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Abstract

We discuss the emerging turn to discursive social psychol-
ogy as an alternative to experimental social psychology. We
note that the barriers to change are rooted in the history of
the discipline, in the failure of researchers to recognize the
distinction between movements and actions and in their
reluctance to switch from positivist to post-positivist crite-
ria. We outline the tenets of discursive psychology and of
its associated method, discourse analysis. [llustrations of
discourse analysis are drawn primarily from a recent study
of date rape. Throughout, we empbhasize the centrality of
discourse in social life and the definition of the social
being as Homo loquens.

A decisive turn in the development of social psychology
occurred when social psychology adopted the experi-
mental method under the influence of Kurt Lewin.
Lewin (1951) had been inspired by the success of field
theory in physics and the possibilities he saw in applying
field-theoretic principles of force, tension, constraint and
context to the study of social-psychological issues. His
experiments in leadership style (autocratic, democratic,
laissez-faire} became classics in the new experimental
social psychology. Festinger, Lewin’s most prominent
pupil, along with a phalanx of researchers who subse-
quently became the standard-bearers of experimental
social psychology, adopted Lewin’s program, first at MIT
and later at Michigan and Minnesota. Festinger took an
intuitive and creative insight into social processes (de-
rived from his observation of the circulation of rumours
about the consequences of earthquakes in India;
Festinger, 1957) into the laboratory to spawn two de-
cades of research on cognitive dissonance. Research on
cognitive dissonance became the touchstone of experi-
mental social psychology. Interest in the topic has
declined, but the commitment to the experimental
method remains seemingly unshaken.
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This commitment has not gone unchallenged. Experi-
mental social psychology came to experience a crisis of
confidence on methodological grounds. The crisis
literature focused first on ethical questions (Baumrind,
1964). Should an entire discipline rely on lying (techni-
cally, deception) as a necessary methodological tool?
This was a difficult question in the politically volatile and
optimistic 1960s, and is still so today. It involves more
lasting questions concerning, for example, the opacity of
results obtained via the strategy of deception (Kroger &
Wood, 1980). The crisis literature then turned to meth-
odological concerns. Orne (1962) raised the spectre of
demand characteristics: the tendency of social psycholog-
ical experiments to be peculiar social situations in which
subjects respond to the social demands of the experi-
mental situation and not just to the independent vari-
ables selected by the experimenter. Control over the
subject’s responses, the raison d’étre of the experimental
method, seemed impaired. Rosenthal (1966) added the
notion that in the fragile environment of the social-
psychological experiment, the characteristics and
expectancies of the experimenter might contribute to
the results of the experiment as significantly as the
classically defined independent variable.

Clearly, there was something amiss in the realm of
experimental social psychology. Festinger himself
departed from social psychology in 1964, still a relatively
young man, because “I...needed an injection of intellec-
tual stimulation from new sources to continue to be
productive” (Festinger, 1980, p. 248). The crisis of
confidence generated a voluminous literature which also
gradually went into decline. It never did answer its own
questions in a definitive way. Again with hindsight, it is
now apparent that it could not do so because it was also
hopelessly mired, as was experimental social psychology
itself, in positivism as the philosophy of science. The
research on demand characteristics and experimenter
effects was thus severely constrained. Fundamental
change in research practice could only come from
fundamental change in theoretical orientation.'

Onto this scene burst the publication of Harré and
Secord’s (1972) The explanation of social behaviour. It was
widely cited but, curiously, also widely disregarded. It
proved an enigma to seasoned experimental social

1 The Lewinian approach was flawed not only in its methodologi-
cal approach. It imported a theoretical orientation alien to psy-
chology. What is useful to physics is not necessarily useful to social
psychology; in fact it may be detrimental to it (Boulding, 1980).



psychologists whose training had been in an entirely
different tradition. They were steeped in the assumptions
of positivism and they seemed unfamiliar with Johann
Gottfried Herder, Wundt’s Volkerpsychologie, Vygotsky’s
and G.H. Mead’s elaboration of the Wundtian ideas, with
the resonances that these ideas found in the work of
their contemporaries in adjacent disciplines (e.g.,
Goffman and Garfinkel). And the very size of experimen-
tal social psychology in the post-War period permitted a
kind of parochial inwardness that militated against
looking at the work in neighbouring disciplines which
was seen as less rigorous than the results of experimental
studies.

The difficulties were compounded because Harré and
Secord’s argument was grounded not in the familiar
language of positivism, but in the Witigensteinian
philosophy of language. That philosophy was put to
brilliant use by John Austin (1962) in his classic How to do
things with words. The Wittgensteinian stance proved to
be, and seemingly continues to be, a formidable barrier
to change and improved understanding. But it also
cleared the way outside the bastions of experimental
social psychology for a profound shift that resulted in an
explosion of creative work by scholars and researchers
not committed to the old verities. They created the turn
to discourse.

We cannot enlarge here on the Wundtian legacy (see
Kroger & Scheibe, 1990; Kroger & Wood, 1992a).
Whatever the ultimate judgment on the Wundtian legacy
may be, it is clear that Wundt, as early as 1863 in his
Vorlesungen iiber die Menschen-und Thierseele (Lectures on
human and animal psychology), identified a fundamen-
tal problem of psychology, a problem that has delayed
the turn to discourse and that continues to challenge the
discipline. That is, he recognized the dual nature of
psychology: rooted in biology on the one hand, in
culture on the other. He anticipated the vital distinction
between res naturam and 7es artem articulated in recent
times by Stuart Hampshire (1978). The distinction is
between the natural world and the cultural world. The
cultural world is constructed by human beings via
language to suit their speciesspecific projects. The
distinction includes the point that different methods and
modes of explanation are required to deal with the
problems raised by the two different realms. To try to
assimilate the cultural to the natural, to subsume 7es artem
under res naturam — that is, to engage in the reductionist
project — has been shown to be unproductive. The two
realms require two different ontologies, not just the
Newtonian space/time paradigm that is appropriate to
the natural world (Harré & Gillett, 1994; Wood &
Kroger, 1998). One message is that the method must suit
the problem. Method cannot be dictated by some
ideological position (e.g., the positivist view that the
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experiment is the acme of methodological sophistication
for allareas of psychology, that the independent-depend-
ent variable format is the sine qua non of psychological
investigation (Bickhard, 1992; Winston, 1990; Koch,
1959). The questions of social psychology seem to call for
more subtle and varied approaches.

We must leave it to future historians of psychology to
sort out the reasons why the experimental social psychol-
ogists ignored the wider historical background of social
psychology, embodied in the Wundtian legacy, and
remained reluctant to take up the Wittgensteinian
message regarding the pragmatic functions of language
— the action component of language — while remaining
fixed on the purely referential, descriptive functions of
language. This focus encouraged a kind of literalism
about the use of language. It entailed the faith that,
among other matters, the selfreports of subjects could
be taken more or less at face value and the instructions
of experimenters could be taken to have literal import
(Kroger, 1988; Kroger & Wood, 1980). The turn to
discourse calls these basic assumptions into question
(Edwards & Potter, 1992; Potter & Wetherell, 1987).

Our point is not that language has been neglected but
how it has been treated. There is no question that some
social psychologists have been concerned with questions
of language, albeit in a restricted sense. What springs
readily to mind is the work of Roger Brown on language
acquisition, of Lambert and his colleagues at McGill on
attitudes toward language in the context of the debate
about bilingualism in Canada, and of Rommetveit on
structure and meaning, to cite only a few prominent
examples. There is also the extensive literature on the
“semantics of social structure” (Brown, 1965), on the
forms of address. In fact, we contributed to that literature
in a modest way (e.g., Kroger & Wood, 1992b). But, as we
have shown in an empirical survey of textbooks and
handbooks in social psychology (Kroger & Wood, 1992a),
that literature never did become part of the mainstream
of social psychology. For example, it was not until the
third edition of the authoritative, multivolume Handbook
of Social Psychology that there appeared a separate chapter
on language (Clark, 1985), and that chapter concen-
trated on cognitive rather than social issues. However,
what is more important than the consignment of lan-
guage to the periphery was its treatment in the positivist
tradition as just another independent or dependent
variable.

There is a further barrier to understanding the turn
to discourse. It is the conflation of movement and action
into the concept of behaviour. It is critical to distinguish
between observable physical movements and the inter-
pretation of those movements (Harré & Secord, 1972).
We can talk, for example, about raising the right arm
and curling the fingers (movement) or about giving the
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Communist salute at a Communist rally (action). These
are not simply two different descriptions; the latter is an
interpretation of the former. Actions in this sense are the
meanings we give to movements.”

The question arises: what is the subject matter of
social psychology? It appears that social psychologists
take the topics or phenomena of the discipline to be
matters such as conformity, obedience, prejudice,
helping, etc., as reflected in the chapter headings of
standard textbooks. The impression given is one of
certainty about what social psychologists study. But if one
digs a little deeper there is yet again the Jamesian
buzzing bloom of conceptual confusion. There is little
evidence that the distinctions between physical move-
ments and their meaning, between res naturam and 7es
artem, have penetrated mainstream research in social
psychology.

It is clear that social psychologists are not interested in
studying physical movements or mere utterances (e.g.,
the movement of the lever in the Milgram experiment;
the utterance “Line A is longer than line B” in the Asch
experiment); rather, the concern is the meaning of those
movements, the actions thought to be constituted by
these movements (e.g., “obedience,” “conformity”). The
problem is that movements have multiple meanings,
depending on the situation, the context, and how
speaker and hearer are positioned vis-d-vis each other (cf.
Kroger & Wood, 1980). This multiplexity is difficult to
capture in the traditional experiment in which causality
is thought to be embodied in the unidirectionality of the
independent variable selected by the experimenter, and
in which that variable is thought to function no matter
what the wider social context of the experiment might
be. That was one of the unresolved questions raised by
the crisis of confidence. Austin (1962) was careful in
spelling out the conditions that must be met for an

2 There is a second sense in which the term action is used, and that
is to refer to the behaviour of people as agents who make choices,
follow plans and the like. Actions are contrasted with occurrences,
the behaviour of people as patients who are suffering the conse-
quences of external forces or of internal compulsions of the sort
described so extensively and metaphorically by Freud. As discourse
analysts, we must leave it to philosophers (e.g., Peters, 1960) to
decide whether what people do is an action or an occurrence. Our
concern is how the distinction between actions and occurrences is
deployed by people in everyday life. How is it put to use discur-
sively for social purposes? The claim that a behaviour is an action
permits the assignment of responsibility, blame or credit to the
actor, allows the construction of a particular identity (villain,
macho man) and so on. The claim that a behaviour is an occur-
rence deflects responsibility from the actor and helps to construct
a different identity (victim). The deployment of this distinction is
seen most starkly in judicial proceedings. A biological death is
categorized as an accident, a suicide, a murder and so on. Respon-
sibility is assigned and blame is apportioned, usually with fateful
consequences.

utterance (or other movement) to have performative
force as a particular speech act (or, more generally, as an
action in the social realm). For example, “I dub thee Sir
Lancelot” does not constitute the act of knighting unless
uttered by the monarch in a public ceremony with
Lancelot (and not someone else) kneeling before her.”

When social psychologists conflate movements and
actions into the summary concept of behaviour, they
arbitrarily privilege and reify their own interpretations:
that the movement is obedience or conformity or
whatever. But the construction of movements as particu-
lar sorts of phenomena, the giving of meaning to those
movements, is not straightforward by any means. In any
event, it is these meanings that are the stuff of science,
not mere “behaviour” or raw data points or undigested
“facts.” And for social scientists the meanings are not
only contingent (on the situation and the persons
involved, including the interpreter), they are in addition
not neutral and they do have consequences. The inter-
pretation of a particular movement as “conformity”
(versus, for example, “cooperation” or “solidarity”) is not
only disputable scientifically, but it can carry negative
connotations and can affect the person whose move-
ments are so “described” (unlike the proverbial rock).
Whether “I can help you to get an A” said by a professor
to a student is called sexual harassment or good teaching
may be strongly contested and is highly consequential for
both parties. The matter is especially problematic when
the movements of interest are utterances (interviews,
questionnaire responses, judgments of lines). Such talk,
or occasioned language use, needs to be treated systemat-
ically and conceptually. It cannot simply be taken literally
and treated as transparently equivalent to some particu-
lar action.

We cannot manage this task unless we consider how
talk is used — that is, unless we treat it as discourse, not
merely as a conduit for messages or as a reflection of
some presumed inner entity. The failure to see talk as
action in its own right is an issue not only with respect to
the actions of participants, but also with respect to the
actions of researchers. If we do not understand how
movements are formulated as actions in and through
discourse, we fall into the trap of thinking that we are
offering objective descriptions of movements, and fail to

3 The so-called felicity conditions specified by Austin include
propositional content conditions (e.g., a promise must refer to
future movements or actions of the speaker); preparatory or
situational conditions (i.e., the speaker must be able to perform
that action and the procedure, the persons and the circumstances
involved must be appropriate for the particular speech act in
question); sincerity conditions (e.g., it must be inferable that the
speaker intends to perform the action); and the essential condi-
tion (e.g., it must be inferable that the speaker intends to obligate
himself or herself in making utterances, e.g., to keep the promise).
See Nofsinger (1991); Potter & Wetherell (1987).



see that we ourselves are using language to impose our
own interpretations, for example, that the pushing of the
lever is obedience.*

Let us offer one concrete example of this point. It is
tempting to say that if we are analysing a conversation
between two persons from different generations, we are
studying “intergenerational communication” (N. Coup-
land, personal communication, May 14, 1994). But we do
not actually “have” intergenerational communication;
there is no such “thing” in the sense of some physical
object or movement. All we have is talk between two
people of particular ages; whether it is reasonable to
frame it as intergenerational depends on how the people
involved treat it, whether they see their ages as “differ-
ent” and take this into account in their conversation,
whether they make a point, via talk, of reaching across
the “generation gap.” Dedicated professors would likely
reject the intergenerational interpretation of their
interactions with students in favour of something like
“teacherstudent talk about English literature.”

In sum, the turn to discourse has been delayed by,
among other matters, the conflation of movements and
actions and by the failure to recognize that talk is action.
And it has been delayed by the failure to observe that
what we do incessantly is to talk and so manage (or
mismanage) our relations with our fellow social beings.
Any faculty meeting gives ample opportunity to observe
this process.

THE DISCURSIVE TURN

What is the turn to discourse? We begin, conceptually,
with the tenets of discursive psychology, the basic set of
assumptions underlying the turn to discourse (Edwards
& Potter, 1992; Harré & Gillett, 1994). We then turn, on
the methodological side, to the analysis of discourse as
action (Wood & Kroger, 1998).

The major assumption of discursive psychology is that
the phenomena of interest in social and psychological
research are constituted in and through discourse
(Edwards & Potter, 1992; Potter & Wetherell, 1987). As
Sampson put it, “Discourse theorists maintain that talk is
constitutive of the realities within which we live, rather
than expressive of an earlier, discourse-independent
reality” (1993, p. 1221). This is not an easy point. Discur-
sive psychology involves a major shift from the conven-
tional view of language as a tool for description and as a
medium for communication to a view of language as
social practice, as a way of doing things. We must free
ourselves from the common-sense conviction that talk is

4 The failure to appreciate that language use is not only the object
of our inquiries but also the way in which we transform that object
into topics of interest (e.g., obedience) is a further reason for the
relative neglect of discourse in social psychology.
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just talk, that the real action is elsewhere. The world runs
on talk (and, of course, on writing).

It is true that people as physical beings get killed — by
means beyond the realm of language — but after the fact
we, as social beings, still have to decide whether those
killings are to be seen as Murder One, Terrorism, Man-
slaughter, Accident or Suicide. The answers, if they come,
come through talk, through press conferences, through
newspaper stories, through technical reports, through
negotiations between stakeholders. They will not come
through the so-called raw facts which are always subject to
interpretation. The social-psychological meaning and the
impact of incidents like those surrounding airline~crashes
are constructed in talk and so it is on the talk that we
must concentrate to apprehend “reality,” both physical
and social. To downgrade talk (“it’s just talk, when are
they going to do something about it”) is to engage in a
stereotypic, common-sense denial of the performative
force of language. It is to deny the revolutionary insights
into the multiform nature of language first broached by
Wittgenstein and subsequently elaborated by the philoso-
phers of mind (e.g., Austin, 1962) and anchored empiri-
cally in the burgeoning literature on the analysis of
discourse (e.g., Edwards & Potter, 1992).

We require at least three reversals in the practice of
research. First, we must abandon the division between
talk and action and emphasize talk as action, the
performative force of language in use (Austin, 1962).
Second, we must move to the notion that talk is the event
of interest, that it is the talk that constructs reality, for
example, the reality of the TWA crash, the outcome of
the US Tennis Open (which, at crucial junctures, is
determined not by the raw physical movements of the
ball but by the calls of the chair referee and line judges).
At the most general level, the topic of social psychology
is discourse because it is in and through discourse that
the specific topics of interest (e.g., attribution, social
comparison) are constituted. The earlier research on
language and social psychology has not redressed the
neglect of discourse in social psychology. Language use
in that orientation was usually viewed simply as another
specialized topic within larger topics (e.g., matched-guise
studies of prejudice, studies in attribution, attitude
change). That view fails to recognize that prejudice, for
example, is constituted in and through language use.
The problem here is that language use is treated as a
social practice rather than as thesocial practice.’

The turn to discourse simultaneously requires that we

5 It appears that most social psychologists whose work on language
shares a number of similarities with the discursive perspective have
not fully adopted those shifts that would have moved discourse to
the centre of social psychology more quickly. There are signs that
this trend is changing (e.g., see recent issues of the Journal of
Language and Social Psychology) .
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abandon the notion that talk is merely indicative of
presumed deeper internal entities or of external events.
It is probably more straightforward to adopt the notion
that mind is constituted discursively (Harré & Gillett,
1994). Mind is the software, not to be confused with the
brain, the hardware that is necessary but not sufficient to
tell us what we are about.

Lastly, we must abandon the efforts entrenched in
traditional psychology to eliminate variability through
techniques of data reduction. These efforts are a hold-
over from the positivist search for generality that does
violence to the peculiar epistemological requirements of
social psychology (Boulding, 1980). Instead, we must
exploit variability as a matter of interest in itself, as a
reflection of the necessarily variegated nature of social
life which we ignore at the peril of oversimplification
(Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Wood & Kroger, 1995, pp. 84
85). These are major tasks and major shifts that require
a redefinition of the narrow image of science long
carried by psychologists (see Kroger, 1991). The redefini-
tion requires attention especially to the distinction
between res artem and res naturam, a distinction that
cannot be overemphasized for our present purposes.

The call of discursive psychology is for increased
conceptual and methodological rigour, not for a decline
into a mushy, relativistic, touchyfeely methodology.’ The
new methods must be suitable to penetrate beyond the
common-sense appearances of social interaction. We can
no longer take at face value, if we ever could, the self-
reports of participants in traditional experiments and
interview and questionnaire studies that are given a
semblance of scientific respectability through the intrica-
cies of contemporary, computer-assisted statistical
analysis and other scientistic devices (Harré, Clarke & De
Carlo, 1985, ch. 1). We must go back to the data, to the
initial utterance, to the performative force of these initial
actions. That is where our attention must be, not on the
esoteric numerical transformations that are so promi-
nent in the traditional literature. This is not to deny the
power of numbers where they serve unambiguously as
descriptive and analytic tools. But the adoration of
numbers, of quantification for its own sake, is less than
useful.”

6 Discourse analysis is primarily a qualitative methodology and is
thus often treated with the same disdain that some psychologists
have for all forms of qualitative research. But qualitative research
in general varies considerably in its methodological merits: some
forms are subjected to stringent, although positivist criteria; others
are relatively weak by any methodological criteria. And although
discourse analysis shares some features with other qualitative
methods, it employs its own version of evaluative standards which
are grounded in the tenets of discursive psychology and which
meet the particular epistemological requirements of social psy-
chology (Boulding, 1980; Wood & Kroger, 1998).

Why discourse analysis?

Discourse analysis should be the method of choice for
social psychology because it provides a methodology tied
to a theory of human conduct appropriate to the
epistemological requirements of the discipline. That is,
the use of discourse analysis involves an explicit theory of
method that is grounded in an explicit theory of social
psychology, namely discursive psychology. This ground-
ing is similar to what we find in physics where the use of
a thermometer, for example, involves an explicit theory
of how the thermometer works in terms of the properties
of mercury, and where the interpretation of the results
of measurements of temperature takes into account that
theory of method.

There is an additional reason for using discourse
analysis. It promotes flexibility. We have used the analogy
of the microscope to sort out the array of different
varieties of approaches to discourse analysis that have
appeared in the literature (Wood & Kroger, 1998). We
employ that analogy here to show that like the use of the
microscope in biology, discourse analysis permits numer-
ous possible ways of assessing the material at hand. In
biology, one can use a variety of different levels of
magnification, different sorts of stains to detect the
presence of particular substances, different focuses, and
so on. Similarly, discourse analysis can be seen to consist
of an extensive set of devices or strategies for examining
discourse in a variety of ways. We can vary the level of
magnification and can look at large chunks or fine
details; we can focus on the discourse as a whole or on
specific discursive devices (e.g., the use of certain forms
of address; e.g. Kroger, 1982), just as one might use a
particular stain. We can examine discourse in terms of a
particular theoretical concern (e.g., facework), just as
one might employ a particular lens (e.g., ultraviolet) to
highlight certain features on a slide. We can change our
focus to place certain features of talk in the foreground
or background of analysis.

We might think of the techniques and tools of dis-
course analysis as prostheses, as extensions of the un-
aided senses, in the same way that a microscope enables
us to see what cannot be seen with the naked eye (see
Boulding, 1980). The natural sciences, in answering
questions arising from res naturam, largely use physical
prostheses: various kinds of apparatus. The human

7 We need to take much more seriously the question, What do the
numbers mean? (Wood & Johnson, 1989). We would argue that
discourse analysis of talk is required both to warrant (“validate”)
claims made via statistical tests and to explicate the basis for those
claims. Such an approach would reverse the usual sequence (quali-
tative exploration followed by ostensibly more rigorous quantita-
tive analysis) and the conventional privileging of quantification in
the search for understanding. See also Schegloff’s (1993) reflec-
tions on quantification.



sciences, including social psychology, in answering
questions arising from res artem, largely use conceptual
prostheses, that is, theoretical concepts and distinctions
that highlight pertinent features and direct our attention
to patterns in the flux of data. An example is the distinc-
tion between empiricist and contingent repertoires,8
which helps us to identify the ways in which scientists
simultaneously defend their own work and criticize that
of others (Potter & Wetherell, 1987).

Hlustrations

In this'section, we offer some concrete examples of the
analysis of discourse to demonstrate some of the features
of doing discourse analysis. We first distinguish discourse
analysis from other forms of qualitative analysis, and
from content analysis which uses qualitative data but
subjects them to quantitative analysis in the positivist
manner. It is arguable whether content analysis repre-
sents an advance, either conceptually or methodologi-
cally, over the most common methods in the social
sciences.

First, discourse-analytic techniques are grounded in
the principles of a general social-psychological theory,
namely, discursive psychology, as we have pointed out.
Second, there is the requirement that analysis of the
discourse must precede coding because the potential
code (e.g., “interruption”) for a particular item (word,
phrase, etc.) depends upon the precise working of that
item in its particular context (by which is meant both
various features of the setting and the sequence of talk in
which the item occurs) (e.g., Schegloff, 1993). For
example, an utterance cannot be identified as an inter-
ruption simply because it “looks” like one (e.g., there is
overlapping speech); the identification must be justified
by other relevant features of the discourse in which the
utterance occurs (e.g., it is treated as an interruption by
the participants). Rather than coding or sorting dis-
course into categories and then combining these catego-
ries in a progressively more abstract synthesis (as, e.g., in
Glaser & Strauss’s [1967] grounded theory), discourse
analysts focus on taking the discourse apart in multiple
and microscopic ways to see what it consists of and how
it is put together to accomplish different actions. It is
here that the microscope metaphor comes into play.
Third, discourse analysis attempts to elucidate the social
functions and consequences of discourse. These activities

8 Briefly, the empiricist repertoire, or stance, stresses the priority
given to experimental data, the omission of the experimenter’s
personal characteristics and position, and conventional laboratory
work that follows impersonal rules. The contingent repertoire
stresses the potential influence of personal shortcomings and
commitments on scientific work. The defence of one’s own work
and the critique of the work of others draw selectively on these two
repertoires.
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draw upon the identification of patterns in the discourse
(variability and consistency in structure and content) and
require that hypothesized functions be supported by
evidence in the discourse itself (cf. Potter & Wetherell,
1987). Analysis begins with the details of discourse and
must be thoroughly grounded in discourse. As we said,
an interruption is not an interruption unless it is so
treated in the discourse of the participants.’

Note that discourse analysis does not involve only the
analysis of style or structure at the expense of content (or
vice versa), but an analysis of both and of the ways in
which they work together to achieve particular functions.
As Fairclough (1992) argues, “one cannot properly
analyse content without simultaneously analysing form,
because contents are always necessarily realized in forms,
and different contents entail different forms, and vice
versa. In brief, form is a part of content” (p. 194).
Further, content itself is a problematic category in that it
can refer to lexical items (e.g., “I'm sorry”), function
(e.g., “apology”) and so on at different analytical levels.
Discourse analysts would treat this category as they do
others, that is, not as a label for a set of specific items,
but as a resource of speakers who work actively to con-
struct various categories and to use them for a variety of
purposes (e.g., description, evaluation).

Discourse analysis and everyday understanding. We are not
arguing that ordinary speakers require the technical
apparatus of discourse analysis to forward their projects.
Clearly, if ordinary understanding could not be regularly
achieved in everyday social interaction by ordinary
speakers, social life as we know it would not be possible.
Serious disruptions would occur if the phrase, “I'm
sorry,” were regularly taken only as a description of
another’s internal state and not also as an apology. What
is going on is often obvious, at least at some level or in
some sense that is adequate for ordinary interaction. But
we do need special tools, the technical apparatus of
discourse analysis, to enhance everyday understanding
for purposes of systematic inquiry (e.g., into the ways in
which description can serve to construct facts and make
attributions [see Edwards & Potter, 1992]) and for
technical applications (e.g., the analysis of black-box
conversations after an airline crash).

More fundamentally, we require special tools to
understand precisely why and how discourse works in the
way that it does. The ability to understand discourse in
the sense that we can recognize what is going on (not
necessarily with awareness, but in the sense that we

9 There is always the possibility that participants will disagree
whether a particular utterance is an interruption. Discourse ana-
lysts would treat such disagreements as an interesting focus for
analysis and not as a problem to be eliminated in the interest of
deriving the “true” interpretation.
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orient to it, i.e., respond and act accordingly) rarely
enables us to identify precisely the particular features of
content and structure that achieve a particular function,
nor how they do so. The ability to ride a bicycle does not
mean that we can describe precisely how we do it.

Language is inherently and necessarily ambiguous.
Ambiguity affords possibilities for social life that would
be absent if talk were always straightforward, directly to
the point (Brown & Levinson, 1987). If all talk were in
the unforgiving Gricean (Grice, 1975) mode," it would
destroy the delicate balance between competition and
cooperation that is the universal and necessary hallmark
of social life (Levi-Strauss, 1968). And it would severely
challenge “face,” the universal effort to maintain one’s
honour and reputation in the expressive social order
where people live once matters of mere survival, the
requirements of the practical social order, are satisfied
(Harré, 1979). The indeterminacy or indexicality of
ordinary language is not a weakness but a strength
(Potter, 1996, p. 44). We now turn to some particular
examples of the analytic process.

Interpretive Repertoires. The examples that we consider
below are drawn from a previous analysis of interviews
with women who had been raped by dates or acquain-
tances (Wood & Rennie, 1994).

(1) ... Hollywood rape stuff. Just clear cut, you know,
stalked down a street, total stranger, dragged into an alley,
raped, police and the whole stuff, or somebody break into
your house and. Horrifying stories. But they all seemed like
these women could never doubt that they were raped...so I
thought, “Well, what a shitty experience, and terrifying, but
they don’t have that ambiguity, was I raped, was I not
raped?” (Kim, 684-691)

In this excerpt, Kim describes rape in terms of the
“Hollywood scenario.” We can draw on the relatively
broad analytic unit of the interpretive repertoire to
understand the structure and function of this bit of
discourse. Interpretive repertoires may be defined as

...building blocks speakers use for constructing versions of
actions, cognitive processes and other phenomena. Any
particular repertoire is constituted out of a restricted range
of terms used in a specific stylistic and grammatical fash-
ion. Commonly these terms are derived from one or more
key metaphors and the presence of a repertoire will often

10 The Gricean mode refers to conversation that follows maxims
of strength and parsimony (say as much as but no more than is
necessary), of truth and evidence (do not say anything that you
believe to be false or for which you lack evidence), of relevance
(make your contribution relevant to the conversation) and of
clarity (cf. Nofsinger, 1991).

be signalled by certain tropes or figures of speech
(Wetherell & Potter, 1988, p. 172).

This definition is fairly typical. Repertoires are used
selectively and flexibly and speakers may draw on one or
more repertoire on any one occasion, depending on the
function of the discourse (Wetherell & Potter, 1988).
Repertoires are not simply a set of terms; the terms are
organized and systematically related (see Potter, 1996,
pp- 115-116). Nor are repertoires necessarily fixed in
form or content; any particular repertoire could poten-
tially appear in slightly different versions. Some reper-
toires, derived from formal or ritual sources, are likely to
be canonical, relatively fixed. However, that does not
preclude their creative use as a resource in everyday talk.

We must be careful to distinguish repertoires from
other related concepts. Interpretive repertoires are
sometimes referred to as cultural texts or discourses.
Repertoires have some features in common with the
notion of scripts (Schank & Abelson, 1977), except that
repertoires are not necessarily ordered in time, like a
script that tells people what to do in a restaurant, from
entering to leaving it. In addition, the term script usually
invokes a cognitive metaperspective that is at odds with
the discursive approach (Edwards, 1994). In particular,
repertoires, unlike some postulated cognitive entities,
are not seen as having causal powers but are taken to be
resources used by speakers for their purposes. Finally, a
repertoire is not a theme in the sense of a common
characteristic or distillate of a set of features of a particu-
lar discourse.

The analysis of repertoires is further distinguished by
an emphasis on the function and consequences of the
repertoire in the discourse. There are several general
functions of repertoires; they are interpretive systems
that can be used for formulating the nature of phenom-
ena and that can be drawn on to characterize and
evaluate actions, events and other phenomena (Potter &
Wetherell, 1987, p. 138). Previous work has identified
some specific uses of particular repertoires, for example,
accounting for error in scientific work by drawing on
repertoires embodying the empiricist version of the
nature of science (see Potter & Wetherell, 1987, ch. 7).

We turn now to the repertoire of rape deployed in
Excerpt 1. The Hollywood or “standard” rape repertoire
includes not only the act of sexual intercourse without
the consent of the victim. It also involves certain kinds of
identities or personas (an agent, and-a patient, who are
strangers to each other); a particular way of carrying out
the act (brutal, violent); and a vocabulary of motives (the
exercise of power and sexual satisfaction for the rapist,
escaping or reducing injury for the victim). The reper-
toire also includes a particular sequence of events: the
rapist’s sudden appearance, the making of threats, the



uttering of pleas by the victim, the sexual act and the
disappearance of the rapist. This repertoire, then, is in
the form of a narrative.

How does this repertoire function? In this excerpt and
others, we see the woman attempting to match her own
construction of events to that of the repertoire. A success-
ful match would permit her to make sense of her experi-
ence and to account for her actions; if she can draw on
the rape repertoire, she can justify to herself and to
others her failure to resist, ascribe negative motives to
the man, and so on. The problem in this particular case
is that the match is unsuccessful ~— the man was not a
stranger, there was no real violence — and the experi-
ence is ambiguous (“was I raped, was I not raped?”).
Further evidence that the use of the Hollywood reper-
toire is not helpful is provided by the women’s consider-
ation of a different repertoire, the “date” repertoire.

(2) Um, I think the whole dating situation. We were on a
date, it’s hard to separate the rape from the date situation,
it’s not like it’s a stranger in the dark alley, it’s someone
who you are on a date with and events progress.... (Kelly,
351-354)

(3) Yeah, I think it will [i.e., the rape will always influence
her], for sure, I think I will always be suspicious because
here was Dan, Mr. Golden Boy from next door far as most
people were concerned, “Such a nice guy.” It makes me
realize it could be anybody. (Mary, 1300-1303)

The date repertoire also includes identities (acquain-
tances or friends; Golden/ college boy; both parties are
agents), shared motives (entertainment, companionship,
sexual satisfaction, love), and a sequence of events that
may include consensual sexual intercourse (and possibly
subsequent regrets and an appraisal that the date “got
out of hand”). But like the rape repertoire, the date
repertoire is not helpful for making sense of the experi-
ence of the participants in this study — there are too
many disparate elements (e.g., the use of force, the
general lack of consideration, the failure to respond to
or even acknowledge the woman’s refusals).

At this point, we would consider revising the hypothe-
sized functions of these particular repertoires. The
potential function of sense-making is not realized. Rather
than drawing on the repertoires to name the experience,
the women use them to identify what the experience was
not. If the experience was not a rape, it must be a date,
but this interpretation does not hold up when the
experience is compared to the date repertoire. In this
case, the participants provide evidence that the reper-
toires (resources) are tried out (by comparing their
experience to the relevant repertoires), as hypothesized,
but that they are found wanting (because the partici-
pants discard the interpretations suggested by the
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repertoires). There is also explicit evidence that the
problem of interpreting the episode has not been solved.

(4) And you know, I saw the ad (for the study) two weeks
ago, and I read it, and I’m going, “Well, let’s go and see
this person (interviewer). Let’s find out whether it was an
actual rape.” (Ann, 500-506) [italics added]

The difficulty experienced by the women in using the
repertoires is that to do so constructs their experience as
deviant because the repertoires do not fit them. Note that
this claim of difficulty does not entail a reference to
some prior or hidden internal state; rather, the difficulty
is in the text. That is, to entertain and discard various
possibilities, to hesitate or avoid naming the experience
are not “signs” of difficulty that exists elsewhere, but are
themselves constitutive of the difficulty. The claim that
formulating the nature of their experience is a critical
issue for the women in the study is discussed in more
detail in Wood and Rennie (1994).

There is additional discursive evidence for our claims
about the repertoires and their functions. For example,
“you know” in the first line of Excerpt 1 assumes that the
interviewer is familiar with the Hollywood rape reper-
toire. Because the interviewer and the woman are
strangers, such an assumption means that the woman is
referring to a cultural repertoire, not to information
exchanged in a previous encounter with the interviewer
or to shared experience.

There is specific evidence that there are two different
repertoires: 1) inconsistencies between the two are
noticeable to both analysts and participants; 2) the
repertoires tend to appear in separate passages; and 3)
when the repertoires are used together, participants
orient to the potential inconsistencies (Wetherell &
Potter, 1988). A subtle example of the third sort of
evidence can be seen in Excerpt 2. The claim that “it’s
hard to separate the rape from the date situaton,”
together with other statements by that participant, rests
on the assumption that they can be separated, and the
use of “situation” indexes the date repertoire. A date is
just a date but a “date situation” (as in the message over
the police radio, “we’ve got a hostage situation here”)
invokes not a singular, concrete episode but a class of
events, a repertoire. And the “you know” linked to the
“Let’s find out whether it was an actual rape” in Excerpt
4 assumes that the interviewer also recognizes the
inconsistency between the two repertoires and the
difficulties in interpretation that they pose. The evidence
for all of these assertions is in the text. We can also draw
on our own cultural knowledge of repertoires concern-
ing sexual relations (a knowledge that is assumed by
participants, as noted above). Such knowledge is on its
own insufficient to warrant analyses of repertoires. But
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we can look to other work in which the two repertoires
are well documented. For example, Coates, Bavelas and
Gibson (1994) have shown in an analysis of Canadian
court decisions that there are interpretive repertoires for
stranger rape and consensual sex, but “virtually no
accurate vocabulary or narrative structure for cases in
which the assailant is not a stranger to the victim”
(p. 189).

Coates et al. found that for cases that do not fit the
stranger rape repertoire, judges assimilate the assault to
the consensual sex or date repertoire. For example, they
characterize the assault as a romantic story that portrays
the offender in a positive way, that tends to avoid the
attribution of agency, and that treats the two parties as
one discursive unit (e.g., “the couple,” “they”), and in
general they employ a vocabulary that is suited to
consensual sex (e.g., “invited,” “fondled”). As Coates et
al. point out, these anomalies are not “oddities in the
judgements...but they are well integrated into the texts
in which they occur” (p. 197). Why do the judges resort
to the inappropriate repertoire while our participants
reject it? There are several reasons: the judges are not
describing their own experience; their accounts are
produced for a very different audience; and their
position requires them to produce a coherent account of
events, particularly one that will justify the sentence that
they impose.

The Coates et al. analysis suggests another reason why
neither the rape nor date repertoires work for our
participants. In the judges’ accounts, the date repertoire
includes elements of pleasure, eroticism and affection.
These elements are generally missing from our partici-
pants’ accounts; they are also the elements that are most
at odds with the participants’ experience. Grounding an
interpretation in the discourse does not always mean
identifying the presence of a particular item; an analytic
strategy that is often highly useful is to identify what is
missing.

The sort of analysis we have just described, that is, one
that draws on other discourses as well as the particular
discourse in hand, is a type of “intertextual” analysis
(Fairclough, 1992). Put simply, this means that we are
still looking closely at the discourse, endeavouring to
ground our claims, but rather than doing so only
through a consideration of the immediate context (that
within the discourse at hand, e.g., the utterances adja-
cent to those being analyzed at the moment), we also
consider the external context (i.e., other orders of
discourse). Fairclough argues that “intertextual analysis
crucially mediates the connection between language and
social context” (p. 195); it is thus particularly useful for
the analysis of those sorts of issues that are related to
broad cultural practices. This does not mean that in the
present case we are making claims about the general

operation of the rape and date repertoires in North
American culture. Such claims would require an exami-
nation of those repertoires in the context of an analysis
of relations between men and women.

Speech Acts. Speech acts are smaller chunks of talk than
repertoires and require a more fine-grained level of
analysis. They are usually single utterances (sentences)
that accomplish a specific function. For example, “I am
sorry” (usually) does an apology; “Can you pass the salt?”
is usually interpreted as a request (despite its literal
meaning as a question about ability). As we noted above,
one does not always require special methods to see what
a speaker is doing with words, and the identification of
speech acts in particular is a routine everyday accom-
plishment. However, systematic analysis requires special
methods even in these cases. As well, speakers and
hearers quite often disagree as to the precise status of an
utterance, given the inherent ambiguities of language.
Witness the common marital disagreement about
whether the phrase “The dishes are dirty” is a description
or a complaint.

Concepts such as social comparison and attribution
that have been prominent in previous work in social
psychology can be treated as speech acts, with some
important provisos. For example, attributions are viewed
by discourse analysts as social (discursive) actions rather
than as cognitive processes (see Edwards & Potter, 1993).
We can apply the idea of social comparison to Excerpt 1.
Kim compares herself twice to other women in a therapy
group with respect to the relative certainty with which
they identify their experience: “...these women could
never doubt that they were raped” and “...they don’t
have that ambiguity.” What function does this compari-
son serve? The function can be identified in the other,
embedded comparison that Kim makes (twice) in this
excerpt: “Horrifying stories. But...could never doubt that
they were raped” and “Well, what a shitty experience,
and terrifying, but they don’t have that ambiguity.” The
contrast (via the conjunction “but”) between the other
women’s dreadful experience and their certainty about
what happened to them can justify Kim’s claim that her
experience was also dreadful, even though it did not
match theirs in violence, because she faces the problem
of defining what it was that happened to her (“was I
raped, was I not”). The comparisons also function to
provide a basis for sympathy, for accounting for her
behaviour during the event, for her reactions to it, and
for her participation in the study.

(5) The whole thing I was thinking the whole time was it's
my fault because I shouldn’t have been, my parents always
told me you don’t go out with a boy alone and don’t go
and do this or do that. (Barb, 70-74)



The speech act is self-blaming. Such attributions were
not uncommon in the data. We can gain an even better
appreciation of the workings of attributions by drawing
on units that are smaller than the speech act, that is, on
grammatical features."

Grammatical features. Grammar figures in discursive
psychology in two ways. We can speak about the grammar
of social life in that social actions have syntax and
semantics. In addition, we can speak about the function
of grammar in discourse, that is, the way in which
psychological and social-psychological matters are
grammatically encoded. The grammatically encoded is
the bedrock of social life. We have space to discuss only
two exa:mples.12

(6) I went through a big period of, you know, I shouldn’t
have worn that top, you know, I shouldn’t have let him kiss
me, I shouldn’t have this, you know, this, I shouldn’t have
done that. (Mary, 111-115)

(7) Ishouldn’t have gone into that house that night. I
shouldn’t have, you know, 2:30 in the morning, I shouid
have known the guy was drunk. (Ann, 370-373)

In Excerpts 5, 6 and 7, we see the modal “should,” which
works to create speech acts of obligation or propriety.
Participants are thus saying not only that they could have
acted or thought differently but also that there are
standards of conduct and knowledge which they violated.
In so doing, they are implicitly doing attributions of self-
blame for the rape.

(8) Sometimes I would think that I was kind of stupid
doing what I did, like not trying to get away more, or stuff
like that. (Leslie,

290-292)

(9) If I hadn’t crawled out my window, if I hadn’t been so
friendly to him, if I had worked harder in getting away, you
know, in a sense, yeah I did. (Leslie, 612-615) (when asked
if she blames herself)

Leslie also blames herself, but the blame is for her
stupidity in acting as she did, not for moral errors. The
analysis reveals the nature and extent of the self-blame,
not just whether participants attribute blame to them-
selves. And these attributions vary both within and
between participants. For example, the women speaking

11 We use the term grammar in the narrow sense of sentence
structure (syntax and morphology). See Crystal (1987).

12 We consider here interpretations that are directly grounded in
grammatical features, whereas in the previous section we drew on
such features to warrant other claims (e.g., the use of the contrast-
ive conjunction “but” in relation to efforts at social comparison).
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in Excerpts 5, 6 and 7 use modals of obligation, while
Leslie in Excerpts 8 and 9 entertains alternatives (e.g.,
the conditional “if”).

Modals are characteristic features not only of accounts
of untoward events but also of everyday conversation.
The halls of academe are no exception: “I can’t come to
the faculty meeting (serve on the committee, do my
grading) because I have to pick up my children (be out
of town at a conference).” A second characteristic feature
is the use of the active versus the passive voice to position
persons as agents or patients. We can see this kind of
move readily in accounts of rape (“He raped me” versus
“I was raped.”) The first utterance identifies the man as
agent and the woman as object (patient or victim); the
second not only positions the woman as patient, it also
omits the perpetrator altogether. This feature pervades
all sorts of conversations. For example, CEOs are said to
“give interviews” to social scientists, whereas students,
victims and welfare recipients “are interviewed.” The
selection of voice reflects the positioning of the
interactants, including their relative positions of power,
the latter in a subtle way that usually goes unremarked in
the hurly-burly of face-to-face conversation. The hearer
is likely to retain only an uncomfortable sense of the
inequality of power.

Other features. There are a number of other linguistic
features on which we can draw to refine our analyses.
Again, we have space only for a few which must suffice to
give a sense of the matter. There are various sorts of
rhetorical and semantic devices that, although not
grammatical in the narrow sense, work through specific
grammatical features (adverbs, adverbial phrases). For
example, the women in Excerpts 5 and 6 intensify the
attribution of blame through extreme case formulations
(“the whole thing I was thinking the whole time”; “a big
period of...”; Pomerantz, 1986) and the listing of failures
(“don’t go out with a boy alone and don’t go and do this
or do that”; “I shouldn’t have worn that top... I shouldn’t
have done that”). In contrast, there is less blame in
Excerpts 8 and 9; the attributions are more hedged,
constrained (“sometimes”; “in a sense”). The woman
speaking in Excerpts 8 and 9 is claiming responsibility for
her actions as much as she is assigning blame. This
analysis permits us to draw more subtle distinctions than
that between blaming one’s behaviour and blaming
one’s character. The variability in attributions alerts us to
the different functions of blame. Blaming helps to
identify the experience and serves to define the partici-
pant as agent or victim (see Wood & Rennie, 1994).
We hope that we have shown the way in which dis-
course analysts draw on a variety of concepts to warrant,
construct and refine their interpretations and the way in
which a shift in levels of analysis allows the use of units of
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analysis at different levels of specificity. Our analysis
should not be taken to imply that speakers and hearers
engage in complex calculated planning regarding the
sentences and words they are going to use in everyday
exchanges. That is not the way in which language works.
What they do use are the resources available in the
culture for social exchanges and these are, as we know,
encoded in the semantics and syntax of the language.
The evolution of these linguistic devices into taken-for-
granted social conventions is in itself evidence for the
power and utility of language-as-action.

Concluding Remarks

Social psychology can choose to maintain the status quo,
to ignore its history (Danziger, 1990), to act as if the
crisis of confidence has been resolved. Or it can choose
to pursue an alternate path which, though perhaps
painful initially, promises handsome dividends.

The alternate path, the shift to discourse, would allow
1) an escape from the shackles of methodological
behaviourism and from the strictures of positivism which
together have worked to impose on social psychology an
inappropriate epistemology and an unduly narrow
definition of science (e.g., Bickhard, 1992; Boulding,
1980; Harré & Secord, 1972); and 2) the fulfilment of
the Wundtian and Wittgensteinian legacy and the
joining of linguistics, anthropology and sociology in the
common pursuit of the pragmatics of language in
social life.

The shift requires the recognition of the principled
division of psychology into the realms of res naturam and
res artem, into two epistemological fields, each with its
own theoretical and methodological requirements. The
traditional taxonomy which divides the hard from the
soft sciences in a descending ranking of truth or validity
has lost its usefulness (Boulding, 1980). As the propo-
nents of the discursive turn (e.g., Edwards & Potter,
1992; Harré & Gillett, 1994) argue, it is no longer
necessary, if not positively detrimental, for the social
sciences to ape the natural sciences. Neither is it too far-
fetched to say that the tasks of psychology divide into the
study of the brain (and the capacities of people as
physical beings) and of language (and the actions of
people as social beings). The primary concern of social
psychology must be with Homo loquens, the talking
being."*

Among the advantages of the turn to discourse are
that it allows us 1) to draw on the prior work done in
linguistic pragmatics, in linguistic anthropology, and in
ethnomethodology; 2) to go beyond the prior work by

13 We are indebted to Professor Eric Csapo, Department of Clas-
sics, University of Toronto, for helping to clarify the appropriate-
ness of this phrase for our purposes.

utilizing the basic principles of discursive psychology;
and 3) to shed light on some recalcitrant problems that
have remained unsolved in the traditional literature. Let
us just take one example to illustrate the first two points.
Ethnomethodologists and conversation analysts (e.g.,
Schegloff, 1993) have argued that there are two types of
possible responses to speech acts, preferred and
dispreferred. Preferred responses are those that are
normatively and culturally expected; dispreferred
responses are normatively unexpected (Atkinson &
Heritage, 1984). Note that preference refers to social
conventions, not to individual dispositions or personal
wishes and expectations. For example, the preferred
response to a question is an answer, to an invitation an
acceptance, to a self-disparagement a denial, and so on."
What is striking about the two sorts of responses is that
they are very different, not only in content but also in
structure. Preferred responses are delivered promptly,
are brief (nothing extraneous is added), are not hedged
or qualified but clear-cut and positive. “Can you come for
dinner on Saturday?”/“We’d love to.” In contrast,
dispreferred responses usually contain a delay compo-
nent (e.g., an initial pause) and they often contain the
term “well” which discursively identifies the status of the
response as a dispreferred one and further delays the
answer. Most importantly, dispreferred responses include
accounts (excuses or justifications) that function to save
face in multiple ways and hence to preserve social
relationships. Thus, a refusal of an invitation to dinner is
likely to look something like the following: “(pause)
Well, it’d be great but we promised Carol already.” The
person who refuses by simply saying “No” or even, “Sorry,
no” or who offers a face-threatening account, “love to,
but your cooking is terrible” is a rare person, one who is
not likely to receive future invitations, thus vanishing
quickly from the social landscape.

The finding that dispreferred responses include an
account of the reasons for the dispreferred response is
consistent, robust and general. Accounts are felt to be
required and are provided in the vast majority of cases.
The regularity of this relationship approaches the
regularity of physical laws and no tests of statistical
significance are required. Why should there be this
consistency?

We may seek the answer among the general principles
of discursive psychology. One of its basic tenets is that
people, as social beings, must at all times be prepared to
ratify their status as rational beings (Harré, 1979). Even

14 Some preferences are linguistically based. For example, the
function of an invitation is to get an acceptance. Others are more
socially based. For example, it is not clear that “statements of
evaluation, assessments, as they are called, are inherently built to
get agreement” (Nofsinger, 1991, p. 74). Rather, agreement seems
to be more oriented to social concerns (e.g., face-saving).



something as seemingly trivial as refusing an invitation
without an accounting may hurt one’s standing as a
rational being, the ultimate warrant for being a member
of a human community. That is not to say that
dispreferred answers without accounting never occur.
They do. Rules and conventions are not physical laws;
they do not determine actions in the Humean sense of
efficient causality. But they do have consequences. We
would not say that one action “causes” another in the way
that the Hongkong XYZ virus causes influenza. But we
could say that a prior action sets the stage for a later
action, without the compulsion of causal necessity as
found in the realm of res naturam. As Nofsinger (1991,
p. 77) puts it, a prior action “sequentially occasions a
later one and the later one is occasioned by it.”

In extreme cases (e.g., homicide) failure to render an
acceptable account results in the demotion of the person
from the position of rational being or civilized person to
the counter-position, that of criminal, mental patient,
beast (Sarbin & Scheibe, 1983). The person is judged to
be non-rational, deprived of civil rights and, in effect,
banished from the community. In lesser cases, demotion
is less severe (from physician to quack for an unaccept-
able lapse of competence). In run-of-the-mill cases, the
repeated failure of accounting may result in the person
acquiring the reputation of an untrustworthy individual
who is increasingly shunned and excluded from social
relationships.

Preference structures appear because of what
Boulding (1980) has called “theoretical or logical neces-
sity.” That is to say, if we are going to have social life as
we know it, it is necessary to have preference structures
that require accounts. Otherwise, civilized communities
would disintegrate. Social action, in one sense, is
problem-solving. It is designed to solve the problems
posed to us by our biological heritage and by the envi-
ronment in which we live. And if language is action it is
also deeply enmeshed in our attempts to solve social
problems. As Goody (1978) concluded, after surveying
the paleo-anthropological record, language did not
evolve to facilitate the use of tools; it evolved as a means
to foster social cooperation in the face of unremitting
competition for scarce resources. In the particular case
at hand, it is clear that our understanding of preference
structures is decidedly enhanced by drawing on one of
the basic tenets of discursive psychology. It brings a
somewhat esoteric linguistic finding into a wider social-
psychological context.

Does the discursive turn help us to solve traditional
problems that have shown themselves to be recalcitrant
to attempts at solution? One is the problem of social
influence. The problem has been addressed within the
positivist framework through attempts to establish
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correlations between broad sociological categories and
laboratory responses. Latané’s Law of Social Impact
(1981) is a prominent example that has been widely
applauded. But Latané’s law cannot specify the processes
that actually mediate social influence (Brown, 1986).
The theory is empty in the crucial “space” between the
independent and dependent variables. In another
project, we are attempting to specify precisely what it is
in the discourse that produces social influence by
examining the talk between the juror who moved the
jury in Twelve Angry Men from the initial lopsided “guilty”
to the final “not guilty” verdict (Kroger, MacMartin &
Wood, 1997). Another area of social influence in which
discourse analysis may be profitably employed is that of
hypnosis (Kroger, 1988). Here too our efforts are ad-
vanced not only by the method of discourse analysis but
also by the general concepts of discursive psychology.

And there are other problems that require reworking.
Note that discursive psychologists are not content simply
to criticize previous work in social psychology. Rather,
they wish to treat at least some of that work in a way that
will recapture the initial insights but transform them to
ensure theoretical coherence and methodological
rigour. The brilliant reformulation of attribution theory
in discursive terms by Edwards and Potter (1992; 1993)
springs to mind.

The discursive turn does not constitute an esoteric,
academic exercise far removed from what some insist on
calling the “real world.” It has already found fruitful
application to problems of racism (Potter & Wetherell,
1987), violence (Wood & Rennie, 1994; O’Connor,
1995) and courtroom proceedings (Atkinson & Drew,
1979). Nor does discursive psychology constitute a retreat
into a qualitative methodology that relies on unsystem-
atic and unsupported interpretation. Instead, it is
rigorously and empirically grounded in data that are
transparently tied to the texts of everyday life rather than
to the impoverished and opaque language of the labora-
tory. Some such turn is required if we wish to move social
psychology forward into the next century.

A shorter version was presented in C. Antaki (Chair),
Discourse and Psychology, symposium conducted at the XXVI
International Congress of Psychology, Montreal, Canada,
August 1996. The authors acknowledge the assistance of
the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of
Canada. We thank Professor Ken Dion and two anonymous
reviewers for their critical reading of an earlier version of
this article. Correspondence should be addressed to Rolf
O. Kroger, Department of Psychology, University of To-
ronto, Toronto, Canada, M5S 3G3 or
kroger@psych.toronto.edu
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Résumé

Nous discutons du passage a la psychologie sociale
discursive comme solution de rechange a la psycho-
logie sociale expérimentale. Nous constatons que les
obstacles au changement trouvent leur source dans
I’histoire de la discipline, dans I’échec des chercheurs
a reconnaitre la distinction entre les mouvements et
les actions, et dans leur résistance a passer des critéres
positivistes aux critéres post-positivistes. Nous souli-
gnons les principes de la psychologie discursive et de
I’analyse du discours, méthode qui y est associée. Les
exemples d’analyse du discours sont principalement
tirés d’une étude récente sur le viol commis par des
connaissances. Dans tout I’article, nous mettons
I'accent sur I'importance du discours dans la vie so-
ciale et sur les définitions de I'étre social qu’est

I’ Homo loquens.
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