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t a l k - i n - i n t e r a c t i o n

CH A R L E S AN TA K I

I USED to be a wo rried social
p s y ch o l ogi s t , f retting that I wa s n ’t
wh e re the action was. I’d collect

p e o p l e ’s views on unemployment or their
opinions about their friends. I’d get them 
to fill in response sheets under diffe re n t
ex p e rimental conditions. But it never fe l t
right. I felt I was looking under the
lamppost wh e re the light was bri g h t e s t ,
while smarter people we re at the part y
h appening away down the street. 

H owever well designed the
q u e s t i o n n a i re, and however ingenious the
ex p e rimental manipulat i o n s , I never re a l ly
b e l i eved that wh at I got amounted to mu ch .
The wo rds we re n ’t consequential, t h ey
d i d n ’t do any t h i n g. I couldn’t look at a
response sheet without thinking: ‘ Ye s ,
but wh at does that m e a n? ’

I suppose I stopped believing wh at
p s y ch o l ogy fo rces you to believe : t h at
l a n g u age is just a medium of
rep re s e n t ation. Th at it paints more or less
cl e a r, m o re or less tru s t wo rt hy pictures of
things stored in the mental wa re h o u s e :
at t i t u d e s , j u d ge m e n t s , o p i n i o n s , m e m o ri e s .
I stopped believing that language just
n e u t ra l ly described all those things. 

So fa r, so bad, and a lot of people 
felt that way in the seventies and eighties.
Some of them never re c ove re d. Some
shook themselve s , passed it all off as 
a career bl i p , and went back to wo rk
d e t e rmined to design a re a l ly go o d
q u e s t i o n n a i re, l ab ex p e ri m e n t , c at ego ry
coding sch e m e, and so fo rth. 

And some looked around for help
e l s ewh e re. Th at ’s wh at I did, and I came
a c ross Stephen Lev i n s o n ’s (1983)
P rag m at i c s: the fi rst book I’d read that
took language seri o u s ly enough to actually
wonder how it got used in ord i n a ry
eve ry d ay life. It made my head spin. 

When it stopped spinning, I re a l i s e d
t h at I’d learned something: t h at wh e n
people talk, t h ey are n ’t out to tell yo u
wh at ’s in their mind. Th ey ‘ re out to
a c t u a l ly d o s o m e t h i n g.

When you talk, you talk in an
i n t e ra c t i o n , and you talk to move the
i n t e raction fo r wa rd. You don’t talk to re e l

o ff the contents of your memory. You 
d o n ’t ex p ress an attitude like you display
the contents of your china cabinet. 
An utterance is more like a bomb than 
a printout. 

Th at was the end of dead wo rds for me.
Once you see that talk is action, you go out
and look for it wh e re it does something. 
I started re c o rding my friends and
n e i g h b o u rs , t ra n s c ribing wh at they said,
spending hours tracing the pitch and swo o p
of their talk. 

At fi rs t , all I could do was see it in
commonsense term s : s h e ’s asking him this,
h e ’s telling her that. Th at was no go o d. 
I went looking for more subtle tools. 

P s y ch o l ogy didn’t have them. You look
in the psych o l ogy box and you see, at best,
a cat a l ogue of classifying machines. Way s
of boiling talk down into a tick box of
c at ego ri e s : ‘ m a kes sugge s t i o n ’ , ‘ n o d s ’ ,
‘asks yes/no question’. All of that is too
c ru d e. 

Th e re ’s a story about an ex ch a n ge
b e t ween the social psych o l ogist Robert
Bales and the sociologist Harold Garfi n ke l .
Bales was promoting his cl a s s i fi c at i o n
system (‘makes sugge s t i o n ’ , ‘ n o d s ’ , e t c. )
and recommending that Garfi n kel use it 
to describe wh at happened in jury
d e l i b e rations. Garfi n kel rep l i e d, the story
go e s , t h at Bales’s system was gre at , if one
wanted to see how the jury wo rked as a
Bales group; but if one wanted to see how

it wo rked as a jury, one had to start
s o m ewh e re else. 

Th at sounded right. And it opened up
G a r fi n ke l ’s discipline, e t h n o m e t h o d o l ogy :
h ow folk design their actions to make
t h e m s e l ves intelligi ble to each other and
get things done. I remember my s e l f
t h i n k i n g : ‘ Why isn’t social psych o l ogy 
l i ke this?’Then I read Mick Billig’s 
(1987) A rguing and Th i n k i n g, and 
Jo n athan Potter and Marga ret We t h e re l l ’s
(1987) D i s c o u rse and Social Psych o l ogy,
and I realised that social psych o l ogy 
c o u l d be like this. 

By the start of the nineties, l i ke all
c o nve rt s , I ’d decided to go for the heav y
s t u ff, the obsessive, p a i n s t a k i n g,
t ra i n s p o t t i n g, fi n i cky, Old Te s t a m e n t
fundamentals. How people ex a c t ly d i d
wh at they did.

I got hold of the locus cl a s s i c u s o f
c o nve rs ation analy s i s , H a rvey Sack s ’s
(1992) L e c t u res on Conve rs at i o n. Sack s ’s
c a s ebook of calls to suicide preve n t i o n
c e n t re s , C a l i fo rnian telep h o n e
c o nve rs at i o n s , teen therapy groups and 
the like showed that an interaction was 
one part engi n e e ring (when to take a turn 
at speaking; how to get a turn at speaking;
h ow to re t a ke, hold off, maintain and
relinquish a turn at speaking) and one part
r h e t o ric (wh at to say, h ow to say it, a n d
h ow to get it said without saying it).

Th e re we re ru l e s , and people used 
t h e m , abused them and flouted them with
ex t ra o rd i n a ry skill. A n d, of cours e, u s i n g
and abusing rules is wh at gets yo u r
meaning across and gets things done.
O rd i n a ry speake rs are so good at it that the
e n gi n e e ring is inv i s i ble and the rhetoric is
p e r fe c t ly disguised as just talk. 

To get behind the gloss, I had to tra i n
myself to distrust my fi rst reading of a
t ra n s c ri p t , holding off judgement till I 
had tried to take it ap a rt and put it back
t ogether aga i n .

H ave a look at this ex t ra c t , f rom a
p s y ch o l ogical assessment interv i ew meant
to ga u ge the re s p o n d e n t ’s quality of life
(see box). (I’ve left off most of the
t ra n s c ription notat i o n , but the bra cke t s
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s h ow ve ry brief pauses, and the aligned
b ra ckets show an ove rl ap of talk.)

Your fi rst thought — like mine —
would be something like : ‘ O K , t h e
p s y ch o l ogist has got the answer to the
question and moved on.’But then you wo n d e r
at the engi n e e ring of it. Wh at does it tell us,
for ex a m p l e, about P’s seeming to ignore
A N ’s fi rst two , p e r fe c t ly legi t i m ate answe rs
(after her initial, p o s s i bly unheard answer)? 

AN says ‘ n o ’ but P asks aga i n
‘sometimes?’. She says ‘ n o ’ aga i n , s o f t ly,
but P comes back , d e a d p a n , with ‘ o r
u s u a l ly’. AN now qualifies her answer —
‘sometimes I do’. Th at ’s the answer that 
P accep t s , and puts down on the offi c i a l
rep o rt — ‘ we ’ll put a two down for that 
one then’.

N ow in engi n e e ring term s , AN has had
at least two answe rs bl o cked off. When that
h appens in talk, you tend to try something
d i ffe rent the third time. So maybe A N ’s
t h i rd answer then was her trying something
d i ffe re n t , something that might fit better. 

And when I looked through the entire
set of interv i ew s , this would happen aga i n
and again. The psych o l ogist had to fo l l ow
the thre e - a l t e rn at ive list of questions, a n d
took only the third answer as the right one.
She had to do that , because that ’s how it
was scripted on the printed sheet. 

But the respondent might not be
thinking of that — from the re s p o n d e n t ’s
point of view, the psych o l ogist has held her
a c c o u n t able for not producing the right sort
of answer twice, and has now manage d
something wh i ch the psych o l ogist accep t s .

So in this unre m a rk able way (at least,
it wa s n ’t re m a rked on by the interv i ewe r ) ,
a whole set of assessments is based on 
a curious mismat ch. The psych o l ogist 
is making her wo rds fit the scri p t e d
q u e s t i o n n a i re, and the respondent is making
her wo rds fit the spaces left open for her by
the interv i ewe r.

If that ’s an example of engi n e e ri n g,

t ry this one, wh i ch is a combination of
e n gi n e e ring and rhetori c. Here ’s someone
making a point — ‘ ex p ressing an at t i t u d e ’
— about complaints made against the
p o l i c e. The police, ap p a re n t ly, had been
rather heavy handed with pro t e s t e rs , bu t
Jones is not impressed by the accusation. 

H e re he is talking about the people 
who complained about the police (and 
I ’ve spelled out the re fe rent to make it 
a bit cl e a re r ) :

… but I think that the, e s p e c i a l ly 
the ch u rch people that we re go i n g,
(1.1 secs) um (0.5 secs) I wonder if they
re a l ly thought it through [omitted words
h e r e] (m u m b l e d: you know) they they
s o rt of go through and say ah .hh we l l
i t ’s [i . e. wh at the police did] not wh at
C h rist would have done OK it’s not
wh at Christ would have done but Chri s t
wo u l d n ’t have been out there pro t e s t i n g
e i t h e r

If I we re still a ‘ c at ego ri s i n g ’s o rt of
p s y ch o l ogi s t , I’m not altogether sure wh at
I ’d do with Jones. But when we fo rge t
about cat ego ri s ation we can pay attention to
his building style and we can ap p re c i ate the
r h e t o ri c. How does Jones display himself as
‘not being impre s s e d ’ with the complaints
against the police?

Fi rs t , he sets up the complainers
ap p a re n t ly neutra l ly,p e r h aps even positive ly :
t h ey are ‘ ch u rch people’. Then he has a two -
p a rt contra s t : fi rst wh at ‘ t h ey ’ , t h e
c o m p l a i n e rs , s ay; then wh at h e s ays. Such
c o n t rasts always imply that thesecond thing is
the tru m p , but he stacks the cards even more.

Wh at ‘ t h ey ’s ay is made ab s u rd : ‘ t h ey ’
a re made to complain that the police (those
a c t ive, no-nonsense people with a diffi c u l t
job to do) are not Chri s t - l i ke (passive,
fo rgiv i n g, t u rn - t h e - o t h e r- cheek). 

Why does Jones ch o o s e, of all
c o m p a ri s o n s , Jesus Christ? Because 

by doing so he mobilises wh at those
complaining people t h e m s e l ve s a re
s u p p o s e d ly thinking — they are, after all,
‘ ch u rch people’. Then he delive rs the c o u p
de gr â c e : the pro t e s t e rs t h e m s e l ves we re n ’t
being Chri s t - l i ke — or, in his bizarre
i m age, ‘ C h rist wo u l d n ’t have been out there
p rotesting either’. Collapse of complaint.

The analy s able thing about Jones is how
he brings off, t h e re and then, h aving that
d i s m i s s ive view. We get to see that wh at ’s
i m p o rtant about wh at he says is wh at it
does (dismisses and trivialises a complaint
against the police) rather than wh at it ‘ i s ’
( n o t i o n a l ly, just a ‘ v i ew’). 

Whether he has that view elsewh e re,
or whether it is his ‘ re a l ’ v i ew, i s
u n a n swe rabl e. Wh at is a ‘ re a l ’v i ew? 
I don’t know, and no other psych o l ogi s t
k n ows either. 

The only competent authority fo r
d e t e rmining Jo n e s ’s ‘ real view ’ is other
p e o p l e, who (if we play the tape a bit
l o n ger) can accuse him of being callous,
o ffe n s ive or wh at have yo u , or take him 
to court to sue him, s u c c e s s f u l ly or
u n s u c c e s s f u l ly. Those are the sort of
j u d gements pro p e rly handled by society.
I’m not going to make them, and I’m not
s u re that a psych o l ogist ought to. 

But if I can show how t h e re and then
Jones engi n e e red his talk to trivialise and
disqualify a complaint against the police 
— that , doing social psych o l ogy wh e re 
the action is, is wo rth doing.

Once you start looking cl o s e ly at wh at
people do, you can never again go back to
c ramming them into cat ego ries or tre at i n g
their wo rds as printouts. It does mean hours
spent hunched over the tap e - re c o rder and
s t a ring at the video scre e n , but the
d ividends are enormous. A n d, if the
p s y ch o l ogist is a nosy parker interested in
wh at people do with each other, t h e re can’t
be mu ch more pro fi t able fun than that .
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Extract from a psychological assessment inter v i e w

Psychologist (P): d ’ you feel out of place (0.4 secs) out an’ about in
s o cial (0.2 secs) situations

Respondent (AN): n o
P :  Anne? (0.2 secs) neve r ?

A N : n o
P : s o m e t i m e s ?
A N : ° n o °

P : or usually
A N : s o m etimes I do:
P : yeah? (0.4 secs) OK we’ll put a two down for that one

then (s n i f f)


