested an HIV test. H is offermgha pie c;
a(fjvzise'r (H)baol;ci ?opr?dom use and her patient is a voung woman who has jus
of advice a

left school.

: an: counsel: 6.3) ractise safe
EXtraCt.?-2‘(51(1)"’;:‘:“1“ you tell them to ((.3) use a condom (0.8) or to prac
it's inipor 3

i s.
2 sex that’s what using a condom mean

3 (1.5)
4 H: okay?



In Extract 6.2, line 4, H asks ‘okay?’, which may bel
patient to indicate that she has understood {oratleas
condom use. As with Extract 6.1, we can see
speaker might have taken a turn
difficulty to the previous speaker.

Indeed, it is likely that H heard an earlier difficulty. Note that in |
there is a pause of 0.8 seconds. | is not un
patient has not used this sp

eard as a request for the
theard) H's advice about
that a pause in a space where a
at talk (here at line 3) has indicated some

ine 1

reasonable to assume that since the

ace to indicate some understanding of what H has

just said (for instance, by saying ‘mm’), H's explanation of what ‘using a

condom means’ (lines 1-2) is given precisely in (what turns out to be) an
unsuccesstul attempt to overcome this difficulty.

At this point you may be wondering how
precise lengths of pauses. In fact, vou do not
for this. Although transcribers may use complicated timing devices, many
others get into the habit of using any four-syllable word which takes about a
second tosav. If vou then say this word during a pause, you can roughly count
each syliable as indicating a one-quarter of a second pause.

However, pauses are not the only features that you may need to record. In
the Appendix (see p-303), I provide a simplified set of transeription symbols.

It should not be assumed that the breparation of transcripts is simply a
technical detail prior to the main business of the analysis. As Atkinson and
Heritage (1984) point out, the production and use of transcripts are essentially
‘research activities’. They involve close, repeated listenings to recordings
which often reveal previously unnoted recurring features of the organization

of talk. The convenience of transcripts for presentational purposes is no more
than an added bonus.

As an example, the reader might ex
franscribing conventions listed in the
as overlapping talk and verbal stress

these transcripts can give such
need any advanced technology

amine Extract 6.3, based on the
Appendix, which report such features
as well as pauses (in parts of a second).

Extract 6.3 (Her: 0II: 2: 4: ST)
(§'s wife has just slipped a disc)
1 H: And we were wondering if there's anything we can do to help
2 S [Well at's

3

H: [ mean can we do any shopping for her or something like tha:t?

4 (0.7
5 8 Well that's most ki:nd Heatherton .hhh At the moment
6 no:. because we've still got two bo:ys at home

In Extract 6.3, we see S refusing an offer made by H. Heritage shows how S's
refusal (lines 5-6) of H's offer displays three interesting features. First, when
5 does not take an early opportunity to accept H's offer (after ‘anything we
can do to help’, line 1), H proceeds to revise it. Second, S delays his refusal
via the pause in the slot for his turmn atline 4. Third, he justifies it by invoking
a contingency about which H could not be expected to know.

wt

iti ies in
Why should S and H bother with these complexities? 'Thi 1ans“;e;()1€,e() o
th ww}\' ;n which they end up by produc'mg an account which ha}[ne‘ erSigteﬁt.
Inean ce;u-lv work, Erving Goffman (1959) similarly suggested.t alfaepqtee;n "
onsid[era—tion of interactants is to protect one another s. public Se'de{a cor ,t o
‘Cf e’. In doing whatever people are doing, they take into con51th g
o ai standing of themselves and their co-interactants thz}t le 1—0t€ctl’0’}
oroi ctpln the ordinary course of events, this consideration entails the p
roject. 3
gf tine positive moral standing of the selfA and of othhersA ¢ certain actions -
We can develop Goffman’s observation by noting tha c}g nactions -
1 rin oy ther actions, such as inv ,
' s that occur in response to other ! on
t};Ifmca“}r/ ::eosrrlnentq — can be marked as dispreferred, that is, problemahcnltr;
o L invitati : i ents
o elviw or another. Thus, rejections of invitations oz offers, or dlsagrgzr‘;nt e
.Oneec; c(Jm@e to assessments, can be performed in suchg w'ay ?hat enc?f rL therr
o rbﬁmalic status. Conversely, an acceptance of an invitation or o L: , e
proeement with an assessment, can be performed ina way that does not ex
agr F <
h problematic status. . - i
SucSug@equent research has identified a number of prac.:txces grz\g ot
the dicp;refcrred status of an action can be marked. According to Heritag
265-80), these practices include:

1 Ihe action s dela y ed Wlthnl a tU]]l Or across a s equellce 01 tuI]LS. y h
S a ed 1 (1 a l € 1 1r it 3
l N 1S ¢ nm lll p ef C O u ]11 dV\ “ lﬂehlll mn hl( “
2 he actio (¢) o)
action y omm lll‘ ac ()“l}’ll ]le n tigatea o 1 (h E}CHOIIH
:3 [he O S Commao C S d 1 Ig te T
4 Ille aCthll 1S cCOmMmaot [15 acq OUllted 101.

These actions together constitute what hz;s been called'pri):ir :1 ;ceen (;re gag(t)zeastrggé
But note that the concept of ‘preference’, whejr\ used m’ rkthe ]ac,k jocs 1ot
refer to inner experiences of the actors about. problemgg)o e lack o e
i d in performing certain actions (Levmson., 1983). ermore, the
STVSIVZOH bsmfeen preferred and dispreferred actions does not inv olzether
;fo:'?ccategorization of actions as proble.matig or nfm—probfle;::;l;.mvao]ves,
fhe distinction between ‘preferred” and “dispreferred act.ulmt }?e T ot
for the interactants, through the use qf wh1§ 1 they portray

; rgs‘,our'ce s problematic or as not problematic in the mteractlo.n‘a a
the\lfi/scct:;n:eaé l}:ow conversationalists can prevent problems arising if we

return to Extract 6.1.

i , 1983: 320, simplified) _ o i
?XrCa‘Ct gé?](\&izl::’so(:z‘lering would you be in vour office on Monday by any chance?

2 2.0
3 C: Probably not

i i s likely
C’s question (at line 1) is one of those kinds of questmns that \alilell(wegiva:h;t {f
t ?’ecéde some other kind of activity. For ms’Fance, wg a' n the t,he
OrIr::ebodV ;skq if we will be free on Saturday night, an invitation 1 ,
SO y aske

165~



offing. Here we can guess that if C had got a positiv
have gone on to offer 4 request or an invitation

Why should Speakers proceed in this Indirect way? The answer s to do
with what Goffman called ‘face’ and what we have called “preference
Organization’. By asking a question about someone’s whereabouts or plans,
speakers avoid others having to engage in the ‘dispreferreq’ act of turning
down an invitation. If we reply that we are busy, t|

e invitation need never be
offered. The prior question thus helps both parties: the recipient is not putin

the position of having to turn down an invitation and, if the question elicits
hegative information or 4 meaningful pause (as in Extract 6.1), the questioner
is saved from losing face by being able to avoid offering an invitation that j
doomed to be declined.

The detailed transcription symbols shown in Extract 6.3 ang explained
inthe Appendix derive from the approach called conversation analysis (CA),
CAlis based on an attempt to describe People’s methods for pro
social interaction. These methods include what we have call
organization’,

As we have seen, CA’s concern with the sequentia) organization of talk
means that it needs Precise transcriptions of such (Commonsensical]y) trivial
matters as overlapping talk and length of pauses. Close, repeated listenings
torecordings often reveal previously unnoted recurring features of the organ-
ization of talk. Such listenings can most fruitfully be done in group data
sessions. As described by Paul ten Have (1998), work in such groups usually
beging by listening to an extract from a tape with a draft transcript and
agreeing upon Improvements to the transcript. Then:

ducing orderly
ed ‘preference

the participants are invited to proffer some observations on the data, to select an
episode which they find 'interesting’ for whatever reason, and formulate their
underst’andjng or puzziement, regarding that episode. Then anyone can come in

to react to these remarks, offering a]ternatives, raising doubts, or whatever. (1998:-
124)

However, as ten Have makeg clear, suc

h group data sessions should be rather
more than an anarchic free-for-all:

participants are, on the one hand, free to bring in anvthing they |
hand, required ¢ ground their observations in the data ath
also support them with reference tq their own dat
published in the literature. (1998: 124)

ike, but, on the other
and, although they may
a-based findings or those

Attempt Exercise 6.1 about now

However, without 4 way of defining a research problem, eve detailed
transcription can pe merely an €mpty technique. Thus we need to ask: what

sort of features are we searching for in oyur transcripts and what approach

lies behing this search?
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6.3 CONVERSATION ANALYSIS
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6.3.1 Three fundamental assumptions o
. . ’ nE 4 n O

I'will begin by summarizing John Heritage’s (1984: 241-4) accou
wi \ : , .

fundamental assumptions of CA:

)]lt’ stru g i = p ’
ural o 1 1C Of [2 ”\ alk exl ll s s b e, rg )4
ctuy 1 reanization a l ) a 1 [8) 1341 ZE'(l a“e] ns

ici atterns ‘stand
i ’ articipants. These p : .
7 oriented to by the p e ] e stand
demOnStmbh} of the psychological or other chatacter.lstxlcs os }}i rhcular
mdeienqe(rig}éﬂx' 241) This has two important 1mphca-tt1}ort1hé Gtmc,tura]
Ctracturs izatior Ik is to be treated as on a par with the ural
organization of talk is 0] ! ona e pore
Struc,('urat]iongof any social institution, je.asa social facctquary ool
Orgamzqa cond, it follows that it is illegitimate and urmehoig) 0 exp ain
tifmsv o iznt,icm by appealing to the presumed psyc g
that organiza y o |
ristics of particular speakers. . . hed i that e
Characf‘e'lllsuiiz’[iion ‘A speaket’s action is context bllta;;c(;ie;r:nwlv ,
bt o an ' nce of actions canno ately be
ibution to an on-going seque ‘ oL acequatey
Comr]'k‘)tlm(c)inexcept by reference to its context . . .in \Xhllc:« Ieh};- o ter;rans ¥
o 220 However, this context is addressed by CA la ;ga v interms of
e s d) sequence of talk: in this sense, the conte2x4tf)(;
receding s ‘ et o
t}elefatedlv r;gnewed with every current action t(198 opertics necd to be
rT]p empirical grounding of analysis The first _V\;o I}Zig rerelore neccsuan
e 'f’pd in precise analyses of detailed transcrip s ‘l' erelore necessany
oo 13 reEqature theory construction anq the “idea :Zriyaﬁons_
o atVO'1 i Svhich uses only general, non-detailed characteriz.
materia < )

' follows:
Heritage sums up these assumptions as follo

i nomena which
ifi lysis is strongly ’data—driveni - de\'el'oped tr().m p:,?dmg]vr ehich
Speaﬁcalbh am‘ $ ridenced in the data of interaction. Congsp o
e e bin againet riori speculation about the orlen'tatlox'“ls an tnr;] acﬁ(tms.
Cpenen blas'aga]nSt y fd taiied examination of conversationalists” ac ut ctions
T s i falvoc?r:’;;cteof speakers is treated as the central resource out o
Thus the empirical ¢ spe

analysis may develop. (1984: 243)



i . . .
r]g p;r]act'ltc'e, F;erlta.ge adds, this means that it must be demonstrated that the
m?mZ;l Ylelsv ejscrlbed are produced and oriented to by the participants as
pormai ve \ ot ?ented'—to grounds for inference and action’ (1984: 244) Furtiler
malvqedc?ses,gm :vhlcgh such regularities are absent, must be identiﬁed anci
analysed (see Section 8.3.2.5 for a further discussi
ec : scussion of th ant-

analysis in relation to the validity of field research) role ot devimt-cise

For reasons of s i i
. sons ot space, I will briefly describe just i
which CA is concerned. These are: ’ pust three features of talk with

turn-taking and repair
conversati i j i
ional openings and ‘adjacency pairs’

hOW ln%’[lfuhonal' ta] U 1d S up 1
| k L 1 S O at d 1T ()dll es {1 structures
o con o ( ) € S C e Of

LY N =

A W t a kg C(l”q S€qu€1 R conv f1 n.
” ee ieal ures I’elate tO }1a S C
e s C 1{-)0 1mn co ersarno

6.3.2 Turn-taking and repair

Turns at talk have three aspects (Sacks et al., 1974). They involve:

1 how a speaker mak
akes a turn relate to ¢ Vi " i
huh”) to a previous turn (e.g. ‘yes’, ‘but’, ‘uh

2 ‘Vhat tlle tU]n i] tela(i.()l Y [) 1she e t
1 all accom l 1 i i S
" ) Lh S ( g an mv lta 10N, a que\ ion,

\ hO A e = [= q q Dy
irm r la S JfO a succe
; V Il ) e e edl lg tUI]l (e.g. l)‘ a UeSfl()Il, re ue;t

Where turn-taki o
us;gl;tt‘u.n taking errors and violations occur, ‘repair mechanisms’ will b
- .gn());):;g;l}w(c.e, w}jwefre more than one party is speaking at a time, a speakei

ay ¢ S ing before a normally possibl i int
mey ing y possible completion point of a t
’ gea}1:é when tum transfer does not occur at the appropriate pl};ce the Cur?(:nt'
S r ’ ir i / N
V\I,)he]-e l‘ema} ripan the failure of the sequence by speaking again. Finally
pnere | aialés v other than the current speaker are required (for.instan():e,
beca {he 0 1e§ p{irty has been misidentified), the next speaker typically wait:
S, aci)Lr]np etion of a turn. Thus the turn-taking svstem’:’allocaiion 0?

oht: mn 1s respected even when a repair i ind k
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3 Displaying understanding When someone offers the “appropriate’ form of
reply (e.g. an answer to a question, or an apology to a complaint), (s)he
displays an understanding of the significance of the first utterance. The
turn-taking system is thus the means whereby actors display to one another
that they are engaged in social action - action defined by Weber as involving

taking account of others.

Thus CA is an empirically oriented research activity, grounded in a basic
theory of social action and generating significant implications from an analysis
of previously unnoticed interactional forms. As the next section shows, one
such unnoticed form is the structure of questions and answers.

6.3.3 Conversational openings and adjacency pairs

In the 1960s, the American sociologist Emmanuel Schegloff studied data
drawn from the first 5 seconds of around 500 telephone calls to and from
an American police station. Schegloff began by noting that the basic rule for
two-party conversation, that one party speaks at a time (i.e. providing for
a sequence a-b—a-b-a-b, where a and b are the parties), ‘does not provide
for the allocation of the roles “a” and “b”’ (1968: 1077). Telephone calls offer
interesting data in this regard because non-verbal forms of communication
—apart from the telephone bell — are absent. Somehow, despite the absence of
visual cues, speakers manage an orderly sequence in which both parties know

when to speak. How?
Schegloff suggests:

onversations which might be called ‘a distribution rule

A first rule of telephone ¢
phasis)

for first utterances’ is: the answerer speaks first. (1968: 1078, original em

In order to see the force of the “distribution rule’, consider the confusion that
occurs when a call is made and the phone is picked up, but nothing is said by
the receiver of the call. Schegloff cites an anecdote by a woman who adopted
this strategy of silence after she began receiving obscene telephone calls. Her
friends were constantly irritated by this practice, thus indicating the force of
the rule ‘the answerer speaks first’. Moreover, her tactic was successful:

However obscene her caller might be, he would not talk until she had said "hello’,
thereby obeying the requirements of the distribution rule. (1974: 355)

cted to speak first, it is callers who are expected

Although answerers are expe
do not normally know who is

to provide the first topic. Answerers, after all,
making the call, whereas callers can usually identify answerers, and answerers

will assume that callers have initiated a call in order to raise a topic - hernce
the embarrassment we feel when somebody we have neglected to call, calls
us instead. Here we may convert ourselves from answerers to hypothetical
callers by using some formula like: ‘Oh, I'd been trying to reach you.” Having
reallocated our roles, we are now free to introduce the first topic.
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On examining his material further, Schegloff discovered only one case (out
of 500) which did not fit the ruje ‘answerer speaks first’. He concluded that
the person who responds to a telephone bell is not really answering a question,
but responding to a summions. A summons is any attention-getting device
(a telephone bell, a term of address such as Tohn?’, or a gesture like a tap on
the shoulder or raising vour hand). A summons tends to produce answers.
Schegloff suggests that summons-answer (SA) sequences have the following
features which they share with a number of other linked turns (e.g.
question-answer, greetings) classed as zzd'/'ncmzc\z/ pairs:

L Non-terminality They are preambles to some further activity; they cannot
properly stand as final exchanges. Consequently, the summoner is obliged
to talk again when the summoned completes the SA sequence.

2 Conditional relevance Further interaction is conditional upon the successful
completion of the SA sequence.

3 Obligation to answer Answers to a summons have the character of questions
(e.g. 'What?”, Yes?’, ‘Hello?"). This means that, as in question—-answer (QA)
Sequences, the summoner must produce the answer to the question
(s)he has elicited. Furthermore, the person who has asked the question is
obliged to listen to the answer (s)he has obligated the other to produce.
Each subsequent nod or ‘uh huh’ recommits the speaker to attend to the
utterances that follow, Through this ‘chaining’ of questions and answers,
‘provision is made by an SA sequence not only for the coordinated entry
In a conversation but also for its continued orderliness’ (1974: 378-9).

Schegloff was now able to explain his deviant case as follows: summons
(phone rings); no answer; further summons (caller says ‘Hello’). The normal
form of a telephone call is: summons (phone rings); answer (recipient says
"Hello’). In the deviant case, the absence of an answer is treated as the absence
of a reply to a summons. So the caller’s use of ‘Hello’ replaces the summons
of the telephone bell. The failure of the summoned person to speak first is
heard as an uncompleted SA sequence. Consequently, the caller’s speaking
first makes sense within the ‘conditional relevance’ of SA sequences.

The power of these observations is suggested by two examples. The first is
mentioned by Cuff and Payne:

The recipient of a summons feels impelled to answer. (We note that in Northern
Ireland, persons stil open the door and get shot — despite their knowledge thatsuch
things happen.) (1979- 151)

The second exam ple arises in Schegloffs discussion of a child’s utterance: "You
know what, Mommy?/ (first discussed by Sacks, 1974). The child’s question
establishes an SA sequence, where a proper answer to the summons (Mommy)
is “"What?’ This allows the child to say what it wanted to at the start, but as an
obligation (because questions must produce answers). Consequently, this
utterance is a powerful way in which children enter into conversations despite
their usually restricted rights to speak.

170

‘Attempt Exercise 6.2 about now

Ilel tage p()llltq() 1t ” S ll n t] ad 15t 1 over-me }la” al VIEW Of
A 1 g U 1S shou d otle us to ar mec 1C
S S ’

conversation:

. . . . k l N N
COII\erSahOHlS]lOt aIleIldleSS series of inte 1()( 1[[? ad:a( ency palr@lll v l 1Cl| Sllﬁl pl
constr ained OPtIOnS COYlfrOnt tl e next speaker. (1 9\;4 2()])

]S‘ead ”le I) enomenon O a(l acency OrKs ac (1[ tO two non-
w kL COr 1g
] J
I ’

mechanistic assumptions:

~ i ]’S tO ])e
1 A tteranke thl ls p]aCed iml‘r\edlatel s after a]10ther one
n u %% %

under (Ni a ]) (l] e(l 11 esponse l]ela 10 ()”ep e(edi g
Sto S O 1C O 0 n

e ibuti heard as
%g?lamn;?ans that, if a speaker wishes some contribution ttc(;:egomethmg
;Salated tc; an immediately prior utterance, he or she mus Y (fike e
o (cial to lift assumption 1 — for instance by the use of a pre 3
spe

ate 5
) g hO Wh O“OWS 1S un el ed th T
way d(ESl T e(i tos W t}lat at‘ S 1 at to eIt edlit ]

prior turn at talk.

6.3.4 Institutional talk

S 3= . - s CcO n
(:()1 t]ath()q Ille(llt( e an, C ), \hoa

¢} S( g G()iil[ n 1 ) ;1 “’ I; V ccuse ”‘elqahx()
ar lal V StS Oi deplCtll lg amn leC} \ar LlLEl] SVS ten 1, ( ‘A takes Vel & set l()uSOl& t} e COor lt; tS
()f llltEI aCthl 1. ] orix lStal ce, m tl\e Clas S1C State[nel’lt Oi Cl 3, 1t 151 ted ver & e 11\

on that:

is part of, some real
ation is always ‘situated’ - it alwavs comes outg(z/ii a(?gc;;c P
CONVeErs S ys s - o :
sets of circumstances of its participants. (Sacks et al, 1

o g < [)1 ce hll e ¥ d the ldenhtIQQ 01 e
II() ever, a t]l u ll Sl](]l ]l\a“e S as a ; a

P < N tedl‘ I ]e allt to GF)ea T e a hat we
alwtlﬁlpantg ire uIldoub elev s kt S, W re e[“l“ded t

must be cautious about how we invoke them:

c’lthU}cf
d ble (o] }aVe fo k[l()V\ or (.l aractern UC} situation }

it 1s unqestra t ‘\l cterize S st S T10 ) 1
conversations in Or der to 1Inv estlgate thtm (] 974 4199)

i / and Clayman:
Two decades later, this position was clearly laid out by Maynard an \

Conversa na VSIS € erne l ] atuslt te Q‘;ll(] as OCtor %0111(6 ;
ho ﬂa] [ a ] conc C |24 56 N
S h d Ct
C Oll tr N pOllCe depal tment SC} IOOI oom, d[ld the llke, to C} aracterize setti qu
car YSCUt mu o v l a curs wit e seftings ... ro ’
’ " e Ch N ocC h 108 g . ] lX tl 1S reas
d 8] .C . :
conversation a al @) Og F) d b
S n Vsts ra el\/ ]e]\ T et] T ra lll d ta ar d IIQteaod eo amir le) if axl d
teractants ﬂ €r lgel\ es TeVe(]l an orientation to wstitutior a] I t] er contexts
ow in d

1991: 406--7) |
| ]



As already noted, talk is a feature of both ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ interactions,
ranging from a courtroom to a casual ‘chat’. In a courtroom, for instance,
who can speak when is usually clearly defined and, unlike casual chatter, one
can be ruled to be speaking ‘out of order’” and even held to be ‘in contempt

of court’.

However, it is dangerous to assume that just because talk is occurring in
some ‘formal” setting, it necessarily has a different structure to ordinary
conversation. As we all know, people still chatter in the course of doing their
jobs and some formal move may be needed for the talk to take on a formal {or
institutional) character, for instance by the chair of a meeting calling the

meeting to order.

In any event, as Sacks et al. (1974) suggest, ordinary conversation always
provides a baseline from which any such departures are organized and
recognized. This means that, in the studv of institutional talk, we need
carefully to examine how the structures of ordinary conversation ‘become
specialised, simplified, reduced, or otherwise structurally adapted for

institutional purposes’ (Maynard and Clayman, 1991: 407).
I'will use research on the organization of TV news interviews as an example

before attempting a brief summary of what is known so far about institutional
talk.

TV news inferviews

Clayman (1992) characterizes TV news interviewing as a site for much caution,
given that news interviewers are supposed to be neutral or objective. How is
this achieved?

When interviewers (IVs) come on to relatively controversial opinion

statements, they distance themselves, creating what Clayman calls a different
‘footing’. This is seen in Extract 6.4.

Extract 6.4 (Clayman 5: Meet the Press 12/8/85)

1 1V: Senator, (0.5) uh: President Reagan’s elected thirteen months ago: an
2 enormous Jandslide.

3 (0.8)

4 1V

It s staid that his programs are in trouble

In lines 1-2, a footing is constructed whereby IV is the author of a factual
statement. However, at line 4, the footing shifts to what ‘it is said”: hence, here
IVis no longer the author and the item is marked as possibly ‘controversial’.

Footing shifts are also rencwed during specific ‘controversial’ words and IVs
avoid affiliating with or disaffiliating from the statements they report. They
also may comment on the authoritativeness of the source of an assertion or
comment on the range of persons associated with it.

However, the achievement of ‘meutrality’ is a locally accomplished and co-

operative matter. Thus interviewees (IEs) ‘ordinarily refrain from treating

the focal assertion as expressing the IV's personal opinion’ (1992: 180). For
mstance, they do this by attributing the assertion to the same third party.
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.Attempt Exercise 6.3 about now

The issue of context
As Drew and Heritage have po'mted out, while one can do “institutional work’

ona home telephone, not everything said at work is specifically ‘institutional”:

Thus the institutionality of an interaction is not determined by its setting. Rather,
interaction is institutional in so far as participants’ institutional or professional
identities are somehow made relevant to the work activities in which they are

engaged. (1992: 3-4)

The question that then arises is how we demonstrate what is ‘relevant’.
Schegloff (1992) has suggested that this is a basic methodological issue. It causes
two problems which he calls ‘relevance’ and ‘procedural consequentiality”.
These two problems are set out as follows:

1 Relevance This is the problem of ‘showing from the details of the talk or
other conduct in the materials that we are analyzing that those aspects of
the scene are what the parties are oriented to’ (1992: 110). The problem arises
because, as we saw in Chapter 5, Sacks reveals how people can describe
themselves and others in multiple ways. This problem, Schegloff insists, is
simply disregarded in social scientific accounts which rely on statistical
correlations to ‘demonstrate’ the relevance of some such description.
Instead, we need to demonstrate that participants are currently oriented
to such descriptions.

2 Procedural consequentiality A demonstration that our descriptions of
persons and settings are currently relevant for participants is not enough.
We must also consider: ‘How does the fact that the talk is being conducted
in some setting (e.g. “the hospital”) issue in any consequence for the shape,
form, trajectory, content, or character of the interaction that the parties
conduct? And what is the mechanism by which the context-so-understood
has determinate consequences for the talk?’ (1992: 111).

Schegloff gives two examples relevant to ‘procedural consequentiality’. First,
he looks at how a particular laboratory study sought to demonstrate something
about how people ‘repair’ mistakes in talk. He shows that, in this study, only
the subject was allowed to talk. Hence many features which arise in whether
such repairs should be done by self or other (given that there is a preference
for self-repair) were unavailable. Thus it will not do to characterize the context
as a ‘laboratory setting’ because other features (only one person talking) can
be shown to have more procedural consequentiality.

Schegloff's second example is taken from an interview between George
Bush and Dan Rather in the 1988 US election campaign. The interview became
famous because of the apparent ‘row’ or confrontation between the two men.
Schegloff shows that such features were noticeable because Bush refused to
co-operate in producing a central feature of ‘interviews’, i.e. that they consist
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v quesaon-answer sequences where one party asks the questions and the
other holds off speaking until a recognizable question has been posed
(Silverman, 1973).

The implication is that we cannot describe what went on as occurring in
the context of an ‘interview’. Instead, interactions only become (and cease to
be) “interviews’ through the co-operative activity of the participants. As
Schegloff shows, this may make some of the claims relating gender to
interruption (Zimmerman and West, 1975) somewhat premature.

These examples show that the issue of determining context is not a once-
and-for-all affair becauge parties have to continue to work at co-producing
any context. Equally, we cannot explain people’s behaviour as 4 simple
‘response’ to some context when that context is actively constructed (and
reconstructed).

This means that we should not assume that what we find in talk is
necessarily a feature of the institutional setting or other social structural
element that our intuitions tell us is relevant. Since not everything said in
Some context. .. is relevantly oriented to that context’ (Schegloff, 1991: 62),
we must not risk characterizing a conversational structure possibly found
across a range of contexts as institutionally specific.

This point is made elegantly in the editor’s Introduction to a recent collection
of studies of “institutional talk":

CA researchers cannot take ‘context” for granted nor may they treat it as determined
in advance and independent of the participants’ own activities. Instead, “context’
and identity have to be treated as inherently locally produced, incrementally
developed and, by extension, as transformable at any moment. Given these con-
straints, analvsts who wish to depict the distinctively “institutional’ character of
some stretch of talk cannot be satisfied with showing that institutional talk exhibits
agsregates and/or distributions of actions that are distinctive from ordinary
conversation. They must rather demonstrate that the participants constructed their
conduct over its course — turn by responsive turn — so as progressively to constitute
- the occasion of their talk, together with their own social roles in it, as having
some distinctively institutional character. (Drew and Heritage, 1992: 21)

However, this does nof mean that such work treats institutional ta]k asa closed
system cut off from the wider society. By contrast, without making any prior
assumptions about ‘context’, these studies are able to examine how members
themselves invoke a Particular context for their talk. As we have seen, Clayman
and Greatbatch show how TV news interviewers produce their talk as ‘neutral’
or ‘objective’, thereby displaying their attention to anoverhearing audience’s
presumed expectations.

Elsewhere, 1 have argued (Silverman, 1997p: 34-5) for the value of
respecting CA’s assertion that one’s initial move should be to give close
attention to how participants locally produce contexts for their Interaction.
By beginning with this question of "how’, we can then fruitfully move on to
‘why” questions about the institutional and cultural constraints to which the
parties demonstrably defer. Such constraints reveal the functions of apparently
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w1t shares with CA
philosopher J.L. Austin.
In Hote To Do Things with Words (1962)

, Austin showed that many utterances
do not simply describe a st

ate of affairs but perform an action. For nstance:
Help.

I thee wed.

In both cases, the speakers are not heard to describe the st
to picture reality but are heard to perform some action (“asking for help’,
‘getting married’). Uttering such ‘performatives’, as Austin calls them, com-
mits speakers to their consequences. For instance, when people come to
give vou help and find nothing amiss, it is no defence to say that vou were
not calling for assistance but simply singing a song. Alternatively, Austin
points out, vou will not escape a charge of bigamy by saying that you had all
kinds of mental reservations when you uttered ‘1 thee wed’ for the second
time.

Like nearly all linguistic philosophers, Austin worked with invented

examples, relying on his native intuition. Social scientists prefer to understand
the complexities of naturally occurring talk. What they take from Austin is
his concern with the activities performed in talk.

6.4.1 What is discourse analysis?

At first sight, compared to CA, DA looks like conv

entional social science.
This arises for two reasons:

I DA is concerned with 2 range of topics which are often much closer to
conventional social science concerns (e.g. gender relations, social contro
etc.) than is the case in CA. ‘Take gend

er inequalities for example. [DA]
Studies have considered both the way in which such inequalities are
constructed, made factual, and justified in talk, and they have also

considered the resources (interpretive repertoires, identities, category
systems) that are used to manufacture coherent and persuasive justifications
that work to sustain those inequalities” (Potter, 1997: 148)
Unlike CA, DA can be quite catholic about what kind of data is acceptable.
So, although some DA studies use transcripts of talk from everyday
or institutional settings, others are based on transcripts of open-ended
interviews, or on documents of some kind. Sometimes these different
materials are even combined together in the same study (1997: 147).

However, not all DA researchers are entirely happy with using non-

naturally occurring data such as nterviews (see Potter, 1996a: 134-5)

o

These two features mean th
difficult to
version:

at DA is quite heterogeneous and it is, t

herefore,
arrive at a clear definition of it. The fol]

owing is one authoritative
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a common intellectual ancestor in the Oxford -
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. . ~tion; analysis
the focus is onlanguage as . .. the medium for mtera;t 0 ot i
-actices . . . the to S ; . . One theme E
p’ﬂfd” urse becomes, then, analysis of what people d.o oanization of talk
of discourse hasized here is the rhetorical or argumentative orga
emphas : : -

particularly rmine alternatives. (Potter,

and texts; claims and versions are constructed to unde
1997: 146, emphasis in original)
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i toric and ideology (e.g. : ter, 1997; Bill
igg;erlrgzcé)wal;}ziri]veith] issues relatir?g to the construction of scientific texts
(e.g. ’Ashmore, 1989; Potter, 1996b).

6.4.2 Interpretive repertoires

A ‘di 'ses” whi articipants
Early DA studies attempted to identify broad “discourses wt}wlih particip
arly ‘ et

use ;0 define their identities and moral status. As Yotter pu

1 e s that are often used
Interpretive repertoires are systematically related sets of _terr; hatare ofteneee
r . o - ar
; ; l:tvliqtic and erammatical coherence and often organize m
with stylis g

central metaphors. (1996a: 131)

i sed.
Two examples will indicate how this concept has been u

e olbert amet Mike Mulkay (1983) were concerned with scientists
Njge siibert @ d

' rav of hearing what
accounts of scientific practice. As thev point out, one way
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scientists sav is as hard data which bear on debates in the philosophy of science
about the character of scientific practice. It is then tempting to treat such
accounts as 'inside’ evidence (‘from the horse’s mouth’, as it were) about
whether scientists are actually influenced by ‘paradigms’ and community
affiliations more than by sober attempts to refute possible explanations, as in
Popper's critical rationalism (see Section 8.1.4).

Confusingly, Gilbertand Mulkay’s scientists used both quasi-Kuhnian and
quasi-Popperian explanations of scientific practice. Understandably, however,
they were much keener to invoke the Popperian (‘sober refuta tion”) account
of how they worked and the Kuhnian (‘community context’) account of how
certain otiier scientists worked.

Were thesce accounts to be treated as a direct insight into how scientists do
their work or how they experience things in the laboratory? Not at all, given
the anti-realist posture of DA. Instead, these interview data gave Gilbert and
Mulkay access to the vocabularies that scientists use. These vocabularies were
located in two very different interpretive repertoire:

* acontingent repertoire, in which scientists used a political vocabulary of
‘influence’ and “interest’ to talk about each other’s institutional affiliations
and ability or inability to get big research contracts etc.

* an empiricist repertoire, in which scientific activity was described as a
response to data ‘out there’ in ‘nature’.

Neither repertoire conveyed the ‘true’ sense of science. For DA, there is no
more an essential form of scientific practice than there is a single reality
standing behind “atrocity stories’ told by mothers of handicapped children
(see Section 4.8). Everything is situated in particular contexts. So scientists,
Gilbertand Mulkay note, are much more likely to use a ‘contingent’ repertoire
in a discussion at a bar than in a scientific papet.

In this way, the research question ceases to be ‘What is science?” and
becomes ‘How is a particular scientific discourse invoked? When is it invoked?
How does it stand in relation to other discourses?’

Gilbert and Mulkay's focus on interpretive repertoires leads us to see that
‘science’, like other social institutions, is a hyphenated phenomenon which takes
on different meanings in different contexts (see Section 10.7).

Motherhood as o repertoire

As just noted, it is not only sober institutions like ‘science’ which dissolve
mto a set of repertoires. The same process can be seen when we look at how
women invoke the identity of ‘motherhood”. My example of this will be drawn
from a clinic for voung diabetics (Silverman, 1987: ch. 10).

Extract 6.6 is the start of a consultation between a mother of a diabetic child
aged 16 and her paediatrician. It takes place when her daughter is in another
room having her blood taken and the mother has asked specially if she can
see the doctor. This extract comes a little way into the consultation.

180

Extract 6.6 ,
(D = doctor; M = mother of June, aged 16)

i S on’t do anything unless
1 M: She’s going through a very languid stage () shew \ g

2 vou push her A . ;
so you're finding you're having to push her quite a lot?

3 D ' ‘
4 M: mm no well | don't () [just leave her now

’ ] s
At line 4, there is evidence to suggest that M hears the doctor’s ql}Jes‘h'()l;tiaal
a Charge/aoain% her parenting. Notice how she w1thdrawks1 frorr;1 1e;:;tmg
on aboul : ough re
icti ! ing’ hter when the doctor, throug :
iction about ‘pushing” her daug ‘ : 8
idtefnakee it accou}rjltab]e. One way to look at what is happening here, then,
s a charge—rebuttal sequence. o .
’ Now fvhv would she want to withdraw from her deplct;on of }]Sgr dat;gq?iorr‘
in i - is extract? It seems that M hears D’s ques
and herself in lines 1-2 of this ex t sex ‘M hea juestion
as depicting her as potentially a ‘nagging mothel (/1t is %the,riitn;t;omer
only womer? can nag!). So, when the doctor topicalizes ‘pushing’, i e ofher
withdraws into an account which suggests that she respects her daug ¢
fonomy. , her
auShortl;* after, June’s mother produces another worry .abou’;1 hov;terels
daughtef is copiﬂg with her diabetes. This time her concern is her daug

diet (Extract 6.7).

tract 6.7 _ , , -
fx {?'C I don't think she’s really sticking to her diet () I don’t know the effects

i ! the
this will have on her () it's bound to alter her sugar if she’s not got

2

3 right insulin isn’t it? T mean I know what she eats at home but
[outside A ,

4 D: [sothere’s no real consistency to her diet? It's sort

5 lof

6 M: [no welllkeep it as consistent as I can at home

is ti ikei : s not
Now look at what the doctor says this time. Unlike 151 Extr aC}El 6£6I,\4hij;es not
¥ a as
icali ‘s’ ing’ her child. Instead, he produces w .
e et s oo ‘there’ real consistency to
i ibility towards June (“there’s no rez . y
charge against her responsi S
jet”) w uses the very thing she
er diet’). In response, the mother no ver: she der o
21 order to rebufwhat she hears as the charge of ‘irresponsibility” in what
doctor is saying. . o .
This brings Li to the issue of interpretive repertoires: in this ca,sle; ?iiefkei{;g;ly
resp ility’ ’ "autonomy’. Mis¢ \
’ i " and one of ‘'voung adults’ au ) .
of ‘parental responsibility” an \ : . r._[n
0 e}ejrating with two repertoires that apparently are quItE‘, comradlt;ti(r)1 ¥ o
pfl)n'elv logical terms, you can’t on the one hand say ‘I watch }:ﬁ,\ eryhe gam;
does a he ime i thing she want:
i ’ I leave my child to do anything :
child does’ and at the same time m e eniate
’ 7 usi h repertoire when situationally app '
to do’. However, by using eac ‘ ‘ : : _
the mother is able to detect and rebut possible traps in the way the doctor is
ding to what she is saying. o B 4 r
resgggqonént with DA’s anti-realist and constructionist position, this na‘tur’a]]}
' : ) 1 ; 1 1 4 y (Y g
occurring material reveals that this mother js not intrinsically 'nmagging’ or
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‘irresponsible’”. Instead, both depictions are locally available and locally resisted.
Conversely, if we had interviewed mothers, the temptation would have been
to search for idealized conceptions of their role.

Attempt Exercise 6.4 about now

The reader will note that the gain of this analysis is that, like rﬁany DA studies,
it addresses a conventional social science topic (conceptions of gender and
motherhood). Moreover, it seems to have an immediate practical application.
For instance, doctors were interested to learn about the double-binds present
in their attention to the autonomy of their young patients. Likewise, parents’
groups (largely mothers) of diabetic children found it very helpful to go
through material of this kind. It brought out the way in which things they may
feel personally guilty about in their relationships with their teenage children
are not something that relates to their individual failings. Instead, such
problems arise in our culture in the double-binds built into the
parent-adolescent relationship.

Uses and limitations of interpretive repertoires
Both studies identify the cultural resources that participants bring to
institutional settings. At the same time, as we have seen, these resources are

not treated as simple determinants of their behaviour but are used locally
and skilfully. As Potter puts it:

these resources havea . .. ‘bespoke’ flexibility, which allows them to be selectively
drawn upon and reworked, according to the setting. (1996a: 131)

However, as Potter himself recognizes, the concept of interpretive repertoires
does present certain difficulties. Let me mention two of these difficulties:

1 Although the concept may help in understanding communication in well-
defined settings like medicine or science, it is: “difficult to make clear and
consistent judgements concerning the boundaries of particular repertoires
outside constrained institutional settings’ (1996a: 131).

Appealing to interpretive repertoires may fail to bring out more basic
conversational rules to which participants are attending. Consequen’dy,
it lays itself open to the charge of basing its analysis upon taken-for-
granted knowledge about the basic structures of talk (e.g. how charges
or accusations are hearable by conversationalists). As Potter writes: ‘[a]
problem is that the generality of the notion of a repertoire may obscure local

interactional “business” that is being achieved by particular forms of
discourse” (1996a: 131)

8]

Because of these difficulties, Potter (1996a) argues that the concept of

‘repertoire’ is being replaced in DA by rather less broad brush concepts. One
such concept is ‘stake’.
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6.4.3 Stake

How is a particular type of blaming achieved? How is a particular 4version of Fhe
world made to seem solid and unproblematic? How are social categories
constructed and managed in practice? (Potter, 1996a: 131-2)

These kinds of questions can only be answered by different concepts which
allow a more fine-grained attention to conversational detail. Thg concept of
‘stake’ attempts to satisfy this need. ‘Stake’ is explained by Potter in this way:

People treat each other as entities with desires, motives, institutional alleglar?ces
and so on, as having a stake in their actions. Referencing stake is one principal
way of discounting the significance of an action or reworking its nature. (Potter,
1997: 153)

Potter illustrates the concept of stake with a number of data extracts. The

first is taken from the interview of Princess Diana by the Britislh TV reporter
Martin Bashir. Extract 6.8 is part of the extract that Potter considers.

Extract 6.8 (adapted from Potter, 1997: 151)

1 Bashir:  Did vou (.) allow your friends, >your close friends, <
2 to spéak to Andrew Morton?

3 Princess: Yes1did. Y [es, I did

4 Bashir: [Why?

5 Princess: 1was () at the end of my tether (.)

6 1 was (.) desperate (.)

7 >1 think [ was so fed up with being< (.)

8 seen as someone who was a ba:sket case (.)
9 because I am a very strong person (.)
10 and T know () that causes complications, (.}
11 in the system (.) that I live in.
12 (1.0) (smiles and purses lips)

13 Bashir: How would a book change that.
14 Princess: I dunno. ((raises eyebrows, looks away))

15 Maybe people have a better understanding (.)

16 maybe there’s a lot of women out there

17 who suffer (.) on the same level

18 but in a different environment (.)

19 who are unable to: () stand up for themselves (.)
20 because (.) their self-esteem is (.) cut into two.

21 I dunno {(shakes head))

Potter focuses on Princess Diana’s two ‘I dunno’ utterances (lines 14 and 21).
Utterances like this, he says, work as ‘uncertainty tokens’ (worc.ls czr
expressions that people use to report states of uncertainty). 'So, by using I
dunno’, Princess Diana invites us to minimize her .sz.fak(’ and frterest m what
she is saving. In this way, she discounts the significance of her actions or

reworks their nature (1997: 153). £



Potter compares this extract to an interview with Salman Rushdie. In Extract
6.9, David Frost is asking about the fatwah - the religious death sentence on
Rushdie.

Extract 6.9 (Potter, 1997: 153; Public Broadcasting Service, 26 November 1993)

1 Frost: And how could they cancel it now? Can thev cancel it

2 thev sav thev can’t. ) :

3 Rushdie: Yeah. but you know, they would, wouldn't they, as somebodv once
4 said. The thing is, without going into the kind of arcana of ’rhéology,
5 there is no technical problem. The problem is not technical. The

6 probiem is that they don’t want to.

Potter draws our attention to Rushdie’s comment: ‘they would, wouldn't they’
(line 3). This treats Frost’s suggestion that the fatwah cannot be cancelled as
a claim which is motivated by special interests:

The familiar phrase ‘thev would, wouldn't thev’ treats the Iranians’ claim as
something to be expected: it is the sort of thing that people with that background,
those interests, that set of attitudes wonld say; and it formulates that predictability
as shared knowledge. This extract illustrates the potential for invoking stake to
discount claims. (1997: 153)

The concept of ‘script’, like that of ‘stake’, helps us to understand the ways in
which participants attend to the normative character of their actions.

6.4.4 Scripts

As used in DA, “script’ refers to the ways in which participants construct
events ‘as scripted, as instances of some general pattern, or as anomalies and
exceptions’ (Edwards, 1997 144). As Derek Edwards points out, the DA use
of this concept is quite different from that found in cognitive psychology in
which “script’ refers to a more or less fixed mental schema which people learn
to associate with certain activities or settings (e.g. a ‘restaurant script’ involving
a series of roles and props: see Edwards, 1997: 143).

By contrast, in DA, a script is a way of invoking the routine character of
described events in order to Imply that they are features of some (approved
or disapproved) general pattern. Through this device, participants assemble
descriptions that attend to matters of appropriateness, responsibility and
blame, and:

build a picture of what kind of person the actor is - that is, his or her personality,
disposition or mental state. (1997 144) )

Extract 6.10 shows how ‘script’is used as a participant’s device. It is an extract
from a counselling session in which Mary and Jeff are talking to a counsellor

about their marital problems.

134

Extract 6.10 (Edwards, 1997: 142, simplified transcription)

1 Mary: 1 went out Friday night (.) and Jeff was working (.) on call {.) and (.)
2 " um (2.2) the place that I went to () like () closed at half past twelve
3 and I got home about one o’clock

Edwards draws attention to Mary’s mention of what time the ‘place’ she went
to closed. Her description attends to her earlier account of an argument with
Jeff about the time that she had arrived home and the fact that she had met
her ex-lover while out (data not shown).

Edwards argues that Mary’s simple narrative (the ‘place . . . closed at half
past twelve and I got home about one o’clock”) presents what happened as
merely a routine set of events (a “script’) in which nothing extraordinary or
morally reprehensible took place. As Edwards puts it, through scripti.ng what
happened, Mary diverts attention from other kinds of interpretations, for
instance that:

she was enjoving herself and did not want to come home, let alone that she was
enjoying the attentions of men, or even of the man with whom she had had the affair.
Mary’s getting home at one o’clock (a.m.} is provided as part of a narrative sequence
of going somewhere that happened to close at 12.30. (1997: 142-3)

Mary also says: ‘I went out Friday night (.) and Jeff was working’. Note how
this i)art of Mary’s description allows us to add to Edwards’s account. In this
passage, Marv chooses to account for the fact that she went out without Jeff.
We are now to hear her evening out not as some wilful action of a woman
ignoring her partner but as something that was unavoidable (‘scripted’) and,
therefore, morally acceptable.

In my own data, taken from a counselling session about a possible HIV-
test, a male client who had not accompanied hijs girlfriend on holiday also
attended to the matter of his (and her) accountability. 1 will use Edwards’s
concept of script to analyse one extract from these data (a fuller discussion,
addressed in terms of other related concepts, is to be found in Silverman
(1997b: 78-84).

Extract 6.11 is at the very beginning of a pre-test counselling interview
held at the sexually transmitted disease department of a hospital in a provincial
British city. When asked by the counsellor (C) about why he wants an HIV
test, this rflale patient (P) tells a story about what happened on his girlfriend’s
holiday.

Extract 6.11 (Silverman, 1997b: 78-9)
1 righty ho (0.2) could vou tell us (.} wrhy vou've come for an HIV test

today=

P: =well basically (.) because I'm: worried that I might have AIDS (0.2) er:
(0.2) when m}; girlfriend () like she was on holiday in: (.) [X] (0.2) in
April with her friend

C: mm hm

P: 1didn't go because 1 was busv (1.0) er:: (0.6) she came back but she was

B ERS) B SOV )
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8§ away for three weeks she came back (0.6) er- April () May () April (.) May

9 June Julv August September October Novenber (0.8) and it's now November
10 she’s just told me (.) that she had sex with (.) a [Xian] when she was out there
11 well not actually had sex with but this she said that this guy (0.2) this is what

12 she told me this guy had () forced herself () hisself upon her you know
13 (0.6) er:

As with Edwards’s extract, the matter of who goes away from home with
whom is made accountable here. ‘With her friend’ (line 5) tells us that his
‘girlfriend” had not gone away on her own, where going away on your own
may be heard as implving a problem with a relationship. ‘Her friend’ does
not tell us the gender of the “friend’. However we know that, if that gender
had been male, it would have massive implications for the story that is being
told and, therefore, P would have been obliged to tell us. Given that he doesn't,
we must assume that ‘her friend’ is ‘female’. Moreover, we can also assume,
for the same reason, that it is not a sexual relationship.

But P also leaves a question hanging about why he had not accompanied
his girlfriend, given that ‘going on holiday together’ can be heard as a script
appropriate to the relationship girlfriend-bovfriend.

‘Tdidn’t go because I was busy”’ (line 7) attends to this question, Here P
shows that he analyses these inferences in exactly this wav. First, he underlines
what we had inferred in his original description: ‘I didn’t go’. Second, he shows
that this ‘not going’ is accountable and provides its warrant: ‘because I was
busy”. Just as Mary accounts for her husband’s absence because ‘Jeff was
working’, so P makes accountable that he did not accompany his girlfriend
on her holiday. In both cases, we have accounts which invoke the routine
character of described events and, thereby, function to constitute the accounts
as scripts which describe some morally acceptable ‘business as usual’.

Further scriptlike elements in P’s account can be seen in the way he begins
his answer to C's question. Note how being ‘worried’ about ‘AIDS’ (line 3) is
appropriate to the implied category ‘patient’” who, in C’s words, has ‘come

foran HIV test today’. When produced as scripts, descriptions construct a pro-
toundly moral universe of ‘reasonable’ activities conducted and perceived by
‘reasonable’ people. So, for instance, coming today for an HIV test is not only
an‘appropriate” activitv if vou are ‘worried’, it is also sensible and reasonable,
serving to protect yourself (against further ‘worry’) and the community
(because it shows you are aware of the dangers of receiving and transmitting
the HIV virus)

However, P's account also provides a description of an event that may
be heard in terms of another script. "She was on holiday” (4) conjures up the
category ‘holidaymaker’ which can be heard to imply innocent enjoyment
but may also be associated with other activities, e.g. holiday ‘romances’,
holiday “flings’. Because we know that holidays may be a time when moral
inhibitions may be temporarily lifted, the upcoming description of poten-

tially “promiscuous’ behaviour is potentially downgraded or at least made
comprehensible.
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‘She’s just told me (.) that she had sex with (.} a [Xian] whgn sh'e ?’as m:;
: - - . . . . . s (
" (h i ies of highly implicative description
there’ (line 10) consists of a series of highh my et though
iviti ing ‘sex’ with a third party implies ‘being unfaithtul”.
activities. Having ‘sex’ withat yin il A ous
lier iption ’ idav’ (confirmed by the place lo
the earlier description ‘on holidas irn e locater e
’  make this description understandable, \
she was out there”) may ma : : ndable. 1t Ay e
] P engages in considerable interp
ake it excusable. As we shall see, : .
E)lpreqerve the moral status of P’s girlfriend in a way that does not threaten
his own status as a ‘reasonable’ person. o T
‘Well not actually had sex with’ (11): here the damaging descrip § ena
' i i 4 Sus
sex’ (with a third party) is immediately repaired by B. Thus we have to susp
impli . i 1 girlfriend’.
the implied category ‘unfaithful gicltri . »
But}tahis repai;ed description is ambiguous. Fo_r instance, are we t70 hear not
actually had sex’ as a physical or social description of(;he aCt;:.’lt) - hadt ()
 sai is guy his is what she told me this guy haa (.
‘She said that this guy (0.2) this . 1 guy had )
i know” (line 12). It is clear from his
forced herself () hisself upon her you know iscl om e next
is ing to this ambiguity as something in nee urtt
utterance that P is attending to 7 g iv ot further
icati ! isself upon her’, then we are given a aes p (
explication. If ‘he forced . . . hisse or | we are ¢ ‘ ion
WI’IIDiCh implies the categories rapist-victim, where victim implies the activity
of not giving consent. o L R
S0 Il; re\;orks his original category ‘having sex’, w1tl?t}1ltis danl\z)%xt?e,
implicat iti of consent and thus a withdrawa
implications, by positing the absence cons * vals
wasrant of the charge ‘unfaithful girlfriend” and a return to a description of
events as scripted. o .
theHowever theri is a further nice feature embedded 1;1 P ide;sagphqnﬁ:
, i is i me". P’
ises in i 2 id that this guy (0.2) this is what she told ir ‘
arises in its preface: ‘she said S5 W o e
i » embedded (both in ‘she said” an s
tory of these events is thus doubly em , '
fs wh1t she told me’). How does “this is what she told me’ serve to repair ‘she
said’? . N 7 7
We can unpick the nature of this repair by recognizing thatfv\ hen sobrlr;eﬁgﬂi
‘ f which puts them in an unfavoura ght,
offers an account the upshot o ‘ 4 n unfa able light
 hav anized their description in or p
we may suspect that they have orge . ‘ DA
Tves i ; light. So, if P had simply repor
themselves in a more favourable lig , - s
‘girlfriend” had said about this incident, then, although he Wou}d be lmpéx;;é;
' i ’ ld be seen as “too trusting’, 1.e.asa .
that he was a “trusting partner’, he cou 0 tr o asadope
J “this | 1d me’ makes him into an astu
Now we see that ‘this is what she to e’ I stute witness
by drawing attention to the potential credibility problgm abo;xt h{iﬁé?f‘r;zr;]d
¢ j i Iman Rushdie’s observation y ,
account — just, as in Extract 6.9, Sa ie’s . / .
wouldn’t tJhev’ functions to minimize the credibility of a 1¢el}ﬁortte§l stattf\rartelrl\itc
) i 1 ment, P is not directly stating ¢
However, note that, unlike this com , . Irec| ing that e
girlfriend is to be disbelieved. Rather her story is offered just as that —as
story — without implving that P knows it to be true (l)é fals/e: ihat it puts him
[ s ir ] ‘this is what she told me’ 1s tha S
The beauty of P’s repair into “this is w . . ¢ It puis bim
inaf le li bserver), while not making a dire g
in a favourable light (as an astute o : . 1 ect charge
i is girlfriend’s v i tivity which would allow us to ¢
inst his girlfriend’s veracity (an activity ] : . |
Zgz ‘dislovagl partner’). This allows a hearer of his story to bglleve or d;sbj‘eheve
his girlfriend’s account and allows him to go along with either conclusion.
D D C
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P's elegantiv cratted story leaves it up to the hearer to decide which script

best describes these ‘events’. Is this the story of an unfaithful girlfriend or of -

someone who has been shamefully assaulted? However we decide, P fits into
the script of a “loval partner’ and so is in the clear.

6.5 CA AND DA COMPARED

The difference between DA and CA is a matter for debate. Some DA
researchers find CA’s refusal to engage directly with cultural and political
context disconcerting (see Wetherell, 1998). Equally, CA specialists question
the validity of some DA researchers’ appeals to their own sense of context (see
Schegloff, 19971,

CA gains by mobilizing information about the structures of ordinary
conversation in the context of very detailed transcripts. Following CA, Derek

Edwards has called for a DA which draws from Sacks the assumption that
there is

No hearable level of detail that may not be significant, or treated as significant by
conversational participants’. (1995: 580

At first glance, as Edwards implies, this seems to represent an accurate reading
of Sacks’s programme. However, as Schegloff points out, in practice DA has
not alwavs been responsive to the relevance of all aspects of talk to the local

production of sense. For instance, some DA researchers may treat particles
like ‘mm” and "uh huh’ as:

conversational ‘detritus’ apparently lacking semantic content, and not contributing
to the substance of what the discourse ends up having said. (Schegloff, 1982: 74)

For Schegloff, then, DA can ignore a basic aspect of CA by treating talk

as the product of a single speaker and a single mind; the conversation-analytic angle
of inquiry does not let go of the fact that speech-exchange systems are involved, in

which more and more than one co-participant is present and relevant to the talk,
even when onlv one does the talking. (1982: 72)

However, DA-based research studjes do provide important insights into
institutional talk based on pressing sociological and practical concerns (like
doctor—patient and teacher—pupil communication). Equally, like CA, DA can
be attentive to the sequential embeddedness of talk - as, for instance, in
Extracts 6.6 and 6.7, when the mother’s changes of tack are interpreted in terms
of the doctor’s glosses on what she has just said.

It is for the reader to judge whether any DA study is susceptible to
Schegloff’s criticisms. Certainly, there is some evidence in recent work (e.g.
Potter, 1997) that at least some DA researchers pav considerable attention to
the turn-by-turn organization of talk. Moreover, we cannot assume that
transcripts which do not record such details as length of pause are necessarily
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) 1 ~-Tec ne

imperfect. There cannot be a perfect transcript of a tape recording
. Y3 in the ana

depends upon what you are trying to do in t e
practical considerations involving time and resources.

Of course ess debate e
ch work ié DA or CA! Indeed, in some cases, this distinction has mo
su ¢ !

do with whether the author pays his or her disciplinary dues to, respectively,

being t
combination of methods.

. Everything
lvsis, as well as upon

if this is so, we may end upina pointless debate about whether

psvchology or sociology.

6.6 CONCLUSION

] j £ iscourse
The last thing 1 want to do is to 1mpose conversation analysis or disco

i ’ le ways 0
analysis as the only acceptab \ . - -
clsewhere in this volume, everything will depend upon the reseat ch proble

f doing qualitative research. As noted

ackled. Moreover, thoughtfu] researchers will often want to use a

ity y varying logics of quali-
However, my benevolent neutrality towards the varying iog

inc . First,
tative research coexists with an appeal to two very str}(‘)ntg pnvnymif,ic;lled
/ dress the analytic issues that may hie concedt
researchers always need to ad ! ) P
i ; iohtforward issues of method. Second, g
behind apparently straight L Second, o e,
' ‘in-depth’ focus on people’s activities {
research’s concern for an n s actr epre
sentations of those activities) is no warrant for sloppy thinking or anecdo
use of ‘telling’ examples. We owe
reliable data and valid observations.

e it to ourselves and our audiences to generate

If there is a ‘gold standard’ for qualitative research, it should only be the

itati itati i tural
standard for any good research, quahtahve or quantitative, SOCI?: or naHL;\ve
Ve : .
] j ffirmative answers to two quesuions.
science — and that requires a resOne o
sfullv why we should belie
\e researchers demonstrated succes ) ) . :
ind does the research problem tackled have theoretical and/or prachcal

signiﬁcance?

'KEY POINTS

- doing in naturally occurring
If we can study what people are actually doing in \

i o1~ roked
situations, why should we ever want to work with researcher-provo

data? | I
Tapes and transcripts have three clear advantages comparedL with ](;Ved
kinds of qualitative data: tapes are a public record; they ;etm”:e replay
and transcripts improved; and they preservefsequelgesp A a)rc.k‘er i
i le's methods for producing OTGELY 3

CA attempts to describe peop ' ) orde cal
interactiof' itidentifies these methods in the sequen tial organization of ta
in-interaction. - ' o . N
gA studies discourse as texts and talk in social practices; it is particularly
concerned with rhetorical or argumentative organization.
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Recommended Reading

For an infroduction to CA, see ten Have (1998); for DA, see Potter and
Wetherell [1987) and Potter [1996a; 1997). Sacks's work on conversation
analysis is found in his collected leciures {Sacks, 1992, vols | and Il). These -
lectures are infroduced in my book Harvey Sacks: Social Science and
Conversation Analysis {(1998]. The diabetic clinic dafa discussed here are
faken from my book Communication and Medical Practice (1987 chs 9, 10)

Exercise 6.1

|

|

{ This is o task designed io help you familiarize yourself with the franscription

| conventions used in conversation analysis. As o consequence. you should

’ siart 1o undersiand the logic of franscribing this way and be able to gsk
questions about how the speakers are organizing their talk.

’ You are asked to tapeecord no more than five minutes of 1alk in fhe

f public domain. One possibility is a radio callin programme. Avoid using
scripied diama productions as fthese may not conlain recurrent feaiures of

/ natural inferaction (such as overlap or repair]. Do not Iy fo record a television
extract as the visual materia) will complicate both franscription and analysis.

j Now go ihrough the following steps:

I Attemnpt fo transcribe your fape using the conventions in the Appendix. Try
to allocate s 1o identified speakers where possible but don't worry if
you con't identify o particular speaker (put 2 at the start of a line in such
cases).

2 Encourage o hiend 1o atlempt the same fask independently of you. Now
compare franscripts and relisten to the fape-recording 1o improve your
franscript

3 Using this chapter as o guide, atiempt o identify in your franscript any
features in the organization of the falk le.g. adjacency pairs, preference
organization, institutional ialk etc.)

Exercise 6.2

Examine Exfracts & 17 and 6.13 (drawn from Atkinson and Drew 1979
9]

52, and discussed in Herilage, 1084 248-9)
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Extract 6.12 i
A: s there something bothering you or note

£ (1.0}

3 A Yesorno
4 (1.5

5 A Enhe

6 B No

Extract 6.13
Ch' Have to cut the:se Mummy

I

2 (1.3

3 Ch: Won't we Mummy
4 {1.5)

5 Ch: Won'l we

5 M Yes

Why doss Heritage argue that these extracts demonsirate that ‘questioners

e . \JV . . . 3 e ec,

atiend 1o the fact that their questions are framed within ;Brmotg;:eco:?e |
- 7 i . . t . A N - -

1ations which have sequential implications’ {1984 249} Use the D

‘ad| irs’ in your answer.
of ‘adjacency pairs’ in'y

2 What are the consequences of Ch. {in Extract 6.13] naming the person

io whom his utierance is addressed? Why might children ofien engage in
0 erance i ‘
such naming? Use the concept of ‘summons=answer’.

Exercise 6.3

o . v }
Relow is an exiract from an HIV test counselling uﬂervrevg Read it through
e : 7 N . . i o ~
carefully in terms of the franscriptions set out in the Appendix

(8S/2/16: DG) | o
C- Okay. (0.7 i may souind {05 perhaps o dumb auestion but if you
B gid have HIV how: might you have gof if.

]
2
3 (1.0
Po I'm sorry@ , B
i C i you ;?id have HIV how might you have golien il
E: P How mighi | have er gofien if
7 Co Mm=
8 P =er Through gay sex
QO Ckay
10 (0.5)
5 o : e >t
l; F; {[l’iovmv exactly how | don't know:, (0.5) uh::: (3.0) T am (] really no
13 sure. { )

=2



?

YA o Tiav hhh When vou say thiough aay sex | mean how long have
15 vou been (0.4} having relal nonshlps with other quys for

16 P ey e [1.0) swell (0,30 sinee | was o litle kid =As long as |
17 c[rian remelhimbelh)r. hhhh er:: (1.5) But (0 4] before | got my

18 joo 1 {0.3] started seeing someone, (0.4} a:nd it was the onh

19 retationship for twvo and half years

20 C. Mm hm

20 P Ard might add o stormy reiationshiz se: [ 2} Twas not L} the faithiul
22 lover [} The entire two and a half vear:s

23 O Foth o{ vou [wete unfaithful o vou werer't

24 P jer

25 P HD O was nect F'mosure he wars [0.5) e [0.2)) mean we had
26 several periods of falling out, [0.6] er (0.6

27 C ‘
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List the devicas from o dinary conversation that C and P use io moniiar each

other’s talk

In what wavs do C and P produce their iallk as “insiitutional @

UJ

an

ND

D

W o.

Exercise 6.4

Below is o later extract drawn from the consuliation presented in Exiracts 6.6

([ = ooctor: 84 = mother)

Do lsounds as if generally vou're having a difficult time

IR N p—
=

Fie: femper is vile
3 Do She with you and you with her
4 M Nes And her contral of the diahates is aone, heriemper then takes coniro!
5 of her

Using the analysis alieady given of Exitacts & & and & 7. consider the
1 Io“owqu

\
What interprstive repertoires do M and D use 1o organize their talke

How is D's interpretation on fine 3 of M's utierance on line 2 hearable as
a charge?
How doss M's utierance on line 4 respond o D's inerpretation? is i

hearable as o rebuttal?
Can we leam anvihing from this extract about:

la) - M's oftitude fo her daughter
(b} cullural assumptions about motherhood?

ax

Visual Images

InChapter 6, we considered how we can transcribe and analyse conversations.
As1noted, however, audio recordings will not tell us about such potentiallv
relevant matters as who is looking at whom and their body posture. Similarly,
in Chapter 5, we concentrated on written texts to the exclusion of the visual
images whlch coexist with words (as in most advertisements and highwav
signs) and sometimes replace them (as in traffic lights).

Up to this point, my avoidance (or downplaying) of the visual image follows
atendency in much qualitative research. As I noted in Chapter 3, even ethnog-
raphers who gather observational data have sometimes been curiously
reluctant to use their eves as well as their ears.

In defence of this position, it is sometimes argued that concern with the
image alone can deflect attention from the social processes involved inimage
production and image reception. For instance, Slater (1989) argues thata focus
on the images used in advertisements has neglected the wav in which such
images are shaped by the economic logic and social organization of the rela-
tionship between advertising agencies and their clients. A similar argument
lies behind the switch of film analysis in the 1980s away from the analvsis of
film images and towards understanding the logic of movie production in terms
of the studio system.

Whatever the strength of these arguments, perhaps our focus on the verbal
may, in part, reflect something altogether more mundane. Unlike artists,
architects, engineers or craftspeople, academic researchers learn to prioritize
verbal products (‘publish or perish’ as the slogan goes). So what we see is taken
for granted and our first thought tends to associate social research with what
we can read (texts, statistics) or hear (interviews, conversations).

However, our reluctance to consider us'mg oureyvesasa research tool points,
I think, to something far deeper tharn academic politics. In societies where
television and cinema are central to leisure, there are grounds to believe that,
somewhatironically, we have become lazy with our eyes. Perhaps our learned
appetite for “action’ blinds us to the possibility of a slower, more reflective
viewing (see my discussion of an ethnographic appreciation of movies after
Table 3.1).

Inany event, as T have found to my own cost, sit a bunch of students in front
of a movie and they will tend to switch off their brains and just let the
experience wash over them. So the likely output will not be close-grained
analysis but mental popcorn.



