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Editorial on the Research Topic

Conversation analysis and sociological theory

The relations between Conversation Analysis (CA), sociology, and social theory
are complex, often ambiguous, and have sometimes been rather fraught. CA has both
institutional and intellectual roots in the discipline of sociology, especially in the
United States (Heritage and Stivers, 2013). Institutionally, CA has existed in often
uneasy relations with “mainstream” sociology, sometimes being located within designated
“sociology” departments, but often existing outside of them, connecting with other
disciplines in creative ways. Intellectually speaking, CA has both rebelled against the parent
discipline, while also being the inheritor and elaborator of some of its key themes and ideas
(Heritage, 2008).

While there might be agreement amongst their practitioners on what CA is, what it
does, and what it is meant to achieve, that is not so much the case for the more open
and broad terrains of sociology and social theory. Moreover, each of the domains in
question has changed in orientation, composition, and academic location since CA first
came into existence in the late 1960s.While initially a child of sociology, as CA hasmatured
and extended its substantive and methodological reach, it has become a large intellectual
domain in its own right, with inputs from, and relevance for, a host of other disciplines,
notably linguistics, anthropology, and psychology. It is now no longer at all clear how CA
relates to sociology and social theory, what each side currently does, or what it could bring
to the other in the future.

The Research Topic Conversation Analysis and Sociological Theory aims at reflecting
upon such matters. It seeks to facilitate a productive dialogue between empirical research
on interactional practices and different strands of social and sociological theorizing. In the
articles of the Research Topic, researchers in social and sociological theory whose work
resonates with conversation analysis have sought to advance the frontiers of knowledge on
suchmatters, critiquing and re-evaluating older positions and elaborating new perspectives
on core questions about the nature of human interaction.

Micro-macro linkage

Early sociological dismissals of CA (e.g., Coser, 1975) regarded it as being ill-equipped
to deal with issues of real sociological interest. Yet, CA has over its history been connected
with one central problem area of sociology—how “smaller” social phenomena can be
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related to “larger” ones, and vice versa. Linguistic labels put onto
this set of problems include “action” and “structure” relations,
and “micro” and “macro” types of phenomena. Such matters
are inexorably bound up with issues of how to model forms
of social power and power-laden social inequalities (Reed and
Weinman, 2018). The twin questions posed by such concerns are:
how do power-laden macro-level phenomena manifest themselves
in micro-level interactional dynamics, and how does macro-level
social order emerge out of those micro-level dynamics? CA needs
to be supplemented by social theory in these regards, while
simultaneously augmenting the range of social theory’s purview of
such matters (Arundale).

The early phase of CA (Sacks and Schegloff, 1974) was
obviously indebted to two overlapping sets of ideas, each of
which had its own distinctive approach to such matters. The
first source was Garfinkel’s (1967) claims about the meaningful
nature of individuals’ actions, and social reality as ongoing
accomplishment by interacting persons—phenomena which could
only be understood by analysts examining the categories used
by such persons themselves, instead of deploying conventional
sociological categories. The second source was Goffman’s (1955)
understanding of the nature of human interaction as a profoundly
moral exercise, involving the construction and perpetuation of
“face”. The notion of conversation as operating according to
its own distinctive logics that could be discovered by careful
attention to the details of naturally occurring interaction took
inspiration from Goffman’s notion of the “interaction order” as
a sui generis entity, which was only “loosely coupled” to other
“social institutions” (Goffman, 1983). CA both extended the fight
against “conventional” sociology inaugurated by Garfinkel, while
significantly contributing to the elaboration of the “interaction
order” identified by Goffman. CA found conversation to be a
highly structured domain that worked through multiple forms of
organizing devices, such as turn-taking (Heritage, 2008).

As CA developed, it came to encompass analyses of the more
circumscribed forms of talk that happen within the settings of
key social institutions, such as courtrooms and medical facilities
(Drew and Heritage, 1992). Such studies illustrated in detail how
these institutional contexts actually operate. By adding analysis
of transcripts of historically occurring linguistic interactions and
comparing these with their present-day counterparts, analysts
could demonstrate how changing social norms impacted upon the
organization of talk in institutions. This focus on the interrelations
between concrete, situational immediacies and organizations
(Smith and Stirling), when the latter were examined over time,
was a significant step toward understanding howmacro-level social
change operates in relation to conversational dynamics (Clayman
and Heritage, 2002). Analyzing journalistic interactions has also
been a resource for understanding how actors’ conceptions of
“wider society” are manifested in mass media and therefore may
influence everyday interactions (Rautajoki).

CA and its ethnomethodologically-inflected variants also
developed to encompass the multiple dimensions of interaction
(Ayaß), including visual ones (Arminen and Heino). Thus, CA
today is a more multifaceted, more interdisciplinary, and more
capacious entity than ever before. However, CA’s tools to investigate
“micro” and “macro” phenomena must be constantly overhauled.

Garfinkel’s work was once thought by some sociologists to shun
considerations of macro-level “structures,” but it is now widely
accepted that it contains subtle comprehensions of how social
inequalities along the lines of gender and ethnicity play into in

situ interactions (Duck and Rawls, 2023). While Goffman left open
precisely how the “couplings” between the “micro” and “macro”
operate (Inglis and Thorpe, 2023), much sociological theorizing
since then has endeavored to work out such linkages (e.g., Giddens,
1984; Collins, 2005). Already over the last three decades, work
has been done to take CA more in the direction of accounting
for forms of social power in interaction, such as in terms of
gender and sexualities (Kitzinger, 2005). In this Research Topic,
social power is discussed in several articles (see e.g., Ekström and
Stevanovic; Stevanovic).

Behind the more obvious Garfinkel/Goffman legacy in CA
implicitly lay the ideas of earlier thinkers that those notables
themselves had drawn upon, such as the phenomenology of Schutz
(1962) and the account of the orderliness of social interaction
offered by Durkheim (1984). These and other intellectual resources
have subsequently been found to offer both conceptual dead-ends
and sometimes surprisingly rich resources for further thinking
about how micro-level things relate to macro-level ones. Horgan
suggests unexpected but creative resonances between CA and
the hermeneutically-attuned version of Durkheim proposed by
the Yale School of cultural sociology. To deal more effectively
with social hierarchies deeply embedded in certain languages,
Sidnell and Vũ propose complementing Durkheim with Marx.
Ayaß proposes a fusion of CA with the kinds of theorizing of
communication genres pioneered in the German-speaking social
sciences. Koskinen et al. demonstrate the resonances between
social-theoretical accounts of “recognition” and empirical analyses
of esteem, respect and love/care in conversational interactions.
Meyer considers the resonances between CA and contemporary
practice theories—which already drew upon ethnomethodological
insights—in order to reconcile analyses that stress either the
context-free or context-sensitive nature of interactional practices.

Perhaps the most radical move in the direction of further
connecting CA to bodies of social theory is to do so with reference
to assemblage theory in general, and to Actor-Network Theory in
particular. The latter denies that there are pre-existing “macro” and
“micro” levels and phenomena at all. These, and forms of power,
are brought into existence by arranging them into networks of
heterogeneous human and non-human actants. Such a perspective
opens the possibility of studying the agency of non-humans in
human/non-human interactions (Muhle). It also suggests new
analytical vistas as to what “social context” might mean in relation
to situated interactions, and how larger assemblages relate to
localized activities, which are themselves construable as types of
assemblage (Raudaskoski).

Bottom-up vs. top-down

CA’s radically empirical enterprise presented an alternative
to experimentally driven social psychology and so-called “top-
down” deductive social theorizing (Haakana et al., 2009). CA
operated in a clear “bottom-up” manner, avoiding premature
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theory construction (Heritage and Clayman, 2010). However,
some recent developments in CA (see e.g., Stivers, 2015) have
blurred the clear distinction of top-down/bottom-up analysis. For
example, coding interactional phenomena for the purposes of
quantification has usually been associated with top-down, theory-
driven approaches that involve a risk of an epistemological shift
from the member-relevant emic accounts toward the researcher-
relevant etic categories (e.g., Markee, 2012; see also Pike, 1967). In
CA-informed quantitative studies, however, the coding is usually
based on careful, empirical analysis of member-relevant aspects
of interaction before moving on to the more researcher-relevant
coding of interactional events. In the current Research Topic, a
similar complication of a simple top-down/bottom-up distinction
in CA occurs with respect to social theory. For instance, in the
study conducted by Smith and Sterling, the initial plan for a
straightforward bottom-up analysis of conversational data was
hindered by methodological obstacles, prompting the authors to
delve into theory. Similarly, in the research by Ayaß (p. 1), genre
analysis, though firmly rooted in CA methodology, “exceeds it
conceptually and theoretically.”

The contexts where CA might face methodological hurdles
and where social theory can be helpful include studying
power imbalances, atypical populations, and subtle breaches in
recognition that escape explicit accountability demands. Ekström
and Stevanovic transcend the top-down/bottom-up distinction by
holding a conceptual separation of power as an antecedent of social
action, which can be observed in participants’ orientations to their
own and each other’s accountabilities in various fields of action,
and power as a descendent of interaction that sheds light on the
socially constructed nature of reality, all the while keeping in mind
the “dialectic of control” (Giddens, 1984, p. 16) where the two
forms of power can be intertwined. Koskinen et al. suggest that
violations at the “recognition level” of interaction are particularly
difficult to raise to explicit reflective metalevel discussion, as this
would necessitate the topicalization of social relations in a way that
might become costly for the initiator of the discussion. Hence, to
be able to also examine these critical issues they complemented the
empirical analysis with concepts and tools gained from recognition
theory. Smith and Sterling make the claim that when investigating
interactions of atypical populations, the interlocutors can fail to
be held to account for transgressions of social order, for example
when they start to be oriented-to as mentally ill. In this lack of
accountability, there is a weakening of the basis for the “next
turn proof procedure” (Sacks and Schegloff, 1974), a fundamental
methodological tool for CA scholars. The authors propose that, to
solve this dilemma, a dialectic approach might be recommended
between processes of model construction and bottom-up processes
of observation.

Here, we can observe the presence of a dialectical relationship
between deductive, top-down theory and inductive, bottom-up
empirical analysis, commonly known as abductive reasoning or
abduction (Peirce, 1935, p. 525). Abductive reasoning “seeks a
situational fit between observed facts and rules” (Timmermans
and Tavory, 2012, p. 171). Abduction involves a dynamic process
of reevaluating data in light of theory, fostering theoretical
breakthroughs and novel research hypotheses (Timmermans
and Tavory, 2012). While this kind of approach may seem

unconventional to some CA scholars, it’s worth noting that
several foundational categories in CA are already employed in the
“bottom-up” analyses, including, for example, turn-constructional
units, sequential implication, and epistemic status/stance. The
authors of this Research Topic make a deliberate effort to articulate
the pre-existing categories and theoretical frameworks they utilize.

Despite the explicit commitment to theorizing, the authors
in the Research Topic differ from each other with reference to
the role that conceptualizations should have in the analysis of
social interaction. Several authors share Schegloff ’s (1997) critique
toward the “academic and theoretical imperialism” (p. 165) that
“gets to stipulate the terms by reference to which the world
is to be understood” (p. 167). Arundale stresses the need to
refrain from using conceptual typifications in the analysis of social
interaction. Meyer extends such criticism also to encompass the
shared practices as reified units of sociality. Others, however,
promote the opposite view. According to Alasuutari, “we are born
to a world that presents itself through self-evident concepts, the
built environment and artifacts, practices, conceptions of proper
conduct, and identifications with various communities” (p. 7). The
importance of conceptualizations is also highlighted byMühle, who
points to the insight of MCA that “participants in interactions
must categorize their counterparts in order create expectations of
their activities, motives, and characteristics” (p. 4). If participants
themselves display their capability for basic sociological theorizing
when dealing with others (Housley and Fitzgerald, 2015, p. 4),
researchers shouldn’t completely ignore the participants’ “folk
sociology” when trying to account for their own orientations to
what is happening.

Another divide between the articles in the Research Topic
is related to the previous one: Should social interaction action
be understood solely based on the publicly observable behaviors
or are such behaviors to be seen as cues based on which the
participants may interpret each other’s actions, motives, and
intentions? While some writers argue that “social order is not
created through the interpretive acts of actors” (Duck and Rawls,
2023, p. 246; cited in Arundale), others emphasize the interpretive
resources that ordinary members use to account for and justify
their own and others’ conduct. For example, Horgan refers to
“culturally structured collective representations” and “structures
of meaning” as resources for such interpretations and argues that
people interpret everyday interaction as a moral order. Taking a
position along this divide has important implications for research.
The former view places the participants themselves and the
researchers of interaction into an equal position, as high-quality
video-recordings can capture the participants’ publicly observable
behaviors into a high level of detail. The latter view, in contrast,
necessitates that the analysis of interaction considers the cultural
context and personal histories of the participants that extend the
boundaries of every video-recording.

Linking theory and CA findings

Looking at the contributions to this Research Topic, we can see
an array of sociological concepts that the authors argue have been
or can be elucidated by CA findings. Some of these concepts reflect
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classical themes of sociological theorizing, such as “inequality”
(Stevanovic), “division of labor” (Sidnell and Vũ) and “social
change” (Mlynar and Arminen). Others reflect more contemporary
sociological debates: “assemblage” (Raudaskoski), “recognition”
(Koskinen et al.), “societal membership” (Rautajoki), “sociological
institutionalism” (Alasuutari), “strong programme in cultural
sociology” (Horgan, “agency of non-human entities” (Mühle) and
“practice theories” (Meyer). Finally, there are contributions that
discuss theoretical concepts that have been developed in dialogue
with CA, such as “social emergence” (Arundale), “communicative
genres” (Ayaß), and “constitution of common-sense world” (Smith
and Stirling).

The task in each contribution is similar: to explore the
ways in which CA research has, or can, contribute to the
understanding of the given sociological concept and to the ways
in which the given concept can elucidate CA. Even though
such considerations are not common in earlier research, there
are some discussions into which the contributions of this
Research Topic can be contextualized. In earlier research, there
are broadly two kinds of arguments concerning the linkages
between sociological theory and interaction analysis: “generic” and
“specific.” The “generic” argumentation offers broad proposals
regarding the societal significance of interactional practices. The
emergence thesis (discussed and criticized by Arundale) is a case
in point: in a rather all-encompassing way, it suggests that the
macro-sociological structures emerge from regularities in social
interaction. The more “specific” arguments single out particular
sociological concepts and particular interactional phenomena.
Drew and Heritage’s (1992) influential work of institutional
interaction is a case in point. It located the concept of institution
in the structure of particular (mostly work-related) encounters, and
specified facets of the organization of interaction such encounters.
Drew and Heritage came up with lexical choice, turn design,
sequence organization, overall structural organization, professional
neutrality and interactional asymmetries as such facets. The
sociological concept of institutional action became thus specified
in conversation analytical terms.

The general task of searching for new linkages between CA and
the concerns of sociological theory is realized in different ways in
different contributions to the Research Topic: in some articles, quite
specific CA findings are linked to quite specific theoretical concepts,
while in other articles, more generic concerns of sociological
theory are linked to CA programme on a more general level.
Both types of contributions advance our understanding of CA and
sociological theory.

Among the most specific arguments regarding the linkages
between sociological concepts and CA findings are to be found in
the contribution by Sidnell and Vũ. They explore the significance
of the key sociological concept “division of labor” (derived from
the classical works of Marx and Durkheim) to the understanding of
CA findings concerning practices of other-initiated repair. In their
data from Vietnamese conversations, there is a division of labor in
the maintenance of intersubjectivity through other-initiated repair:
the high and low status participants use different practices of
repair initiation. Another contribution suggesting a rather specific
linkage between sociological concept and interactional practice
comes from Raudaskoski. She discusses contemporary theories on

“assemblages” (coming from New Materialism and Actor Network
Theory) suggesting, among other things, that Goodwin’s (2013)
findings of lamination can elucidate their local accomplishment as
well as the “sociocultural passing on of practices and the material
tools involved in them” (Raudaskoski, p. 5).

On a more generic end of arguments regarding the linkages
between sociological theories and CA, we find the work of
Mlynár and Arminen. The concept that they discuss is most
general, “social change”—a concern that arguably penetrates most
sociological thinking. While the authors present quite specific CA
findings, having to do with the openings of landline and mobile
phone calls, their argument is more far-reaching: CA studies on
interactions in technological and institutional settings can be read
as documentation of practices that in many cases have become or
will become obsolete. In some sense, any practice discovered by
CA can be treated as historical material. The authors thus suggest a
new, historically sensitive way of reading CA research.

The contributions to the Research
Topic

The Research Topic consists of 15 articles, which we will
summarize very briefly below:

Meyer delves into a detailed examination of the uniquely
non-metaphysical, situated way in which the terms “practice”
and “practicality” have been understood in ethnomethodology.
However, according to Meyer, today’s CA tends to reify
practices and study them as independent, context-free units of
sociality, which points to a gap between ethnomethodology and
contemporary CA.

Arundale asks how macro-social order emerges from micro-
level human interactions, proposing what he calls the Conjoint Co-
constituting Model of Communicating. According to this model,
macro-level social systems arise from the recurrent emergence of
micro-level social order, as individuals engage in observable social
practices across various interactions over time.

Mlynár and Arminen explore the concept of social change due
to evolving technologies, which—they argue—can be observed in
the details of everyday interactions. The article also discusses the
temporal aspects of social practices, proposing that CA studies
can serve as historical documents that capture their transient
nature, particularly as some practices become obsolete with
technological advancements.

Mühle examines the boundaries of the social world,
showing how people’s basic processes of categorizing their
interactional partners can sometimes encompass non-human
entities. His analysis, however, points to the moment-by-moment
sequentially unfolding and non-determinate nature of such
categorization processes, which would need to be better captured
by social theorists.

Raudaskoski considers the intersection of CA and the
material turn in social sciences, examining two strands of
socio-materialism—actor-network theory (ANT) and new
materialism(s)—and their emphasis on the entangled nature of
practices. Raudaskoski proposes that CA can serve the analysis
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of these entanglements and highlights the usefulness of Charles
Goodwin’s concept of lamination in this regard.

Rautajoki examines the construction of society through media
communication, delving into how societal membership and
collective existence are actualised in media practices. Rautajoki
analyzes the opening segments of TV discussions, where journalists
address the audience and set the stage for the program’s topic,
simultaneously ascribing multilayered societal memberships and
identities to the participants of the program.

Arminen and Heino operationalize Erving Goffman’s concept
of civil inattention to explore its impact on relational segregation,
highlighting the existence of subconscious monitoring that pre-
structures the interaction order. The study also indicates that gaze
behavior is influenced by the recipient’s appearance, which forms
a basis for recognition disparity and can hinder the inclusion of
stigmatized groups to the civic sphere.

In his article on interaction ritual, Horgan seeks to build a
bridge between CA and cultural sociology. By examining accounts
of encounters with rude strangers in public space as breaches
of civil inattention, Horgan shows how the analysis of these
accounts necessitates the investigation of both local interactional
practices and wider structures of meaning that that people use as
interpretative resources.

Koskinen et al. draw on recognition theory to analyze complex
cases of (mis)recognition. The authors show that solidarity can
occur at distinct levels of action and recognition, which can
however sometimes be incongruent with each other. The article
highlights the capacity of CA to bring the abstract ideas of
recognition to life and to inform and promote the development of
interactionally based social and societal critique.

Stevanovic discusses the concept of accountability in social
interactions and its relation to interactional inequality. Drawing
on a distinction between accountability as a tool for making
sense of interactions and accountability as a means of maintaining
social order, she argues that demands for these two forms of
accountability are raised in unfair ways when different groups of
people account for their problematic interactional experiences.

Smith and Stirling explore how individuals with schizophrenia
may experience disruptions in their common-sense world. Drawing
from phenomenological psychiatry and ethnomethodology, the
authors present a model of five worlds of meaning and experience.
The model is used to elucidate how schizophrenic talk may reflect
a loss of integration between these domains.

Sidnell and Vũ discuss the division of labor in the maintenance
of intersubjectivity, drawing on the case of repair initiation
practices in Vietnamese conversations. The authors argue that
these efforts are unevenly distributed among the junior and
senior participants. The findings challenge the tacit assumptions of
equality in CA and highlight the influence of social hierarchy on
conversational practices.

Ayaß discusses genre analysis as a way of bridging language and
society. Communicative genres are to be seen as consolidated forms
of communication that allow participants to rely on reciprocal
orientation and offer solutions to communicative problems.
Ayaß substantiates this idea by drawing on three families of
communicative genres as examples, presenting CA as the method
par excellence for their sequential analysis.

Ekström and Stevanovic argue for an expansion of CA to
engage with sociological theories of power, examining how power is
interactionally negotiated, but also conditioned by social structures
and realities that precede interactional encounters. The authors
criticize the tendency in CA to conflate structure and action, which
limits the analysis of power in informing action formation.

Alasuutari suggests that insights of neoinstitutional scholarship
could help CA to extend its scope to macro-sociological questions.
In CA of institutional encounters, participants are seen to negotiate
social order under special conditions and restrictions, which often
lead into ritualistic ceremonial behavior that is detached from the
actors’ immediate goals. These rituals play a key role in constituting,
maintaining, and naturalizing social order.
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Conversation Analysis (CA) tends to adopt an ambivalent attitude to the concept
of power. The concept is fundamental in sociology but secondary or even
disregarded in CA. A closer look at research and the conceptual foundations
of CA however demonstrate significant contributions to theories of power. In
this paper we aim to demonstrate and discuss these contributions, however,
also arguing for an expansion of the CA approach in dialogue with sociological
theories to engage in the sociological analysis of power as an essential feature
of social relationships and social organization. Based on a general definition of
power, as the transformative capacities of social agents in virtue of their social
relationships, we discuss how power is interactionally achieved and negotiated,
but also conditioned by social institutions and structures that extend beyond the
contexts of situated encounters. The paper is divided into two main sections. The
first section presents central contributions of CA in relation to the distinctions
between power over and power to, authority as a legitimate form of power, and
deontics as a key concept in the analysis of power. The second section critically
considers the tendency in CA to localize power solely to actions in interaction, and
to conflate structure and action, which constraints the analysis and explanations
of power. We present examples of how analyses of power, grounded in CA, can
be extended to account for the dynamics of social structures and realities beyond
the interactional encounters.

KEYWORDS

conversation analysis, power, deontics, authority, social interaction

Introduction

Human social existence is permeated by power. It is an essential feature of social
relationships and social organization in all forms of political, organizational, and
institutional life. Yet, power is a concept that tends to be avoided in conversation analysis
(CA). This avoidance can be clarified with reference to the ethnomethodological roots of CA.
Constituting a break from the traditional social scientific approaches, ethnomethodology
sought to explain social order with reference to the mundane practices by which members
make sense of the world and act in it (Heritage, 1984). What is thus demanded of social
science is to document “the processes by which social life is constituted rather than treating
social phenomena as given objects in the world” (Hammersley, 2003; p. 755). In this paper
we aim to demonstrate the significant contributions of CA to the study of power, however,
also arguing for an expansion of the approach in dialogue with sociological theories.
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The rhetoric of CA involves the researcher being able to
“sit back and observe the structuring quality of the world
as it happens” (Boden, 1994; p. 74). This idea presupposes a
view in which social reality is realized in and through the
publicly observable features of interaction and is in this form
also researchable (e.g., Heritage, 1984; Schegloff, 2007). In this
sense, CA is committed to “ontological muteness” (Gergen, 1994;
p. 72) regarding those aspects of social reality that go beyond
what can be observed in the participants’ conduct. Similarly,
CA has rejected the “bucket theory of context” (Heritage, 1987;
Goodwin and Heritage, 1990; p. 286) in which pre-existing
social structures are seen to determine interaction from above.
Rather than seeing the context as an abstract social force
imposed on the participants, CA researchers have observed
how the participants actively display their orientations to the
context (Hutchby and Wooffitt, 1998; p. 147). In other words,
contextual features are not considered relevant for research if
the participants themselves do not orient to their relevance in
their publicly observable behavior (see Arminen, 2000; p. 446).
In this sense, CA is permeated by a form of “agnosticism”
that treats the existence of the higher-level social phenomena,
such as power, as unknowable (Hutchby, 1996, 1999; p. 482;
p. 86).

The focus on participants’ publicly displayed orientations as the
only basis for making analytic claims, combined with a general
reluctance to engage in sociological theorizing, has led many
sociologists to question the bearing of CA on what might be called
the sociological agenda (Wetherell, 1998; Billig, 1999; Hutchby,
1999). Much of this criticism has to do with the notion of power
and the ways in which power relations may affect what different
people can do in their interactions with others and how they
can legitimately treat their interaction partners (Burr, 2015; p.
5). For example, there are situations (e.g., sexual harassment)
in which a researcher may have compelling reasons to assume
that the participants’ relationship is in some way fundamentally
unequal or unbalanced. In these cases, a sole focus on the
participants’ publicly displayed orientations leaves the researcher
at the risk of disregarding those ideological and cultural-historical
aspects of power (Mann, 1986) that shape both their own publicly
observable behaviors and their patterns of interpreting other
people’s behaviors (Wetherell, 1998; Billig, 1999). In this way,
the capacity of CA to engage in social and societal critique is
severely compromised.

Despite the traditional skepticism of CA with the notion of
power, CA studies on power have recently become increasingly
frequent. As we will discuss further below, this tendency seems
to be particularly prevalent in applied CA—that is, in research on
various institutional contexts where power relations are central,
such as family therapy (e.g., Ong et al., 2021), court and police
interrogations (e.g., Haworth, 2006), parliamentary debates (e.g.,
Antaki and Leudar, 2001), classrooms (e.g., Stephenson, 2020),
and meetings (e.g., Boden, 1994). However, CA still has not
really embraced sociological theorizing on power. Instead, the
existing CA studies on power are published in journals primarily
addressing the CA community. Furthermore, some CA researchers
have emphasized that the analysis of power in sequences of
talk does well without any sociological theoretical underpinnings
external to CA (see e.g., Hutchby, 1996; p. 483). Instead,

neighbor concepts, such as asymmetries, have been embraced
more readily.

In this paper, we address the interface between CA and power,
also engaging in more abstract sociological theorizing on how
power can be intertwined with the local organization of action.
The paper is organized in the following way. Next, we will discuss
social power as a concept. We adhere to the conceptualization
of power as transformative capacities of agents in their social
relations (Giddens, 1984; Isaac, 1987a; Sayer, 2012), which we find
particular relevant, and essentially consistent with, the action in
context approach in CA. Thereafter we discuss the capacities of an
individual to act in virtue of social relations in sequences of social
interaction, specifically drawing on the distinction between power

over and power to. Thereafter, the remainder of the paper is divided
into two main sections. In the first, we will consider authority

as a form of power, enacted in virtue of social and institutional
relationships. In the second section, we rely on insights offered by
critical realism with regards the agency/structure relation and the
stratification of social reality and discuss some implications to the
contribution of CA to the analysis of power. Finally, we suggest
a few hypotheses to be tested in future CA-informed sociological
studies on power.

The concept of power

As a concept, power has been widely theorized and discussed
in social science (Clegg, 1989). Power is analyzed as underlying
features of social relations and structures in general and shown
to exist in different forms; in actors’ capacities to influence and
control; in dominance and dependencies; in authority, coercion,
and access to means of violence. As Sayer (2012; p. 81) has
argued “there is no such thing as power-as-such.” Power is always
the power of actors in social relations. Moreover, power is not
a particular resource but performed through various resources
mobilized by actors to achieve the goal of the action.

Weber (1978; p. 53) presented what has become a seminal
definition of power. Power refers to “the probability that one actor
within a social relationship will be in a position to carry out his
own will despite resistance . . . .” Weber’s perspective on power
includes two basic components, elaborated in theories on power.
First, power is about agency within social relations. Second, power
refers to what actors can do but also the influence over others which
may manifest in domination as well as resistance. Following the
literature, we will refer to this as the power-to and power-over.

Power has been described as a “transformative capacity” (Sayer,
2012; p. 181), a capacity of agents (individuals, groups, and
organizations) to influence and make a difference in the world,
on social and material conditions and concrete course of events
(Giddens, 1984; p. 14; Isaac, 1987a; p. 21). In sociology, the
primary object of analysis is social power, focusing on capacities
in the social domains of reality. This is well articulated in the
following definition to which we adhere: Social power refers to
“the capacities to act possessed by social agents in virtue of the
enduring relations in which they participate” (Isaac, 1987a; p. 22).
This locations of power in agency, is essentially different from, for
example, Foucault’s theory of power, suggesting that power is best
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understood as being everywhere, operating independent of agency,
diffused in discourses constituting agents (Foucault, 1991, 1998).

Isaac’s definition of power distinguishes several critical aspects.
In defining power as capacities of social agents we avoid the
limiting behaviorist account, where power tends to be reduced
to actual behaviors and their results on the behaviors of others
(Isaac, 1987b; p. 76). The analysis instead focuses on capacities to
make an impact and to achieve intentions or goals, conditioned
by the social relations and normatively constituted activities in
which actors participate. Capacities are largely enduring (Sayer,
2012; p. 186), mobilized, differently exercised, and negotiated in
concrete actions in interaction. Capacities thus exist even when not
activated. Though, as Isaac (1987b; p. 81) notes “a social power that
is never exercised can hardly be said to exist”. The idea of latent
capacities for exercise of power and resistance, possibly shaping
what happens in interactions, seems contradictory to the CA idea
of reality as realized in displayed and observable behaviors. We
will however argue that the idea of enduring and latent capacities
is a prerequisite for understanding the performance of power in
social interaction.

It is agents, and not structures, who have power. However,
agents have power only in virtue of social relationships. This
applies to governments and authorities dependent on public
support and legitimacy to rule and get things done, as well
as individuals exercising power within established roles and
relations in everyday life. The virtue of is a main object in
the analysis of social power, to explain the dynamics of power,
inequalities in power, and the enactment (and the lack) of
capacities. Actors rely on and invoke authority, a legitimate
power to influence others, in virtue of roles and identities
in institutionalized activities, but also depending on whether
others ascribe legitimacy to their actions. Actors’ capacities and
resources to influence their own situation and make a difference
in society are constrained and enabled by their positions in social
structures. Resources are, as Giddens (1984; p. 15) has noted,
“properties of social structures,” invoked and drawn upon by
agents in social interaction. Analyses of power thus elucidate the
capacity/relationship nexus in normatively constituted activities
and layers of social reality; in situated interaction, institutional
arrangements, and societal structures.

As pointed out above, social theory identifies two basic forms
of power: power-over and power-to. The distinction further clarifies
the conceptualization of power presented above. Power-over refers
to relations of dominance and control; actors’ abilities to govern
the situation and action of others, to make others act in a way
they would not otherwise have done (Pitkin, 1972; Isaac, 1987b;
Morriss, 2002). A social relation in terms of power over is thought
of as necessarily conflictual and is mostly used as a synonym for
domination (VeneKlasen and Miller, 2002). Power-to, in contrast,
refers to the capacities to accomplish actions and make a difference,
by virtue of the social relations (Morriss, 2002). As it is not
defined with reference to the consequences of the individual’s
actions for others, it is regarded as a consensual and intrinsically
legitimate instantiation of power. Some accounts of power suggest
that both power-over and power-to should be included in any
comprehensive understanding of power. For example, Pansardi
(2012) argued that both power-to and power-over should be seen
as relational concepts—that is, as two aspects of a single, more

general concept of social power. As put by Pansardi (2012),
“power to and power over refer to the same social facts, they
both consist in the changing of someone else’s incentive structure
and in the obtainment of a specific outcome, no matter whether
they refer to something I can do by myself, having obtained the
non-interference of others, or in the specific product of someone
else’s action” (p. 84). However, power-to does not imply a power-

over in the form of domination (Sayer, 2012; p. 183). The power
to accomplish certain actions in social relations have different
outcomes depending on the actions of others. Domination may be
avoided and resisted.

Capacities to act in virtue of social
relations in sequences of social
interaction

From the perspective of CA, the notions of power-over and
power-to are essentially about the participants’ capacities to act
in virtue of social relations in sequences of social interaction.
Power-over can be identified based on the constraints that a
participant imposes on another participant’s freedom of choice,
which allows them to achieve interactional goals and aims. Some
of these constraints have to do with actions in general, which also
encompasses those that go beyond the interactional encounter,
while other constraints deal specifically with what happens in
the interaction here and now. In contrast, power-to is about
the capacities of the individuals to act on their own. In social
interaction, power-to may be seen in the extent to which a
participant is able to implement social actions in a sequence and
to act within the currently existing sequential constraints.

From the perspective of constraints imposed on action in
general, power-over may be associated with the class of directive
speech acts including orders, commands, and requests. Imperatives,
for example, represent the most stereotypical way of giving orders
and commands to another person (Craven and Potter, 2010; p.
442) and thus constitute a central practice for exercising power-

over. It is worth stressing, however, that imperatives can also be
used to perform actions that have little to do with power over, such
as instructing someone toward the means of achieving something
that they themselves want to pursue or making an offer or an
invitation (Sorjonen et al., 2017). Another stereotypical way of
exercising power-over other people’s actions involves the use of
deontic modality, as the modal verbs such as ought, must, and
should can be used by a speaker to impose constraints on another
person (see Sterponi, 2003; Curl and Drew, 2008). However, again,
the mere existence of a deontic modal verb in an utterance is not
enough to make the utterance count as an instance of power-over.
For example, pieces of advice from a friend are often likely to
contain such verbs (you must see a doctor), but it is the person
themselves who may still be entitled to choose freely whether to
follow that advice or not.

From the perspective of people’s possibilities to act in the
interaction here and now, power-over may be seen to encompass
any dominant interactional behavior that is unresponsive to other
people’s concerns and constraints their possibilities to address
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them. For example, someone may talk much more than their co-
participants, determining the topics of conversation and imposing
their views on the things talked about (Linell et al., 1988; Hutchby,
1996, 1999), while others cannot but try to cope with the type
of power that is exercised over them. Some forms of power-over
may also be identified in situations in which participants position
themselves as more competent and knowledgeable than others
(Thornborrow, 2002), in this way seeking to influence their co-
participants’ beliefs, attitudes, or actions. Persuasion as power-over
may operate, for example, through explanatory accounts (Heritage,
1988; Houtkoop, 1990), strategical displays of emotion (Fitch
and Foley, 2007; Nikander, 2007), and through other discursive,
rhetorical, and argumentative practices by which people manage to
silence others.

Power-over becomes also visible in those situations in which
control over the agenda of the interaction is in the hands of a
specific person. This is typical in various institutional interactions,
in which the participants construct an asymmetrical turn-taking
systems that endow them with quite inequal amounts of freedom
in terms of their talk (Macbeth, 1991; Kendall, 1993). Control over
agenda is unequally distributed also in various group interactions,
such as meetings (Drew and Heritage, 1992; Boden, 1994; Angouri
and Marra, 2011). Although the role of the chairperson in a
meeting may be considered merely as an effective practice to
manage turn-taking in a complex multi-person setting and to
facilitate joint decision-making on topics of great significance,
research has shown that the role of the “mere” agenda manager
easily slides into one that also encompasses control over the
content of the decisions to be made (see e.g., Valkeapää et al.,
2019; Stevanovic et al., 2022). Likewise, many social institutions
would not operate smoothly and fill their purposes in society
without power relations (see e.g., Pilnick, 2022), but this does
not mean that we should ignore the existence of constraints
on people’s freedoms caused by the exercise of power-over in
these settings.

The notion of control over the local agenda of interaction
is deeply intertwined with a phenomenon of still more “local”
nature—that is, that of the “conditional relevance” of a specific
responsive action upon the occurrence of a specific initiating action
(Schegloff, 2007; pp. 20–21). This principle is held together by
accountability: should an adequate responsive action be missing, an
account for the omission or failure will be required (Heritage, 1984;
pp. 245–253). Notable, the notion of conditional relevance refers
to utterances or actions and their relationship with one another—
that is, it is about “items” and not people (Schegloff, 2010; p.
39). However, starting from Stivers and Rossano’s seminal attempt
to tease apart the components of conditional relevance (Stivers
and Rossano, 2010a,b), and continued by Heritage’s notion of the
“epistemic engine” as the driving force of sequences (Heritage,
2012; see also Drew, 2012), an opportunity space has been
opened to shift the focus of interest in conditional relevance from
items—that is, actions and their relationship with one another—
to the actors who produce these items. Indeed, the items do not
operate by themselves. Instead, it is the participants producing the
initiating actions that put their co-participants under the normative
constraints either to produce relevant responsive actions or to
become accountable for not doing so (Stevanovic, 2018). In other
words, conditional relevance operates based on power-over.

From this perspective of CA, power-to realizes in different
forms depending on the sequential position. In the context of
sequence-initiating actions, power to realizes as the capacity to
carry out powerful actions, such as announcements of unilateral
decisions, without an orientation to a need to get others’ approval
for them (Stevanovic and Peräkylä, 2012). Power-to also involves
the capacity of a person to demand specific types of responses from
others and the possession of effective ways to deal with others’
possible reluctance in providing these responses. In the context
of responsive action, power-to can be observed in people’s ways of
creatively dealing with the constraints imposed on them by other.
Possibilities to resist constraints without becoming accountable for
doing so vary depending on the person’s position, involving, for
example, strategical ignorance or claims of ownership of the action
imposed (Stevanovic, 2021a). In a sequential third position, power-
to becomes visible in a person’s capacity to stick to one’s initial line
of action, which may realize, in its most simple form, as sequential
deletion or, in its most complex form, as an integration of the other
people’s resistance to the initial line of action.

In sum, in CA, power-to and power-over are studied as social
interactional phenomena. The effects of actions in social interaction
depends on the understanding and responses of others. Hence,
power-to is not an ultimate capacity but (at least potentially)
open to resistance, even within social structures of supremacy and
subordination and institutionalized relations of inequal capacities
and resources. Giddens (1984; p. 16) referred to this as the “dialectic
of control.” Power-over in social interaction relies on forms of
dependency, which also offers resources for the subordinated to
respond and influence the activities and relations to the superior.
Thereby, power-to and power-over are deeply intertwined. On
one hand, the opportunity context which constitutes power-to

is made up of specific social relations of power-over. In other
words, if you determine the actions of other people, you can also
achieve a lot through these people, which further increases your
own individual capacities. On the other hand, if you determine
your actions unilaterally, others will need to adjust their own
actions accordingly. Therefore, there is not always a need to
distinguish between these two aspects of power. However, as we will
demonstrate further below, this distinction can help shed light on
certain social interaction patterns that would otherwise be hard to
make sense of.

Authority in virtue of social and
institutional relationships

Authority is a basic form of power, where governing and
directives are followed and treated as legitimate. In short, authority
is legitimate power. The understanding and approval of the exercise
of power as legitimate is thus a quality of social relationships
that give actors the capacity to determine the actions of others.
In sociological theory, authority is typically contrasted to power
exercised by coercion and violence.

In social theory and political philosophy, authority has been
described with reference to multiple distinctions. Most famously,
Weber (1978) distinguished three sub-types of authority: “legal”
(the approval of legislations and the right of actors to issue laws
and directives), “traditional” (acceptance based on habits and
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traditions) and “charismatic” (a willingness to follow based on
the trust in the leader’s extraordinary personal qualities). Other
distinctions have described the concept as involving two sides
to it. One widespread view has distinguished between authority
“by fact” (de facto) and authority “by law” (de jure) (Peters,
1967). Other conceptualizations distinguish between “authority
over belief” vs. “authority over conduct” (Lukes, 1978) and
“epistemic authority” vs. “deontic authority” (Bochenski, 1974).
Some of these distinctions deal with the specific sources of power
in virtue of which a person is an authority (e.g., law, as it the case
in “legal authority”), while others are more about the ways in which
authority realizes in practice (e.g., as control over decisions, as is the
case in “deontic authority”).

CA has contributed to the analysis of authority both in terms of
(1) its sources and (2) its ways of realization. In addition, and quite
prevalently, CA has demonstrated the ways in which (3) authority
is negotiated—claimed, justified, approved, or resisted—in turn-by-
turn interactions. Although these different aspects of authority are
necessarily intertwined in any empirical analysis of authority in a
specific context, we maintain—and hope to be able to demonstrate
below—that it is still theoretically beneficial to keep these aspects
conceptually separate.

Sources of authority

As for the sources of authority, it is grounded in realities
structuring distinctive relationships in institutional contexts.
Parsons (1939; p. 461) distinguished between authority in virtue of

a specific competence and authority in virtue of office. The two forms
of authority are both, but in different ways, “functionally specific”
and legitimized by institutional systems such as the education and
credentialing of doctors and the laws and rules that give officials
rights to make decisions in specific areas.

Professional authority is a type of authority extensively analyzed
in sociology, including contributions from CA (Heritage and
Clayman, 2010; Stivers and Timmermans, 2020). The concept
was introduced by Parsons (1939, 1951) in his theory explaining
the central role of professions in the increasingly complex and
differentiated modern society. Much of professional authority can
be clarified with reference to authority in virtue of a specific

competence. Professions are assumed to represent rational values
such as neutralism and universalism, and a specialized technical
competence required to carry out the work. Professional authority
is thus based on, and always restricted to, a particular field
of achieved knowledge and the epistemic regime of academic
expertise. As Parsons (1939; p. 460) notes, this type of authority
has “a peculiar sociological structure,” in not being grounded in a
general relationship of superiority, but “the technical competence
of the professional man,” who in this relationship also have power
over people who would be otherwise superior in status and position
in society. One important subtype of professional authority, which
Parsons discussed extensively, ismedical authority.

However, professional authority is also largely about authority
in virtue of office, which refers to the power to do things and to
command others in acting on behalf of an administrative office.
This is the case, for example, in public agencies and welfare

services, in which officials regularly meet clients in conversations
about applications, eligibility and decisions about various services,
social support and economic benefits (Bruhn and Ekström, 2017).
In these institutional contexts, officials act on behalf of laws,
regulations, and routines. This is evident when officials justify
decisions with references to regulations, as in these examples from
a study on the Swedish Board for Study Support: “No we have no
ability to do that,” “We cannot do that, we have our rules to follow,”
“We have hard restrictions about that” (Bruhn and Ekström, 2017).
The justifications are produced in a context where the official
declines a request about a reduced repayment of a debt. Note
that officials talk on behalf of a “we” (the office) and present the
decline as non-negotiable. These officials act, and respond to clients’
requests, within a system of laws and detailed rules and routines.

The sources of authority can, however, be more multiple than
implied by the Parsonian distinction. For example, this is the
case for what Clayman has defined as the question authority. The
legitimate right to ask questions is fundamental to the performance
of institutions in modern society including judiciary, police, social
work, health care, social research, and journalism (Antaki et al.,
2002; Ekström et al., 2006; Haworth, 2006; Clayman et al., 2010;
Iversen, 2012; Danermark et al., 2019). The question authority is
central in journalism, in which the intended interviewees “should
make themselves accessible” to interrogations, accept and try to
answer the questions that the interviewer deems relevant to ask
(Clayman, 2002; p. 198). Importantly, however, CA has provided
evidence that journalists claim authority neither in virtue of
a specialized competence, nor in virtue of office. Instead, the
legitimacy of questioning is grounded on authority in virtue of

institutionalized practices, which in this case have to do with
the practices of interviewing in the media, the assumed norms
and values of professional journalism in liberal democracy, and a
related “unspoken contract” between journalists and public figures
(Clayman and Heritage, 2002a; Ekström et al., 2006; p. 29). As
Carlson et al. (2022; p. 120) note, in a study of Trump’s and the
right-wing populists’ attacks on news media, and the undermining
of journalists’ authority in for example press conferences, this is
particularly challenging for journalism as they have “few means of
enforcing their authority outside the appealing to norms to support
their work.”

The realization of authority

As for the ways in which authority realizes in everyday life, it
becomes central do bear in mind those definitions of authority that
distinguish between the authority in the field of knowledge and the
authority in the field of action (Bochenski, 1974; Lukes, 2005). In
CA, these two areas in the application of authority are commonly
referred to as epistemic authority (e.g., Heritage and Raymond,
2005) and deontic authority (e.g., Stevanovic and Peräkylä, 2012).
Research in CA has shown how participants orient to their own
and each other’s epistemic rights (access to knowledge) and deontic
rights (rights to determine action) in the ways in which they design
their utterances and respond to those of their co-participants.

The distinction between epistemic authority and deontic
authority can be clarified, for example, with reference to medical
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authority. Parsons who used the physicians as an example of how
professionals have the right to ask questions, make judgments,
and prescribe actions that the layman/the patient is expected
to accept and follow ‘on authority’ (Parsons, 1939; Heritage
and Clayman, 2010). To use the terminology of Searle (1976),
epistemic authority is about getting the “words to match the
world”, deontics is about getting the “world to match the words”
(Stevanovic and Peräkylä, 2012). Thus, for example, doctors’ right
to make diagnoses are clearly a matter of epistemic authority,
while treatment recommendations and medicine prescriptions are
amatter of deontic authority (e.g., Landmark et al., 2015; Lindström
and Weatherall, 2015). Just like in the case of medical authority,
concerns of knowledge are often only the first step toward those
concerns that have to do with actions based on what can be known
about the current matter at hand. Therefore, concerns of power are
most straightforwardly linked to the notion of deontic authority—
though, importantly, power has often been noted to operate in the
disguise of knowledge and epistemic authority (Stevanovic, 2013,
2015, 2017; Landmark et al., 2015; Lindström andWeatherall, 2015;
Svennevig and Djordjilovic, 2015).

Although rights to determine action are an omnirelevant
aspect of social interaction, deontic authority has been specifically
investigated in the contexts of specific activities and interactional
phenomena. These include directive instruction (Henderson,
2020; Frick and Palola, 2022), support work (Antaki and
Webb, 2019), joint decision making (Stevanovic, 2012),
participatory democracy (Magnusson, 2020; Wåhlin-Jacobsen
and Abildgaard, 2020), leadership (Clifton et al., 2018; Van
De Mieroop, 2020), agenda management (Stephenson, 2020),
and teaching development (Ripatti-Torniainen and Stevanovic,
2023). In all these contexts, the rights to determine action
may concern future action (distal deontics) or joint action
unfolding locally in the encounter (proximal deontics), these two
temporal fields being often intertwined in complex ways (see
e.g., Stevanovic, 2015; Clifton et al., 2018; Magnusson, 2020;
Stephenson, 2020; Van De Mieroop, 2020; Stevanovic et al.,
2022).

Negotiations of authority

As pointed out above, CA has been specifically influential in
showing how authority is negotiated—claimed, justified, approved,
or resisted—in turn-by-turn interactions. Most generally, CA
research on deontic authority has focused on how participants’
deontic rights are oriented to and drawn upon, as observable
in the ways in which the participants design their actions and
organize them as sequences of action. A typical example involves
a first speaker making a stronger claim of deontic authority
than the recipient is willing to validate, which leads to the
recipient manipulating the terms of their responsive action. In
their responses, the recipients may claim for themselves a greater
share of power and “ownership” of the participants’ line of action
than what was initially offered to them (see e.g., Stevanovic and
Peräkylä, 2012; Stevanovic and Monzoni, 2016; Keevallik, 2017).
The recipients may also selectively orient to or disregard either the
distal or proximal aspects of deontic authority, which enables most

intricate negotiations of leadership, expertise, and power (see e.g.,
Van De Mieroop, 2020; Stevanovic, 2021a).

Another example of a standard way in which people commonly
negotiate their authority relationship is about whether some
constraint has been imposed by external forces or by the co-
participant. People tend to avoid personal imposition and thus
often refer to external forces. Thus, for example, in the context
of aggressive journalism, a particular practice to justify adversarial
questioning is, for example, to invoke knowledge about people’s
interests, in which case the journalist merely enacts the role
of a watchdog of society, who works on behalf of the public
(Clayman, 2002). Analogous phenomena appear also in the field of
medical authority, where doctors commonly invoke external facts
as persuasion strategies to deal with patients’ resistance (Stivers
and Timmermans, 2020) and present public evidence for their
diagnostic statements (Peräkylä, 1998), as well as in the field of
education and teaching, where instructions are often constructed
ambiguously as for their epistemic vs deontic nature (Stevanovic,
2017). What is common to these strategies is the mitigation of
deontic authority, without yet compromising epistemic authority.

Most importantly, CA has shown that the legitimacy is never
unconditional, but it must be achieved (Clayman, 2002; p. 198).
In focusing on the design and sequences of turns of talk in
medical encounters, CA has shown how authority not only presents
itself in diagnoses and treatment recommendations delivered as
authoritative, but also in how that authority is further constituted
and approved in patient’s responses, as well as in how certain
responses intrude to this authority (Stivers, 2005; Heritage and
Clayman, 2010; p. 159). Similarly, while politicians may approve
the question authority of journalism by demonstrating a willingness
to answer even critical questions and questions that cannot be
answered (Ekström, 2009a), the legitimacy of journalism may
also be challenged within (and outside) interviews. Politicians
may undermine the journalist’s status by criticizing the questions
asked, holding the journalist accountable for the assumptions
made, or simply ignoring (even disdainfully) certain journalists
in public press conferences (Clayman, 2002; Ekström, 2009b).
Likewise, even in the highly standardized institutional context such
as public agencies and welfare services, in which power takes the
form of authority in virtue of office, authority does not assume
predetermined forms. When an official says: “well I could make an
exception here”, we may observe authority that is flexible in how to
apply the regulations in particular situations (Bruhn and Ekström,
2017; p. 208).

Toward the separation of a priori and a
posteriori

In sum, CA has contributed to a better understanding
of the sources of authority, its ways of realization, and the
ways in which it is negotiated in turn-by-turn interactions.
As these aspects of authority are necessarily intertwined
in any empirical analysis of authority in a specific context,
CA studies on authority have seldom tried to keep these
aspects conceptually separate. This means that what is
considered at a given moment of interaction a precondition
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of interaction (a priori) and what is considered as its outcome
(a posteriori). This limits the opportunities to analyze power
in interaction.

Maintaining that it is theoretically beneficial to keep the a

priori and a posteriori aspects of power conceptually separate,
we will now draw specific attention to the distinction between
deontic status and deontic stance, which has been recently used
in the CA research on deontic authority. Deontic status refers to
the latent capacity of a person to do so, independent of whether
the person has publicly claimed it or not, while deontic stance

refers to the publicly displayed rights to determine action (cf.
the distinction between capacities and activation in section two
above). The distinction is important in that the deontic stance
that a participant takes in and through the publicly observable
features of action-design may be congruent or incongruent with
the participant’s deontic status (Heritage, 2013; Stevanovic, 2018).
Expectedly, people generally want to design their publicly displayed
deontic stance to be congruent with their deontic status (Heritage,
2013a; p. 570), as a strongly authoritative deontic stance without
the deontic status backing it up runs at the risk of being
challenged by others (Wåhlin-Jacobsen and Abildgaard, 2020;
p. 47). However, various types of deontic incongruencies are
also common.

One example of a deontic incongruence is the so-called
“first position downgrading incongruence” (Stevanovic, 2018).
It involves the first speaker publicly displaying a low deontic
stance while relying on their high deontic status to achieve the
desired interactional consequences. The capacity to design one’s
utterances with this type of deontic incongruence is power in
its most evident form—there is no need to command or order.
The mere position of power allows the person to exercise both
power-over and power-to, simply by virtue of others seeking to
comply with the person’s wishes even when these have not been
expressed. However, this type of deontic incongruence is also a
risky endeavor. For example, a mother may first seek to direct
her child with a soft reminder that is oriented to the child’s own
desires and autonomy (d’you wanna go pop your toothbrush back

and give it a try). Yet, if the child does not comply, the mother
may ultimately need to reveal the real nature of her action: in
reality, the child has no choice but to comply (see Henderson,
2020).

From this perspective, the analysis of power is essentially about
considering the ways in which participants give weight to each
other’s deontic statuses and deontic stances. Instead of always
needing to claim their deontic rights (deontic stance) a powerful
participant may also trust in their co-participants being aware of
and considering these rights anyway (deontic status). As pointed
out by Tomasello (2008), in all human social interaction, the
relationship between the participants’ overt interactional conduct

and the intersubjective context of the interaction is complementary:

“as more can be assumed to be shared between communicator

and recipient, less needs to be overtly expressed” (p. 79). In this

sense, deontic status as an interactional resource is not equally

available for everyone. This notion, in turn, opens a way to
link the descriptive considerations of power to the normative
notions of inequalities and to use them as a tool of social and
societal critique.

Beyond the local negotiation of power
in talk and interaction

In CA, power is localized primarily to actions in interaction.
CA does not ontologically excludemacro- and institutional features
of society but claims to contribute by linking interaction to such
higher-level features in the analysis of power (Hutchby, 1999;
Wooffitt, 2011). However, the linking is assumed to happen only
within interaction, or as Hutchby (1999; p. 86) argues “high level
features of society are only instantiated in and through talk.” We
believe this constrains the analysis of power, and the relevance
of CA, regardless of whether it is perceived as an ontological or
methodological position. The social structures in which power is
exercised are not solely interactional phenomenon. The concept
of social structure is thoroughly discussed in ethnomethodology
and CA (Boden and Zimmerman, 1991). In these theoretical
traditions, social structures are conceptualized as something people
do, as practical accomplishments. Social structures are shaped
in and through patterns of talk and interaction. In institutional
settings, structures are, for example, shaped in actors’ orientations
to institutional identities and participant roles. The empirical
evidence of these social mechanisms is extensive. However, the
approach also tends to conflate structure and action, and reduce
their different properties and dynamics (Danermark et al., 2019).

The structures by virtue of which actors have power to
determine action—both in the sense of power-over and power-

to—partly exist outside agents’ actions in interaction. They are
not invented in moments of interaction. And as argued above,
actors have capacities and deontic rights also when not activated
in moments of interactions. This idea of structures as already
existing for actors seems to be assumed in CA, when referring to
the pre-allocation of roles and resources in institutional interaction.
Moreover, what makes social structures enduring is not only the
normative orientations to patterns in interaction, but also their
manifestation in institutional arrangements outside interactions,
in formal organizations and processes, legal and regulatory
documents, allocation of resources and so on. As Heritage (1997,
p. 223) notes, CA is concerned with how such institutional realities
are “evoked, manipulated and even transformed in interaction”, but
don’t assume that institutional realities are “confined to talk”.

Following the philosophy of Critical realism (Archer, 2000,
2017; Danermark et al., 2019) presents a model explaining
structures and agency as mutually dependent yet qualitatively
different phenomenon. It is actors, and not structures, that have
agency. Actions take place within enabling and constraining social
structures, which exist as an outcome of human actions. However,
by taking emergence into account, and introducing a temporal
dimension in the analytical model, Archer clarifies that actions
in virtue of structures and structures in virtue of actions are not
moments of the same process (Danermark et al., 2019; p. 81).
Archer proposes an analytical model with three phases in a cycle.
The first phase consists of the enduring social structures emerging
from previous generations of agents and social interactions. The
second phase consists of moments of actions and social interaction.
This is the phase of agency. Only people have capacities to make
a difference in social life, however conditioned by the preceding,
already existing, social structures. Hence, structures are not created
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in the moments of interaction, but evoked, realized, negotiated,
or manipulated. The third phase consists of the reproduction
and transformations of social structures (e.g., positions and roles
in social relations and institutions) with implications for the
structures preceding future actions (phase 1 in the cycle). This
analytical model is of course an abstraction. Archer (2000, 2017)
substantiates the model in extensive analyses. In this context, we
introduce the model to frame and expand the analysis of power in
CA. In what follows, we discuss two dimensions: the temporal- and
themulti-layered analyses of social power.

The temporal dimension: preceding
structures, deployment, and
transformations

CA is at its best in the analysis of what happens in the
interactional sequences produced in clearly delineated interactional
encounters, the boundaries of which coincide with the start and
end of the videorecording. Extending the analysis of interaction
to reach the social world beyond the encounter is therefore a
challenge that needs to be considered from two different angles:
(1) from what precedes the interactional encounter (antecedents)
and (2) from what follows the encounter (descendents). In both
cases, it is worthwhile to explore the critical realist insights
regarding the separation of structures and agency (Archer, 2000,
2017; Danermark et al., pp. 76–79). In the context of social
interaction, agency is basically about any publicly recognizable
action implemented by the participants in an interactional
encounter, while structures are those features of the social world
that precede and follow the implementation of each such action.
This means that any sequence of interaction is a locus of constant
deployment of structures, and this is also something that can be
investigated empirically through traditional CA methods.

The consideration of the antecedents of action is connected
to the discussion on action formation (Levinson, 2013). CA
researchers have commonly dealt with the phenomenon by
focusing on various “social action formats” (Fox, 2007)—that
is, regularly patterned clusters of publicly observable resources
that are deployed to convey specific actions, such as offers (e.g.,
Kärkkäinen and Keisanen, 2012), proposals (e.g., Stevanovic, 2013),
and complaints (e.g., Ogden, 2010). Furthermore, the complex
ways in which the verbal dimension of the participants’ conduct
is embedded in the material and embodied elements of the
situated courses of action have been referred to as “multimodal
gestalts” (Mondada, 2014), “social action formats” (Rauniomaa
and Keisanen, 2012), or “multimodal action packages” (Lilja and
Piirainen-Marsh, 2019; Stevanovic, 2021b). Instead, less focus
has been paid to the considerations of the broader structural
features, such as power relations, that inform the design of and
accountabilities associated with specific actions (Stevanovic and
Peräkylä, 2014; on requests, however, see Antaki and Kent, 2012).
While systematic empirical claims about the precise role of these
contextual features on action formation are challenging to make,
there is no reason to believe that action formation would operate
independently of these features.

Extensive research on interaction in institutional contexts
has shown a distribution of roles and resources that is
“characteristically asymmetrical” (Drew and Heritage, 1992; p.
47), “pre-inscribed” (Thornborrow, 2002; p. 4), and thus precedes
the moments of talk and interaction. The participant roles,
enacted within certain turn types, are associated with rights and
capacities to influence the activity. The preceding structures are
indicated when the roles are taken for granted at the beginning
of the interaction, without being described or justified, and when
deviations are noticed and handled by the participants as such. As
summarized by Thornborrow (2002; p. 4) “institutional discourse
can be described as talk which sets up positions for people to
talk from and restricts some speakers’ access to certain kinds of
discursive actions.”

The antecedents of action may also be considered from the
perspective of wider cultural and historical developments. In his
study on doctor’s diagnostic statements, Peräkylä (1998) saw the
doctors to coordinate the location and design of their diagnostic
turns to preserve the accountability of some aspects of the grounds
for their diagnoses. While a plain assertion of diagnosis would
convey a high degree of institutional power and authority, the
doctors used such turn design only when the diagnostic statement
was produced immediately after the examination. When this was
not the case, the doctors incorporated references to the evidential
basis of the diagnosis or explicated that basis. In other words,
the diagnostic statements were not presented from the position
of an unconditional authority based on the doctor’s superior
institutional status. Peräkylä discussed his findings with reference
to profound changes in doctor-patient relations during the last
decades of the twentieth century, suggesting that the doctors’
consistent orientation to their accountability for the evidential
grounds of the diagnosis is a historically new phenomenon.

Historical development has also been considered in the context
of broadcast news interviews (Clayman and Heritage, 2002a) and
presidential press conferences (Clayman and Heritage, 2002b;
Clayman et al., 2006, 2007, 2010). These studies identified a rise
of an increasingly aggressive journalism from the 1970’s to the end
of the twentieth century. As potential reasons for the trend the
authors, for example, referred to the heightened skepticism toward
the president in the face of the Vietnamwar andWatergate scandal,
as well as to a more general propensity to monitor presidential
performance with respect to the economy. This overall lack of trust
led to the journalists becoming less inclined to accept presidential
pronouncements and policies at face value and more prone to
challenge presidents and hold them accountable for their actions
(Clayman et al., 2010).

Long-term changes are also linked to “shift in the normative
culture of journalism” (Clayman and Heritage, 2021; p. 232).
Changes have been observed in the journalists’ detailed practices
in designing questions, which have gradually become to indicate
more initiative, directness, assertiveness, and adversarialness, and
less deference to the president (Clayman et al., 2006). The emergent
forms of questioning have been described as “materialized”
resources and practices “added to or subtracted from the journalist’s
repertoire” (Clayman and Heritage, 2021; p. 233). Hence, the
longitudinal research on journalism indicates that structures in
the form of pre-existing resources, related roles, and question
authority, are reproduced but also transformed as an outcome of
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interactions. More recently, journalists’ authority in using such
resources in press conferences has been seriously challenged by
Donald Trump in particular, and similar by far-right populists in
other countries (Wodak et al., 2021). Politicians challenging the
legitimate right of journalists to ask certain questions is nothing
new (Clayman, 2002; Ekström, 2009a; Clayman and Heritage,
2021). However, the established norms in the interaction seem to
be more dramatically violated in the era of far-right populism.

In the most general terms, long-term changes in the
antecedents of social action may also be observed in all the
ideological and cultural-historical aspects of power (Mann, 1986)
that shape participants’ publicly observable behaviors (Wetherell,
1998; Billig, 1999). Here, power influences the preconditions of
social action by shaping access to information and cultural objects
and possibilities to express views on them, opportunities to engage
in various types of social actions in various types of contexts, and
norms and ideals regarding the practices of bodily expression,
language use, and social interaction in general (e.g., Engelstad,
2009; Nguyen and Nguyen, 2022).

Like the antecedents of social action, also its descendents must
be considered on multiple timescales. As described in our prior
discussion on power-over and power-to, accountabilities are tied
to social power relations—structures that serve as fundamental
antecedents of social action in interaction. Simultaneously these
structures are descendents of social interaction. On the shortest
timescale, they show in the relations between the different
ways of constructing social action and the subsequent sequential
development of interactions. For example, as demonstrated by
Robinson (2006), doctors’ social enquiries at the beginning of
medical consultations may vary in terms of their turn design (How
are you doing? vs How are you feeling?), which are associated with
different types of patient responses (Fine vsMuch better, I feel good).
In addition to the immediate sequential consequences, many social
actions are directly bound to longer-term consequences. This is the
case, for example, in decision-making interactions, in which every
decision involves a “commitment for future action” (Huisman,
2001; p. 70) and the capacity to avoid such commitment, in turn,
may be regarded as a specific type of display of power (Stevanovic,
2021a).

The descendents of social action also include transformations
of social relations. For example, as people attribute much value
to the sharedness of information, their ways of referring to
persons, places, objects, and events are not only about the
efficiency of communicational, but about constructing the degree of
distance or intimacy in a relationship (Enfield, 2006). Furthermore,
members of certain communities may treat their “ownership”
of certain forms of knowledge as the defining characteristic of
their community (Sharrock, 1974; Knorr-Cetina, 1999), in which
case successes or failures in specific types of knowledge displays
may have drastic social consequences. Similarly significant social
consequences can also be assumed to exist with reference to
successes or failures in the displays of power and deontic authority.

To investigate the development of the deontic facet of social
relations over time, some researchers have adopted a longitudinal
CA perspective (Pekarek Doehler et al., 2018; Deppermann
and Pekarek Doehler, 2021). Investigating the trajectory of a
relationship between colleagues in a scientific laboratory, Jones
(2023) showed that, at the beginning of their relationship both

participants seem to orient to their own and each other’s unilateral
rights to determine their own actions. Over time, however,
the participants started to intervene in each other’s actions in
an increasingly straightforward manner, also giving their co-
participants access and possibilities to do so. Thus, instead of
gaining in unilateral “power to,” the area of this capacity became
narrower over time. However, the area of those actions in which
the participants were accountable to each other, became broader:
both participants became to have increasingly more “power over”
in relation to each other. Such transformation of power relations
was observable in the minor details of the participants’ conduct, as
they carried out their routine activities.

Again, in the most general terms, long-term changes in the
descendants of social action may be observed in all the ideological
and cultural-historical aspects of power that shape participants’
patterns of interpreting other people’s behaviors—for example, as
appropriate or inappropriate. Intriguingly, language itself is deeply
intertwined with the accountabilities associated with its usage.
This paradoxical phenomenon can be seen, for example, in the
observation that—until recently—many everydaymanifestations of
sexism have usually gone unnoticed as “natural” conduct, while
novel terms like “mansplaining” have begun to gain ground in
shaping normative expectations of appropriate conduct and thus
to change the configurations of power within society (Joyce et al.,
2021).

Multi-layered approach to social power

The explanation of social power develops when the analysis
of actions in interaction is related to social structures that go
beyond the interaction. Social agents have capacities to influence
and control, to achieve intentions or goals, in virtue of social
relations constituted not only in situated interactions. The unevenly
distributed access to resources for people in different social
positions and roles—such as employer and employee, official
and client, property owner and tenant, police and criminal
suspect—is grounded in enduring, cultural and material, structures
and institutions (Danermark et al., 2019; p. 84). However, as
research in CA has made clear, power realizes not only in
these wider social/institutional roles or identities, but also in the
discursive/participant roles that are tied to the interaction (e.g.,
interviewer and interviewee). Thornborrow (2002; p. 35) argued
that “any detailed analysis of power in interaction . . . needs to be
informed by an account of context, the social relationships it sets
up between participants, and speakers’ rights and obligations in
relation to their discursive and institutional roles and identities.”
What we are now pointing toward is, of course, a complex of
research agendas and theoretical discussions. In what follows,
we will limit ourselves to illustrating the multi-layered analysis
of social power with a few examples related to CA research on
institutional interaction.

Actors’ power in their institutional roles is determined by
institutional arrangements and activities outside the interactions.
Exogenous conditions affect the power that can be exercised
in the interaction. CA research, for example, has shown how
interviews with clients are used in welfare administration to obtain
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information as a basis for decisions on eligibility for services and
economic support (Ekström et al., 2019). Interview practices have
been proven to be crucial to the information the client provides
about their situation. Practices beyond the interactions, grounded
in institutional routines and regulations, however, has also shown
how information from conversations with clients is devalued in
relation to, for example, medical reports when the assessments and
decisions on eligibility are made without the clients’ involvement.

Corresponding combinations of practices within and outside
interactions, regulated by institutional routines and laws, also apply
to other contexts. CA research on police interviews has shown how
power is negotiated and shifts as the interviews unfold. Capacities
to act are grounded in pre-inscribed institutional asymmetries in
participant roles and resources. Although the interviewee’s power is
restricted, they mobilize resources and challenge the interviewer’s
power to direct the conversation (Thornborrow, 2002; Haworth,
2006). The capacities of the police and criminal suspect to make
an impact are also related to exogenous practices in the processing
of interview data in the wider police investigation and legal process.
Importantly, a local challenging of the power of the interviewer, or
even recurring actions that undermine the role of the interviewer in
these contexts, does not mean that the structural differences in the
enduring capacities to act in such institutional interactions would
necessarily dissolve.

The question authority of journalism, explored in the context
of press conferences and the wider practices of news interviewing,
provides a final example of how power in interaction is dependent
on transformations of social roles and relations beyond the
interaction. The research on press conferences (Clayman et al.,
2010; Clayman and Heritage, 2021) has demonstrated how change
in cultural and historical developments, and shifts in political
regimes, can indeed inform the local design of social actions in
interactions. Research has also shown that, in different cultures
and political context, press conferences are organized in different
ways, with decisive corollaries to interaction and discursive roles
(Ekström and Eriksson, 2018). Journalists’ opportunities to ask
questions are regulated through pre-scheduled allocations of
questions. In some institutional contexts, press conferences are
strongly politically controlled allowing only a few pre-submitted
questions. Moreover, extensive research has documented how
the question authority of journalism in news interviews is
challenged not only within the context of interviews but also
through more general accusations of journalists and mainstream
media in public discourse and populist propaganda, in the
by-passing of mainstream journalism and the development of
alternative contexts for mediated political discourse (Carlson
et al., 2022). The multi-layered analysis of question authority
thus requires CA research to be combined with other approaches
to include exogenous social practices and institutional realities
not manifest in interactions. The research has shown examples
of how CA is combined with, for example, ethnography, but
in the study of power, CA has not yet been applied integrated
with other approaches. This is not to suggest an imposition of
assumptions about structures on the analysis of the local interaction
(Thornborrow, 2002; p. 18), but to account for exogenous social
practices that create the structural conditions for journalists’ power
in and through the interaction.

Discussion

We have now reviewed the contributions of CA to the
sociological analysis of social power and—vice versa—the
contributions of the sociological analysis of power to CA. We
have argued for a concept of power in which the capacities of
agents to influence and a make a difference by virtue of their social
relations plays a central role. CA has already provided extensive
evidence of how actors capacities to accomplish actions (power-to)
and to govern and control others (power-over) are realized and
negotiated in practices of talk and interaction. However, the precise
role in which a participant’s status of power in relation to their
co-participant bears on action formation and ascription and the
design of action in various activity contexts remains to be studied
in the future.

Here, we predict that such effects will be found with reference
to all key initiating actions indicative of a power relation (e.g.,
proposals, instructions, orders, commands, recommendations,
requests). Thus, more specific hypotheses to be tested include, for
example, that:

• In a speaker-tilted power relationship (i.e., the speaker has
power over the recipient), the mere descriptions of past
decisions and positive evaluations of currently available
options are more likely to be treated as proposals by
the recipients than in an equal or in a recipient-tilted
power relationship.

• In a speaker-tilted power relationship, the presentation of
ideas in the form of modal-conditional declaratives and
interrogatives (i.e., archetypical ways of making a proposal) is
more likely associated with commanding than in an equal or
in a recipient-tilted power relationship.

Responsive actions, then again, may be assumed to vary with
respect to the type and amount of resistance and “ownership”
displayed in relation to the constraints previously imposed. Here,
specific hypotheses to be tested include, for example, that:

• In a recipient-tilted power relationship (i.e., the recipient has
power over the first speaker), vary passive forms of recipient
resistance (e.g., silence) are more likely to lead the first speaker
to account for their prior actions, compared to how such
resistance would be treated in an equal or in a speaker-tilted
power relationship.

• In a speaker-tilted power relationship, the recipients are
more likely to try to “own” the decisions (e.g., complying
while presenting independent reasons for the compliance)
that the first speakers have unjustifiably imposed on them
than the recipients in an equal or in a recipient-tilted power
relationship would do.

Inasmuch as precise claims about the ways in which power is
part of action formation and ascription can be made, the clearer
becomes its role in the understanding of the sequential organization
of action in interaction—a key topic of CA.

In this paper, we have suggested that CA’s empirical focus
on participants’ observable actions in interactions does not need
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to assume a concept of power that is confined merely to actual
behaviors and the outcomes of situated negotiations. On the
contrary, our examples have shown how CA can contribute to an
understanding of the multi-layered nature of the social relations
by virtue of which actors have capacities to direct, govern, and
control social interactions. Most crucially, we have argued for
the sociological analyses of power that recognize the different
realities of structures and agency and the emergent temporal
dimensions of the structure/agency interdependency. While this
notion constitutes a departure from the traditional idea of CA as
a corrective alternative to sociological theorizing, we believe that
the actual research within CA illustrates the importance of finding
ways tomove beyond the local negotiations of power toward amore
encompassing view on the topic.

As sociologists we consider it important that also CA can
engage in social and societal critique, and as the notion of power is
an important tool to do so, we finally point to the options that a CA
researcher, in our view, has in this respect.While power is obviously
not always bad and destructive to those subject to and governed
by it, power also creates inequalities, dominance, and oppression,
which reduces the capacities and wellbeing of specific individuals
and groups in society. To identify how power works, and what
needs to change to counteract the negative forms of power, the
sociological analysis of power, including CA, must focus on both
the structural and institutional conditions of interaction and on
what is going on locally in it. The analysis of power as an antecedent
of social action, which can be observed in participants’ orientations
to their own and each other’s accountabilities in various fields of
action, allows us to identify, explore, and account for the enduring
social realities that create inequal conditions for people. Likewise,
the analysis of power as a descendent of interaction can shed light
on the malleable and socially constructed nature of social reality

and encourage the imagination of alternative futures with less
inequalities and negative forms of power. In both ways, CA can be
part of making the world into a better place.
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In the existing sociological literature, the notion of accountability is seen both
as a tool of sense-making (intelligibility side of accountability) and as a way of
maintaining larger social order (normativity side of accountability). This paper
points to drastically di�erent ways of treating an interactional violation, depending
on the precise framework within which the accountabilities associated with the
violation are interpreted. The normative side of accountability involves the idea
of interactional inequality—that is, the notion that people are not equally held
accountable for their interactional violations. I suggest that such inequalities
are strengthened by the prevailing cultural ideals and ideologies of interaction
according to which a competent participant can solve interactional problems
as they emerge. Problems of interaction are therefore commonly let pass, and
if addressed, likely to be interpreted within the framework of intelligibility. This
means that the violators are likely to get away from being held accountable in the
normative sense of the term. As a result, I argue, many interactional problems are
commonly beyond e�ective intervention. In its focus on the intelligibility side of
accountability CA has, not only trouble addressing interactional inequalities, but it
may also inherently undermine the severity of the inequalities to be addressed. A
more critical, socially and societally relevant CA would thus benefit from a more
explicit engagement with the normative side of the notion.

KEYWORDS

conversation analysis, accountability, interactional violations, problems of interaction,

interactional inequality

Introduction

Conversation analysis (CA) is specialized in the analysis of how people use turns
at talk and other behaviors to implement social actions (e.g., requests, proposals, and
invitations) and how these actions are organized within and across interactional encounters
(e.g., Heritage, 1984). This includes the consideration of how social actions are designed
to be intelligible and how that intelligibility is maintained in sequences of initiating and
responsive actions.

Whereas a focus on the intelligibility of action fits well with the ethnomethodological
policy of indifference, it is not enough for a social scientist seeking to exercise social and
societal critique. Thus, to make a positive change in the world, a CA researcher faces the need
to incorporate normative notions into their inquiry. In this paper, I explore the notion of
accountability in this regard, pointing to drastically different ways of treating an interactional
violation, depending on the precise framework within which the accountabilities associated
with the violation are interpreted.
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In the two main sections below, I will first discuss the
notion of accountability in interaction, which is followed by
the consideration of people’s ways of managing problems of
interaction. In both sections, I will argue for the existence of what
may be termed interactional inequality, which is suggested to be
reinforced by the existing cultural ideals and ideologies regarding
the management of problems of interaction. Finally, I will reflect on
the position of CA in this broad field of cultural meaning-making,
also considering the possibilities of a CA researcher to address
interactional inequality.

Accountability in interaction

In the existing sociological literature, accountability has
been seen both as a tool of sense-making (intelligibility side
of accountability) and as a way of maintaining social order
(normativity side of accountability).

The intelligibility side of accountability has constituted a
central focus of CA. According to Garfinkel (1967), “the activities
whereby members produce and manage settings of organized
everyday affairs are identical with members’ procedures for
making those settings ‘accountable”’ (p. 1). Accountability is
thus seen both as a starting premise and a core principle of
inquiry (Koschmann, 2019). It means that social actions are
already by virtue of their mere occurrence rendered intelligible—
that is, mutually observable, describable, and explicable. In CA,
such intelligibility is considered to emerge through a “sequential
architecture of intersubjectivity” (Heritage, 1984), which relies on
participants being able to orchestrate specific interactional practices
to make their actions intelligible (or “account-able”)—that is,
recognizable and understandable as, say, requests, proposals, offers,
or complaints (Schegloff, 1995; Levinson, 2013).

However, the status of an utterance or other behavior as a
specific action is never more than one “possible” action among
multiple possibilities. Whenever participants are challenged for
their actions by their co-participants, they may deny having
intended their conduct to be interpreted in that specific way. This
holds even to most conventional practices to implement specific
actions (Robinson, 2016, p. 9–11). According to Garfinkel (1967), a
specific action, such as “an agreement, as of any particular moment,
can be retrospectively reread to find out in light of present practical
circumstances what the agreement ‘really’ consisted of” (p. 74). In
other words, participants can always post hocmanipulate the status
of their prior actions in line with their current goals and aims.

The production of intelligible courses of interaction has a
normative dimension to it. Prior actions impose variably rigid
normative constraints for actions to come, while a failure to
produce what is normatively expected is a violation to be treated
as accountable (Heritage, 1984, p. 245–253)—that is, the violator
may need to provide an account for their failure. The accounts serve
the maintenance of the normative organization of interaction in
that they present the violations as “exceptions that prove the rule”
(Heritage, 1988, p. 140). Essentially, however, it is the expectations
of future accountability that guide participants’ behavioral choices
in the present. As pointed out by Hollander (2018), “only when
people’s behavior deviates significantly from what is expected
are they actually called to account for it; most of the time,

they discipline themselves through the anticipation of potential
consequences” (p. 177).

Importantly, the normative side of accountability is not only
about risking a misunderstanding or casting doubt on a person’s
status as a competent communicator. In addition, it encompasses
people’s claims of rights and obligations (e.g., Stevanovic and
Peräkylä, 2014), which, in turn, are linked to social identity
categories (West and Zimmerman, 1987, p. 135–136). Thus, for
example, when a boy is teased by being called a “sissy”, this labeling
triggers an “accountability ritual” (Cook, 2006), in which the boy
must provide evidence that he indeed belongs in the social category
of a “male”—or be excluded from social acceptability (Hollander,
2018, p. 178). The interactional endorsement of the identity claims
is thus highly consequential for the participants in a long run
(Schwalbe, 2008; Hollander, 2018).

The normative side of accountability is thus intertwined with
power (Scott and Lyman, 1968; Cook, 2006). The powerful are
shielded from accountability demands, while they can hold others
accountable for their actions (West and Fenstermaker, 2002, p.
541; Hollander, 2018, p. 178). From this perspective, accountability
is also a locus of, and a mechanism that serves to maintain,
inequality—as famously clarified by Schwalbe (2008) in his
introduction of the notion of “nets of accountability”. Sometimes
people may be caught in several conflicting accountability
structures, such “labyrinths of accountability” supporting
dominant ideologies of social hierarchy (Cottingham et al., 2016).

Managing problems of interaction

Accountability in interaction becomes apparent when problems
occur. The CA notion of “repair organization” refers to the
routine ways in which participants deal with problems of speaking,
hearing, and understanding (Schegloff et al., 1977; Robinson, 2006;
Dingemanse et al., 2015). While most trouble is resolved within
the same turn of talk by the same participant whose talk embodies
the trouble (Schegloff et al., 1977), co-participants may also initiate
repair through various practices, such as open requests (e.g.,
Huh?), more restricted repair initiations (e.g., Who?), and offers of
candidate understanding (e.g., She had a boy?).

People may, however, also choose not to address the problem in
any way. As pointed out by Schegloff (2000), people let the problem
pass in hope that “things said subsequently will clarify the problem
and avoid the need to initiate repair, and if they don’t, then you
can ask later on when it’s next relevant” (p. 116). The let-it-pass
strategy serves to maintain progressivity. Schegloff (2007) suggested
that any element that intervenes between some element and what
it projects “will be heard as qualifying the progressivity of the talk
and will be examined for its import” (p. 15). Although progressivity
is by far not the only concern that participants orient to, it has
often been observed to take priority over other concerns, such as
intersubjectivity and mutual understanding. This has been found
to be the case, for example, when referring to persons or places
(Heritage, 2007) or when communicating with participants with
interactional deficits, such as autism (Sterponi and Fasulo, 2010)
or aphasia (Perkins, 2003). Furthermore, in multi-party interaction
participants have been observed to orient to questions as needing
a prompt answer, even if the production of the answer would
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FIGURE 1

C65_36:23 (drawn from Stevanovic et al., forthcoming).

override the right of the selected next speaker to provide it (Stivers
and Robinson, 2006).

If participants tend to use the let-it-pass strategy to manage
problems of speaking, hearing, and understanding, this is even
more so when the problems have to do with the implicit
claims of—and the co-participant’s lack of endorsing—rights and
obligations associated with the participant’s identity. Such problems
of interaction have been found to often take the form of such
subtle violations of expectations that they practically circumvent
any explicit accountability demands (e.g., Stevanovic and Peräkylä,
2014; Stevanovic, 2018, 2021). In addition to the inherently
intangible nature of these types of violations, the possibilities to
address them are specifically difficult for those who suffer the most
from these violations. In their theory of interactional disruption,
Tavory and Fine (2020) suggested the capacities of participants to
disrupt interaction are distributed unequally, following the social
distribution of power and authority. The unequal distribution
of the power to disrupt can, for example, clarify the structures
of conversational interruption (Zimmerman and West, 1975),
school bullying (Evans and Eder, 1993) and sexual harassment
(McLaughlin et al., 2012). What is essential is the ability of
the powerful to break the ritual expectations with respect to an
interactional encounter with relative impunity, while the powerless
simply let it pass (Tavory and Fine, 2020, p. 380–381).

If interactional violations are difficult to address immediately
in the primary encounter, there is still the theoretical possibility
for the participants to account for the problematic interactional
experience in retrospect. Indeed, the production of such accounts
to third parties is elementary for others to be able to evaluate
the problematic situation and intervene if needed. However,
the production of such accounts is a complex endeavor. The
interactional violations may be generally difficult to “document”
in a credible way (Acker, 2006, p. 451). Single incidents may
come across as too trivial to raise (Valian, 1999; Krefting, 2003)
but complaining about a common occurrence may highlight the
complainer’s inability to accept just how things are (Gill et al., 2017,
p. 1). Furthermore, the management of interactional problems is
a matter of cultural ideals and ideologies, which postulate that
whenever an interactional problem arises, a competent participant

can intervene immediately. If a participant has failed to do so and
now seeks to address the problem in retrospect, they orient to a
need to account for their failure of not addressing the problem
immediately, as exemplified in the data extract above (see Figure 1),
in which a female employee has previously reported an experience
of gendered dismissal to her supervisor but now undermines the
organizational relevance of her problem.

It is this mechanism—I argue—that explains the difficulties
of the powerless to address interactional violations. I suggest that
the mechanism works in the following way—each of the three
points below constituting a hypothesis that may be subjected to
empirical testing:

1. While the general preference for progressivity in interaction
discourages any person to address their problematic
interactional experiences, it is the powerful who control the
interactional agenda and have the primary rights to disrupt
the anticipated structure of the encounter. This means that, in
the here and now of the interaction, the powerless are likely to
let the violations pass.

2. If the violation does get addressed in the local context of
the encounter, the violation is likely to be interpreted within
the framework of intelligibility—that is, the violation can
be clarified with reference to a misunderstanding and/or a
problem in the given participant’s communicative competence
(i.e., communication skills). This means that the violator
is likely to get away from being held accountable in the
normative sense of the term.

3. The retrospective accounts of problematic experiences get
compromised if the tellers orient to a need to present
themselves as having been able to address the problem in the
primary interactional event but—for some reason—chosen
not to do so. Interactional inequalities are thus beyond
effective intervention—not only because such problems would
be difficult to address—but also because the victims of
the violation themselves end up undermining the need for
external intervention.

Conclusions: addressing interactional
inequality

The normative notion of interactional inequality involves the
idea that not all participants in interaction are similarly held
accountable for their interactional violations. I suggested that
such inequalities are strengthened by the prevailing cultural ideals
and ideologies of interaction, which postulate that interactional
problems should be addressed as soon as they occur. I argued
that inequalities are maintained through a self-reinforcing cycle
in which the powerless are told to account for their problematic
interactional experiences in situ, while their failing to do so also
compromises their capacities to account for these experiences in
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retrospect. In this way, interactional inequalities lead to ever greater
inequalities, while the powerful are increasingly shielded from
accountability demands.

How can interactional inequality then be addressed—if not by
the participants themselves, then at least in and through research?
I maintain that such efforts necessitate a better understanding
of the cultural ideals and ideologies of interaction that shape
people’s ideas of what a competent person should (be able to)
do when interacting with others—as it were, independent of
their social identity positions. A focus on communication skills
training as a solution to interactional problems obscures the
power-related nature of those interactional violations that certain
identity populations encounter daily, while a person’s inability to
fill the expectations of a competent person may cause an aggregate
burden, which only adds to the primary disempowering experience.
Addressing interactional inequality would thus first necessitate that
these mechanisms be elucidated.

Given its focus on the intelligibility side of the notion
of accountability, CA has difficulties addressing interactional
inequalities—a weakness that has been pointed out already in
the 1990’s (Wetherell, 1998; Billig, 1999a,b). Even more, there
is a risk that an (over)emphasis of the intelligibility side of
the notion already itself contributes to the maintenance of
interactional inequalities by inherently undermining the severity
of the inequalities to be addressed through the prioritization of
a power-neutral grasp of the problems. Thus, a more critical,
socially and societally relevant CA would benefit from a more
explicit engagement with the normative side of the notion of
accountability. Such an engagement calls for complementing
CA’s primary empirical analysis of interactional phenomena with
analysis of secondary data sets (e.g., retrospective accounts of

interaction) and with extensive theorizing of the normative aspects
of interaction.
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The article employs ethnomethodological conversation analysis (CA) and
experimental video analysis to scrutinize the gaze behavior of urban passersby.
We operationalize Go�man’s concept of civil inattention to make it an empirical
research object with defined boundaries. Video analysis enabled measurement of
gaze lengths to establish measures for “normal” gazes within civil inattention and
to account for their breaches. We also studied the dependence of gazing behavior
on the recipient’s social appearance by comparing the unmarked condition, the
experimenter wearing casual, indistinctive clothes, to marked conditions, the
experimenter wearing either a distinct sunhat or an abaya and niqab. The breaches
of civil inattention toward marked gaze recipients were 10-fold compared to
unmarked recipients. Furthermore, the analysis points out the commonality of
hitherto unknown micro gazes and multiple gazes. Together the findings suggest
the existence of subconscious monitoring beneath the public social order, which
pre-structures interaction order, and indicates that stigmatization is a source for
relational segregation.

KEYWORDS

civil inattention, conversation analysis, ethnomethodology, gaze behavior, interaction

order, relational segregation

Introduction

The idea for this study originated when Ilkka was walking with a friend who has a
medical condition that causes sensitivity to direct sunlight. During summer she has to cover
herself with sun protection clothes, none of which are convenient, and all look alienating.
Besides clinical sun protection clothes, she has used an abaya and niqab.1 When I was
walking with her in the city center of [city] and she was wearing a niqab, I felt that she (or
we) attracted some exceptional gazes, including half-hidden looks toward her/us. As vivid as
the experience was, I was not certain to what degree I just made it up. An idea for a study
started to evolve from that moment on.

Goffman (1963a, 1967, 1971) spent much of his career developing a new field
of microsociology that explores the behavioral patterns through which the social
order is created and maintained in everyday engagements. In line with then-evolving
ethnomethodology, Goffman pursued a paradigm shift according to which human behavior
in everyday life is not random but an orderly product. Social activities do not evolve
from stochastic processes but are achievements based on actors’ orientation. A key for
order in public places is the distinction between “engagements” and unfocused, unratified,
anonymous public behavior (Goffman, 1963a); for Goffman, what he calls “civil inattention”
is a socially organized boundary mechanism through which regard without interest is
allocated to unacquainted persons without sharing an invitation to become involved in
engagement. Incessant maintenance of a distinction between those ratified to receive focused
attention and others makes civil inattention both central to public order and enormously

1 Together the abaya and niqab comprise what is commonly known as the burkha.
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common. According to Goffman (1963a, p. 101), civil inattention is
the most frequent interpersonal ritual.

The introduction of a new research object, orderliness of public
behavior, was in part coined with the help of a subtle concept of
civil inattention that refers to a dual-edged ritual through which
appreciation is granted to a recipient without allowing recognition
(Goffman, 1963a, p. 84). In that way, a civil, auspicious order is
maintained among non-ratified anonymous parties in the public
order without giving reasons for engagement. Civil inattention is
thus a delicate, artful practice, which refers to a behavioral pattern
of giving a brief, unnoticeable glimpse during encounters: “In
performing this courtesy the eyes of the looker may pass over
the eyes of the other, but no ‘recognition’ is typically allowed”
(Goffman, 1963a, p. 84). Goffman explains, for “persons passing on
the street, civil inattention may take the special form of eyeing the
other up to ∼8 feet [about 2.4m], during which time sides of the
street are apportioned by gesture, and then casting the eyes down
as the other passes—a kind of dimming of lights” (Goffman, 1963a).

Returning to the ethnographic epiphany, the auspicious,
anonymous order seemed fragile and vulnerable to breaches. This
was already noted by Goffman, who did pay attention to breaches
of order, including “stares” among the unacquainted and even
“hate stares” (p. 83), or failures to reciprocate friendly gazes,
called “cuts” (p. 115). Referring to J. H. Griffin, Goffman (1963a)
considered hate stares as akin to what “a Southern white sometimes
gratuitously gives to Negroes walking past him2”. In 1971, Goffman
articulated a wider framework of primatology for gaze behavior,
including dominance hierarchies, “character contests” (p. 16), and
an extension to remedial exchanges. Systematic studies of gaze
behavior in public places have remained relatively rare, yet some
examples are discussed in the next section. Nor has there been a
solid development of studies on the relationship of public behavior
and relational segregation discussed by Gardner (1980), Collins
(1981), Goffman (1983), or Giddens (1990, p. 81–82).

Accordingly, we designed a field experiment to test the gaze
behavior of urban passersby between varying social groupmembers
in the [city] cityscape. The experiment involves several elements
and aims. First, we wanted to empirically explore whether civil
inattention is observable between unacquainted passersby. Second,
we aim at making the lengths of gazes measurable to establish
measures of “normal” gazes within civil inattention and breaches
from that. Finally, following the ethnographic epiphany we include
a comparative dimension to see whether civil inattention is
dependent on the social category of the person viewed. To
operationalize the social category, we dressed up the experimenter
(always the same person) with three different sets of clothes: casual
“unnoticeable” western clothing, a distinctive sun hat that covered
the face, and an abaya and niqab. A pedestrian with casual western
clothes indexed an ordinary passerby; a pedestrian with a distinctive
sun hat3 indexed a deviance from normal appearances without
any explicit symbolic content; and a pedestrian with abaya and
niqab indexed a tie to an identifiable social group with a symbolic

2 We apologize for the inappropriate language. Notably, J. H. Gri�n was a

citizen rights activist and critical toward all racial discrimination.

3 The sun hat was from a global online store, and it did not represent any

known ethnic or religious group, either for us or in its marketing.

religious value (Tarlo, 2010; Almila, 2016). The pedestrian with
casual clothes could be used to establish the standards of gaze
behavior among unmarked pedestrians in the [city] cityscape.
With the help of marked choices of clothes, the dependence of
civil inattention on social category was explored. In the data and
methods section, we discuss the details of the experiment and the
technologies utilized both in the experiment and in the analysis.

We will next examine the salience of gaze behavior for public
order, and some attempts to empirically address the alleged
phenomenon of civil inattention. We will then open the data
and methods of our experimental research design, as well as its
ethics. Our analysis concerns the measurability of public gaze
behavior, empirical measures for the gaze in civil inattention and
the types of breaches of normality. In the second part of the analysis,
comparative measurements are utilized to determine the category
boundedness of gaze behavior toward members of different social
categories. In the discussion, we elaborate the empirical findings
on the existence of civil inattention and the social determinants
of breaches of civility. We close the discussion by expounding on
civil inattention as a boundary mechanism that to some extent
grants exclusive auspicious public order; passersby who deviate
from normal appearances may not be granted the same level of
approval and civility in public areas as those whose appearance
confirms the local cultural norms. The analysis shows that the
amount of uncivil attention follows categoric identification; the
consequent relational segregation may form a basis for recognition
disparity that hinders the participation of stigmatized groups to
civic sphere.

Civil inattention

Erving Goffman’s studies of behavior in public places (Goffman,
1963a, 1967, 1971) addressed the patterns through which parties
expressed respect to each other’s need for personal space in
otherwise crowded surroundings. In a modern cityscape, every
individual daily passes a countless number of others, and sharing
attention with everyone is simply impossible. Consequently, the
passing of two individuals in the street should remain unfocused so
that both parties maximally glance each other briefly while passing
in and then out of view (Goffman, 1963a, p. 83–88).

In practice, a passerby walking down the street is constantly
“scanning” an oval-shaped area ahead them, longer in the front
and narrower on their sides, and briefly checking the individuals
who are entering this area to avoid collision. If nothing alarming
is detected, both interactants may feel at ease and turn their
attention elsewhere (Goffman, 1971, p. 11–13). Inasmuch as the
civil inattention thus formedmay just be a conventional, routinized
ritual, its breaches might be considered alarming (Goffman, 1971,
p. 246–247). The closer one gets to the passerby, the more
important the maintenance of civil inattention becomes. At a close
distance, the exposure to possible staring grows (Goffman, 1963a,
p. 84–85). As a ritual designed to maintain each other’s personal
space, civil inattention is a moral obligation between respectful
individuals (Goffman, 1967).

Unfocused interaction, even a brief passing, also conveys
information; individual appearances and gestures are modes of
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communication (Goffman, 1963a, p. 33–34). Goffman (1963a, p.
84) defines the function of civil inattention as follows: “one gives to
another enough visual notice to demonstrate that one appreciates
that the other is present . . . while at the next moment withdrawing
one’s attention from him so as to express that he does not constitute
a target of special curiosity or design.” As civil inattention signals
mutual respect and acceptance, it forms an implicit social contract
between passersby and gains a normative weight. It is the key for
mutual facework; each individual projects claims of self-approval
and confirms the claims of others (Goffman, 1967, p. 105–106). It
expresses acknowledgment of the other’s presence and the absence
of any fear, hostility, or avoidance toward the other (Goffman,
1963a, p. 84–85). Therefore, any breach of civil inattention—both
by not looking or by staring openly—challenges the norms of
public behavior. By neglecting patterns of respectful behavior, the
individual withdraws from giving others signals of acceptance.

Soon after Goffman, Cary (1978) conducted experiments
to see whether civil inattention as defined exists. The first
two studies included the use of a hidden camera, which
captured pictures of passings at a university campus. The results
showed no distinct head movements that would support the
existence of civil inattention; however, compared to present
technology, the recording methods were insufficient. After
Cary, more recent studies have supported the existence of
civil inattention. Zuckerman et al. (1983) discovered that in
elevators, most passengers looked at the experimenter once or
twice, while the gazes remained relatively brief (median 0.35 s).
Moreover, civil inattention was rated as the politest form of
behavior. Hirschauer (2005) further confirmed the salience of
civil inattention in elevators. Furthermore, Haddington (2012)
showed how civil inattention is maintained even in exceptional
situations, establishing a rule of the maintenance of polite distance
on all occasions.

De Stefani and Mondada’s (2018) video recordings of public
encounters show how the transition from unfocused to focused
interaction between unacquainted individuals is accomplished by
adjusting both the trajectory and the bodily orientation toward the
target individual. However, the shift away from civil inattention
requires a verbal account, such as for example, asking directions
(De Stefani andMondada, 2018). Also, additional attention without
entitlement is considered rude. Horgan (2020) examined breaches
of civil inattention, which he coined “uncivil.” According to
Horgan’s interviews, uncivil encounters are not rare: over a
quarter of the participants reported experiencing uncivility from an
unacquainted person during the past week, and over a half during
the past month. However, Horgan (2020) did not focus on gaze
behavior: instead, his interest lays in more direct rude behavior,
such as street remarks, bumping into someone without apologizing,
cutting in line, or even threats of violence. We might expect that
uncivil gaze behavior exists as well.

The concept of normality is a key for civil inattention;
according to Goffman (1963a), an open stare is a signal that
exposes undesirable attributes of the receiver, implying that they
lack the right to receive civil inattention. In brief encounters
between passersby, this evaluation is based on first impressions, the
importance of which Goffman (1959, p. 22–24) highlights. Based
on his studies, Goffman (1963a, p. 11) suggests that “fitting in” (i.e.,

following the behavioral patterns of the common public) seems to
be primordial for any situation. Being “inappropriate” may lead to
the individual being stared at, or alternatively neglected, or treated
as a non-person. Both excessive attention and withholding of
attentionmay be used as negative social sanctions. A similar duality
is also found in extended gazes, whichmay signal positive attention,
admiration, and interest (Mason et al., 2005). An experiment
conducted by Patterson et al. (2010) shows how passersby display
significantly more glances if gazed at first, and even more so if
smiled at.

Civil inattention is maintained until something begs for extra
attention, be it positive or negative. According to Goffman (1971, p.
239–247), normal appearances signal stability, giving the individual
a chance to continue their own business without concern. But
normality is also a moral requirement. When an individual breaks
the limits of standard behavior, one may receive an “overlong look,”
which suggests that corrective behavior is required. As for personal
appearances, it “is usually the case that normal appearances,
typical appearances, and proper appearances are much the same”
(Goffman, 1971, p. 240). The visual presentation, then, affects
how random passersby interpret each other merely by gazing. In
addition to personal features, prejudices toward certain cultural or
racialized appearances affect this treatment. It is possible that the
performance of civil inattention varies, not only between different
cultures (Watson, 1970; Rossano, 2013) but also depending on
the expected social status of the receiver (Gobel et al., 2015).
Gardner (1980) emphasizes that the norm of civil inattention differs
significantly, depending on the gender of the other party: just like
children or racialized persons, women are easy targets for both
positive and negative attention. Patterson’s (2005) empirical study
of passings between unacquainted on a college campus concluded
that female confederates received four timesmore gazes thanmales.
Regardless of the reasons for the gaze, the target typically recognizes
the extra attention andmay aim at disguising themself to ensure the
other that nothing untoward is taking place. As a result, self-aware
normality will be performed (Goffman, 1971, p. 256–273).

First impressions, clothing, and veiling

Human visual sensory mechanisms operate at an astonishing
speed. According to Thorpe et al. (1996), it takes only 20ms
to pass a go/no-go categorization test (e.g., whether there is an
animal in the picture) with 94% accuracy. Further, categorization
of an object takes barely more time than detection; as soon
as we notice something, we perceive what it is (Grill-Spector
and Kanwisher, 2005). Willis and Todorov (2006) present
evidence for rapid first impressions between persons. While
100ms is sufficient for forming a first impression of a person,
one additional second of evaluation time does not essentially
change it. In more complex visual social clues combining gaze
direction, pointing gesture, and emotion, all these signals are
fully integrated at 200ms (Conty et al., 2012). Behind all
this is a human interaction engine; the average time lapse
between turns in conversation is around 0–200ms, with visual
communication cues further speeding the processing of language
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(Hömke et al., 2017; Holler and Levinson, 2019; Levinson,
2020).

As a form of collecting information and organizing interaction
accordingly (Rossano et al., 2009), gaze is also an important
dimension of personal space. Due to the rapid visual system,
ordinary encounters proceed smoothly without extended gazes.
An impression that indexes a breach of normality calls for
making a prolonged gaze, with the help of which abnormality
is categorized and made manageable (Garland-Thompson, 2006).
Impressions are holistic; they merge outlook, behavior, and
visual characteristics, such as attire, into a categorical whole.
Clothing works as an important type of non-verbal communication
in conveying the social characteristics of passersby. Therefore,
clothing may affect the gaze behavior between passers-by.
Furthermore, the types of outfits worn may invoke related types of
gaze behavior. El-Geledi and Bourhis (2012) found that students
in Quebec assessed a person with Western clothes more positively
than a person wearing a Muslim hijab, while a person with a
niqab (face veil) scored even more negatively. Equally, Muslim
women’s veiling with either a hijab or a niqab was assessed
negatively by British students (Everett et al., 2014). In Western
media representations, burqas and other types of Muslim veiling
are presented as oppressive (Rantanen, 2005). For the Dutch,
face veils tend to evoke feelings of anxiety, fear, and even hate
(Moors, 2009). In Finland, and presumably in many other Western
countries, face veils paradoxically make women more visible,
and they symbolize difference; veiled women get labeled Muslim
above anything else (Karhunen, 2022). Finnish Muslims report
themselves to be distinct from the Finnish majority and find it
difficult to be both Muslim and Finnish (Pauha, 2018). Muslim
veiling is also a way to strengthen one’s identity category, although
it may result in harmful miscategorizations by others (Hopkins
and Greenwood, 2013). This is especially true for face-veiling.
Almila (2016) describes wearing face-veiling in Finland as a form
of resistance against prevailing social norms; however, it puts the
person in a vulnerable position, being judged by the non-Muslim
majority and assessed by other Muslims.

Although Muslim veiling has raised political debates in
Western countries (Moors, 2009; Shirazi and Mishra, 2010), people
who wear face veils are a small minority. For example, the estimate
of the Finnish Muslim population was 120,000–130,0004 in 2022.
Although percentages are growing in many countries, only a
minority of Muslims wear traditional clothes, at least in Finland.
Konttori (2022) estimated that only some hundreds of Muslim
women in Finland wear niqabs.5 Also, the attitudes toward Muslim
veiling have predominantly been negative in Finland. About 37%
of Finns had a negative or very negative attitude toward a hijab,
and 72% toward a niqab (Kirkon tutkimuskeskus, 2012, p. 51).
Overall, Finns have rather negative attitudes toward Islam, also

4 The total population in Finland is above 5.5 million. There is no o�cial

number of Muslims, because the majority of Finnish Muslims do not belong

to a registered religious community.

5 Konttori’s observation of the rarity of niqabs is certainly true in the

city center of [city]. In certain districts, Muslim population percentages are

relatively high, and traditional Muslim attires are not uncommon there.

more negative than many other European countries (Martikainen,
2020; Karhunen, 2022).

In Western countries, one of the main public concerns
regarding women wearing niqabs is the lack of emotional signals
and facial recognition due to the lower part of the face being
covered. Fischer et al. (2011) found that a viewer tends to interpret
more negative emotions from a partly covered face, both in
niqab and computer-altered control-case conditions. The negative
interpretations then affect one’s attitudes toward covering the face,
which are also potentially strengthened by existing stereotypes.
Tarlo (2010) has witnessed excessive staring toward women in
niqabs, which is explained, for instance, by the “need to look harder
to reassure yourself that there is a person under there” (Tarlo, 2010,
p. 134). Moreover, according to Moors (2009), one of the reasons
behind the discomfort caused by interacting with a person wearing
a face-veil is the fact that “the face-veil itself enables them to see
without being seen.” Based on these findings, a niqab not only
reveals the affiliation but also disguises the gaze; in addition to
negative stereotypes the lack of visible cues and interaction may
cause discomfort.

Data and methods

We conducted a field experiment to test the gaze behavior
of urban passersby between members of varying social groups
in the [city] cityscape. The data was collected during six 90-min
afternoon sessions in late August and early September 2017. We
used a hidden GoPro 5 video camera, which was attached to the
experimenter’s chest, to record and analyze the gaze behavior of
random passersby. All the sessions took place in central [city]
within a preplanned walking route. During these sessions, the
experimenter wore three different outfits: (1) a regular Western
outfit, (2) a face-covering sun hat paired with dark sunglasses, and
(3) an abaya with a niqab. Of these three outfits, the regularWestern
outfit worked as a baseline of gaze behavior. The experimenter
was instructed to behave “normally,” that is, not to intentionally
avoid gaze contact but not to seek it either. Consequently, data
cannot answer questions of reciprocity (i.e., whether extended gazes
or an avoidance of gazes could be invoked). On the other hand,
the data reflects uninvited departures from “normal” gazes. The
recordings in total produced ∼3 h of video data for each of the
three different outfits. In addition, we had an assistant following
and observing the situations during the recording sessions. This
observation produced some notes, which were used to complement
and assess our video data during the initial analysis.

Figure 1 presents each of the outfits. On the left, the
experimenter is wearing her regular clothing, which does not stand
out from the crowd in [city]. In the middle, she has the same outfit
but combined with a face-covering sun hat and a pair of dark
sunglasses (the anonymization by a negative picturemay exaggerate
the peculiarity of the sun hat). On the right, she is wearing a
completely black outfit, an abaya with a niqab. The video camera is
slightly visible in the last photo: an observable reader might detect
a small square (the lens of the camera) on the experimenter’s chest.
In brief passings, it is unlikely that the camera could be detected.
In both the sun hat and niqab outfits, the experimenter’s face is
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FIGURE 1

Experimenter with three di�erent outfits.

covered, and even more so in the sun hat since the dark sunglasses
hide the experimenter’s gaze completely. However, unlike the niqab,
the sun hat is not a symbol of any religious or ethnic affiliation.

Our research design is a mixed-methods study combining
ethnomethodological conversation analysis (CA) and experimental
video analysis. Ethnomethodology refers to the study of the
ways in which people build meanings together. Following
Goffman (1963a, 1967, 1971) work, we approach gaze behavior
as meaningful interaction between the participants. Based on the
ethnomethodological standards of analysis, we do not attempt
to interpret the hidden intentions of the passersby. Rather, we
focus our attention on the observable gaze behavior, also excluding
facial or bodily gestures, which would only become relevant if the
ecological huddle, ratified encounter, has been established. The gaze
contact precedes the formation of the encounter, then allowing a
wider variety of semiotic resources. Although there is no verbal
interaction in our data, the interactions are multimodal: the gaze
is a means of embodied interaction, as is the physical movement of
the passersby in the surrounding environment. For the purposes of
this study, the precise temporal organization of gazing is especially
important. This embodied multimodality is accounted for in our
transcripts, inspired by Mondada (2018) multimodal conversation
analytical transcriptions.

Experimental video analysis allowed a quantitative approach.
The quantity of all potential cases (i.e., direct passings between the
experimenter and other pedestrians) was estimated to be around
700 per outfit. In addition, the data contains about as many non-
valid cases, due to backlit or shaky footage, too-crowded places,
passersby wearing dark sunglasses, children, and smartphone users;
these were all excluded. After excluding the non-valid cases, 100
cases were randomly selected for each type of outfit (50 cases from
each of the six sessions), with the total N being 300. Although

the amount of included data is limited, it permits some statistical
findings and is still analyzable qualitatively. The GoPro camera cut
each recording into 10 clips, which we used as a loose structure
for our sampling. As a result, the guideline was to pick cases
as symmetrically as possible throughout the data (only excluding
technically or otherwise non-valid cases). The selected cases include
both single passersby and pairs or groups of people as well as people
of varying age, gender, and ethnicity.

These selected cases were analyzed first by simply watching
them multiple times. At this stage, we focused on general
impressions, such as possible gazing and its duration. More detailed
analysis was accomplished by utilizing the video analysis program
Adobe Premier Pro, by means of which the exact duration of
the gazes could be calculated with 0.01-s accuracy. The program
allowed examination of cases as series of individual frames, thereby
creating precise timelines for each clip. With maximum frame-
per-second settings and an effective zooming tool, it is possible
to define the exact starting and ending points of the gazes and
gestures. Moreover, this method allowed us to detect subtle gazes
from a further distance which exceeded the limits of ethnographic
observation. We focused on finding out: whether the passerby
gazes at the experimenter and, if so, how long, and whether
there are multiple gazes during the passing. Distinctive head
movements were also considered. Finally, the comparison between
the gaze behavior for the three different outfits is based on
statistical analysis.

The research practices follow the guidelines of the Finnish
National Board on Research Integrity. Although consent to
participate was not requested in advance, the research is justified
and could not have been carried out if the participants were asked
for their consent to participate in the research. Data collection did
not cause damage or harm to the participants. An ethical approval
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statement can be given by the review board. Ethically, this is a
unique situation since we collected video recordings of a large
number of passersby who did not know that they were being filmed.
Finnish law allows filming in public places without asking consent
from the persons visible in the recordings. The research ethics are
maintained by preserving the anonymity of each subject of our
data and by focusing solely on the larger patterns of gaze behavior
instead of the personal traits of identifiable passersby. We also
excluded children from our data. The usage of a hidden camera
method is justified by the unique data it offers; we were able to
gather a large data set of natural social behavior in high detail and
quality. This would not have been possible had the participants
been aware of the filming. In addition, video analysis is very useful
for studying aspects of micro interactions that tend to be taken for
granted as the subjects aremost likely not completely self-conscious
therefore it may reveal aspects of behavior with potential causal
relations more accurately than more conventional methods, such
as interviews or researcher observation.

We begin our analysis by examining possible classes of gaze
behavior; initially looking at brief gazes that may represent civil
inattention, and then narrowing down the empirical limits of
observable civil inattention to a class in between non-gazes
and extended gazes. After accounting for the varieties of gaze
behavior, we continue by quantifying the initially qualitative data;
we then aim to operationalize possible classes of gaze behavior,
starting from zero cases where there is no gazing during the
encounter to extended gazing that exceeds civil inattention. Finally,
the quantitative measurements enable comparisons between the
different data sets and thereby estimate the causal relations between
the visual appearance of the experimenter and the gazes she
received (Arminen, 2009).

Analysis

We start our analysis with a qualitative assessment of public
gaze behavior and try to specify Goffman’s notion of civil
inattention. We begin with very brief gazes and explicate their
variations. Continuing from these, we try to explicate what other
types of gazing behavior exist in the streets. Among these, we
discuss passings without gazing and then move on to more distinct
types of gazes that could be considered breaches of civil inattention.
Throughout this section, we utilize multimodal transcriptions with
some anonymized stills. Here, our aim is to introduce the reader
to various types of gaze behavior in practice. After the qualitative
findings, we present the counts of gaze behavior types as an
aggregated quantitative result of public gaze behavior.

Civil gazes

As discussed above, according to Goffman (1963a), civil
inattention is the prevailing ritual between unacquainted
individuals passing each other in urban public places. Notably,
Goffman (1983, p. 6) focuses on persons as vehicular entities,
that is, human ambulatory units, thereby suggesting that gazes
are environmentally coupled with embodied mobile activity, as
Goffman’s follower Goodwin (2007) might have put it. Perhaps the

most detailed explication of civil inattention characterizes it as a
brief glance during passing, given around eight feet and then ended
as the eyes are cast down as the other passes (Goffman, 1963a, p.
84). Given that in passing both parties are moving in direction
toward the other, the characterization allows to operationalize the
duration of civil inattention as a movement (see also Patterson,
2005). The brevity of gaze seems to be set around two steps or
less, as with two steps of both parties passing have progressed
to proximity that would strengthen the intensity of the gaze
maintained to the degree that it would no longer be felt as “civil”
but as an intense glance that would transfer the parties beyond
disengagement. Indeed, in our material we do have several cases of
that type, which we will discuss later.

In the following example, a case of civil inattention between
passersby is shown.6 The passerby casts a brief gaze at the
experimenter after crossing the street and noticing the upcoming
passing. The gaze remains brief, just about one step long, as can be
seen from stills.7

The passerby in this case approaches on a quiet street where
both parties have visual access to the upcoming passing. In frame 1,
the subject gazes briefly toward the experimenter. The duration of
the gaze is very short. In frame 2, the passerby has already turned
their gaze down. The precise distance between the passerby and the
experimenter is hard to gauge, but the brief glance may have been
initiated at a distance of roughly 2.5–3m. The gazing takes place
during a single step: in frame 1, the subject’s front foot is taking
a step, and in frame 2, the front foot has landed, and the back
foot is starting to take another step as the gaze ends. This seems
to be an archetypal case of civil inattention that matches well with
Goffman (1963a, p. 84–85) characterization: it demonstrates that

6 The transcript begins from the precise moment when the passerby

becomes visible in the video recording and ends at their disappearance after

passing. Here the total length of the episode is 3.65 s.

7 The anonymized stills with a limited number of pixels do not really enable

access to the gaze direction of subtle, brief gazes where the head is not

visibly rotated. Due to the procedure where consent could not be requested

in advance or where contactingmore than 2,000 passersby afterwards would

have not been feasible, anonymization remains a necessity. In any case, the

embodied aspects of alleged gazes can be shown with anonymized stills.
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the passersby are scanning the surroundings as they proceed further
and, as nothing causes alarm, the gaze is swiftly aimed down again.
Anyhow, with the brief glance the passerby has communicated
acknowledgment of the other, and by a rapid turning away of the
gaze, the other’s social space is recognized and intrusion into it is
sanctioned by avoidance.

As noted also in the transcript above, our procedure allowed
timing of gaze, which here is 0.14 s. According to Goffman (1963a,
p. 84), “one gives to another enough visual notice to demonstrate
that one appreciates that the other is present,” which would
minimally require the other to be peripherally aware of the gaze
behavior. Following Goffman (1981), Heath and Luff (1992), and
vom Lehn et al. (2001) have explored peripheral awareness, that is,
people’s ability to process and utilize information of phenomena
that are not in the focus but the periphery of attention. Very
brief glances, or civil inattention, may allow a viewed person to
be peripherally aware of the appreciation received, without having
focused attention to the appreciation given. It may well be that
140ms is not long enough for a focused mutual gaze contact, where
a person had noticed another having noticed one’s gaze, but it may
be long enough to get a peripheral sense of a noticing, that is,
someone having given a glance. In that way, brief glances may also
establish the ritual nature of civil inattention, as Goffman suggested.

Although video analysis supports the existence of civil
inattention, it also provides the basis for detailing, specifying, and
elaborating it. First, the coupling of gait and gaze allowed us to
consider a simple matrix of operationalization. Accordingly, at
its shortest a brief glance of a pedestrian lasts less than a step.
Indeed, the median length of our civil inattention cases is 60ms,
about half of the length of example (1), in which the gaze lasted
almost a full step. In standard CA terminology (Sidnell and Stivers,
2012), cases that are shorter than a mini pause do not allow
establishment of a mutual focused gaze exchange but may enable
peripheral awareness. Two-step-long gazes (at a “normal” pace) can
last up to 500ms. They may be long enough for the other to notice
another’s noticing but still short enough to not yet to comprise a
noticeable stare. Indeed, these longer glances may still be civil in
the sense that the onlooker may have turned their gaze away after
noticing that they were noticed.8 Therefore, the boundary of civil
inattention might benefit from a closer look.9 Finally, it seems that
gazing-aways after the “civil inattention” glance can vary. Goffman
suggested that a gaze is closed by turning eyes down “a kind of
dimming of lights” (Goffman, 1963a, p. 84). Empirically, an equally
common pattern is to turn the gaze straight forward or completely
away. Though Goffman’s ethnographic insight and precision is
admirable, ethnography has its limitations.

Modifications of civil inattention
A closer analysis of videotaped passings also revealed some

aspects of civil inattention not discussed by Goffman. In many
cases there are more than one gaze. Most likely, multiple gazes are

8 Our procedure does not allow us to explore reciprocity of gaze. Basically,

we posit that a half-second gaze is long enough to be noticed but not

yet a stare.

9 We aim to develop the analysis further by comparing brief and longer

cases of “civil inattention,” but more on that in another publication.

not uncommon, and their detection depends on the observation
methods used. If gazes are very short, <100ms, they practically
evade focused ethnographic observation; an ethnographer may
become peripherally aware of them but remain unable to provide
focused accounts of them. Very brief cases or series of them are
not accountable; hence, Goffman did not discuss them. With the
help of technical analysis, by exploring videos composed of series
of individual frames, an analyst can pay attention to the minutiae of
gazes that escape ethnography. In (2), the passerby gives two brief
gazes, both of which are very short. On line 2, the passerby gives a
gaze which lasts only 0.06 s. The gaze is barely noticeable, given the
distance before passing. After the initial gaze, the passerby gazes
away for almost a second, and then gazes again. The second gaze
(line 4) is even briefer than the first one and could be characterized
as a glimpse. During the actual passing, the passerby does not gaze
at the experimenter.

Both gazes in (2) are very brief and subtle, almost unnoticeable,

and do not break the norm of polite distance. As (2) shows, both
gazes are made from a distance with respect to the personal space

of the experimenter; even after the second gaze, it still takes the
passerby 1.42 s to pass the experimenter. The passing takes place
on a relatively empty street, which makes the experimenter visually

accessible already at a distance.
Although image identification can be reached as fast as 20ms,

more complex information-processing, combining aspects of an

image, can easily take 200ms (Conty et al., 2012). This would
suggest that these very brief gazes, micro gazes as we would call

them, are so short that the gaze does not seem to have stopped for
a longer period; the image glanced appears not to have invoked

a task of a more thorough exploration of the gaze object. These
micro gazes may have been just a part of a pedestrian’s routine
scanning of the social scene, and they do not display greater
involvement or interest. However, as with civil inattention more

generally, these multiple gazes vary in length. Glances of up to
half a second are different from micro gazes. Even when none of
the multiple gazes are above 500ms, the accumulation of more
than one gaze may indicate more involvement than gazing once.
If none of the gazes are no longer than 500ms, the on-looker
refrains from breaching civil inattention but commits themself
to a particular gaze behavior. Gazing twice allows the passerby
to gather more visual information than just one gaze, while not
becoming openly impolite. We argue that the cases with two short
gazes can be labeled as a subcategory of civil inattention; they are
distinct from singular gazes but do not become engrossed in or
seek engagement, and they maintain the spirit of civil inattention.
Multiple gazes also stress the need for further studies, as the
boundary between civil inattention and its breaches does not
appear clean-cut.
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Passing without gazing

Civil inattention arises out of an ecology of involvements.
It is a behavioral ritual to maintain auspicious public order
without posing obligations to become engaged in interactions
with unacqainted (Goffman, 1963a). The ecology of involvement
includes structured practices of how involvements are allocated.
In as much as a cityscape is composed of mobile individuals,
there may happen millions of passings a day within an urban
area (Giddens, 1990, p. 81). Moreover, mobility is a part of the
ecology of involvements as it is itself a kind of involvement: mobile
individuals are involved in getting somewhere, or away from
somewhere. Of course, immobile pedestrians are also occupied
with something. They may seem not to be doing anything, which
may stand for doing as waiting; that is, they are occupied by their
expectation of something (Ayass, 2020). Also, loitering can itself
become an occupation, at least for street-corner gang members
(Whyte, 2012). All involvements around which activities may
become organized establish engagements that cut the parties away
from the disengaged public order between detached individuals.
Mobile pedestrians may have constraining involvements, too. Not
untypically, people may be shielded by their engagement with
smartphones (Ayass, 2014), but we excluded these cases of screen
engagement from the data. Sometimes groups, or pairs, can be
exclusively oriented to their conversations.10 Goffman (1963a) also
discusses “aways” and occult involvements, when people are, so to
speak, gazing inwards: passersby simply gaze down or keep the gaze
seemingly unfocused, apparently lost in their own thoughts. Thus,
involvements other than gazing passersby may become exclusive.
Finally, there is also an economy of gazes. Gazes, like turns at
talk (Sacks et al., 1974), are a sparse resource. A focused gaze
somewhere means that it is away from elsewhere as a figure/ground
distinction is made (Goodwin, 1994), and the ground is left with
only peripheral attention. A busy cityscape poses a challenge to the
economy of gaze, as it would be laborious to cast an equal gaze
at every single passerby individually. Instead, peripheral attention
may be the solution for the challenge of gaze resource limitations,
and it provides one occasioned reason for a lack of gazes.

As civil inattention is based on peripheral awareness, and
its civility, unobtrusiveness, makes its unaccountable, passings
without gazes do not challenge the auspicious public order.
All in all, it is not uncommon to pass passersby who do not
cast the slightest gaze, even though they do not seem to be
occupied with anything particular—or at least not in the way that
would be decipherable from the recordings. During passing, a
passerby may gaze straight ahead or slightly down, or alternatively
focus their gaze elsewhere. In Excerpt 3, the passerby would
have had plenty of time to gaze at the experimenter, but they
look straight past her during the whole 3.63-s passing in a
quiet street.

10 Our data sample includes 13 passersby who were conversing. The

engagement in the conversation does not as such exclude the possibility of

monitoring the environment. Some parties in the conversation do gaze at

the experimenter. Such cases are excluded from the data only when visibility

of their eyes was hindered by others (i.e., a crowd or a group ahead of

the passerby).

As such, passing without gazing is not accountable or
noticeable. As an ethnographic note, neither the experimenter
nor the assistant paid any extra attention to these passings; not
receiving gazes from passersby feels perfectly normal. Not gazing
seems to be taken for granted and is not taken to be accountable;
it forms a part of the normal anonymous urban scene. It is also
important to note that although the passerby is not gazing directly
at the experimenter, their peripheral vision most likely captures her
presence, allowing the passerby to adjust to the upcoming passing
and navigate movements in a manner that displays recognition of
personal space.

Not gazing is different from a concerted display of avoiding
gazing. Goffman (1963a, p. 83) discusses non-person treatment,
referring to practices that somebody is “not worthy of a glance,”
meaning a civil gaze. Both hate stares (already discussed) and ways
of treating others as if they were not there can be non-person
treatments. Here, Goffman is exceptionally vacuous. The groups
of people he mentions—children, servants, Negros and mental
patients—categorically belong to varying social situations where
“non-person treatments” rely on different interactional practices
and vary in their consequences.11 More importantly, most of the
“non-person treatments” take place in focused interactions. Some
practices, such as avoiding gazing beggars (Lankenau, 1999), are
done to maintain anonymous order by resisting attempts to breach
it. Our interest only includes practices that take place in unfocused
public space. These may involve “hate stares,” but it is not yet
clear if they encompass practices of “not looking.” Goffman does
discuss the right, or entitlement, to civil inattention, and suggests
that uncivil behavior, such as staring at others, may weaken the
expectation of civil treatment. Here also, Goffman does not go all
the way; he suggests that there are a set of systematic practices
to deprive personhood in unfocused interactions, apart from hate
stares. Displays of not seeing could work that way, and would be
based on the observability of gazing (Kidwell and Reynolds, 2022).
In our material, there is one case (out of about 2,000 passings) in
which a person builds a dramaturgic performance of not gazing the
passerby. This performance would be of interest as such, but it is
not included in the set of analyzed cases of this article. All in all, not
gazing as such does not seem to constitute “non-person treatment,”
which fits well with the nature of civil inattention and auspicious
public order being based on peripheral awareness.

Breaches of civil inattention

So far, we have dealt with unobtrusive gaze behaviors in public
space. There are also types of gaze behavior that go beyond that,

11 Among others, we could di�erentiate the attention deficit toward the

assisting sta�, how “adult talk” is established by not attending children,

how institutional care is organized, etc. Many of these are based on

institutionalized arrangements that presuppose engagement. Expressions of

hate are an exception to that.
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breaches of civil inattention. In some instances, the passerby invests
some additional attention in the object of the gaze during the
passing. These cases vary in the intensity of involvement and can
be discussed as separate gaze types. We will present three types of
gazes in a hierarchical order, starting from “smallish” extensions
andmoving towardmore overt breaches of civility. Throughout the
section, we will try to show how the norms of civil public behavior
are broken.

Intensified gazes

The boundary between civil and uncivil attention is not clear-
cut. Goffman notes that the closer the participants of gazing are, the
more the intensity of gaze grows. In cases when the gaze continues
just a bit longer, it becomes noticeable, even if did not establish a
proper stare. Intensified gazes form a border zone between civil
inattention and marked gaze contacts. The intensity of gaze is
largely brought through proximity to the gaze target. The gaze may
be maintained just a fraction of a second longer, so that it still
prevails at a close distance; the head may also be rotated noticeably
just before passing. The gaze itself may remain relatively brief.
What makes intensified gazes distinct from civil inattention is the
unavoidable involvement: the receiver will always be able to detect
the gaze, and the illusion of privacy will be shattered as a result. In
(4), the passerby gazes briefly from a further distance but then gazes
again right before passing. This latter gaze gets the emphasis of the
rotating head, which turns toward the experimenter, allowing direct
and undisguised observation at a close distance.

On line 2, the subject casts a micro gaze from a further
distance, and then the gaze is quickly dropped (frame 1). This
very brief gazing does not invite gaze contact. In contrast, the gaze
right before the passing (line 4, frame 2) is direct and noticeable,
although relatively brief (0.6 s). Intensity is stressed also by the
proximity: the gaze is from a closer distance than the gazes in civil
inattention examples. The subject is positioned right in front of the
experimenter, about to pass her on the left. During the gaze, the
subject’s head turns slightly toward the experimenter, which adds

more emphasis to the gaze. As a result, the gaze seems very direct
and open. Although the gaze is not very long, the proximity and
the head movement make it intense, differentiating it from civil
inattention. This type of gaze is always observable by the receiver.

Extended side gazes

Extended gazes are a type of more prominent breaches of
civil inattention. In these cases, the passerby does not retract
the gaze after a brief scanning but casts a longish look on a
person. An extended gaze signals increased interest toward the
target individual; as discussed above, extended maintaining of
visual contact does something other than granting personal space.
Operationalizing Goffman, we suggest that gazes closer to a second
are long enough that the onlooker appears to be engaged in
a focused gaze that may continue despite being (potentially)
noticed.12 Thus, we suggest that about a second is a justifiable lower
limit for an “overlong” look, something that could be called a stare
that clearly breaches civility. As a further qualification, the gaze
length is only an aspect that impacts its intensity and noticeability.
Goffman (1963a) notes that if you are far enough away, you may
“safely” look longer than civility allows at a closer proximity. The
head pose further impacts how observable the gazes are; the subject
may gaze either indirectly (i.e., performing a sidelong gaze from
the corner of their eye) or gaze overtly with a rotation of the head
toward the target. For these reasons, extended gazes are variable
also in terms of their proximity and openness; hence, we cannot
establish context-free absolute, precise limits for them.

Excerpt 5 is an example of an extended side gaze. The passerby
approaches the experimenter on an empty street with no visual
obstacles, gazes from a further distance and keeps gazing all the way
until passing the experimenter completely. However, although this
gaze is very long in duration, the subject maintains some level of
discretion by gazing sidelong.

12 The counter argument is that the gaze became extended, as the

experimenter had withheld attention from the passerby. Our limitation is that

we do not have data of the experimenter’s gaze movements. We just assume

that the experimenter has scanned the passersby around within a second.

Reciprocity of gazes would benefit from further research.
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Here a gaze duration is 1.90 s, during a 3.41-s passing. Frames
1 and 2 present this long gaze in a comprehensive way. The
beginning of the gaze is shown in frame 1, in which the passerby
is about 5m away from the experimenter and continues until the
subject exits the screen. The mere duration of the gaze clearly
oversteps the limits of civil inattention: maintaining a gaze without
withdrawal for almost 2 s is rare and marked in a passing between
two unacquainted passersby.

However, the gaze is set sideways, without rotating the head,
which makes it partly disguised. Though discreet, the gaze is
noticeable by the receiver, and far too long to be considered as
civil between unacquainted persons in a public place. Moreover,
it is further away from civil inattention than the intensified
gaze in Example 4: both gazes continue in proximity, but the
extended duration also significantly increases the intensity of
involvement. This gaze is almost three times longer than the
previous intensified gaze.

Extended direct gazes

The most prominent gazes are both long in duration and
emphasized further by a rotation of the head toward the
experimenter. These gazes stretch far from the average gaze
behavior and are clearly marked. In Excerpt 6, we present one case
of an extended direct gaze. Again, the passing takes place on a
relatively empty street, where the subject has clear visual access to
the experimenter. While approaching the experimenter, the subject
rotates the head toward her, prolonging the already prominent
gaze contact.

In frame 1, the gaze starts. The passerby is still relatively far
away from the experimenter. In frame 2, the subject is about to
pass the experimenter. The subject is turning the head quite clearly,
and the position stands out even more clearly during the passing.
This gaze is direct and overt, lasting for ∼3m or 1.12 s. The head
rotation toward the experimenter takes place during the last 0.62 s
of the gaze and remains turned during the passing. The turned head
makes the gaze striking, giving the receiver a sensation of being
stared at. The passerby does not disguise the gaze but stares openly.

In our categorization, an extended direct gaze is the clearest
breach of civil inattention. While collecting data, the experimenter

mentioned that occasionally she felt uncomfortable, and that she
was able to tell that some passersby were staring at her. This type
of gazing corroborates (Goffman, 1971) observations of corrective
gaze behavior (i.e., sanctioning appearances that stand out from
the crowd). The receiver is left wondering what provoked the stare,
and what has made her accountable, which may be felt stigmatizing
(Goffman, 1963b; Lamont, 2018). On the other hand, an extended
gaze does not reveal the valence anchored to other features, such as
facial expression and gestures. As in (6), if the passerby remains
po-faced and does not engage in expressive behavior, it remains
opaque whether an extended gaze demonstrates positive attention
or admiration, a negative attitude or even hatred. This expressive
neutrality can still separate such cases from overt uncivility, or
“hate stares.”

Summary of qualitative findings

Our data supports the claim that it is not uncommon for
passersby to gaze at the recipient briefly, withdrawing the gaze
before passing. The detailed video analysis allowed us to also refine
the phenomenon of civil inattention. First, there appears to exist
a great variation in the ways that civil inattention is performed:
the duration of the gaze varies from a micro glance (0.02–0.1 s)
to potentially noticeable glances (0.5 s). Also, passings without any
gazing seem to be very common in an urban cityscape. Given that
civil inattention is based on peripheral attention, non-gazing does
not challenge it. Moreover, passersby may gaze at the recipient
twice; as the second gaze is unnecessary for the navigation of the
upcoming passing, it is a sign of additional interest. There are
also breaches of civil inattention in the material. Gazes that are
maintained just a fraction of a second longer make them intensified
and noticeable, as the gaze still prevails at a closer proximity;
rotation of the head may add further intensity. When a gaze lasts
up to a second, it becomes clearly noticeable. Also, long stares
are variable. They can be done from the corner of the eye or
emphasized by gazing overtly and then rotating the head during
passing, making the gazing even more noticeable. Such breaches of
civil inattention break the auspicious anonymous public order.

Causal conditions for gazing

In this section, we will present our quantitative analysis of gaze
types. Through quantification we aim at building a scale for the
intensity of gazes, which allows us to provide a quantitative account
of gaze behavior. We then compare the gaze behavior toward
recipients belonging to different social categories, operationalized
with their outfits: regular Western attire, the sun hat, and the
niqab. The outfits are then a causal condition for the related gaze
behavior. Methodologically, we move from ethnomethodological
video analysis to statistical analysis.

Gaze scale

Our sample consists of 300 passings, 100 for each outfit
and 50 for each data collection session. We will first open the

Frontiers in Sociology 10 frontiersin.org38

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2023.1212090
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Arminen and Heino 10.3389/fsoc.2023.1212090

TABLE 1 Gaze scale.

1. No gaze
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2.1 Civil inattention

2.2 Civil inattention, two brief gazes

3.1 Intensified gaze: short extension in length or at close range

3.2 Extended side gaze

3.3 Extended direct gaze

H

quantification process before discussing the distributions of the
typified gaze behavior. Initially, each individual gaze (or lack of
gaze) underwent detailed scrutiny in multiple data sessions,13

during which we organized and reorganized the cases into separate
categories. In some sense, we were trying to find a way to account
the gazes for intersubjectively available actions, which would also
allow their representation as distinct action types (Sacks, 1989).
The procedure also ensured an inter-rater reliability of our analysis.
Initially, we labeled the cases simply with the number 1, 2, or 3.
Number 1 stood for “no gaze,” number 2 for “civil inattention,”
and number 3 for any “breach of civil inattention.” This quickly
proved insufficient. First, the cases with more than one gaze led to a
new category. We then noticed inconsistency within this category,
which was consequently split into two: (1) two brief gazes within the
limits of civil inattention, and (2) two gazes, at least one of which
included a breach of civil inattention. Later, the latter was dissolved
and merged into the other “breach” categories. We noticed a
pattern that there was a brief, less intense gaze from a distance and
subsequently a new gaze at closer proximity. The second gaze could
be either a brief, civil one or an extended, intense one. Interestingly,
we found no pattern in which a lengthy gaze from a distance would
be followed by a brief glance at proximity. Thus, it became possible
to classify the gazes according to the type of the second gaze. As
a result, we were able to propose a hierarchical scale of gazes,
according to their intensity of engagement. The scale is presented
in Table 1. As discussed in the qualitative analysis section above, it
extends from the least to the most intense involvement: no gaze (1),
civil inattention (2.1), civil inattention with two brief gazes (2.2),
intensified gaze (3.1), extended side gaze (3.2), and extended direct
gaze (3.3).

During the video analysis, the maximum duration of civil
inattention (2.1) was operationalized to two steps. Counting the
steps was proven to be a decent way to measure the duration of
the gazes; it provides a relatively objective measurement, as the
duration of steps does not vary too much between individuals.
Category (2.2) for two short gazes is a subcategory of civil
inattention, and therefore the criterion is similar. The intensified
gaze (3.1) extends to the closer proximity of a recipient but lasts

13 Authors were regularly present at data sessions, accompanied

occasionally by a prospective research student who had done a master’s

thesis on gaze behavior. In the sessions, we discussed how we saw

the gazes in the video data. All parties in the sessions were under the

confidentiality clause.

TABLE 2 Duration of gaze in each category.

Scale
(s)

Median
(s)

Std.
deviation

N

1. No gaze - - - 95

2.1 Civil inattention 0.02–0.56 0.06 0.187 93

2.2 Two short gazes 0.07–1.05 0.56 0.340 22

3.1 Intensified gaze 0.39–1.52 0.71 0.325 25

3.2 Extended side gaze 1.01–2.96 1.92 0.519 30

3.3 Extended direct gaze 1.02–3.40 1.94 0.647 35

Duration of gazes is combined in cases with more than one gaze.

<3 steps. The intensified gaze category was initially formed as a
“leftover” between civil and uncivil gazes, and it might still benefit
from qualitative elaboration. The extended gaze (categories 3.2 and
3.3) is consequently three steps or more in duration. Extended
gazes, moreover, are split into two separate categories based on the
directness of the gaze: if the passerby turns their head to prolong
the gaze, the gaze becomes visibly more noticeable and marked,
compared to indirect gazing. Apart from proximity, axis (directness
of facing) is a central aspect of human proxemic behavior (Watson,
1970; Conty et al., 2012). As noticed by the assistant during the
experiment, some of the most direct gazes continued after the
passing of our experimenter (though not captured by the video).
This type of an overt—and, in a way, challenging—gaze expresses
the strongest engagement. In comparison, a side gaze is less direct
and does not invite involvement as clearly, even if the duration
remains the same, and it does not project an extension after
the pass.

Our next step consisted of refining the gaze-type categories
by counting their duration. Through this we aimed at verifying
the upper and lower length limits for the gaze types to prepare
the data for statistical analysis. We used the Adobe Premier Pro
program for all 300 cases to measure the duration of gazes with
0.01-s accuracy. The program allows examination of clips as series
of frames, thereby creating a timestamp for each frame. With the
maximum frame-per-second settings and an effective zooming tool,
it is possible to define the exact starting and end points of gazes and
gestures. Then the whole data was coded into SPSS, which allowed
checking of the whole material. After a few corrections, we defined
duration-based upper and lower limits for each gaze type.

Table 2 presents the numerical values for the length of gaze
types. The civil inattention category (2.1) includes gazes that vary
between 0.02 and 0.56 s in duration. Although all these gazes are
brief, it is obvious that there is a significant difference between a
0.02-s gaze and a 0.56-s gaze. A more detailed exploration of the
variation of civil inattention remains for further research. At the
other end of the scale, extended gazes vary from>1.0 to 3.40 s. One
second is a neat lower limit; besides being a nice, even number, the
cases are clearly gathered at over 1 s or below. For the extended
gaze categories, no upper limit was needed. The longest gaze is
3.40 s, which is already very prominent and stands out from the
standard gaze behavior. The intensified gaze category was created
by a combination of length, proximity, and head pose; therefore, its
length includes variation. Moreover, in both the two brief gazes and
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TABLE 3 Standard gaze behavior (%).

No gaze 49

Civil inattention 46

Two short gazes 2

Intensified gaze 2

Extended gaze 1

Total 100

intensified gaze categories, there are cases with more than one gaze,
and the table presents the combined duration of these multiple
gazes. These cases have been analyzed individually to make sure
that each gaze in these categories is within the previously defined
duration limits, even if the combined duration exceeds them.

These are the categories that we will utilize in the comparative
analysis. In the next two sections, we will first account for the
standard gaze behavior and then proceed to the comparisons of the
gaze behavior toward different social category incumbents based on
their outfits.

Standard gaze behavior
For the standard gaze behavior, we will use the condition

“regular Western outfit” as our baseline. We assume that the
experimenter who does not stand out from the crowd in this outfit
would receive the average number and type of gazes from passersby,
although individual variations in features such as age, gender, and
height might also matter. As the experimenter remained the same
during each session, this individual variation does not affect the
comparative results between outfits.

As presented in Table 3, the standard gaze behavior consists of
minimal involvement with passersby in the cityscape. Our analysis
supports Goffman’s view on the salience of civil inattention in
public: it forms 46% of the cases. These gazes are typically very
brief and seem to appreciate the other’s privacy. As a novelty,
we discovered civil inattention with two short gazes, though not
commonly (in total, 2% of the passings); these are still within
the limits of civil inattention but form a recognizable gaze type.
However, not gazing is even more common than brief gazes (49%).
As discussed, it is not a sign of rudeness or avoidance but a regular
type of behavior, which may indicate the relevance of peripheral
attention in a cityscape, enabling passings without any gazing. No
gazing does not seem to pose any social sanctioning. Peripheral
vision without a focused gaze captures enough information to
socially navigate and maintain a sufficient space from passersby.

While most of the passings do not breach civil inattention,
some do. Intensified gaze and extended gaze are types of gaze
behavior that demonstrate an investment of additional attention.
In our data, three cases out of a 100 exceeded civil inattention
in some way, and only one included an extended gaze, in which
the passerby gazed at the experimenter for longer than a second.
Intensified gazes appear slightly more common, but still rare. It
can be concluded that breaches of civil inattention take place
during everyday interactions between passersby, but sparsely. An
emphasized gaze may signal interest, an attempted approach, or a
condemnation, but the intention of a gaze without any clear facial
expression may remain undecipherable.

TABLE 4 Distribution of gazes according to social appearance.

(%)

Regular Sun hat Niqab Total

1. No gaze 49 28 18 31.7

2.1. Civil inattention 46 18 26 30.0

2.2. Two short gazes 2 9 8 6.3

3.1. Intensified gaze 2 14 15 10.3

3.2. Extended side gaze 0 17 13 10.0

3.3. Extended direct gaze 1 14 20 11.7

Total 100 100 100 100.0

N = 300

Variation of gazes according to the recipient’s
social appearance

Our comparative study was based on gathering similar sets of
data with all three outfit conditions: unnoticeable, regular clothes;
regular clothes with a remarkable sun hat and sunglasses, and a
niqab with an abaya. This study design enabled comparisons of
gaze behavior depending on the social appearance of the gaze
receiver. In the experiment, the datasets of different conditions
were collected at the same time of day, at the same location, and
with the same experimenter within a 2-week period. The weather
conditions were relatively standardized by not filming on rainy
days. The only difference between three datasets is the visual
appearance of the experimenter. Thus, the data allows a study
of correlations between the visual appearance and the received
gaze behavior. All in all, we chose a sample of 100 cases of each
condition, making altogether 300 cases. The distribution of gazes
toward social category incumbents in different conditions is shown
in Table 4.

In Table 4, the column “regular” consists of the data collected
with the experimenter’s own casual clothing. As presented in
the previous section, practically half of the passersby did not
gaze at her at all. Only 3% of the gazes broke civil inattention;
all other followed the civil inattention protocol. This supports
the hypothesis that minimal involvement is the standard during
passings between two unacquainted passersby, either in the form
of civil inattention or non-gazing. The distribution of gazing,
however, differs significantly in two other conditions: when the
experimenter was wearing a sun hat or a niqab with an abaya.

In the sun hat condition, most of the passersby (55%) either did
not gaze at the experimenter at all or maintained civil inattention:
28% of the passings took place without any gazing and 27%
involved civil inattention, including cases with two short glances.
Nevertheless, the sun hat drew considerably more attention than
the regular Western outfit. In total, the gazing is both more
numerous and more prominent: 14% of the cases include an
intensified gaze, 17% an extended side gaze, and 14% an extended
direct gaze. The extended side gaze (i.e., gazing indirectly for more
than 1 s) is especially prominent with the sun hat condition. It
might indicate that the hat arouses curiosity, but the passersby
partly disguise it by avoiding overt gazing. The relatively large
amount of two short gazes (9%) supports this interpretation: this
gaze type is still within the limits of civil inattention, but the
passersby tend to gaze again after the first brief gaze. The sun hat
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may act as a novel stimulus, encouraging the passerby to pay more
attention than they normally would.

The experimenter dressed in the niqab also clearly attracted
more gazes than the regularly dressed gaze recipient. Only 18% of
passersby gave no gaze at all. The proportion of civil inattention,
however, remains significant and is slightly higher than with the sun
hat condition (34%, including two short glances). Wearing a niqab,
the experimenter received gazes that can be considered, on average,
more open: while the amount of intensified gazing remains roughly
the same (15%), the most remarkable feature in this sample is the
large amount of extended direct gazes (20%). This is a high number
for such an overt type of gazing: practically every fifth passerby
gazed at the experimenter in a noticeable way.

We may conclude that both the niqab and the sun hat
condition differ clearly from the regular Western outfit condition.
The difference between the niqab and the sun hat condition
is finer and does not appear to be statistically significant in
our data. Since both gaze and the appearance conditions are
categorical variables, we tested the significance of differences with
chi-square. Both the sun hat and the niqab condition received
significantly different distributions of gazes (p < 0.001) compared
to the regular Western outfit. This verifies the hypothesis that the
appearance of the experimenter did affect the gaze behavior of
the passersby. However, the difference between the sun hat and
the niqab is not statistically significant. Instead, it appears that
any noticeable deviance from a standard appearance may draw
additional attention in the form of gazing that extends beyond civil
inattention, but the gazing in our sample does not appear to be
motivated by ethnic or religious grounds but as recognition of a
deviance from normal appearance.

Discussion

Video analysis confirms that in public places, gaze behavior
between unacquainted passersby commonly consists of brief gazing
well before passing. Empirically the study supports Goffman’s
concept of civil inattention as the prevailing urban ritual. The
extreme brevity of most civil gazes suggests that they are not
open for focused mutual gaze contact, as it might not be possible
within this time scale (Thorpe et al., 1996; Willis and Todorov,
2006; Conty et al., 2012). This means that civil inattention is not a
reciprocal practice, as it is sometimes carelessly described (Giddens,
1990, p. 81). Instead, the rarity of focused mutual gaze contacts
within civil inattention stresses the role of peripheral awareness
for mobile social navigation in urban surroundings (Heath and
Luff, 1992; vom Lehn et al., 2001). Peripheral awareness enables
individuals to pass each other with minimal gazing or no gazing at
all. Consequently, passings without gazing are not a curiosity, and
they do not challenge the auspicious public order, where others do
not pose an immediate threat.

As farsighted as Goffman’s writings are, detailed video analysis
allows us tomove beyond the limitations of ethnography. First, civil
inattention may be more multifaceted than suggested. Gazes that
are short enough to be considered civil include a huge variation,
frommicro glances of 20ms to potentially noticeable 500-ms gazes.
Also, multiple gazes by passersby are common. Together these
findings suggest that there may be differences in the investment
of attention in the recipient already within the bounds of civil

inattention. Further, moving out of a civil gaze may also be more
variable than proposed. All this suggests that there may be layers
of monitoring involved in the maintenance of civil public behavior
that have not hitherto been sufficiently dealt with. Civil inattention
may be just a gloss for a complex architecture through which agents
maintain the distinction between engagements and anonymous
public order.

Comparative analysis of gaze behavior toward different social
category incumbents shows that there is a clear variation of
gaze behavior according to the gaze recipient’s appearance. The
auspicious civil public order appears to be, at least to some
extent, exclusive; passersby who deviate from normal appearances
may not be granted the same level of civility in public areas as
those who conform to the local cultural norms. The difference
of gaze distribution toward “normal appearance” and “marked
appearances” is statistically significant. In fact, the amount of
uncivil extended gazes toward atypical appearances is 10-fold
compared to normal appearances. This is a striking increase of
interest. Saliently, there was no statistically significant difference
between sunhat (culturally unmarked) and niqab (culturally
marked) conditions. Our study shows that gaze behavior is
somewhat equally attuned toward all normatively deviant atypical
appearances but is not intrinsically culturally prejudiced. The
lack of facial visibility may be a common element, as a cause of
discomfort and additional attention, as Moors (2009) and Tarlo
(2010) have proposed. We did organize an additional experiment
where the comparison was made between the experimenter with
or without gaze-hiding sunglasses, and the result was that the
sunglasses did not affect the recipients’ gaze behavior. The visibility
of gaze as such does not appear to be critical for recipients;
therefore, cultural factors may in any case be more salient than
behavioral features of face visibility. Indeed, the niqab condition
attracted the greatest amount of extended direct gazes that can
be considered undisguised. These kinds of gazes may impose a
threat of privacy and personal space in public, and they may
be felt to be stigmatizing. Further, publicly announced negative
attitudes toward minorities may open them to unhindered stance
displays and result a recognition gap for them (Lamont, 2018).
This said, our data did not involve any clear facial expressions
of strong negative emotions (e.g., hate), and in that respect all
interactions included at least an aspect of civility. We would need
a more detailed analysis of intrusive gazes to unpack their socio-
semiotic mechanisms to identify “hate stares” (Timmermans and
Tavory, 2020). The semiotic properties of extended gazes could
be explored in terms of whether the gazer’s emotional state can
be recognized with any intersubjective reliability, and whether the
type of gazes concentrate to a certain categoric recipient, i.e., do
categoric identities evoke negative emotional states, that is, hate.

The finding of the selectivity of civility in public behavior
seems to have a relation to unconscious stereotypical biases. Our
study seems to provide support for Implicit Association Tests
(IAT), suggesting that gaze behavior is affected by unconscious
biases (Banaji and Greenwald, 2013). However, it has been noted
that although people almost automatically respond to stereotypes,
the valence of their response may vary according to their group-
based values (Arminen and Heino, 2022). It is apparent that
civil inattention as a boundary mechanism that keeps engaged
interactions between ratified participants and public order apart is
far richer and more complex than initially perceived. It may well
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be that there are layers of monitoring that sweep public space as an
enabling practice, the consequence of which is “civil inattention.”
This opens civil inattention itself to a reverse engineering. Rather
than assuming its existence, a finer granularity of analysis could
reduce it to its elements. The monitoring of social space with a
sweep of ultra-brief gazes may be the elementary layer of public
order, invoking a variety of possible courses of action, including
second gazes. The reciprocities of gaze behavior during interaction
are one aspect influencing the outcome of the next actions.Whether
peripheral awareness is preceding all this adds still another
layer. Multilayered monitoring of social space makes the selective
nature of civil inattention more understandable. This preconscious
monitoring may be the selection mechanism through which the
amount of invested attention is chosen. If that were the case, then
there appears to exist a mechanism below conscious decisions
that influences the amount of attention directed toward recipients,
thereby initiating categorization of recipients (c.f. Cerulo, 2018).
In that way, the social world appears to be structured at the
outset rather than being a level playing field (Fiel, 2021). This
formative mechanism that amounts to relational segregation may
enforce anti-civil forces into the social system by imposing a set of
asymmetric relations between social categories. In that way a source
of anti-civil forces do not come from the outside, from the non-
civil institutions, but through the boundary mechanisms that are
the structuring precondition of social interaction (c.f. Alexander,
2006).

Civil inattention is a paradoxical ritual action that precludes
the establishment of an engagement. It does not invite a
response; only extensions of attention would invite a response,
either a counter or a withdrawal (more typically). Hence, civil
inattention precedes structured engaged interactions as a taken-for-
granted structuring precondition of an interaction order (Brekhus,
1998). As a miniscule ritual grounding of interaction order,
civil inattention forms a repetitious, mass-scale structure, which
works as a boundary mechanism between focused and unfocused
interactions. Paraphrasing Collins (1981), civil inattention initiates
the microscopic sources for streams forming via recurring
typifications relational categories providing basis for coalitions.
But as civil inattention is largely based on peripheral attention, it
precedes the level of events normally attended in micro sociology,
a kind of neurological foundations of sociology (Cerulo, 2010). The
gaze behavior in public may have an initial imprint on relational
segregation, the structural effects are the aggregate outcome of gaze
behavior. The granular analysis of gazing behavior may allow us
to discover how the valencies of relationship are formed in face-
to-face. The exploration of aggregated distribution of categorically
distinct recipients may allow us to distill how categorical differences
in practice build boundaries on those differences that may form
relational segregation bound to lead to segmented networks as a
societal effect (Fiel, 2021, p. 157). This may also be a mundane
source for the persistence of social inequalities (O’Connor, 2019).
Notably, gender, age-grade and race are visually easily perceptible
statuses, which makes them omnirelevant categoric identifications
that precede engaged interactions (Goffman, 1983). As all categoric
identifications are contingent, cognitive and historically varying
that would make comparative analysis of gazing behavior and the
ensuing public social order salient to explore potential variation in
the types and degrees of relational segregation.
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Ethnomethodological 
conversation analysis and the 
study of assemblages
Pirkko�Raudaskoski  *

Exploring Methods for Participation and Dialogue in Communication Research, Department of 
Communication and Psychology, Aalborg University, Aalborg, Denmark

The material turn has challenged traditional social scienti�c and humanistic 
research approaches. Both individual and community are rejected as a starting 
point for theorizing what is going on in societies and cultures. In fact, all 
dichotomies are deemed suspect, and the research focus draws heavily on 
actual practices. The concept heterogeneous assemblage is used in at least two 
strands of the material turn with slightly di�erent takes on the entangled nature of 
practices. These are actor-network theory, ANT ( cf. STS, e.g., Callon, Latour, Law) 
and new materialism(s) (cf.  process philosophy, e.g., Deleuze, Guattari). Both can 
be�placed under the umbrella term sociomaterialism. In their analysis of concrete 
phenomena, Deleuzian assemblages tend to focus on embodied sensations 
(a�ect) that have rhizomatic threads of connection, whereas ANT’s assemblages 
include how heterogeneous entities (actants) stabilize certain practices. With 
a revised understanding of how the world works (ontology), the usefulness of 
traditional research methods (epistemology) to study concrete phenomena has 
also been questioned. Margaret Wetherell has suggested that a�ect assemblages 
can be�analyzed as observable social practices, giving an EMCA-based study as an 
illustrative example. The question is whether both new materialist intensities (cf.  
certain approaches in psychology) and ANT’s connections to other people, places, 
and practices (e.g., in organization studies) could be� analyzed with an EMCA 
approach. This paper acknowledges the existing possibilities EMCA o�ers to analyze 
heterogeneous assemblages as situated interactional and material entanglements 
and enlarges the repertoire by focusing on 1) how the material speci�cs can make 
the EMCA “why that now” analysis connect to larger assemblages than the local 
accomplishment of action, and 2) how observable orientations to phenomena 
outside of the situation can be� treated as an assemblic activity. It will do this 
with 1) Goodwin’s concept lamination that enlarges the strictly situation-bound 
contextual con�guration analysis to the cultural-historical formations through 
the use of material tools, and with 2) mentionings that combine Membership 
Categorization Analysis and Cooren’s interest in non-human (material) actors. 
In other words, the well-known sociomaterial concept material-discursive is 
translated into two analytical possibilities to study sociomaterial heterogeneous 
assemblages. An empirical study illustrates the tools in practice.

KEYWORDS

EMCA, heterogeneous assemblages, method, sociomaterialism, complexity, 
complicatedness
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Actualizing societal membership
in imaginary interaction: The “real
construction of society” in the
opening of current a�airs TV
discussion

Hanna Rautajoki*

Faculty of Social Sciences, Tampere University, Tampere, Finland

The wonder of modern mass-scale society has preoccupied sociological theorists
for centuries. How does the whole live on and function? At the extreme of strong
empirical traditions, conversation analysis focuses on studying the interactional
organization of ongoing action and identities. My article puts these two inquiries
together to explore the broader relevancies of situated talk and evidence the
skillfulness of social actors in managing multi-scaled cultural memberships
simultaneously. Approaching society as a processual accomplishment, this article
investigates the instantiation of “societal membership” in a mundane institutional
setting of broadcast television. The aim of the article is to experiment with
how classical theoretical conceptualization can feed into methodological insight
and how detailed empirical scrutiny can enrich our theoretical understanding
of the mysteries of modern co-existence. This entails casting an analytic eye
on the duality of structure and action. The article re-examines the structural
scope of on-site interactional achievements. From an opposite angle, it highlights
how integrative societal structures are made real and maintained in the art of
interactional encounters. This two-way dynamic is exemplified by scrutinizing a
fragment of a televised current a�airs program. A set of theoretical key concepts is
introduced to shed light on the societal orientations of participants in the opening
talk of the program. The opening talk addresses an imaginary audience directly
via the camera. It provides a view of the interactional methods used by journalists
to invoke relevant identifications for the anticipated recipient at a distance. The
encounter is imagined, yet instead of imagining a community in the reception, the
analytic focus of the article is on actualizing society in the production of the talk.
The spatially and temporally organized societal membership materializes in social
relations and interdependencies, which are constituted through intersubjective
interpretations, normative positionings, and interactional choices by intentional
and knowledgeable actors in the routines of everyday life. The article reverse-
engineers the relational framework of the deliberative public sphere enacted in
mediated interaction as a collaborative scene of the democratic system. This is
achieved by explicating the contextually embedded acts of societization taking
place in a journalistically regulated field of participation by means of quasi-
interactive public speech.

KEYWORDS

cultural membership categorization, opening, public sphere, recipient design,

societization, structuration, television discussion
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Introduction

“The theoretical origins of this enterprise [ethnomethodology]
are founded on a basic, indeed classical, sociological question:
namely, how can we account for the existence of that thing we
call ‘society’, defined (in some views) as a systematic, and even
functional, organization, which reproduces itself over time? The
ethnomethodological ‘take’ on this question is that social order
can be understood from the point of view of the member of a
society, the social ‘actor’.” (Tolson, 2006, p. 25)

What is “society”, the membership of which this passage refers
to? How do we access this body of membership empirically? How
does such membership materialize in the case of a current affairs
discussion program?

Individualization, interdependence, and the major extension of
collectives are defining features of modern society (Tönnies, 1887).
These circumstances have created a form of social co-existence,
the on-site molecular maintenance of which this article explores.
In the modern mass-scale condition, imagining unknown others is
an integral prerequisite of collective existence, wherein the rise of
mass media has served as an important intermediator (Thompson,
1995). Andersson (1991) is known for his ideas about the centrality
of imagination at the birth of the modern nation-state, describing
how the sense of unity with distant others was facilitated by the
spread of literacy and print media. Subsequently, the development
of communication media has transformed the spatial and temporal
constitution of social life, giving birth to new forms of mediated
action and interaction (Thompson, 1995, p. 84–85).

Radio and television engendered a social form of “despatialized
simultaneity” and brought about a domain of mediated historicity
for people to construct their sense of self, history, and belonging
(Thompson, 1995, p. 32–34). The new publicness increased the
access and inclusion of the audience yet lacked an opportunity for
dialogue. This is not to imply passivity in the uptake, however.
Instead, media reception is to be seen as an active, situated,
everyday practice coming together as a skilled accomplishment
(Thompson, 1995, p. 39–40). Scannell (1989) has also highlighted
the “communicative ethos” of broadcasting. It is actively building
a communicative relationship with the audience, instilling a sense
of familiarity, inclusivity, and sociability in the routines of everyday
life (Scannell, 1996; see also Hutchby, 2006). Broadcasting talks to
its recipients in conversational ways, inviting their responses and
causing individual audience members to assume a group identity
in this process (Tolson, 2006, p. 15). Instead of approaching the
mass media as a public arena taking place in modern society, this
article aligns with the view that it is rather modern society that
is taking place and emerging in the communicative practices of
this extensive arena (Pietilä, 1999, p. 9). How is one to study this
dynamic empirically?

Symbolic forms circulating in the media have the following
two cultural characteristics: (1) they are meaningful and (2) they
are socially contextualized (Thompson, 1995, p. 10). Either of
these angles can be selected to study the relationship between
the media and society. The research tradition focusing on the
“social construction of reality” is closer to the former. It approaches
society as a stock of cultural knowledge that cultivates social roles
and world views and thus institutionalizes behavior (Berger and

Luckmann, 1967). The research field of social constructionism
continued from there and emphasized the relevance of linguistically
mediated parallel meaning systems in the constitution and
contestation of social realities (Burr, 1995). In this article, I
intend to zoom in on the second quality and explore the socially
contextualized practices of media communication. In other words,
approaching society as a form of action, societization, I am
interested in the “real construction of society” in broadcast talk
(Pietilä, 2011, p. 66). This entails outlining the broader relevancies
of talk-in-interaction: to locate, observe, and describe the senses of
wider social structure and processes within situated action (Housley
and Fitzgerald, 2002, p. 60; see also Lindegaard, 2014). In pursuing
the question about the ontology of society, Giddens (1984) called
this duality of structure and action structuration. In the same vein,
the seminal work of Zimmerman and Boden (1991, p. 4) described
structures as “something people do”. They state that social structure
is not to be seen as something exogenous out there independent of
members’ activities: it is a practical observable accomplishment of
members of society (Zimmerman and Boden, 1991, p. 19).

Unraveling the instantiation of society in the media is
impossible without acknowledging the relevance of structures.
To clarify my analytic angle, the concept of structure can be
approached in various ways. In the big picture of sociology, it
often refers to social hierarchies, such as the cultural orders around
age, race, class, and gender (Zimmerman and Boden, 1991, p. 5).
Taking one step further back, it is possible to approach research
theories as structures for empirical observations (McHoul, 1994).
Even under the umbrella of everyday language use, the word
structure has been associated with a variety of things: (1) the
organization of talk itself, (2) professional institutions, (3) practical
action and reasoning, (4) categorical units, and (5) the just whatness
of activities (Psathas, 1995, p. 151–152). My approach in this
research comes closest to analyzing how parties in interaction
acquire positions as incumbents of broader categorical units. That
is to say, I approach cultural structuration from the perspective of
identifications. In particular, I am interested in the constitution of
societal membership. “Members of society” are often mentioned in
the research literature on social interaction; yet, the body of this
membership, society, is seldom subjected to analytic inspection.My
article explores the ways in which the current conditions of social
co-existence are talked into being in a mundane scene of situated
action for participants to engage in.

Live socio-political television discussions represent an
enduring program format on Finnish TV. The format dates back to
the, 1960s, and over the decades, it has established a lasting position
among current affairs programming in the arena of legacy media,
most prominently in the supply of the Finnish Public Service
Broadcasting Company, YLE. Socio-political television discussions
are rooted in the ideals of public service broadcasting, aspiring to
support democratic processes and political equality, secure access
for all, cultivate cultural diversity, develop domestic culture, and
advance enlightenment and education (Hujanen, 2002). I have
studied the interactional organization and characteristic features
of the program format elsewhere (Rautajoki, 2009, 2012, 2014).
My studies have focused on the formation of a “participation
framework” (Goffman, 1981; Goodwin, 1987) in a set of programs
after the news event of 9/11. I have been mostly fascinated by the
role casting of the audience in the programs. The recipient of the
talk needs to be imagined in this setting (Goffman, 1981, p. 138).
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The audience is physically absent yet communicatively co-present.
The ways of addressing the audience in media talk ascribe identities
to it (Fairclough, 1995, p. 12). Moreover, the normative framework
of identifications accomplished in this imaginary encounter is
interrelational: the identities of journalists, studio guests, and
audience constitute each other in a triangular fashion (Rautajoki,
2009). My research task in this article is to pay attention to the
structural implications of these identifications.

I look more closely at the scene of program openings, in
which the journalist moderating the discussion speaks to the
camera and addresses the audience directly to introduce the topic
of the discussion. Opening talk sets the scene for the detailed
design of utterances that anticipate and identify the recipients
of the program (Sacks et al., 1974), the relevancies of which fall
out of scope without the interpretative spotlight of sociological
theory. This is to argue that we cannot grasp the full spectrum of
multifold memberships enacted and accomplished in the opening
lines by confining analytic attention solely to the organization of
the on-site interaction and identities. The incentive is to stop and
ponder what is, in fact, the gathering imagined and implicated
in the design of the talk. To get a better grasp of this relational
dynamic, I complement CA andMCAwith sociological theories on
social action, modern society, and public political discussion. The
analytic aim of the article is 2-fold: first, to explicate the detailed
organization of address in the opening talk, and second, to deploy
theoretical conceptualizations to illustrate the broader relevancies
actors orient to and accomplish through their interactional design.

Theorizing social action on the site of
public political arena

Structural theories have dubious connotations in
ethnomethodological studies of social interaction. Yet, not all
theories are about a priori explanations of behavior. Etymologically,
derived from the Greek, the word theori refers to sight, spectacle,
and viewing. A theory is something that enables us to see
demonstrable events in social reality in a particular light. In
my research, theories are not additional material superimposed
on interaction. Instead, I approach theories as spotlights that
illuminate participants’ observable orientations. They illuminate
our view of situated activities. As such, structural theories should
not be considered to be alien to CA. Theoretical conceptualizations
help us observe cultural recognizabilities. They assist in explicating
what exactly is accomplished through the anticipations embedded
in the opening address.

The analytic interest of this article lies in the imagined
recipients of socio-political discussion programs. Exactly who or
what is being addressed in the introductory talk? I aim to delve
into the structural premises of societal co-existence and action
in modern society. My earlier studies on the program openings
aroused my interest in the ontology of society, featuring questions
ranging from the lowest common denominator of society to more
particular sites of societal action. This article is a theoretical inquiry
into concepts to elucidate the scene of concrete intersubjective
processes and sites of membership through which the thing we call
society emerges and lives on (summarized in Figure 1).

Societal process—structuration of action

One crucial perspective motivating the need to complement
conversation analytic scrutiny with the spotlight of sociological
theory is provided by structuration theory (Giddens, 1984). It
addresses the question of social ontology through the structural
parameters of human action. Structuration theory, interested in
the processual constitution of society, aspires to bridge the divide
between action and structure in social scientific inquiry and
approaches them as a duality. At the core of this duality are
spatio-temporal relations (Giddens, 1984, xx–xxi). The structural
qualities of any social system only exist if and when the respective
forms of social action are chronologically renewed through space
and time. This perspective gives primacy to neither the structural
determination nor the innate situatedness of action. Instead,
structure and action inevitably constitute each other. Accordingly,
social institutions evolve in the process of extending particular
social activities across broader spans of time and space. A key figure
carrying out this “on-site extension” of structural parameters is an
active, knowledgeable human actor. The reflexive capabilities of
the human actor are an integral part of the recurrent stream of
enduring practices pervading everyday life (Giddens, 1984, p. xxii–
xxiii). Social actors do not create social practices anew; instead, they
continue reinstituting them in the unfolding of action by operating
as an actor on that scene. That is, through action, social actors
renew the structural conditions that make these activities possible
(Giddens, 1984, p. 2).

This idea comes close to the ethnomethodological notion of
recognizability (Garfinkel, 1967). The underlying assumption in
conversation analysis is that cultural recognizability intermediates
intersubjective exchange in social interaction. The empirical focus
is on the situated accomplishment of mutual understanding. Yet,
to operate on recognizability in social interaction necessitates
enduring structures against which an item is recognized and
processed as recognizable. Reflexive processing presupposes shared
material to be processed. This way, larger frameworks are inevitably
present in the situated acts of interaction. The same goes for
situated identifications. Structuration theory states that structure is
the “virtual order of relationships outside time and place” (Giddens,
1984, p. 304). The stock of cultural recognizability includes actor
categories that can be mobilized for identification in situated
action. Here again, structures exist only through being actualized by
knowledgeable human actors. Actors process and renew enduring
identity parameters on-site in particular spatio-temporal locations.

To operationalize the quest into a research setting, the
prominence of enduring structures in the constitution of social
interaction does not, of course, resolve the dilemma of empirical
access in the analysis. The intersective extension of parameters
across time and space is difficult to grasp in a situated
timeframe. Sacks (1984) concluded in his article “Notes on
methodology” that from everything that may have been going on
in the interactional setting, the recorded and transcribed talk-in-
interaction is something that at least demonstrably took place in
the encounter. This does not have to mean disregarding the idea
of enduring structures or broader frameworks of action altogether,
but it does encourage the analyst to focus on what is available
for scrutiny in the intersubjective realm of participants. For the
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FIGURE 1

Theoretical cornerstones of the research setting.

sake of epistemological grounding, the route to exploring the
structuration of society in interaction entails tracing observable
signs of reflexive knowledgeability surfacing in the orientations of
actors. Actualization guides toward relevance here. Any structural
parameter, which is to be relevant to the situation at hand, needs to
be “procedurally consequential” for the organization of interaction
and identifications being actualized on site (Schegloff, 1991). Let us
next turn to the question of who exactly is the “we” acting at this
actualization in television discussion openings.

Societal form—practicing societization

Discussion programs are organized around a distributed
participation framework, thus involving a distributed constellation
of participants (Hutchby, 2006, p. 14). They instantiate a mass-
mediated public arena whereby talk is primarily targeted at an
imaginary group of individuals. I want to approach the question
of an anticipated recipient of the discussion programs from the
angle Garfinkel provided in his posthumously published doctoral
dissertation (Garfinkel, 2006). He states that a social group, like
any social formation, does not consist of persons; it consists of
“actors” (Garfinkel, 2006, p. 193). As such, a group should not be
approached as an empirical reality. A group does not exist. It is
“meant”, that is, made meaningful by the participants to the action.
For Garfinkel, a group is “a designator of certain interpretative
rules of procedure” (Garfinkel, 2006, p. 199). A functioning group
is an aggregate of communicative styles (Garfinkel, 2006, p. 189).
Again, its operations are based on cultural recognizability. An
effective group occurs with sufficient regularity and summarizes
a “designation of social relationship” (Garfinkel, 2006, p. 203).
Connecting this to the framework of structuration theory discussed
above, to instantiate a group entails enacting the “virtual order of
relationships” in ongoing action. To obtain data on group structure,
Garfinkel encourages us to “look into the premises of action”
(Garfinkel, 2006, p. 198).

To trace the world of premises in interaction, let us next consult
ideas evinced by Georg Simmel. Simmel studied the ontology of
the phenomenon called “society” (Simmel, 1908). He wanted to
extract the defining features of society as a collective constellation,
separate from notions like state or nation. Simmel criticized the
tendency to treat society as a vessel within which other forms of
engagement reside. For Simmel, the broadest idea of society is
equivalent to any setting in which people enter into interaction with
each other (Simmel, 1999, p. 20–21). All those forms of engagement
are what constitutes society: remove them, and no society is left.
This perspective treats society as a process that takes place in and
becomes real through action. Simmel called this act of engaging
with other people “societization”. Furthermore, he differentiated
between the form and content of societization. For him, sociology
was to concentrate on investigating the pure form of society in the
making. Instead of equating society with massive structural entities,
he encouraged investigating smaller trivial instances of human
relationships and encounters, which flourish endlessly in between
large social formations. These microscopic molecular processes of
human material represent the actual emergence of society, which is
connected and materializes into macroscopic units and formations
(Simmel, 1999, p. 37–38).

Diversity and pluralism are core qualities of a human collective
in modern society (Tönnies, 1887, p. 29). Unity is not guaranteed
by the homogeneity of its components, which means that
mutual understanding requires processing. Garfinkel called this
continuous effort to work on intersubjective understanding “civil
morality”. For Garfinkel, “public civil and secular morality emerges
from the collective need to be mutually engaged in practices”
(Garfinkel, 2006, p. 9). It is not motivated by anything more
than the mutual interest in producing those recognizable orders
of practice on which intelligible social life depends (Garfinkel,
2006). This effort at the core of modern societization also
underlies the exchanges in television discussions. However, to grasp
the specific goals, ideals, and aspirations of the public political
debate, one must turn an analytic gaze to the exact content

of societization.
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Societal content—the premises of a
political system as members’
accomplishment

For Simmel, the concept of society is both prescriptive and
descriptive (Simmel, 1999, p. 27). It means that a group of
individuals can function as a society to a lesser or greater extent.
The intensity of shared unity and sense of co-determinacy varies.
Estimating the degree of awareness and attendance to joint action,
the activity framework of current affairs discussion programs
appears to implement an enhanced version of societization, in
which the intensity of interrelational ties is strongly actualized. The
more precise cartography of this intensive coordination is provided
by the aims, ideals, and activity roles of the specific situated practice
in focus. Reading the orientations of the situation through the lens
of structuration theory is to state that, in addition to representing
an encounter of institutional interaction in the arena of journalistic
practices (here and now in the studio), the talk in television
discussion is connected to the structural assumptions about the
surrounding political system (out there behind the cameras).

The concept of the public sphere was coined by Habermas
(1991) to refer to the historically evolving structural quality of
modern representative democracy. The original ideal Habermas
describes is based on free and equal individuals gathering at
physical locations to hold a critical and rational deliberative
discussion on current societal topics, to produce argumentatively
achieved, unanimous public opinions, and thus, to intermediate the
relationship between the state and civil society. Later research has
criticized this conceptualization for its unrealistic, over-idealized,
and unequal features (e.g., Calhoun, 1992; Frazer, 1992; Dahlgren,
1995; Thompson, 1995). Habermas (1991) himself was critical
of mass media and saw it as deteriorating the public sphere
in the direction of institutionally regulated entertainmentization
and shallow marketization of democracy focused on vote-catching
(Habermas, 1991, p. 163–165). Overlooking the evaluative aspects
of this debate, what is more interesting for the purposes of this
article is to take distance from the structural idea of the public
sphere in the first place and go on to investigate the existence and
social constitution of that idea in everyday practices. In theorizing
deliberative democracy, Habermas also stated that, even though the
pure version of the ideal public sphere may be hard to detect in
contemporary society, the institution of public discussion plays a
crucial role in bringing about the ideal of popular sovereignty, that
is, the sufficient inclusion of citizens in the processes of political
decision-making and opinion formation, ultimately ensuring the
legitimacy of the political system as a whole (Habermas, 1996,
p. 299–300).

In his book Modern Social Imaginaries, Taylor (2004) listed
the public sphere as one of the core ideas to imagine social co-
existence in modern society. For Charles Taylor, the concept of
modern social imaginary refers to practices and expectations to
imagine the interdependencies between separate individuals and
the practices to manage that relationship. This specifically concerns
a shared understanding of society as a whole, which conditions
shared practices and a shared sense of legitimacy (Taylor, 2004, p.
23). The imagination of a broad public following argumentation
from a distance and relating it to an extended arena of discussion is
one of the particularities of modern society. The peculiarity of that

social imaginary is based on the notion of an indefinite space shared
by unknown strangers, which covers issues of common concern
and yet is set apart from the organs of state politics. The opinion
formation taking place in this space serves to regulate, guide,
and legitimize political governance (Taylor, 2004, p. 85–87). This
imagery of the public sphere has grown to become self-evident to
the citizens of today. Yet, in historical view, it has established a new
form of collective action and sense of belonging which materializes
in radical secular horizontality, detached from religious or other
transcendental frameworks, in the worldly time frame, as a result
of joint action by principally equal individuals. It is a space that
includes all members of society and is also directly accessible to all
members without discrimination (Taylor, 2004, p. 157–159).

The public sphere is a good example of a structural entity which
does not exist anywhere unless actualized in the “structuration”
of situated action. However, it is something that supposedly
endures across spatio-temporal locations. I intend to approach
this core piece of cultural imaginary suggested in the earlier
literature through the lens of scrutinizing “culture in action”
(Hester and Eglin, 1997). Again, for the structure to be relevant
to the participants, it needs to be procedurally consequential for
organizing activities (Schegloff, 1991). Given that the constitution
of structural entities is a multi-directional process of emergence,
it is important to acknowledge the involvement of simultaneous
various orientations. Structural ideas do not reside in spatially
nested layers, whereby society provides the largest frame, within
which the mass media are located, within which one can find the
execution of the idea about a public sphere. Instead, the scaffolding
of situated action comprises the relational coordination of parallel
cultural assumptions and expectations. To explore the processual
formation of structural parameters, it does not suffice to conclude
that a mass-mediated program takes place within society. Rather,
society, as a process with particular form and content, takes place in
the execution of the mass-mediated program and in the unfolding
of a concrete interactional encounter (Pietilä, 2011). In this line
of thought, my study approaches the society, democratic system,
and public sphere as an interactional accomplishment, actualized
in particular “discursive spaces, moments and sedimentations”
(Housley and Fitzgerald, 2007, p. 189). The object of analysis is
then, with the tapestry of cultural imagination in mind, to put it
aside for now and trace the markers of cultural sense-making in the
concrete details of participants’ activities and orientations.

Research questions

My research task in this article is to analyze the processual
structuration of multilayered societal membership. I study the
details of interaction in a specific site of societization, namely in
the opening lines of Finnish current affairs discussion programs.
Viewing the senses of relational unity and mutual co-determinacy
in the interactional encounter as an intensifying marker for the
societal form of co-existence, I relate the content of the ongoing
societal action (the specific aspirations, aims, and orientations
of participants) to the normative cartography of public political
discussion embedded in the setting of a journalistically mass
mediated program product. The study aims to shed light on
the structural relevancies of situated action and identifications
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by blending the conceptual spotlight of sociological theories
with the analytic gaze of conversation analysis and membership
categorizations. My study asks:

What kind of momentum in a particular spatio-temporal
sphere of action emerges in the formulations of the
opening address?
How is the constellation accomplished in the details
of interaction?
What kind of identities and expectations are ascribed to the
participants in the encounter?

Materials and methods

The empirical data set of this article consists of three Finnish
TV discussion programs broadcast by the Finnish public service
broadcasting company, YLE. Briefly, the format of socio-political
television discussion is centered around a current topic, which is
discussed for between 1 and 2 h from different angles in a live
multiparty setting among various studio guests and moderated by
one or two journalists. The number of discussants varies from
5 to 23, comprising a combination of experts, politicians, and
laypersons. There is no studio audience present. The institutional
goal to stage public opinion formation becomes evident in the
all-inclusive questions and concluding remarks at the end of the
discussion (Rautajoki, 2009). The three current affairs discussion
programs all address the same news topic: the terrorist attacks on
the United States on 11 September 2001. Four passenger planes
were hijacked that day and flown up against buildings, two into
the World Trade Center twin towers in New York and one into
the Pentagon, the US defense headquarters in Washington DC.
One plane crashed, thanks to the actions of the passengers, before
reaching the fourth target, the White House in Washington, DC.
The terrorist attacks killed close to 3,000 people and shook the
world as news of the disaster spread across the globe and the news
agencies ended up mediating the scene of the crashing twin towers
in real time to people all over the world.

The programs were all broadcast within 3 weeks of the event.
In the trajectory of news reporting, they are located in a similar
phase: the United States had declared war on terrorism, but there
had not yet been any counterstrike on the part of the Americans.
The title of the discussion in each program refers to metaphoric
war scenarios in the aftermath of the attacks, either the war against
terrorism or a religious war between worlds. All the discussions
were broadcast live and led by two journalists, one male and one
female. The programs all represent the same program format,
but the discussions differ in their angle and the combination of
guests. For this article, the most interesting aspect is the apparent
similarities in the program openings. I will set my analytic eye on
the opening lines of the program and view them in the light of the
perspectives provided by the sociological theories introduced. The
discussions were transcribed and translated into English.

I analyze the data ethnomethodologically, paying attention to
the observable details of intersubjective sense-making practices
by the participants in social interaction (Garfinkel, 1967). I
use methodological tools from both conversation analysis (Sacks
et al., 1974) and membership categorization analysis (Sacks,
1972), placing my analytic interest is in the formation of a

participation framework, that is, themanagement and coordination
of participant roles in regard to the production as well as the
reception of talk (Goffman, 1981; Goodwin, 1987). In mediated
interaction, the participation format is distributed and adjusts to
the communicative affordances of the medium (Hutchby, 2006,
2014). I am interested in the participatory role of the audience at
a distance. All talk on TV is primarily targeted at the overhearing
audience (Heritage, 1985). However, I will focus on the opening talk
of the program, which is specifically addressed to and directed at
the audience. I apply the concept of recipient design, incorporating
the idea that talk is always designed and structured to target its
primary recipient (Sacks et al., 1974). A target of talk who is
physically absent must be anticipated, addressed, and invoked in
an imaginary encounter. At a distance, the mere involvement of
viewers as co-participants in the interaction requires extra effort
(Frobenius, 2014). I dig deeper to explore the cultural identities
ascribed to the audience in the addresses of the opening talk.
A public address, along with its identifications, reaches beyond
the interactional organization of activities unfolding in the studio,
which accounts for the extended vision provided by the conceptual
lenses introduced earlier.

Any opening plays an important role in framing the social
encounter at hand (Goffman, 1974, p. 254–255). In television
discussions, the opening builds a quasi-interactive relationship
with the audience in the form of a monologic speech that
unites innumerable people across time and space (Thompson,
1995, p. 84–85). Communicatively, these monologic turns produce
“invitations” or first pair parts in the setting of quasi-interactional
exchange. Analytically, a monolog lacks the interpretative “next-
turn-proof procedure” of the second turn (cf. Sacks et al., 1974), yet
the design of these turns can still be analyzed from the perspective
of sequential location, organization, and role assignation between
parties (Arminen, 2005, p. 118). Interaction in discussion programs
is institutional (Drew and Heritage, 1992). It is organized to
accomplish specific institutional goals, identities, and inferences
(Arminen, 2005, p. 27). However, my primary interest is not in
the accomplishment of institutional orders. Instead, I want to
highlight the multi-scaled structural relevancies materializing in
the orientations of the talk. Just to emphasize, the task is not about
discovering a connection between structure and local activities; it
is to explicate the methods through which participants manage this
structuration. One discursive asset here is the “moral casting” of
actors, the skillful regulation of normative frameworks associated
with cultural membership categories (Rautajoki, 2012).

I will pursue the identification of the anticipated audience in the
programs with a reconsidered model of membership categorization
analysis (MCA) (Housley and Fitzgerald, 2002). This is not to
fully lose sight of the sequential organization of the action or
the emphasis on participants’ orientations, the premises guiding
CA analysis, but it is to focus analytic attention on the broader
relevancies of interactional encounters, following the claim that
the wider social structure and its extended processes can also be
located, observed, and described within situated action (Housley
and Fitzgerald, 2002, p. 60). The pioneer of MCA, Sacks (1972),
approached cultural membership categorization as a means for the
members of the culture to understand, recognize, and use social
actor categories. For him, it was a vital mechanism to produce social
orders: he viewed membership categories as cultural “inference-
making machines” that are combined with typical features,
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activities, normative expectations, and interrelations (Sacks, 1995).
The interpretative recognizability works both ways here. As
a membership category connects to particular “category-bound
activities”, an obliging activity orientation can be launched to
invoke “activity-bound identifications” (Rautajoki, 2009). Cultural
expectations and identities take shape through working on norms
in action (Housley and Fitzgerald, 2009; Smith, 2017).

The moral orders and interrelations of categorization provide
an important angle for explicating identifications and evaluations
in talk (Jayyusi, 1984). However, in my research, I approach
the methodical mobilization of normative frameworks slightly
differently from Lena Jayyusi, who studied the infusion of
description andmoral judgment in interpretative activities (Jayyusi,
1984, p. 5–7). Instead of a retrospective evaluative ordering of
events and activities, I study the projective use of categorization in
forwarded acts of talk-in-interaction intended to address, identify,
and engage a recipient (Rautajoki, 2022; Rautajoki and Fitzgerald,
2022). These “normative calls” draw on obliging relationality in the
unfolding of action: in the case of this article, involving the audience
in the casting of actors, addressing, identifying, and obliging it, and
thus coordinating the senses of the social scene.

Another important aspect in managing the participation
framework is the prior knowledge of recipients (Goodwin and
Goodwin, 1990). The degrees of knowing are one key means
of regulating duties, privileges, and hierarchies in interaction
(Heritage and Raymond, 2005). These epistemic relations
coordinated by participants on site are interconnected with the
identities of relevance in the setting (Raymond andHeritage, 2006).
The point of departure in my analysis is that the mobilization of
cultural membership does not necessitate an appearance of a verbal
category; categorical identifications can instead be enacted through
action orientations, responsibility calls, and epistemic positionings.

Mass-mediated discourse produces loci of identification for the
audience (Housley and Fitzgerald, 2007, p. 198). The conversational
qualities of broadcast talk address the co-present audience, eliciting

DATA EXAMPLE 1

TERVO & PÄIVÄRINTA/”TO WAR AGAINST TERRORISM?” 17.9.2001

1 (1.0) ((J1 in close-up lifts up his gaze from the papers))

2 (0.5) ((staring at the camera for a while with a serious face))

3 J1: wanted (.) dead or alive, ((said in English originally))

wanted (.) dead or alive,

4 (.) wanted (.) alive or dead, ((the phrase translated into Finnish))

(.) halutaan (.) elävänä tai kuolleena,

5 .hh ↑this is what they used to say (.)

.hh ↑näin oli tapana sanoa (.)

6 in the Wild West of the United States once upon a time,

Yhdysvaltain v illissä l ännessä aikanaan, (.)

7 (.)

8 this is what the President of the United States says

näin sanoo Yhdysvaltain Pre sidentti

9 today.

t änään.

10 (0.5) ((intensive indignant look to camera))

responses from it and suggesting collective identities for it (Tolson,
2006, p. 15–16). The task of empirical analysis is then to ascertain
by which means mediated talk relates to its audience inclusively
and co-operatively (Hutchby, 2006, p. 11). I will next focus on
investigating how the interactional structuration of the broader
frameworks of modern co-existence is brought about in the
organization of the talk. How do epistemic relations, interrelational
membership categorizations and obliging activity orientations turn
into “molecular objectives” to explicate a scene of societization?

Acts of societization in the program
openings

The data examples below introduce the opening talk of three
multiparty TV discussion programs broadcast live by the Finnish
public service company, YLE. These excerpts provide brief glimpses
of a mundane media setting, which serves well to highlight the
degree of multi-scale structuration taking place in a fleeting turn
of talk. All the programs deal with the news topic of the 9/11
terrorist attacks. Even though the setup for the three discussions
varies in tone, angle, and composition of guests, there are notable
similarities transcending the differences in the programs (see also
Rautajoki, 2009). I have analyzed the “contextual configuration”
(Goodwin, 2000) and the multimodal recipient design of these
openings elsewhere (Rautajoki, 2014). For the purposes of this
article, I direct my analytic attention to the structural implications
of the opening talk with regard to the concepts of structuration,
societization, and the public sphere introduced earlier. I will first
concentrate on describing what takes place in the opening and
then move on to investigate how the organization of talk and
interactional choices are indicative of the multilayered structural
orientations of the participants? The first of the programs was aired
only 6 days after the attacks. J1 and J2 refer to the journalists
moderating the discussion.
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The journalist (J1) makes a strong gesture to gain the viewer’s
attention. He raises his eyes dramatically from the papers he is
holding in his hand (lines 1–2). Directing the gaze is a common
way to point to the addressee of the talk (Goodwin, 1979). For
the organization of interaction, gazing has a reciprocal quality.
The enacted gaze of the speaker is expected to be returned
by the gaze of the recipient to ensure an appropriate state of
mutual orientation (Goodwin, 1984). At the start of the talk,
the gaze can function as a “summons” to the other party to
engage in interaction (Schegloff, 2007). In the program, this
serves as a move to establish a quasi-interactional connection
with the viewer (see also Frobenius, 2014). The gesture works
as the first pair part of the adjacency pair (Schegloff and
Sacks, 1973) “gaze–return gaze” and leaves it to the audience to
respond accordingly.

The talk itself begins with a dramatic cinematic quotation, first
in English and then translated into Finnish (lines 3–4). There is
no kind of contextualization for the topic. The assumption is that
everybody knows about the news event and recognizes what the
journalist is referring to with the quotation, thereby accrediting all
viewers with self-evident epistemic competence. Cutting straight
to the chase is a powerful way of signaling that this discussion is
part of a wider debate extending the boundaries of the immediate
interactional encounter. Only one actor category is verbalized in the
talk: the President of the United States. The words of the President

DATA EXAMPLE 2

A-TALK/”TO WAR AGAINST TERRORISM” 19.9.2001

1 ((journalists stand behind a table the camera is sliding toward))

2 J1: .hhh good (.) Wednesday evening, (0.2). thhh now one can perhaps say that

.hhh hyvää (.) keskiviikkoiltaa (0.2) .thhh nyt voi kai sanoa että

3 (.) the world is holding its breath..hh the United States (.) is preparing

(.) hh maailma pidättää hengitystään. hh Yhdysvallat (.) valmistelee

4 (.) a counter attack, (.).thh and now people are waiting (.) where (.)

(.) vastaiskua, (.).thh ja (.) nyt odotetaan hh minne hh (.) milloin

5 when and (.) how..thh (.) but (.) >at the same time< (.) there have

ja (.) miten..thh (.) mutta (.) >sama an aikaan< (.) maailmalla on

6 also (.) been questions raised in the world (0.2) on (0.2).thh where the

myös (.) noussut k ysymyksiä (0.2) sii tä (0.2).thh missä

7 evidence is against Bin Laden, (.).thh and (.) on (0.2) whether this

ovat t odisteet Bin La denia vastaan, (.).thh ja (.) s iitä (0.2) johtaako

8 all (.) will lead into (.) a circle of revenge.

tämä (.) kaikki (.) koston kierteeseen.

9 J2: .hh this has also preoccupied Western European <countries> who have promised

.hh se askarruttaa myös Länsi-Euroopan <maita> jotka ovat antaneet täyden

10 full (.) political support (0.2) for the United States, =>and are now

(.) poliittisen tukensa (0.2) Yhdysv alloille, =>ja miettivät nyt<

11 wondering<.hhh what kind of a war against terror ism they are (.) committing

.hhh minkälaiseen sotaan terrorismia h v astaan ne ovat (.)

12 themselves to, (0.5).hhh Chirac (.) of France just visited Washington

sitoutumassa, (0.5).hhh Ranskan (.) Chirac kävi juuri W ashingtonissa

13 hhhh Blair of Britain is about to travel there, (0.8) here come (0.2)

hhhh Britannian (.) B lair on sinne menossa, (0.8) tässä (0.2)

14 our correspondents’ (.) reports on, (0.5) what the attitudes look like

kirjeenvaihtajiemme (.) raportit siitä, (0.5) minkälaisia

are delivered in the temporal moment of “now” and equated
with the moral anarchy of the Wild West, implying a moral
contradiction between that time in history and the proper behavior
of a contemporary head of state (lines 6–8). The Wild West is itself
an intertextual cultural reference that the recipients are expected to
interpret in a similar fashion. The contradiction embedded in the
reference sets a worrisome scene with uncertain consequences to
be tackled in the program.

The choice of a key actor category in the talk, being the
President, the leader of the state-level response to the attacks,
is no coincidence. It allows other parties to take their positions
in relation to this leader, providing the journalist with an
opportunity to exercise the journalistic ideal of critically surveilling
the power holders. For the audience, the President is presented
as a figure who plays the leading role in determining the fate
of the Western world. Even though the President represents
another nation, the concern is introduced as shared. The facial
expression and intense look of J1 to the camera at the end,
together with an arresting tone of voice, indicate moral indignation
(line 10). The relatively long duration of the look directed
straight to the camera makes it appear as another example
of the first pair part in which the indignation is provided
for the viewer as a gesture to be responded to Peräkylä and
Ruusuvuori (2012). The recipient is invited to take a stance on
the matter.
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15 in the three biggest (.) Western European countries.

ovat asenteet kolmessa tärkeimmässä (.) länsieuroopan maassa.

16 (1.2) ((journalists looking to camera seriously))

The second of the programs was broadcast 8 days after the
attacks. It is slightly less confrontational in its introduction to the
topic of the day. The two journalists stand still behind a table as the
camera slowly approaches them, while one of them begins to speak.
The opening starts with a greeting (line 2). This instantly implies
that the broadcast is live and the audience is facing the journalist in
real time. This empty first pair part, a greeting with no opportunity
to respond to it properly, is a familiar practice in news broadcasts.
The preference structure (Pomerantz, 1978) of greetings invites the
viewer to engage in interaction even if no overt response is feasible
(Tolson, 2006, p. 27). A temporally marked greeting is one way of
accomplishing a quasi-interactional relationship and connection to
the viewer.

The verbal formulation of the opening starts with the word
“now” (line 2), emphasizing the acuteness of the topic. The
“world holding its breath” signals the dramatic nature of the scene
confronting the world, even though the expression is markedly
mitigated. The world shares a fate and is waiting in anticipation.
The opening sums up the phase of the news situation but provides
no contextual information on the news event. It is assumed
to be self-evidentially familiar to all and anyone watching the
program. Again, the shared epistemic competence assigned to all
the participants postulates an extended arena of discussion, of
which the program is only a part. It also assumes that viewers share
a commitment to get concerned. The situation is characterized
as incomplete; there are activities going on even as they speak.

DATA EXAMPLE 3

AJANKOHTAINEN KAKKONEN/”WAR BETWEEN

WORLDS” 2.10.2001

1 (7.0) ((journalist walk up to the arena discussants are gathered to))

2 J1: the whole (.) world is holding its breath and waiting for the United States’

koko (.) maailma pidättää henkeään ja o dottaa Yhdysvaltain

3 revenge on the >terrorist< attack three weeks ago, .hhh now people have

kostoa kolmen viikon takaiseen >terrori<-iskuun,.hhh nyt on jo

4 already started wondering, (.) why the counter-strike is delayed.

alettu ihmetellä, (.) miksi isku viipyy.

5 J2: the war against terrorism has already (.) started, there has evolved

mt’ sota terrorismia vastaan on jo (.) k äynnistynyt, Yhdysvaltain

6 an <unholy> union around the United States where (.) one (.)

ympärille on syntynyt <epäpyhä> liitto jossa (.) yhtenä (.)

7 supporting pillar is the EU and (.) along with it Finland.

tukipylväänä on E U ja (.) sen mukana suomi.

8 J1: when Finland is involved (.) in the battle against terrorism.hh then (.)

kun (.) suomi on mukana (.) terrorismin vastaisessa taistelussa.hh niin

9 what exactly (.) is Finland fighting for. (0.5) is (.) hatred and (.)

(.) minkä puolesta (.) suomi taistelee. (0.5) onko (.) viha ja (.)

10 revenge justified, (.) is a circle of revenge (.) necessary.

kosto oikeutettua, (.).h onko ↑koston kierre (.) välttämätön.

11 J2: is there emerging a new >frontline< Christians against (.) Muslims,

onko nyt yy syntymässä uusi >r intama< kristityt v astaan (.) muslimit,

12 .hhh what says Christianity, (.) what says (.) Islam about killing,

.hhh mitä sanoo kristinusko, (.) mitä sanoo (.) islam tap pamisesta,

Several open questions are listed (lines 5–8). The questions are
posed by the “people”, and they have been wondered about “in
the world”. The generalized collective origin of the questions
paves the way for the viewer to relate to them. The questions
communicate reservations regarding possible reprisals. Weak
evidence and risk scenarios are played out in pondering about
the decision.

The Western European countries are paraded as a “reference
group” for the country of Finland to observe and identify with
(Hyman, 1942; Pi Ferrer et al., 2019). There is a person reference
to the leaders of these countries who are “one the move”. The
reference is made rather loosely on a surname basis only, assuming
that the audience knows who Chirac of France and Blair of
Britain are (lines 12–13). Toward the end, the journalists lead
the way to video inserts from “their correspondents” (line 14)
to sum up the attitudes in the most important countries. Again,
being alert and following the actions of the leaders exercises
journalistic ideals. Another layer of appropriate journalistic
response is to provide citizens with information from the wider
world first hand, through their own correspondents, afforded
by YLE as a big news house. However, the phrase “attitudes
in the countries” does not contemplate the thoughts of the
leaders. The generalized angle of the “country as a whole” can be
interpreted as an inclusive invitation for viewers of the country
being addressed to engage in deliberation on open questions
and uncertainties.
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13 . hh discussing tonight (.) Muslims and Christians, (.)

.hh keskustelijoina tänä iltana (.) muslimeja <ja> kristittyjä, (.)

14 parties of concern and (.) parties with expertise.

asian>o saisia< ja (.) asiantuntijoita.

15 (0.5) ((journalists smiling to camera))

The third of the programs was broadcast 3 weeks after the
terrorist attacks, which accounts for the sense of crisis having
slightly subsided in the tone of the opening. The physical set-up
of the studio forms an arena of discussants sitting in the studio
in concentric circles, into the middle of which the journalists
walk to deliver their opening words. Before the entrance walk, the
camera angle leads the viewer into the studio by sliding over the
circle of discussants from the corner of the backstage furniture
as if walking into the studio by the same route as the studio
guests took some minutes before. The word focalization is used in
narratology to study the perspective of narrative (Genette, 1979).
Its further elaboration has included the aspects of vision and
perception in focalization, considering it as an angle of perception
that postulates the point of origin, the one who sees (Jahn, 1996).
The circuitous camera angle running through the backstage sets
the viewer alongside the other discussants waiting in the studio.
The two journalists walk-in only after the viewer has arrived in the
arena. The entrance is not as interactive as in the first two programs.
However, it appears to pursue active involvement and inclusion of
the audience.

The talk directed straight at the camera repeats the phrase “the
world holding its breath and waiting in anticipation” upfront (line
2). There is no contextualization for the news event except for the
intervening period of 3 weeks. Everybody is supposed to know
the background. Again, there is the generalized collective “people”
(lines 3–4) wondering about the progress of ongoing events, which
makes it easier for the audience to join in and identify with. This is
further strengthened by casting Finland in the role of a moral actor
on the scene of uncertain and open events (lines 8–10). Finland is
referred to as a metonymic whole, and again, open questions are
used rhetorically and inclusively to activate alertness in the viewers
facing alternative pathways. The talk presents the appropriateness
of Finland to be on the line, which enhances the collective pressure
to take a stance. It concludes by speculating about a confrontation
between Muslims and Christians, which makes an intertextual
cultural reference to the famous work by Samuel Huntington on
the clash of civilizations. The reference is dramatized and leans
on familiarity. It is referred to as an angle everybody knows
without further explanation. The institutional principle guiding
this set-up for the discussion resonates with the journalistic ideal to
facilitate open debate and dialogue: a mixed group of people, both
the aforementioned parties included, have been invited into the
studio to discuss. This anticipates disagreement in an institutionally
buffered setting (Greatbatch, 1992). The concluding look to the
camera is friendly and smiling as if welcoming and implying a
safe and encouraging environment for the debate, thus allaying the
contradictions verbalized in the talk.

Summary of the analytic observations

The entrance to the studio space exhibits several purposeful
acts to involve the audience in the duties of ongoing action.

It addresses the viewers inclusively and invites the audience to
engage in interaction with the speakers on the screen. This is
accomplished by means of gaze, greeting, and visual focalization.
The opening talk draws on the epistemic competence of the
recipients by operationalizing a shared knowledge base which
locates participants on a spatio-temporal continuum of events
extending the immediate studio space. External events are ongoing
and incomplete as the discussion unfolds in the studio. A shared
arena of recognition is postulated through assumed knowledge
about the news event: the familiarity with the main events and
key actors on the scene. The site of ongoing public discussion is
approached as an entity that involves participants in a timeline,
and prior items in that timeline provide a self-evident basis on
which to continue the conversation. Shared cultural knowledge is
also employed to enhance mutual familiarity and make sense of the
news event in the form of intertextual cultural references (the Wild
West, the clash of civilizations etc.).

The activity orientation in the opening talks aims to address
contradictory, uncertain, and unresolved issues in the progress
of events. The consequentiality of these decisions is marked as
a shared concern, where all those present need to stop and
ponder. The audience is addressed as being self-evidently interested
and committed to the task. Openness in the face of alternative
problematic options instantiates a political scene of action. The
act of “politicization” is to open something as political as playable
in decision-making (Palonen, 2003). In their opening talk, the
journalists raise unresolved questions of shared concern. They
organize this task along the lines of institutional appropriateness.
Critical alertness, information delivery, and dialogue facilitation
are all journalistic virtues through which journalists can perform
their institutional tasks. In combination, the acts of inclusive
interaction, epistemic positioning, and obliging activity orientation
are intended to instantiate and engage an actor category. The
invitation to deliberate and take a stance is presented to the
viewer through embodied emotional signals and by verbalizing the
agency of a generalized collective (such as the country, people,
and Finland). These responsibility calls invite viewers to become
collectively involved in societization and form an opinion on a
public matter, invoking the category of modern citizen in the
sense-making framework of deliberative democracy (summarized
in Figure 2).

Discussion

Garfinkel (2006) suggested that to find out about the identity
of the group, one must explore how the group is “meant”
and made meaningful by participants in interaction. This entails
investigating the premises of action in the business of coordinating
reciprocal recognizabilities through intersubjective activities and
orientations. In the spotlight of structuration theory (Giddens,
1984), instances of interaction are always accompanied by
structures. The orientations of the journalists in the program
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FIGURE 2

Summary of interactional orientations.

anticipate the structural knowledgeability of recipients. These
aspects of structuration are evident in the way the opening
talk instantiates an extended arena of attention and shared
concern, thus enacting a collective and locating the debate in
the spatio-temporal continuum of ongoing public discussion on
a broader scale. Structural orientations of knowledgeable actors
are multilayered. Whereas, conversation analytic interest in the
interactional orientations of participants is also interpretative—
and for a substantial part based on the cultural competence of
the analyst—it is typically targeted at making observations within
the boundaries of micro-reality. This article has explored how
theoretical conceptualizations can be harnessed to broaden the
view, highlight relevancies, and steer analytic attention toward a
set of multi-scale recognizabilities on the meso and macro levels
of societal activities and orientations as well. The analytic task has
nonetheless been to trace the observable markers of sense-making
in the concrete details of participants’ activities.

Orientations and expectations invoked in the opening
address of television discussion draw on the affordances of the
technologically mass-mediated broadcast arena. The formation of
the participation framework, the management and coordination
of participant roles is a combination of technologically facilitated
communicative reach, technical means, topics, and forms of
address (Hutchby, 2014). The analysis above identified several
interactional features that turn the opening talk into an inclusive,
audience-involving invitation to get along and “act on society”.
The societal membership enacted in the opening infuses several
multi-scale structural frames of action. It is not just a channel
that reaches far but an arena which invites countless groups of
unknown strangers into the interaction, calling for a response and
anticipating agency in the system. The talk covers a news item, yet
rather than delivering knowledge, it is about allocating epistemic
competence in despatialized simultaneity, anticipating a shared
base and the endurance of the relationship. Rather than reporting
about the openness of events, the talk encourages the recipient

to consider the options and take responsibility in deliberating
solutions to matters of shared concern.

Nested frames of modern co-existence, democratic political
system and public service media format are structured by means of
relevant activity orientations, epistemic positionings, and collective
responsibility calls in the broadcast opening talk. Thus, alongside
addressing broader commitments to mutual interconnections
and legitimating work through public deliberation, the opening
manifests institutional relevancies structuring the immediate site
of interaction. The journalists moderating the debate make sure
to convey that their response to the topic of talk adheres to the
normative expectations embedded in their institutional role. In the
piece of opening talk, journalists play the key role, but they do not
stand alone. The role enacted by the journalist is interrelational
and connected to other identifications in the program (Rautajoki,
2009). The way journalists position themselves in interaction is
by projecting positionings in despatialized simultaneity to other
parties of the encounter. Thus, the tasks and responsibilities
of the audience are projected in the reciprocal dynamic of
opening identifications. To follow Garfinkel, identities acquire
meaning in specific locations of action through orderly produced
recognizability, in which “by your actions you tell me who I am,
and by my actions I tell your who you are” (Rawls, 2006, p. 77).

The findings of this research do not say that acts of societization
happen exclusively, primarily, or specifically in the arena of
television discussions or by deploying these interactional means
only. Instead, the findings demonstrate how the realization
of societal membership in modern mass-scale society recurs
unnoticeably in the routines of everyday life and how this task is
managed in the activity context of discussion programs. Society
is not only a location or a world of meaning. The concept of
societization brings to light that society is also about activities:
reproduction and maintenance by doing. The members of society
make it real in the routinized practices of everyday life, willingly
and skillfully. These situated acts of accomplishing society are
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so routinized that they easily go unnoticed. In the punctuated
practices of daily life, one may sit down on the sofa and turn on a
current affairs TV program, expecting to hear news about society
and carrying on these activities within society, while paying no
attention to the fact that in these fleeting moments, one actually
takes part in instantiating and reproducing the thing called society.
The set of orientations and activities observed in the opening talk
cultivates a sense of collective and includes anonymous individual
recipients, which serves integrative functions. The combination of
theoretical perspectives and micro-analytic tools has been useful
in explicating the crucial function of interactional methods in
exercising mass-scale societization in broadcast talk.

Broadcast research has underlined the potential of broadcast
talk to build communicative relationships (Scannell, 1989). Who is
saying what to whom about whom is often as interesting in media
discourse as what is said (Fairclough, 1995). Viewing identifications
from the broader angle of distributed participation prompts the
question about their extended implications. Detailed analysis of
the relationships mobilized in media talk opens up a view into
the manifestation of power (Hutchby, 2006). It is a scenery that
takes us back to wonder what exactly is accomplished by the
relational constellation of the opening talk. From the perspective
of relational power (Foucault, 1980), the multilayered relevancies
participants orient to in the program openings intersect with
power practices. It is to approach power processually from a
“transactional perspective” (Selg, 2018), according to which power
appears in interaction in the form of functional effects traveling
through the acts of participation in the collaborative efforts to bring
about intelligible actions. In this view, situated action transports
power relations manifested in identifications. Actor identities are
constituted in the interplay of situated and enduring elements,
drawing on structural recognizabilities, actualizing in cooperation
and resulting in a set of social orders. At the interface of action and
structure, a “cultural apparatus of effective relationships” to make
sense of and move in social situations (Deleuze, 1992) is not that
far from the principle of approaching “cultural categorizations as
an inference-making machine” (Sacks, 1995). This cultural set-up is
not tantamount to pre-determination but leaves room tomaneuver.
The associative fabric of inferences and normative expectations
connected to membership categorizations is what makes them so
resourceful in obliging address and persuasion. It makes it possible
to scaffold claims and make normative calls and argumentative
moves on relational premises (Rautajoki, 2022).

Talking modern society into being is interrelational and
rooted in particular collaborative materializations of normative
cartographies at specific points in time. The focus of this article
has been on the arena of television discussions. It has been
proposed in earlier research to call journalists “practitioners of
society” to facilitate interaction between subgroups in society
(Pietilä, 2011). Journalism is about practicing societization, no
doubt; yet, the wording seems ignorant of the relational set-
up journalists convey while channeling social co-existence and
political opinion formation. The arena of television discussions
instigates public deliberation, while it also stands to strengthen
the status and prominence of public service journalism at the
center of modern mass-scale democracy. In good and in bad,
it facilitates societization in and through a specific relational

format, advancing political agency and integration yet channeling
these activities in the landscape and on the terms of a given
institutional entity. All in all, rather than talk about a framework,
the dynamic of participation in this arena might be more aptly
described as a participation field activated for the participants
to take action in. This field of action is actualized through the
interactional orchestration of multilayered structural orientations,
instantiating multiple memberships and respective category-
bound responses. Participants are invited to navigate multi-
scale normative frameworks and positionings in their acts of
societization: to engage in quasi-interactional connection, get
involved in the activity of public opinion formation and act out the
actor categories of a public service journalist and an alert citizen.
For participants in social interaction, this comes naturally. Micro-
analytic tools have been valuable in highlighting the detailed means
through which this complexity is managed.

To conclude, why does it matter to see society as an intentional
achievement rather than a pre-existing spatial frame for action?
Because it points to the ultimate contingency and also to the
vulnerability of societal membership. Practices that have become
self-evident should not be taken for granted. The “functioning we”
can be populated with various imageries, intentions, and principles
(Rautajoki and Fitzgerald, 2022). Unfortunately, impersonalized
intersubjective intent to reach across differences is not the only
possible way to organize interchange among collectives. More and
more public address is “opting out” of these principles, for example,
in the antagonism of right-wing populist rhetoric. It is worth
contemplating what is at stake when compromising the premises of
modern pluralistic society. Analyzing the accomplishment of mass
scale “we” enhances understanding of who “we” involves in talk and
how it emerges through various forms of address. It foregrounds
the question of how severely the current trends in public discourse
are undermining the orders of societal membership. And what is to
follow from their success? One is left wondering how detrimentally
one-eyed antagonism is now talking a form of collective co-
existence out of being.
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Few ideas have figured more centrally in the history of social theory than that of
the division of labor. Here we ask whether conversational interaction, like other
forms of social activity, exhibits a division of labor and, if so, what functions this
serves and how it might be understood in relation to the theories of Marx and
Durkheim. We begin by noting that, though conversational participants actively
work to achieve and sustain understanding, much of the time this work is invisible
and only its products are displayed in the form of sequentially fitted next turns
at talk. However, in sequences of other-initiated repair, the work involved in the
maintenance of intersubjectivity rises to the surface. On these occasions, we
can see and thus describe what participants do to achieve and sustain what
they take to be adequate understanding. In our data, which consist of video
recordings of casual conversations among Vietnamese same-generation peers,
participants continuously display an orientation to relations of relative seniority
through the selection of terms used to accomplish interlocutor reference. This
pervasive orientation is also reflected in practices of repair initiation. Specifically,
seniors regularly initiate repair with so-called “open class” forms such as “huh?”
and “ha?” which display a minimal grasp of the talk targeted, require little
e�ort to produce and, at the same time, push responsibility for resolving the
problem onto the trouble source speaker (i.e., the junior member of the dyad).
In contrast, juniors often initiate repair of a senior participant’s talk by displaying
a detailed understanding of what has been said, either in the form of a repeat
or a reformulation, and inviting the senior to confirm. We suggest then that
this asymmetry in the distribution of initiation practices reflects a “division of
intersubjective labor”. We conclude with some thoughts on the theoretical
implications of our findings and relate them not only to the theories of Marx and
Durkheim but also to thewritings of feminist sociolinguists who sought to describe
the way in which women seem to be burdenedmore thanmenwith what Fishman
called “interactional shitwork.”
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Introduction

Few ideas have figured more centrally in the history of social
theory than that of the division of labor (for a recent overview
from an anthropological perspective, see Sanchez, 2018). In his
early writings, Karl Marx theorized the division of labor in
relation to processes of alienation. Specifically, workers, performing
specialized, repetitive tasks that figured as isolated steps in a larger
productive process, were alienated not only from that which they
had a hand in producing but also from the creative activity of
production itself and, ultimately, their own “species being” (Marx,
1977[1844]). The later Marx (1992[1867]) emphasized a distinction
between the social division of labor and the division of labor in
production (Mohun, 1983). The social division of labor consists
of the various ways in which labor is distributed within a society
between, for instance, men and women, young and old, peasants
and feudal landlords, proletariat and bourgeoisie, and so on. The
division of labor in production, on the other hand, refers to
the ways in which processes of production under capitalism are
broken down into component operations, the prototypical example
being the assembly line characteristic of factory labor. While ever
more minute divisions lead to greater efficiency and increased
production, for Marx and Engels this simultaneously encourages
the development of social classes whose interests are fundamentally
at odds. Moreover, the very conditions of labor (trade and
aggregation in towns and cities under feudalism; factories and
union organization in the case of industrial capitalism) lead to the
development of class consciousness and, eventually, a revolutionary
political movement.

In contrast to the critical perspective of Marx and Engels,
Durkheim (1933[1893]) emphasized the integrative fuction of the
division of labor as the primary mechanism of organic solidarity.
Just as the organs of the body have specialized functions, each
essential to the welfare of the whole, so too the various groupings
within a modern, industrialized society make a distinct and
necessary contribution to the larger collective. Buoyed by a shared
set of norms, values and beliefs, the organic solidarity which
emerges from the division of labor prevents the destructive forces of
entropy from taking root. Despite their differences, both Marx and
Durkheim believed that all societies, past and present, exhibit some
kind of division of labor. In what they saw as the most primitive
forms of social arrangement, this was organized along lines defined
by age and sex/gender. In the 1970s, a number of Marxist and
feminist anthropologists noted the apparently universal association
of women with the domestic domain and with the work of social
reproduction (see, inter alia, Ortner, 1972; Rosaldo, 1974; Godelier,
1986). They also noted an apparently near-universal denigration of
this domain in relation to “public spheres that are ostensibly sites
of collective dynamism” (Sanchez, 2018).

Abbreviations: 1S, first person singular; 3, third person; CLF, classifier;

COMP, complementizer; EB, elder brother; ES, elder sister; FYB, father’s

younger brother; GC/N, grandchild or niece/nephew; GF, grandfather; GM,

grandmother; NEG, negative; PL, plural; PROX, proximate deictic; PRT,

particle; SF, quasi-pronoun meaning “self”; TOP, topicalizer; VOC, vocative;

YS, younger sibling.

In our contribution to this special issue of Frontiers in

Sociology, we ask whether conversational interaction exhibits, like
other forms of social activity, a division of labor and, if so,
according to what principles it is organized and what functions
it serves.1 This initial statement of our aim requires some
explanation and qualification. We may begin, then, by noting
that intersubjectivity—shared understanding—requires effort. To
put this another way, a conversation’s participants actively work
to achieve and sustain understanding, despite appearances that
this emerges spontaneously in the turn-by-turn unfolding of talk.2

Much of the time, this work is invisible and only its products
are displayed in the form of sequentially fitted and appropriate
next turns at talk. However, in sequences of repair, and especially
in sequences of other-initiated repair, the work involved in the
maintenance of intersubjectivity rises to the surface. On these
occasions, we can see and thus describe what participants do to
achieve and sustain what they take to be adequate understanding.
As such what we will describe here is not somuch an “interactional”
division or labor, as an intersubjective one. Our claim is that the
work of maintaining mutual understanding is unevenly distributed
across a conversation’s participants, at least in our data.

This study responds, then, to a typically unarticulated
assumption of scholarship in conversation analysis and
related approaches: the idea that the work required to sustain
intersubjectivity is evenly distributed among the participants,
each having essentially equivalent responsibility to ensure that
they are understood and that they understand others. This
conceptualization fits with a pervasive egalitarian ideology that
characterizes many of the settings in which talk takes place.
However, there are social situations in which assumptions of

1 A reviewer of the paper suggests that “in the domain of repair” there have

been “clear (if tacit) references to the division of labor” in such notions as “self”

and “other” initiation of repair. We would suggest that references to “self”

and “other” here and elsewhere in the literature point to an interactionally

relevant division of responsibilities rooted, primarily though not exclusively, in

the organization of turn-taking. This is not a “social” division of labor if “social”

is taken in its usual sense, i.e., the meaning it has in the collocation “social

theory”. When we say “social” division of labor, then, we mean a distribution

based on organizational principles that transcend a given occasion, e.g.,

gender, class, race, ethnicity, age and so on. Of course, we recognize that the

founders of conversation analysis (Harvey Sacks, Emanuel Scheglo�, and Gail

Je�erson) challenged this dichotomization of the social and the interactional

by arguing that the interactional is always social (and perhaps also that

the social is always interactional). While we accept and agree with these

arguments, in this paper, in the interests of contributing to the theme of the

special issue, we take “social” in “social theory” as it was presumably intended

by the guest editors to refer to aspects of the organization of social life that

are perduring and whose relevance transcends any particular occasion. This

seems to be the only way it makes sense to talk about CA and “social theory”

since if interaction is already social, CA is already social theory.

2 This sense of the e�ortlessness of conversational intersubjectivity is

presumably a result of the fact that understanding is generated, largely, en

passant as Heritage (1984) put it. But, while understanding may emerge in

the course of accomplishing the o�cial business towards which participants

are more explicitly oriented, it is nevertheless the product of a kind of labor

or work as we aim to show.
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egalitarianism do not hold. In our data, which consist of video
recordings of casual conversations between Vietnamese same-
generation peers, participants continuously display an orientation
to relations of relative seniority through the selection of terms
used to accomplish interlocutor reference (i.e., reference to the
speaker and addressee of an utterance, see e.g., Luong, 1990;
Sidnell and Shohet, 2013; Sidnell, 2019, 2022; Djenar and Sidnell,
2022). This pervasive orientation is also reflected in practices
of repair initiation. Specifically, seniors regularly initiate repair
with so-called “open class” forms such as “huh?” and “ha?” which
display a minimal grasp of the talk targeted, require little effort to
produce and, at the same time, push responsibility for resolving the
problem onto the trouble source speaker, i.e., the junior member
of the dyad (on trouble responsibility, see Robinson, 2006).3 In
contrast, juniors often initiate repair of a senior participant’s talk
by displaying a detailed understanding of what has been said, in
the form of a repeat, and inviting the senior to confirm. Not only
do these practices of initiation ask little of the senior participant
in terms of response and, as such, have an “assistive” feel to them,
they also often mark what has been said as important, as worthy of
repetition, as something that others should clearly understand and
so on. We suggest then that this asymmetry in the distribution of
initiation practices reflects a “division of intersubjective labor.”

On the idea of an interactional division
of labor

In her 1978 article on differences in the contributions of
men and women to everyday interaction, Fishman (1978, see also
1977) concluded:

It seems that, as with work in its usual sense, there is
a division of labor in conversation. The people who do the
routinemaintenance work, the women, are not the same people
who either control or benefit from the process. Women are
the “shitworkers” of routine interaction, and the “goods” being
made are not only interactions, but, through them, realities.

3 We recognize that responsibility for trouble is structurally tilted towards

the speaker of the trouble source by virtue of the organization of turn-

taking (see Scheglo� et al., 1977; Robinson, 2006). The claim embodied

in in our use of “push” here and elsewhere is only that OCRIs like English

“what?” and “huh?” (along with their Vietnamese equivalents) do nothing to

defease “structural tilt” and indeed make it more explicit. This is, however,

largely irrelevant for our argument which concerns a social division of labor

(“social” in the usual sense, i.e., pertaining to forms of organization that

perdure beyond a given occasion of interaction, for instance groupings

of “race”, “class”, “gender”, “age”) not one tied to interactionally transitory

roles. Notice also that repair and understanding are hardly unique in this

respect. Completing the turn-at-talk is the default responsibility of the

current speaker, responding to a question is the default responsibility of

the primary recipient of that question. What we are documenting thus runs

orthogonal to any such a distribution of responsibilities associated with turn-

taking. We thank a reviewer for encouraging us to clarify these aspects of our

argument.

Fishman’s findings were, however, largely impressionistic and
the analysis was based on an, at the time, common assumption
that the functional value of a conversational “act” or “action”
is the same across different sequential contexts. For instance,
Fishman quantified the number of questions asked by the male
and female participants in 7 h of interaction in a domestic setting.
She similarly compared “minimal responses” and “statements”
which “display an assumption on the part of the speaker” that
they will be understood and of interest, and elicit response
from their recipients. Subsequent attempts to replicate Fishman’s
findings failed (see McMullen et al., 1995) suggesting that, while
the initial intuition of a division of interactional labor may be
valid, particularly in the setting that Fishman studied, the analytic
categories she employed were not sufficiently well-defined to
adequately capture it.

Research on the organization of interaction done since the
1970s allows for a refinement and rethinking of Fishman’s
study (see, inter alia, Heritage, 1984; Moerman and Sacks, 1988;
Sidnell, 2014). Specifically, we know that the maintenance of
shared understanding or intersubjectivity requires effort. Much
of the time, the work that participants do to achieve such
understanding is invisible to analysts and only its products in
the form of appropriately responsive next utterances are available
to us. However, when they encounter troubles of understanding,
conversationalists routinely employ practices of repair in their
attempts to resolve them. This makes the work of maintaining
intersubjectivity available for analytic inspection.

In what follows, we explore this work in a study of Vietnamese
conversation. More specifically, we examine various practices
of repair initiation and track their distribution across senior
and junior interlocutors. This is made possible by the fact that
Vietnamese conversationalists are pervasively oriented to locally
relevant relations of seniority. Their in-situ orientation to such
relations is displayed, most prominently, in the terms they use for
interlocutor reference, that is, reference to speaker and addressee.

Our analysis challenges a basic assumption of work in
conversation analysis—that participants in a conversation bear
essentially equivalent responsibilities for the work involved in
maintaining shared understanding. That assumption may be
warranted in many of the settings that conversation analysts have
studied—such as interaction among English speaking peers in
informal conversation—but does not accurately reflect the socio-
cultural realities within which Vietnamese conversation takes place.
In this latter setting, relations of seniority and the different
expectations in terms of interactional conduct to which they are
indelibly linked, shape conversational organization in a range of
significant ways.

The results of our study, and the intellectual motivation
that animates it, resemble those of Ochs (1982, 1984) who,
in research conducted in the early 1980s, compared what she
called clarification strategies in White Middle Class American
(WMC) and Samoan households. Ochs drew on work by Schegloff
and other conversation analysts which seemed to show that
(1) repair initiation practices exhibit a “natural ordering” based
on their relative power to locate a repairable (Schegloff et al.,
1977, p. 369) and (2) “speakers show a preference for using the
strongest form they can in initiating repair of another’s utterance”
(Ochs, 1984, p. 331). Ochs found that in the Samoan context,
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practices of repair initiation (or what she calls “clarification”)
are differentially employed depending on the relative rank of
the participants:

In speaking to those of lower rank, higher ranking persons
are not expected to do a great deal of perspective-taking to
make sense out of their own utterances or to make sense of
the utterance of a lower ranking interlocutor. Higher ranking
persons, then, are not expected to clarify and simplify for lower
ranking persons (. . . ) And exactly the reverse is expected of
lower ranking persons. Lower ranking persons take on more of
the burden of clarifying their own utterances and the utterances
of higher ranking interlocutors.

In the Samoan context, high-ranking conversationalists
typically request clarification using a minimal grasp strategy (i.e.,
open class repair initiators) rather than an expressed guess, as the
latter requires one to more obviously take alter’s perspective. In
what follows we will show that, in Vietnamese conversation, we
find a similar pattern in which seniors tend to initiate repair with
open class initiators which (1) do not require that the speaker
attempt to recover what the other has said, (2) suggest that
responsibility for the encountered trouble lies with the trouble
source speaker (i.e., the more junior interlocutor), and (3), require
little articulatory effort for their production (this itself serving

as a sign of the senior participant’s low level of involvement
in the junior participant’s talk). At the same time, we find that
junior participants rarely employ such open class repair initiators.
Juniors instead show a marked tendency to use a practice of
repair initiation that involves repeating a more senior participant’s
talk with an appended question particle. Even more striking, we
find that junior interlocutors engage in an apparently distinctive
sequence that involves asking a senior participant a question,
receiving an answer and then requesting confirmation of that
answer with a repeat appended by a question particle. This practice
seems to illustrate the more general tendency of juniors to carefully
reconstruct and publicly check their understanding of a senior
participant’s talk.

Data and methods

The data used in this study come from a larger investigation
of other initiated repair and intersubjectivity in Vietnamese
conversation. The corpus, collected in various coffee shops and
restaurants in Hanoi in 2012, consists of approximately 35 hours
of video recorded conversation among same-generation peers.
For the present study we sampled five of these recordings. We
summarize their basic features in Table 1. All instances of other
initiated repair were collected from a portion of each recording

TABLE 1 Overview of data sources and cases used in the present study.

Number of
participantsa

Sex and age of participants
(L-R in image)

# of cases
of repair

VNR 05 4 M33, F29, F27, M30 31

VNR 10 5 F34, F35, F31, F31, F34 22

VNR 12 3 M25, M30, M30 22

(Continued)
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TABLE 1 (Continued)

Number of
participantsa

Sex and age of participants
(L-R in image)

# of cases
of repair

VNR 20 4 F45, F42, F40, M41 15

VNR 32 3 F47, F48, M54 6

Totals 19 96

aThis does not include restaurant servers or researchers.

(VNR 05 and VNR 20/21 = +/−50min, VNR 10, VNR 12, and
VNR 32=+/−10min). The result was a collection of 96 instances.
The authors of the current report relistened to all these cases and
discussed them in some detail. As we did this, we also sorted the
examples into sub-collections according to the format used in the
initiation of repair (see the next section for an overview). Once
all the cases had been sorted, they were retranscribed and checked
again, a process that resulted in additional observations.

Overview of repair initiation practices

Episodes of repair are composed of parts. A repair initiation
marks a disjunction with the immediately preceding talk while
the repair itself constitutes an attempted solution to a problem.
That problem, the particular segment of talk to which the repair
is addressed, is called the trouble source.4 Our discussion in what
follows focuses on the alternative formats used in the other-
initiation of repair and some of the sequential consequences that
flow from the selection of one format or another. In their classic
paper on the preference for self-correction, Schegloff et al. (1977,
p. 367–368) distinguished five common repair initiation formats
in English conversation: (1) interjections and questions words
such as huh? and what?5; (2) question words such as who, where,

4 The trouble source is to be distinguished from the source or basis of

trouble, which can be anything from ambient noise, age-related hearing loss,

or an esoteric word choice.

5 In English, intonation distinguishes di�erent types of repair initiation

with a question word. Thus, what? produced with rising intonation typically

serves as an open class repair initiation and treats an entire turn (or turn

constructional unit) as the trouble source. In contrast what. produced with

when; (3) partial repeats of the trouble-source turn, plus a question
word; (4) partial repeats of the trouble-source turn; and, (5)
candidate understandings of a prior turn. In an important recent
study, Dingemanse et al. (2014, p. 5) find that different languages
make available “a wide but remarkably similar range of linguistic
resources” for the other initiation of repair. According to these
authors, alternative formats can be differentiated along a number
of dimensions including the extent to which they characterize the
trouble, the way they manage responsibility for the trouble, and
what they imply about the relative distribution of knowledge among
the co-participants.

Drawing on the distinctions introduced by Schegloff et al.
(1977) as well as some terminological and analytic refinements
introduced by Dingemanse et al. and others (e.g., Drew, 1997), we
were able to sort the Vietnamese cases into five categories as shown
in Table 2.6

downward, final intonation serves as a closed class repair initiation by

targeting some particular component noun phrase within the previous turn

as the trouble source. We found a similar contrast in Vietnamese cái gì when

used as a repair initiator (see also Ha and Grice, 2017).

6 A reviewer asks how the “type of trouble” is related to the uneven

distribution of repair initiation formats in Vietnamese and, more specifically,

whether “the type of trouble (partly) explains why some of the repair

initiations are unevenly distributed while others are not?” This is an intriguing

possibility. A problem, though, lies in the fact that the relation between repair

initiation format and trouble type is highly contingent in Vietnamese (as in all

languages) and also always a matter of construal (i.e., in producing a repair

initiation formatted in a certain way, the initiator thereby proposes a construal

of the trouble type at issue). In an analysis of OIR in person reference, Sidnell

(2007) suggests that there is a close to one-to-one mapping between a

specific initiation format [“Who (is) name(d) so”] and a particular kind of
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TABLE 2 Distribution of formats used in the other-initiation of repair.

Open class Closed class
Q word

Repeat + Closed
class Q word

Candidate
understanding

Repeat (+ Q
particle)

Totala

N 20 4 8 25 30 87

% 23 5 9 29 34 100

aWe also collected nine cases of correction which brought the total to 96 as indicated in Table 1.

Open class and repeat-formatted initiations will
be examined in some detail in the discussion that
follows. Here we give examples of the other formats for
illustrative purposes.

In (1) the participants have been complaining about a rise
in the cost of vegetables and about the dismissive attitude of
those who sell them in the street markets. In line 79, Phuong,
remarks that dill leaf has risen in price to 10,000 dong a
bunch.7 Thanh, apparently unsure of what Phuong is referring
to, initiates repair with cái gì ‘what’ thereby targeting a noun
phrase in Phuong’s previous utterance that refers to something
other than a person or a place (see footnote 5). Phuong provides
a repair solution in the form of a repeat of the noun phrase
(thì là).

(1) Closed Class Question Word (VNR05, 28:30)8

79 P: Thì là sắp lên mười nghìn rồi.
dill about up ten thousand already
Dill is about ten thousand.

(. . . )
82 T: Cái gì.

CL Q
What?

83 P: Thì là.

dill
Dill.

Below, (2) illustrates the use of a closed class question
word appended to a partial repeat of prior talk. Hoàn and
Ba, along with Kiên, jointly own and run a computer software
and programming company. Where the extract begins, Hoàn
is asking about one of several ongoing projects referring to
this as, in line 07, dự án ba ‘project three’. Ba responds
with an open class repair initiator which merely indicates a
problem with the immediately preceeding turn but does not
specify a particular component or aspect of this as the trouble
source. Hoàn continues in line 09 apparently assuming that
the problem will resolve itself as the talk progresses, but Ba
initiates repair again now using a combination of repeat (dự án

‘project’) and question word (nào ‘which’). Hoàn then provides

trouble (the initiator believes they know the person being talked about but not

by the namewhich has been used to refer to them). This, however, appears to

be the exception rather than the rule and the case discussed involves some

rather specific demographic and onomastic conditions which make certain

kinds of trouble particularly common.

7 ÐŽong is the national currency of Vietnam. At the time of recording 10,000

dong was the equivalent of about 0.50 USD (50 cents).

a repair in line 11 saying, Dự án ąấy. Bank ąấy ‘That project.
That bank’.

(2) Closed Class Question Word+ Repeat (VNR12)

07 H: Dự án ba thế nào, triển khai ąi

project three what about implement PRT
What about project three, implement it.

08 B: Ha?

huh
Huh?

09 H: Rút ra anh em sang làm

withdraw EB YS cross work
Take the project out, we will work on it.

10 B: Dự án nào

project which
Which project?

11 H: Dự án ąấy. Bank ąấy

project that bank that
That project. That bank.

12 B: Triển khai ąi, ąể làm nó

implement PRT let’s do 3
Let’s implement it, let’s do it

13 cha. y ổn ąi.nh phát là ném lên ap store

run stable transmit throw up app store
once it runs stably, put it up on the app store.

Finally, in (3) we see the use of a candidate understanding to
initiate repair. This is taken from the same recording as example
(2). Here Hoàn, Ba and Kiên are discussing how much of the
company money is being spent on their various projects. The
extract begins with Kiên saying that Ba has recently withdrawn 100
million dong from a company account. Ba initiates repair in line 12
and Kiên repeats in part what he has just said. Ba then responds,
suggesting that Kiên has misunderstood, and that he’s talking about
something else, leading Hoàn to initiate repair with a form which
invites Ba to confirm a proposed candidate understanding of his
talk. In the first of these candidates, Hoàn proposes Khoản ąấy bỏ
ra à ‘You excluded that amount’ and in the second, at line 18-19, he

8 Transcripts are presented using a version of Je�ersonian conventions

modified according to the requirements of comparative linguistic analysis

(see Sidnell, 2009). Punctuation in the original Vietnamese language line

represents aspects of speech prosody (e.g., a question mark indicates rising

intonation, not necessarily that the utterance is a question). Punctuation in

the English gloss represents an analysis of utterancemeaning (e.g., a question

mark indicates that the utterance is interrogative, not necessarily that it is

produced with rising intonation).
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suggests Nghı̃a là bên kia nó nó ąầu tư về à ‘Meaning the other part
is what they invested?’

(3) Candidate Understanding (VNR12, 5:40)

11 K: Vừ- Vừa rồi mới lấy mô. t trăm triê. u cơ mà.

ju- just already take one hundred million PRT PRT
But you just got one hundred million!

12 B: Hmm

Hmm?
13 K: Lấy về mô. t [trăm triê. u.

take about one hundred million
You took about one hundred million.

14 B: [Không, không nói khoản ąấy

NEG, NEG say amount PRT
No, no, I’m not talking about that.

15 H: Khoản ąấy bỏ ra à

amount there excluded PRT
You excluded that amount?

16 B: Mhm, khoản kia là khoản
yes amount that is amount
Yes, that’s the amount

17 thiết bi. máy móc

equipment machinery
for their equipment.

18 H: Nghı̃a dư vâ. y là bên kia

meaning like that is side there
Meaning the other part

19 nó nó ąầu tư về à

3 3 invest PRT
is what they invested?

20 B: Hả? Ðâu, mình vay

Q NEG SF borrow
What? No, we borrowed that!

With respect to the initiation formats illustrated by examples
(1), (2), and (3), there were no clear distributional differences
according to the relative seniority of the participants.9

9 One reviewer suggests that the use of a candidate understanding - the

most specific repair initiation type - would seem to provide a participant with

an idealmeans for taking up the responsibility ofmaintaining intersubjectivity.

Why, then, the reviewer asks, are “seniors using candidate understandings

as much as the juniors”? Our aim in this paper is to show that the work

involved in the maintenance of understanding in interaction is socially

distributed, with juniors shouldering more responsibility for this than seniors.

To that end, we examine those practices which provide the clearest evidence

for our claims. In order to make our case, we do not need to examine

each and every practice of repair and because we did not find a robust

distributional skewing in candidate understandings, we do not attempt to

analyze these cases in detail. Notice that whether a given practice is caught

up in the social distribution of intersubjective labor cannot be solely an

e�ect of its function (which as the reviewer notes in the case of candidate

understandings is to serve as “the most specific type of repair initiation”).

For instance, it’s possible that candidate understanding repair initiations are

not organized by the division of labor that we show skews the distribution

of some other formats because participants do not treat them as assistive

to the trouble source speaker. Alternatively, or in addition, the production

of a candidate understanding - which necessarily involves an at least

Operationalizing “seniority”

Our analysis focuses on the relation between the practices
of other-initiated repair (and in particular on the use of
alternative formats for initiation) and the relative seniority of
the participants. Initial review of the recordings, along with
native-speaker intuition, suggested that interjections (such as
huh? and ha?) were used only when a senior participant
initiates repair of a junior participant’s talk. In addition, a
slightly more sustained examination of the recordings seemed
to indicate that repeats were more often used, and used in a
particular way, by junior participants to initiate repair of a senior
participant’s talk.

In order to develop an analysis that might provide
empirical grounding for these observations, we needed to
operationalize a notion of “seniority.” This is an aspect of social
organization toward which Vietnamese conversationalists
are pervasively oriented since in almost any context a
speaker must take such relations into account in designing
a situationally appropriate utterance. This is seen most
obviously in the terms used for interlocutor reference.
As is well-established in the sociolinguistic and linguistic
anthropological literature, the default means for accomplishing
interlocutor reference in Vietnamese across a very wide range
of contexts involves the use, not of pronouns, but rather of kin
terms.10

Moreover, in Vietnamese there are no reciprocally used kin
terms and, as such, interlocutor reference by such means results
in a continuous display of relative seniority.11 For instance, a
speaker may self-refer using a term such as anh ‘elder brother’ or

partial reformulation of the trouble source speaker’s talk- is vulnerable to

being heard as an assertion of agency (essentially a claim to independent

authorship, something discussed in much work on alternate responses to

polar questions, see, for instance, Enfield and Sidnell, 2015, 2017). This again

may a�ect the distribution of such practices between seniors and juniors.

There is also the issue of “multifunctionality” which we discuss with respect

to the [repeat] + question particle format. A given practice of speaking can,

of course, be used in more than one way, and this has implications for its

distribution. The [repeat] + question particle format, for instance, is routinely

used by a junior interlocutor in way which appears assistive, supportive,

attentive. However, as we show below, it can also be used in a very di�erent

way as a practice for something like interrogation, and this has implications

for its distribution. Finally, there is the ever-present issue of “collateral e�ects”

which, again, can play a role in shaping distributional patterns (Sidnell and

Enfield, 2012; Enfield and Sidnell, 2017). The point, then, is that an analysis of

candidate understandings would require a case-by-case consideration. This

falls beyond the scope of the present report.

10 To clarify, in Vietnamese and several other languages of the region, kin

terms and other noun phrases are used to refer to speaker and addressee

and as direct arguments of the verb. They are thus used in syntactic

positions otherwise occupied by pronouns in many languages especially

those belonging to the Indo-European family. For this reason, some linguists

suggest that kin terms are themselves pronouns (see Pham, 2011 for

discussion). An alternative approach describes the behavior of kin terms in

these languages under the heading of “imposters” (see especially Kaufman,

2014).
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chi. ‘elder sister’ while referring to the addressee as em ‘younger
sibling’. These relations of seniority cannot be read directly from
the ages of participants for several reasons, some of which are
important to the analysis of repair initiation that follows. First, if
two persons are born in the same calendar year, they may consider
themselves true peers and avoid the use of sibling terms that
necessarily convey relative seniority. Second, in some contexts and
in some social relations, relative seniority is exaggerated whereas
in others it is understated. Specifically, a difference of 5 years may
be treated as significant in one dyad but not in another.12 For
these reasons, in order to operationalize seniority, we can’t simply
correlate some particular aspect of the speech behavior with the
relative ages of the participants. Rather, we have to look at the
ways in which the participants themselves orient to such relations,
for instance in their practices of interlocutor reference, and use
these orientations as a guide to understanding other aspects of their
conduct.13

Open class repair initiation

Our collection included 20 cases of open class repair initiation
(see Table 3). In open class repair initiation, a speaker indicates that
there is a problem with the immediately preceding turn (or TCU,
see Robinson, 2014) but does not locate some particular item or
aspect of it as the trouble source. Of these 20 cases, 18 involved the
use of an interjection (e.g., ha?) while just two involved the use of
a question word. In total, 13 of the 18 cases of open class repair
initiation with an interjection were addressed by a senior toward
a junior co-participant. In two, the relation was reversed and in
three cases speaker and recipient treated one another as true peers
by avoiding the use of kin terms.14 It is also worth noting that in

11 Although the semantics of Vietnamese kinship terms suggest that they

are never reciprocally usable (e.g., the twomembers of a dyad cannot both be

“elder brother” to the other), Sidnell and Shohet (2013) discuss one exception

to the rule.

12 A third way in which relations of seniority do not map directly from

relative age is not at issue in our study but should nevertheless bementioned.

In relations between family members, seniority in the ascending (or second

ascending) generation is prioritized over seniority in ego’s generation such

that, for example, the 13 year old son of a younger brother addresses his 11

year old cousin as anh “elder brother/cousin.”

13 In Vietnamese, at least in the kinds of interactions we are considering

here, speakers make relations of relative seniority explicit every time they

refer to themselves or to their addressee(s). While there are conditions under

which the terms can change over time (e.g., if a person becomes a parent

terms of reference may change, if two persons become more intimate, they

may change), in all the interactionswe consider, they do not do so. This is not,

then, a matter of “taking a stance”. We use the term “seniority” in its standard

sense to refer to positions in an age-based and, in this case, fully-ratified

system of social stratification. In sum, seniority is not something which is

interactionally negotiated—it is largely a function of age, with some minor

qualifications (see footnote 12).

14 Ba and Hoàn in VNR 12 are same age peers and do not use sibling or

other kin terms to address one another or to self-refer.

TABLE 3 Distribution of two formats for open class repair initiation.

Senior➔
Junior

Junior➔
Senior

Not
applicable

Interjection 13 2 3

Q word 1 1 0

TOTAL 14 3 3

two of the recordings sampled there were no instances of this repair
initiation format.

The example presented as (4) illustrates the use of an
interjection to initiate repair. Here (senior, male) Thanh and
(junior, female) Phuong have been talking about a time that they
went together, along with Giang, to sing karaoke in Ho Chi Minh
City. Thanh asks Phuong to guess howmuch it cost and, after some
talk in which Phuong indicates that Thanh already told her how
much it was, she produces the turn in line 03-04.

(4) Open Class - Interjection (VNR05, 25:07)

03 P: Ở ąấy tám mươi nghìn
LOC there eight ten thousand
It is eighty thousand

04 mô. t tiếng ąúng không

one hour correct Q
per hour there, right?

05 T: Ha?

Huh
Huh?

06 P: Tám mươi nghìn
eight ten thousand
Eighty thousand

07 mô. t tiếng ąúng không

one hour correct Q
per hour there, right?

08 T: Ừ.
Yes
Yes.

Here then the senior co-participant initiates repair of the
junior co-participant’s talk using an interjection that does
not indicate which aspect or component of the immediately
preceding turn is the trouble source. In attempting to resolve
the problem, the speaker of the trouble source produces a
near-exact repeat of her turn, one that preserves not only the
informational content of the prior talk but also its status as a
polar interrogative.

The other open class repair initiation format involves the use of
the question word cái gì?.15 For instance, in the following case, Hà
has been telling the others about an awkward exchange she had with
their superior at work. This involved inviting the superior (Hiền)
to a party to celebrate Hà’s daughter’s acceptance to a prestigious

15 Such uses of cái gì are distinguishable from closed class uses (illustrated

by 1 above) by intonation, by response and, in many cases at least, by

sequential position.
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college. This was made awkward, in the first place, by the fact that
Hiền also has a daughter of the same age, whom, the co-participants
surmise, had not been similarly successful with her applications.
But the awkwardness was exacerbated whenHiền askedHàwhether
she expected the party-goers to pay money, which is to say give a
gift of cash to Hà’s daughter. Hà’s talk about these matters has been
directed primarily to Tiến while Mai and Lê. have been occasionally
talking between themselves. Here, however, Mai has, at line 06,
asked Hà whether Hà told Hiền the reason for the party when she
invited her.

(5) Open Class - Question word (VNR20, 23:47)

05 M: Lúc em mời chi. Hiền

time YS invite ES Hien
When you invited Hien,

06 em có nói lí do không.
YS Q say reason Q
did you tell her the reason for the party?

07 H: Em không nói lí do,

YS NEG say reason
I didn’t tell her the reason,

08 nhưng chắc chi. hiểu ngay,
but certainly ES understand immediately
but I guess she understood right away,

09 chi. la. i bảo chứ,
ES PRT say PRT
she said,

10 thế nào[:: ( )
how
How

11 M: [Nga. i thế nhở
awkward how
How awkward

12 H: Nga. i thế. Sao em la. i thế nhở.
awkward how why YS PRT like that
So awkward! “Why did you do that?

13 Tiền nong như thế nào ąây.
money insert like that here
Just to talk about money like that!”

14 Có phải ąóng tiền không.

Q must pay money Q
“Should we pay money?”

15 M: Ơ.
Oh
Oh

16 H: Chi. hỏi em câu ąấy ąấy

ES ask YS sentence PRT PRT
She asked me that question.

17 M: Cái gì?

CL Q
What?

18 H: Em bảo chi. hỏi em
I say ES ask YS
I said, “You asked me

19 có phải ąóng tiền không,

Q must pay money Q
‘must we pay money?”’

20 em bảo sao da. o này

YS said why time this
I said, “why are

21 chi. kém cái ąô. lãng ma. n ąi thế.
ES less CL degree romantic PRT PRT
you being so insensitive these days?”

22 M: Thâ. t á

true PRT
Oh really?

Three observations about this case are the following. First,
although the turn in line 17 clearly initiates repair, it does this not
by means of an interjection but rather with a question word, cái gì?
‘what?’. Second, this is produced with a marked and exaggerated
prosody and in this way not only initiates repair but also conveys
Mai’s surprise. Third, the repair itself in line 18-19 involves not just
repeating the reporting frame but also substituting direct reported
speech for the indexical expression used in line 16 (câu ąấy :có

phải ąóng tiền không).
These open class repair initiation formats are equivalent in the

sense that they do not locate a particular aspect or component of
the prior talk as the source of trouble (see Ochs’ “minimal grasp”
description). Moreover, by not attempting to fix the problem, the
one initiating repair in this way seems to push the responsibility
for this on to the trouble source speaker. Indeed, the default
assumption appears to be that responsibility for the trouble lies with
its speaker and these formats do nothing to defease an inference
based on such an assumption.16

Beyond these basic similarities, the question-word format
requires more articulatory effort than does the interjection (see
Dingemanse et al., 2013; Enfield et al., 2013). The interjection
consists of a single syllable and is composed of a mid, central vowel
and a consonant produced with minimal obstruction of the throat
and mouth. Furthermore, the interjection has no stable, context-
independent semantic meaning. In comparison, the question-word
format is two-syllables and is composed of two lexical segments
(cái is a general classifer, gì is a question word equivalent to
English “what”).

These two formats thus differ in terms of what Peirce described
as the material qualities of the sign. Specifically, production of the
question word requires slightly more effort and thus can potentially
convey more (other-) attentiveness than the interjection. More
importantly, the question word format is more amenable to
modulation by intonation allowing for the display of, for instance,
“surprise” and “astonishment” (see Ha and Grice, 2017). For these
reasons and others, the two formats are not always interchangeable
or equivalent. The distributional skewing is apparent only in the
interjection-based OCRIs where we find that 13 of 15 (or 86.6%)
instances are addressed by a senior toward a junior participant.17

We can extend our analysis and provide further evidence for it
through consideration of a non-conforming case. In (6), below, the
three young men have been talking amongst themselves when the

16 Compare here apology-based formats for open-class repair initiation,

discussed by Robinson 2006. See also footnote 2 above.

17 We thank a reviewer for insisting on the importance of this distinction

between the two formats.
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(female) server sits down, off camera, at a nearby table. Kiên looks
over, gazing in her direction for a few seconds before producing
the talk in line 01. Taking notice of the server’s t-shirt, upon which
are pictured two large bird wings, Kiên asks whether, when wearing
this shirt, she can fly. The question is based on a noticing of a
feature of the setting which has, to this point, not been a focus of
attention. Not surprisingly, then, the server, whom Kiên addresses
as em ‘younger sibling’, initiates repair. The situation in some sense
demands open class repair initiation since what is at issue is the
action that Kiên means to be doing, this coming out of “left-field”
with little if any common ground having been already established
(on this use of open class repair initiators, see Drew, 1997; Sidnell,
2010b, p. 122–124).

(6) Open Class – interjection (VNR12, 2: 15)

01 K: Mă. c áo ąấy có bay ąược không em?

wear shirt that Q fly achieve Q YS?
Wearing that shirt you can fly?

02 N: Da. ?

Yes?
03 K: Mă. c áo ąấy có bay ąược không.

wear shirt that Q fly achieve Q
Wearing that shirt you can fly?

04 N: Sắp bay ąược.=
about fly achieve
Just about to fly.

05 K: =Hi-hi-he-hhhh-heh-hehe-hehe

What we want to notice here is that the server, who is addressed
as junior with em ‘younger sibling’, initiates repair not with ha? as
Thanh did in (4) above, or with cái gì? as Mai did in (5) but rather
with da. ?. In addition to its use as a repair initiator, this form is
also used to convey deference to the addressee (i.e., as a “respect
particle,” see, e.g., Thompson, 1987; Shohet, 2013).18 Thus, we find
that in one of the rare instances that a junior uses an open class
format to initiate repair of a senior participant’s talk, they do so
by means of a particle that is understood to convey deference to
the addressee.

Initiating repair with a repeat19

An open class repair initiation, whether formed with a question
word or an interjection, does not identify a specific aspect or

18 Thompson (1987, p. 260) describes this form as a “polite responsive

particle, signalling a courteous reaction to the speech of another speaker.”

Our analysis is that the speaker attempted to ward o� unwanted inferences

associated with OCRI by using a word that is prototypically associated

with the expression of deference to alter (a good deal of e�ort is invested

in socializing children to its use in speaking to members of ascending

generations, see Shohet, 2013).

19 Most of the cases we discuss involve the use of a repeat with an

appended question particle. There is one case, 7, in which, however, there

is no appended particle. This points to the fact that, under certain conditions,

the interrogative character of the repair initiating turn is conveyed by means

other than a particle though, in our collection, not by intonation. In 7,

the repeat is marked as a confirmation requesting question by a distinctive

component of the prior turn as the trouble source. Rather, it
merely signals a problem and leaves it to the speaker of the
trouble source to determine what is required for its resolution.
In contrast, a repeat-formatted repair initiation identifies very
precisely that part of the prior talk that is being treated as a
source of trouble (see, inter alia, Jefferson, 1972; Hayashi et al.,
2013). Moreover, when a participant initiates repair in this way
they take on almost all of the work needed to achieve resolution.
The speaker of the trouble source is merely asked to confirm

facial expression and also by momentarily held mutual gaze (in addition to

the epistemic asymmetry it presupposes). Reviewers wondered whether the

repeat-formatted turns we discuss here are truly initiating repair. Wemaintain

that whether these are characterized as repair initiators or something else

makes no di�erence to our larger argument and indeed amounts to a binning

exercise in any case (on binning, see Enfield and Sidnell, 2017). That said,

there are good reasons for describing these as repair initiators if we take

it that repair, by definition, involves [1] a break in “progressivity” and so

a digression away from the main line of action and toward the task of

fixing a problem with something already said, [2] an attempt to resolve

what is treated as a problem or potential problem of speaking, hearing

or understanding (as evidenced by the fact the turn in question elicits a

confirming response from the trouble source speaker). Every one of our

cases satisfies both these conditions. Indeed, we held the production of a

confirmation (whether realized as a vocalization, a head nod or in some

other way) as a strict criterion for inclusion in the collection, i.e., we only

included cases in which, however obvious the meaning and significance of

the trouble source utterance appeared, to us, to be, the participants treated it

as, at least momentarily, in question. Finally, we want to register the fact that

categorizing a given utterance as the initiation of repair does not preclude

the possibility that it might ALSO and SIMULTANEOUSLY be accomplishing

a wide range of other conversational “actions” such as marking the previous

talk as noteworthy, important, a possible basis for further talk, and so on.

Indeed, repair initiation always seems to implicate other actions or functions.

Scheglo� et al. (1977) and Je�erson (1987 and elsewhere) made this point

in their pioneering work on the topic. One reviewer also asks whether

these turns might not be analyzed as “newsmarks”. These turns do not

serve to open up topics for further elaboration as newsmarks typically do.

Rather, they mark what is said as potentially important by requesting that

the original speaker confirm another participant’s “hearing” (and by extension

understanding), i.e., the part of the talk that is repeated. Notice that in all

our examples, the third position confirmation closes the sequence and the

talk either returns to what was being done before repair was initiated or

develops in another direction (with 12 as a possible exception, but of a

rather special sort). All in all, these are near-standard cases of other-initiated

repair. Another reviewer suggests along similar lines that these turns might

be analyzed as “acknowledging new information”, noting that they often

occur in third position after a question-answer sequence and suggesting that

this is a “typical location for acknowledging new information, whereas repair

initiations are not tied to any sequential position.” It is true that the repeat-

formatted turn does tend to occur in third position (relative to a preceding

question and response/answer). However, there is a crucial di�erence in the

cases we consider which is seen in the fact that they elicit confirmation. Note

that “acknowledging new information” is not, in and of itself, interrogative

i.e., it does not request confirmation that the information acknowledged was

properly understood, heard etc.. The caseswe consider do involve something

like the “acknowledgement of new information” (we prefer to say that they

mark what was said as important, noteworthy etc. since it may not always
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or disconfirm.20 For these reasons, repair initiation in this mode
can appear solicitous, even obsequious. Consider the following
case (7) in which the participants, all of whom work at the
same health insurance company, are talking about a time that
Tiến hosted a gathering at his house which is some distance
from Hanoi. Mai, the oldest person in the group, is explaining,
in line 05, that she was busy that day and so couldn’t come.
By gazing at Tiến while she says this, Mai indicates that she
is addressing him specifically with her talk. However, although
Tiến does appear to produce some response (barely audible
on the recording), it is Lê. who is most active in taking up
Mai’s talk. Thus, in overlap with the last word of Mai’s turn,
but at a point where it is surely projectable, Lê. repeats Chi.
không sang ąược ‘You [elder sister] didn’t get to come’ (thereby
addressing Mai as chi. ‘elder sister’). While produced with no
appended particle, the repeat clearly invites confirmation from
Mai by virtue of the epistemic asymmetry it indexes. Mai, who
is still gazing at Tiến as she completes her turn in line 05, first
acknowledges Tiến’s contribution with a slight head nod (line 08)
and then, shifting her gaze to Lê. , responds to the repeat repair
initiation again with a brief responsive and confirming head nod
(line 08-09).

(7) Repeat (VNR20, 20:32)

03 T: Chả muốn sửa
NEG want fix
I don’t want to fix it.

04 M: Hôm sang nhà Tiến chi. bâ. n cái gì này,

day come house Tiến ES busy CL Q PRT
The day that you had people over,

05 nên chi. không sang [ąược.
so ES NEG come get
I was busy so didn’t get to come

06 T: [( )]
07 L: [Chi. không sang ąược,=

ES NEG come get
You didn’t get to come

08 M: =Mhm= ((M begins while gazing at T, starts to shift
gaze toward L, while continuing to nod.
M & L achieve momentary mutual gaze.))

09 L: =Mm ((L nods - composed of slight upward
movement then down toward table,
gaze fixes on bowl.))

be “news”) but they do this by means of a request for confirmation that this

“information” was properly understood etc.. In this they are repair initiations

that make a confirming response conditionally relevant (and are unlike other

third turn “acknowledgement” responses such as English “oh” which do not,

or need not). In sum, “acknowledgement” does not capture the “illocutionary

force” of the turns in question which is fundamentally interrogative (as are all

other-initiations of repair).

20 Indeed, confirmation is commonly given using an interjectionwhich, like

that used to initiate repair, iconically represents the limited e�ort that went

into its production. Taking this observation further, we note that confirmation

is often so minimal as to be nearly inaudible and invisible, e.g., just a slight

redirection of gaze in case (6) along with an extremely subtle head nod.

10 H: Em mời lần nữa ąi

YS invite time again PRT
Invite us sisters one more time

11 cho các chi. sang,

give PL ES come
so we can visit,

12 khổ, chi. Dung cũng không ąược sang
unfortunately ES Dung also NEG get come
Dung also didn’t get to come.

In a case like this, there’s little sense of any actual problem of
hearing or understanding. Rather, the repair initiation seems more
“assistive.” Mai is making an excuse and Lê. , by initiating repair with
a confirmation requesting repeat, appears to support this effort.

Consider also the case presented as (8). Here the student
research assistant who filmed the interaction (X) has been adjusting
some of the equipment and, at line 57, announces that he will
be sitting in the lower area of the restaurant while the video is
recording, referring to himself as anh ‘elder brother’ in doing
so. After a slight pause the assistant seems ready to continue
speaking but Hiền initiates repair by repeating what he has said
and appending a question particle (à). The assistant confirms with
Ừ, an affirmative response particle or interjection that is considered
appropriate with junior interlocutors.

(8) Repeat (VNR10, 2:12)

56 X: Rồi! mấy chi. em cứ ngồi.
there PL ES YS just sit
Ok then! You ladies just sit here.

57 Anh ngồi dưới tầng mô. t (1.0) hh
EB sit below floor one
I will sit downstairs.

58 H: Anh ngồi dưới tầng mô. t à

EB sit below floor one PRT
You will sit downstairs eh?

59 X: Ừ
Yes
Yes.

What we see in these cases then is that, coincident with a
displayed orientation to asymmetrical status relations, participants
in these conversations routinely use a repeat-formatted repair
initiation not to deal with any obvious problem of hearing or
understanding (after all they hear/understand well enough to be
able to repeat the prior talk essentially verbatim) but rather to
support or assist a senior interlocutor. What junior interlocutors
do with these repair initiations, it seems, is to show a more
senior person that they have been heard and understood. There
is no sense, across the various cases collected, that the “sense” or
“meaning” of the speaker’s repeated words is being questioned or
challenged and so on (see Robinson and Kevoe-Feldman, 2010;
Sidnell, 2010b; Robinson, 2013). But neither are these repeated bits
of talk being merely “registered” (see Persson, 2015).21

21 We did collect several cases in which repeats are used to register and

to acknowledge some prior talk. Often this is accompanied by a shift in gaze

away from the speaker of the repeated talk (suggesting that no response is

expected). Question particles are not appended to such registering repeats.
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Even more remarkable are cases involving a specific sequence
in which the junior participant asks a question, receives an answer
and then initiates repair of the answer-turn by repeating some
portion of it and appending a question particle. In doing so, the
junior participant treats the senior participant’s talk as something
important and worthy of extra attention. Consider the following
case in which Giang asks Phuong if she is planning to return
to her natal village the following day. After the question is
asked, there is some intervening talk between Phuong and Hung
about another matter and, as such, Phuong’s answer to Giang
is slightly displaced (and designed in a way sensitive to that
displacement). Phuong’s eventual answer in line 65 affirms that
she will return home tomorrow. Giang then initiates repair by
repeating mai “tomorrow” and appending the question particle à.
As the two maintain mutual gaze, Phuong confirms with a subtle
head nod.

(9) Repeat (VNR05, 14:40)

62 G: Mai chi. về quê à=

tomorrow ES return natal village PRT
Going home tomorrow?

62 H: =Ði từ lúc bầy giờ mà lên Giảng Võ
go from at that time PRT up Giang Vo
If you were coming up Giảng Võ

63 Làm gì mà lâu thế.
make Q PRT long PRT
Why did it take so long?

64 P: Ði: tắc ąường.
go traffic jam
Traffic

65 P: Mai chi. về

tomorrow ES return
Going home tomorrow.

66 G: Mai à

tomorrow PRT
Tomorrow?

67 (0.6) ((P and G mutual gaze, G nods slightly
then P gives confirmation head nod.))

68 Hôm nào lên. Chủ nhâ. t hay thứ hai

day which up Sunday or Monday
When are you coming back? Sunday or Monday?

69 P: Chủ nhâ. t. À, chắc sáng thứ hai

Sunday uh probably morning Monday
Sunday. Or probably Monday morning.

So here Giang, the junior participant, asks a question and, after

it is answered, seeks confirmation of the answer with a repeat-
formatted repair initiation. Formally, then, this is what has been
described as a post-expansion repair sequence (see Schegloff, 2007;

Sidnell, 2010a). Now we might suppose that in this case the repair
sequence is prompted by the intervening talk (which displaces the
response in relation to the question it answers) but many of the
instances we collected cannot be explained in this way. For example,

consider the following in which junior Lê. asks senior Mai what she
is having to drink. After Mai answers, Lê. responds by requesting
confirmation with a repair initiation that combines repetition with
some lexical expansion and a question particle (that is, Mai’s tha. ch
“jelly” is expanded to sữa chua tha. ch “yogurt with jelly”).

(10) Repeat (VNR20, 23:02)

84 L: Thế cái này là cái gì chi.
so CL PROX is CL Q ES
What is this?

85 M: Tha. ch.

jelly
Jelly.

86 L: Cà phê tha. ch à- ah:: sữa chua tha. ch à
coffee jelly PRT- ah:: yogurt jelly PRT
Coffee jelly eh? Uh:: yogurt with jelly eh?

87 M: Ừ
yes
Yes.

In this case, the junior participant (Lê.) fills out and significantly
expands the senior participant’s talk.22 Similarly, in (11), junior
participant Liễu is asking senior participant Thanh where she
(along with Hiền and Quý, also present) go swimming. Liễu’s first
attempt to pose the question in line 35 is produced in overlap with
talk by Hiền and she reasks the question in line 36 now referring
to the addressee and the others as các chi. “elder sisters.” After
both Thanh and Hiền respond, Liễu requests confirmation with a
repeat-formatted repair initiation in line 39. This is confirmed by
Hiền in line 40 (and possibly by Thanh at the same time) and Liễu
subsequently acknowledges the confirmation with ah in line 41.

(11) Repeat (VNR10, 5:00)

35 H: Nó bảo tuần sau ąi bơi
3 say week next go swim
He said we’ll go swimming next week.

36 L: Các chi. bơi ở ąâu.
PL ES swim where
Where do you all go swimming?

37 T: Bơi ở Ði.nh Công.

swim at Ði.nh Công
We swim at Ði.nh Công.

38 H: Bơi ở ąi.nh công ấy.

swim at Ði.nh Công PRT
We swim at Ði.nh Công.

39 L: Ði.nh công á

Ði.nh Công PRT
Ði.nh Công eh?

40 H: Ừ. ((head nod))
yes
Yeh.

41 L: Ah.

ah
Ah.

A final case, (12), illustrates the different ways in which senior
and junior participants manage these interrogative sequences.
Here, junior (Hoàng) Anh interrupts senior Dung’s talk to ask if
she will go on a day-trip that has been planned by their employer
for the following day. Orienting to Dung’s status as her senior,

22 Although, it should be noted, the talk here does not distinguish this from

some other menu item as “jelly” is always served with yoghurt.
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Anh asks, Mai chi. có ąi không “Are you (=elder sister) going
tomorrow?” Dung answers in the affirmative and Anh then requests
confirmation with a repeat-formatted repair initiation in line 33.

(12) Repeat (VNR32, 02:46)

28 D: Hôm vừa rồi làm thứ bảy
day recent already work day seven
Recently I worked on a Saturday

29 là vì tưởng là

because thought COMP
because I thought that

30 vớt [vát ąược mô. t tí

extra get one little
I could make some extra money.

31 A: [Mai chi. có ąi không

tomorrow ES Q go Q
Are you going tomorrow?

32 D: Có

have
yes

33 A: Mai ąi à ((A nodding))
tomorrow go PRT ((D head nod in TRP))
Tomorrow you’re going?

34 D: Mai Hoàng Anh ąi không

tomorrow Hoàng Anh go Q
Are you going tomorrow?

35 A: Không. Em không ąi.

NEG. YS NEG go
No. I’m not going.

Notice that at line 34 Dung asks the same question of Anh
that Anh asked of her—i.e., whether she is going tomorrow. After
Anh answers, in line 35, Dung does not request confirmation of
that answer. Rather, there is a slight lull in the talk and then Anh
continues by explaining that she has other plans for the day.

In these sequences of talk then, by using a repeat formatted
repair initiation to request confirmation of a just given answer, the
junior participant treats the senior participant’s talk as something
of particular importance, something that the junior participant
is concerned to get “right.” At the same time, all the repeat-
formatted repair initiations involve the participant initiating repair
taking on more of the work than the participant who produced the
trouble source. The senior participant, the trouble source speaker, is
required only to confirm, typically with a minimal interjection or in
many cases just a slight head nod, that which the junior participant
formulates. The relative effort involved here then diagrams their
different entitlements and responsibilities—A junior participant is
expected to make efforts to support, to anticipate and to do their
best to figure out what a senior participant means to say. A senior
participant is required only to produce the most minimal kinds of
confirming responses (see Wu, 2008 for a partially parallel analysis
of Mandarin).23

23 A reviewer asks us to clarify what we mean by “interactional e�ort” and

specifically to say what range of phenomena we mean to include under

this heading (e.g., “phonetic production”, “sequential projection”). We do

not know in advance of an empirical investigation what might be included

here but it seems obvious that in some basic sense producing two syllables

involves more e�ort than producing one, and producing a repeat-formatted

We have observed, in the cases shown above, that the repair
initiation seems intended to assist or support the speaker whose talk
is being repeated. This appears to be a quite general and pervasive
feature of the examples we collected and fits with the broader
distributional pattern. In 21 of the 30 cases we collected (or 70%),
it was the junior rather than the senior participant who used the
repeat-formatted initiation. That said, the distributional pattern
for the [repeat] + particle format is significantly more complex
than for the open class interjection format we have considered
above. This greater complexity is the result of two factors. First,
use of an open class repair initiator is significantly constrained by
a proscriptive norm which does not apply in the case of repeat-
formatted initiations. Specifically, open class repair initiators are
considered to be “rude” or “abrupt” and so not appropriately
addressed to a recipient who is the speaker’s senior. Second, in
the case of repeat-formatted initiations, there are several distinct
contextual configurations that provide for an appropriate occasion
of use or, put another way, there are several distinct uses to which
this format can be put. The numerical distribution is skewed
(toward a use by juniors toward seniors) because of inferences that
may rather thanmust accompany its use and because of the kind of
interactional work it can but need not do.

Notice then that in the cases we have so far considered
the use of a repeat-formatted initiation implicitly positions alter
as an epistemic authority, i.e., as in a position to confirm or
disconfirm that which is targeted for repair. In the cases we have
examined, this epistemic authority flows, at least in part, from
the fact that alter is the author of the talk upon which repair is
initiated. But other epistemic considerations can easily override the
importance of seniority, resulting in uses of this format by seniors
to initiate repair of a junior’s talk. For instance, in one case, a
senior accountant uses this format to initiate repair of talk by a
junior nurse about which exams are required in order to complete
a university medical degree. In another case, a senior initiates
repair on a junior’s talk about the place that the junior’s wife is
currently working.

More striking are cases in which the format of [repeat] +

particle serves quite different interactional ends. Whereas this
format often, indeed typically, has an assistive or supportive
character to it, in a small number of cases it serves agonistic
ends. The fragment shown as (13) below provides an example
of this somewhat unusual pattern in which a junior interlocutor
is interrogated by a senior one. Here the senior interlocutor
(H) is questioning the junior (L) about something construable
as behavior expected of a good or pious Vietnamese woman—
prayer—and uses the repeat-formatted repair initiation to
do this, and specifically the Q-A-RI-C sequence we have
described above.

interrogative involves more e�ort than producing an injection such as huh?

(and not just in terms of production). For these reasons, we believe that

these are two aspects of the same phenomenon—one in which more senior

participants are expected to expend less energy than junior participants.

This resonates with widely reported cultural patterns across Southeast Asian

speech communities in which relative seniority and in some cases power is

associated with silence and immobility. For two classic studies that make this

point in very di�erent contexts and in di�erent ways, see Anderson (1991) on

Java and Rosaldo (1980) on the Ilongot.
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FIGURE 1

Two illustrative dyads.

(13) VNR_10_NTT_08_31_12_01A

27 H: Nhà Liễu có cúng r`̆am không

house Liễu Q pray mid-month Q
In your house, do you pray on the full moon?

28 L: Không.

NEG
No

29 H: Không cúng r`̆am à

NEG pray mid-month PRT
Don’t pray on the full moon eh?

30 (0.2)
31 L: Không cúng.

NEG pray
Don’t pray.

32 H: Có cúng không

Q pray NEG
Do you pray at all?

33 L: ((shakes head, but does not look at H))
34 H: Không à

NEG PRT
No, eh?

35 Thế có ăn không, sinh nhâ. t không

then Q eat Q, birthday Q
Do you eat? Birthdays?

36 (.) R`̆am không

full moon Q
Full moon?

36 L: Hi (0.2) Sinh nhâ. t á. Sinh nhâ. t ai.

birthday PRT birthday who
Birthday? Whose birthday?

Here then senior H uses this practice to insist upon
greater explicitness by L and to treat L’s answers as insufficient.
Notice that insufficiency of response is conveyed in the repair
initiator at line 29 by expanding the answer given, reworking
this as a repeat-confirmation rather than an interjection (on

the various implications attending these alternate confirmation
formats, apparently cross-linguistically, see, inter alia, Heritage and
Raymond, 2012; Enfield and Sidnell, 2015). The same can be said
of the repair initiation at line 34 which marks the immediately
preceding non-verbal response (a lateral head shake, while looking
down toward the table rather than at H) as insufficient by
“repeating” its propositional meaning as không “no” and appending
a question particle (and thereby requesting confirmation).

Two illustrative dyads

Our argument about the division of labor in this domain and
specifically the expectation that junior participants shoulder more
responsibility for the maintenance of intersubjectivity than their
senior interlocutors can be further illustrated by a consideration
of some exemplary dyads (see Figure 1). For instance, in VNR 05,
senior Thanh twice initiates repair of junior Hung’s talk using an
interjection, whereas Hung never initiates repair of Thanh’s talk in
this way. At the same time, Hung does initiate repair of Thanh’s
prior turn with a repeat-formatted initiation, while Thanh does
not employ this format with Hung. This asymmetry correlates
with a particular pattern of interlocutor reference in which Hung
addresses Thanh as anh ‘elder brother’ and self-refers with em

‘younger sibling’ while Thanh addresses Hung as chú ‘mother’s
younger brother’ and self-refers as anh. This use of chú involves a
shift of the referential origo to Thanh’s non-existent child and in this
way highlights his own seniority vis-à-vis Hung (see Luong, 1984,
1990; Luong and Sidnell, 2020 for further discussion).

In VNR 20 a similar kind of pattern can be observed in the
conduct of senior Mai and junior Lê. . Whereas Lê. several times
initiates repair of Mai’s talk using the repeat-formatted repair
initiation in ways that, as noted, seem other-attentive if not slightly
obsequious (see examples 6 and 9 and discussion thereof), Mai
initiates repair of Lê. ’s talk with an open class interjection format.
This is shown in (14) below:
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(14) Open Class—Interjection (VNR20, 28:04)

729 L: Ơ chi. Dung hôm nay ąược làm muô. n mô. t tí à.
ES Dung today get do late one bit PRT

Dung is allowed to come back a bit later, isn’t she?
730 M: Há ((Mutual gaze M and L))

Huh?
731 L: ◦mô. t giờ hơn rồi.◦

one hour more PRT
After one o’clock

Here then Lê. remarks, somewhat out of the blue, that a co-
worker named Dung has been given permission to return late
from lunch. Mai initiates repair with an interjection, and Lê.
repairs the problem by specifying how much extra time Dung has
been given.

What is particularly remarkable about this dyad is that while
Lê. addresses Mai as chi. ‘elder sister’, Mai addresses Lê. not with em

‘younger sibling’ but with the non-honorific second person singular
pronoun, mày. While Mai is the oldest of the four co-participants,
Lê. is the only one that she addresses in this way.

These two dyads illustrate, at the interactional level, the more
general pattern visible in the aggregate. Looking at these particular
cases it is possible to see the way that these practices of repair
initiation (and repair generally) constitute one part of a larger set
of norms that shape interaction according to the relative seniority
of the participants.

Conclusion

In a tour de force exploration of discursive practice and
linguistic meaning in Vietnamese, Hy van Luong suggested that the
pragmatic significance of person referring expressions (including
kin terms, titles, names and pronouns) can only be understood in
relation to competing models of and for reality (Luong, 1984, 1990,
the notion of a model “of and for reality” is adapted from Geertz,
1973: 93). The pragmatic significance of kin-terms, in particular,
is construable in relation to either of two contradictory models.
Luong (1990, p. 50) explains:

Of the two structurally opposed models in Vietnamese
kinship, one is male-oriented, and the other, non-male-
oriented. One is based on the rigid separation of the sexes, and
the other, on the unity of opposite-sex individuals. One has as
its key unit a spatially bound but temporally unbound entity,
and the other, a spatially unbound but temporally bound one.
One is constructed in terms of the linear conception of time,
and the other, a cyclical conception.

Construed in terms of the male-oriented model, ho. ‘last name,
family name, family’ refers to a “locally based patrilineage.”
Construed in terms of the non-male-oriented model this same
term refers to a “bilateral kindred.” Luong further suggests that
these alternative kinship-relational models “conjoin at one level
and contradict each other at another.” As he writes:

. . . these models conjoin in that they are constructed out
of the same elements (genealogy and behavioral patterns).
Second, both are encompassed within an overarching organic

unity framework that emphasizes, in the native metapragmatic
awareness, solidarity and hierarchy among the members of the
same sociocultural unit.

At this level, then, the “organic unity framework” contrasts with
another possibility, which Luong refers to, drawing on the work
of Turner (1974), as a communitas alternative. Thus, construed in
relation to the organic unity framework, in either its male-oriented
or non-male oriented guises, the use of pronouns tao and mày, for
instance, suggests the absence (or suspension) of a relation based
on kinship or any other positively valenced social relation and thus,
by implication, contempt or denigration. Construed in relation
to the communitas alternative, however, these same forms convey
solidarity, extreme familiarity and even intimacy (see Zuckerman,
2023 for a similar case from Laos).

In this way, Luong recasts Durkheim’s notion of organic
solidarity (based on notions of differentiation and specialization
within a larger whole, here a family) as a semiotically mediating
ideological orientation rather that as the inevitable product of the
division of labor characteristic of a particular social formation.
We propose that the materials considered above fit well with this
conceptualization. Specifically, in the patterns of other initiated
repair here documented, we see a pervasive concern among
conversationalists with relations of relative seniority and with the
duties and entitlements that normatively attach to positions within
an asymmetrically organized social arrangement.

Does this suggest a system of exploitation similar to that which
Marx found in the division of labor associated with capitalism
and which Fishman proposed could also be identified in cross-sex
interactions among white middle-class Americans in the 1970s?
Two features of the present case speak against this. First, relations
of seniority lack the stability of class or gender relations within a

particular encounter. For instance, a participant may be positioned
as junior relative to one co-participant and as senior relative to
another. If the analysis proposed here is correct, such a participant
will be obligated to support the maintenance of intersubjectivity
at one moment and entitled to expect such support from another
at the next. Second, the relations of seniority which organize
the intersubjective division of labor lack the stability of class or
gender relations across the life course. Any given individual will find
themselves gradually occupying the senior role across more and
more interactional encounters as they age. For these reasons, the
division of labor we have identified here seems not to be a system
of exploitation per se, but rather an asymmetrical organization of
duties and entitlements.

To conclude, our study suggests that, in Vietnamese
conversation, participants are oriented to a normative division of
labor which demands junior interlocutors expend more effort than
senior ones in the maintenance of intersubjectivity. Specifically,
whereas senior interlocutors regularly initiate repair with a
form that pushes responsibility for the problem onto another
participant, junior interlocutors more often initiate repair in
ways that display close attention to, and detailed understanding
of, a senior interlocutor’s talk. In terms of larger theoretical
questions, our study points to some of the complex ways in
which the “social” bears on the “interactional.” We note that
much research in CA that attempts to address the question of
when and how perduring social facts bear on the organization
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of interaction focuses on participants’ invocation of these facts
(whether explicitly or implicitly). This approach appears to assume
that the social order is brought to bear on interaction when
the vernacular categories of everyday or institutional life (such
as, e.g., “men” and “women,” “queer” and “straight,” “old” and
“young” etc. for English) are imported into it. We have come at
the problem from a different direction, and this has revealed a
quite different way in which the social bears on the interactional.
Specifically, beginning with participants’ displayed orientations
to seniority (displayed, that is, in their selection of terms for
interlocutor reference), we discovered a robust correlation with
the practices involved in the other-initiation of repair. We have
proposed that this reflects an unequal distribution of the work
involved in the maintenance of intersubjectivity. Notice then
that the perduring facts of age are integrated, lockstep, with the
organization of interaction. Age is not being “invoked” by the
participants as relevant to the organization of interaction. Rather,
the practices of interaction are, in part, organized by reference to
it. But note also that the social facts (of age) which are built into
these sequences are not entirely isomorphic with the vernacular
categories of explicit reflection and ratiocination. Rather, “age”
is integrated as a wholly indexical variable (“indexical” in the
sense of Garfinkel, Sacks, and Schegloff), always calculated in
relation to the age of those others with whom a given participant
finds themselves interacting. The social is not, as it were, plucked
from the sky and made to serve interactional ends. Rather, the
social is woven into the warp and weft of interaction as it unfolds
moment-by-moment, turn-by-turn.
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Recognition in interaction: 
theoretical and empirical 
observations
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1 Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Helsinki, Helsinki, Finland, 2 Faculty of Social Sciences, 
Tampere University, Tampere, Finland

In the current paper we�aim to combine the theoretical ideas of recognition 
theory to conversation analytical, empirical observations. We� ask what 
recognition theories can give to conversation analysis, and vice versa. 
We� operate on a model of recognition that consists of three di�erent 
modes: respect, esteem, and love/care, and which distinguishes the levels of 
conversational actions and the attitudes of recognition manifested in such 
actions. In this study we�examine data examples from various conversational 
settings (institutional, quasi-experimental, family interaction) and activities 
(decision-making, storytelling), focusing on the more complex cases of 
(mis)recognition. We� show how recognition can appear both explicitly 
and implicitly in conversational sequences, and demonstrate how the 
levels of conversational actions and recognition can be�either congruent 
or incongruent with each other. At the end of the article, we�discuss the 
implications of this view for the interface of conversation analysis and 
sociological theory, arguing that it can inform and promote the development 
of interactionally based social and societal critique.

KEYWORDS

conversation analysis, recognition, misrecognition, interaction, sociological 
theory, solidarity, a�liation

1 Introduction

�e philosophy of recognition (Anerkennung) originates with Fichte and Hegel, who 
have theorized the social conditions of becoming a person. �ey claim that to be�a self-
conscious, free agent, one must be�recognized by other self-conscious, free agents. In 
recognizing someone, a person limits their own activities accordingly: lets the other 
be� free. In contemporary social and sociological theory, a recognition-theoretical 
approach to human existence has been advanced by, for example, Charles Taylor and Axel 
Honneth. Taylor (1992, p.�26) called recognition a “vital human need” and made a 
distinction between two forms of recognition: di�erence-blind politics of universality and 
di�erence-sensitive politics of di�erence (Taylor, 1995; see Laitinen, 2002). In Honneth’s 
theory (1995) three forms of recognition and self-relation were thematized: (1) respect 
and self-respect (2) social esteem and self esteem, and (3) love and self-con�dence. 
Honneth chose these three possible modes based on their explanatory and normative 
relevance in relation to critical social theory (Laitinen, 2002, p.�470). He�paid special 
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FIGURE�1

The ‘recognition triangle’ depicting the three modes of recognition: 
respect, esteem, and love/care.

attention to the normative expectations of recognition, and the 
experiences of su�ering from misrecognition, insults, 
and subordination.

In interaction theory, the idea of recognizing each other’s selves, 
while simultaneously letting others be�free from imposition, resonates 
with Brown and Levinson’s (1987) concepts of negative and positive 
politeness. Brown and Levinson have argued that interactants use 
various politeness strategies to protect each other’s social self-images, 
which they named as positive and negative face (cf. Go�man, 1955). 
Negative face refers to the human desire to be�free from imposition, 
whereas positive face refers to the human desire to be�validated by 
others. In recognition theoretical terms, negative politeness means 
freedom from misrecognition/mistreatment, and positive politeness 
the presence of positive recognition; positive a�rmation of one’s 
dignity (respect), merits (esteem), special standing (love/care). Brown 
and Levinson’s framework, however, only operates at the level of the 
design of individual actions or turns of talk (e.g., linguistic form). 
Conversation Analysis (CA) has brought the empirical analysis of 
these human desires to the level of sequences of talk (Clayman, 2002, 
p.�230). Politeness theory has been of relevance, for example, in the 
sequential analysis of preference structure and the maintenance of 
social solidarity and a�liation  in and through interaction 
(Clayman, 2002).

CA is a qualitative methodological program for studying video 
recordings of interactions with an aim to unravel the reoccurring 
interactional practices through which social actions are constructed 
(e.g., Scheglo�, 2007; Sidnell and Stivers, 2013). �e structural 
analysis of action in ordinary conversation relies on the notion that 
social interaction is informed by institutionalized structural 
organizations of practices to which participants are normatively 
oriented (Heritage, 2008, p.�303). It is this structural assumption, 
which is fundamentally associated with Go�man’s (1974) ‘Interaction 
Order’, that di�erentiates CA as an approach to the study of social 
action from, for example, sociolinguistics or the sociology of language 
(Heritage, 2008, p.�303). CA o�ers a ‘procedural approach’ to social 
action, operating on the level of sequential organization (Clayman, 
2002, p.�230). CA is thus its own enterprise, which focuses on talk-
in-interaction embedded in sequential context, and the orderliness 
that participants produce and to which they demonstrate their 
orientations (Maynard, 2013, p.� 28). Initially CA was a radically 
empirical enterprise (Haakana et�al., 2009). A founding principle has 
been not to impose external ideas or theories on the data but to focus 
on how the participants themselves orient to interactional 
phenomena. In our current endeavor, however, we�follow the authors 
such as Linell (2009) and Svennevig (2014), who have argued that 
many analytically interesting questions “go beyond the members’ 
perspective and call for situation-transcending theories about social 
interaction” (Svennevig, 2014, p.� 306; Linell, 2009; see also 
Koskinen, 2022).

In the current paper, we�combine the theoretical ideas concerning 
interpersonal recognition to empirical conversation analytic 
observations. We�operate on a model of recognition that consists of two 
or three di�erent modes of recognition, depending on how �ne-grained 
distinctions are used (cf. Honneth, 1995; Taylor, 1995; Laitinen, 2002). 
In this model, recognition is divided into the general dimensions of 
respect (recognition that one is a person, based on universality, and 

including positive responsiveness to one’s dignity and autonomy) and 
solidarity (recognition that one is a particular person, based on 
di�erence, and including positive responsiveness to one’s contributions, 
needs, and special relational standing). Solidarity, then, includes two 
distinct modes of recognition: the �rst is esteem, which can be�based on 
personalized positive qualities (what kind of person one is, including 
one’s personal merits and talents) or socially valued roles (e.g., 
profession). Esteem can also be�mediated based on the individual’s 
perceived category. �e second is love/care, which refers to recognition 
as a singular, irreplaceable individual (which unique person one is). As 
a result, we�may form a triangle of recognition that consists of respect 
(the dimension of respect), esteem and love/care (the dimension of 
solidarity) (see Figure�1). �is is Axel Honneth’s threefold theory of 
recognition re-interpreted so that both esteem and love/care are central 
to solidarity, though Honneth links solidarity only to esteem. Here 
we� follow Laitinen (2015). Apart from this conceptualization of 
solidarity as involving both the dimensions of esteem and love, we�do 
not propose any speci�c view on the possible tensions, 
interdependencies, or priorities of the three modes of recognition 
(respect, esteem, love), and the symbolism of the triangle intends to 
depict this relative independence. Di�erent theorists may meaningfully 
disagree, and our view is compatible with all major views that 
acknowledge these three modes of recognition (see, e.g., Hirvonen and 
Koskinen, 2022; Ikäheimo, 2022).

Respect regards persons qua persons (independently of what 
kind of person or which person is at stake). Both Honneth and Taylor 
see this as an important historical achievement, that equal respect is 
to granted to everyone universally and in a di�erence-blind manner: 
once the idea of equal human rights and the idea of dignity of persons 
is available, it would be�wrong and disrespectful to regard anyone as 
a second-rate citizen. Seeds for such universalism can be�found in 
Stoicism and many World Religions like Christianity, but both 
Honneth and Taylor think that only a�er the French Revolution such 
exceptionless equal respect has become an organizing principle or 
ideal in real societies�- and remains to be�fully realized. Before the 
modern divergence of universal respect and social esteem, it was 
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expected that people in di�erent positions of the social hierarchy are 
to be�“honored” di�erently�- second rate citizenship was the standard 
and so universal respect was not demanded. Nowadays it is an 
inescapable constitutive element of modern moral horizons 
(Honneth, 1995; Taylor, 1995). �e two modes of recognition 
constitutive of solidarity are then to be� distinguished from this 
general dimension of respect: esteem is sensitive to what kind of 
person is at stake (while attempting to be�indi�erent to which person 
is at stake – and treat like cases alike) and love is sensitive to which 
irreplaceable person is at stake: thanks to a special relationship, one 
cannot change the loved one to any other person, even exactly similar 
person. It is important to note that the use of solidarity here somewhat 
di�ers from the idea of social solidarity presented in conversation 
analytic literature (see, e.g., Heritage, 1984; Clayman, 2002), which 
originates from the ideas of Émile Durkheim (1933). In CA, 
conversational structures such as preference organization (Pomerantz, 
1984) have been seen to follow the principle of maintaining solidarity 
between the members of a society. �e structures are considered as 
universal and not di�erence-based: the principle holds no matter 
which or what kind of person you�are interacting with. In this sense, 
CA as a theory and method has perhaps been better equipped to 
focus on the universal aspects of recognition than on the di�erence-
based modes of esteem and love/care. �is study aims to �ll this 
research gap.

With all of the above in mind, we�can now formulate our three 
research questions:

RQ1: How can we�grasp recognition as an interactional phenomenon?

RQ2: How do the three modes of recognition (respect, esteem, 
love/care) show in interaction, either implicitly or explicitly?

RQ3: How do conversational actions operate in relation to the 
(mis)recognition that they convey?

In the following, we� will go through the three modes of 
recognition in more detail. We�will begin each section by describing 
the mode of recognition in question, and follow the general 
description with two empirical data examples. We� utilize the 
structural analytical framework of CA to investigate how 
interpersonal recognition happens in and through sequences of 
social interaction when one person seeks to attain a status of a 
rati�ed interaction partner (respect), seeks acknowledgement for 
their individualized and/or category-based characteristics, and/or 
invites, and makes themselves relevant for, others’ love and care. A 
key principle in CA is that various features of the delivery of talk 
and other bodily conduct are crucial to how interlocutors build 
speci�c actions and respond to the actions of others (Hepburn and 
Bolden, 2013, p.�57). �is is why we�utilize transcripts that include 
the details of how something is said, based on the assumption that 
“no order of detail in interaction can be� dismissed a priori as 
disorderly, accidental, or irrelevant” (Heritage, 1984, p.� 241). 
We�provide a three-line transcription, where the �rst line represents 
the original talk, the second line is a morpheme-by-morpheme 

English gloss of the original, and the third line is an idiomatic 
English translation (cf. Hepburn and Bolden, 2013, p.�68–69). �e 
advantage of a three-line transcription is that it allows an 
understanding of the talk as it temporally unfolds. See 
Supplementary material for explanations of the transcription 
symbols and glossing abbreviations.

�e data extracts will illuminate how recognition shows in 
interaction through cases of momentary misrecognition. We�use 
‘misrecognition’ as a general term for missing, incomplete and/or 
wrong kind of recognition. We� examine data from various 
conversational settings (institutional, quasi-experimental, family 
interaction) and activities (decision-making, storytelling). At the 
end of the article, we� discuss the implications of the presented 
results for the interface of conversation analysis and 
sociological theory.

2 Respect

Respect is in principle owed to all persons equally just because 
they are persons: autonomous, rational, moral agents capable of 
leading their own lives and taking part in collective decision-
making. �e mere fact that one is a person thus su�ces to ground 
demands of rights to be�respected as such. Once these rights are 
violated, experiences of disrespect are a typical and �tting 
response. Clearest violations of equal respect may be�ones that are 
encoded in the structures of society: for example a caste society 
can o�cially regard some people as superior and others as inferior. 
In modern societies, the aim (not always successfully realized) is 
to guarantee everyone an equal position. Interpersonal violations 
of respect show up in acts and attitudes of individuals, and it is 
those violations that are of interest for researchers of 
social interaction.

As an attitude, genuine respect is based on the acknowledgment 
of the equality and dignity of the other. Respect can be�characterized 
by reverence and the maintenance of distance, instead of lovingly 
rushing to help the other to lead their lives. By contrast, disrespectful 
treatment can vary from blatant violations of rights to subtle nuances 
of expressions, say, mere tones of voices, when things that are 
justi�able as such are said (or done) in disrespectful ways. Anything 
can be� done disrespectfully, if accompanied with disrespectful 
expressions or attitudes (See, e.g., �ompson, 2006; McBride, 2014; 
Dillon, 2022; Ikäheimo, 2022; Siep et�al., 2022).

Extract 1 shows an example of misrecognition in the sense of 
respect. �e case is drawn from a co-development workshop, in which 
professionals in a large social and healthcare organization and the 
so-called experts-by-experience discuss ways in which the delivery of 
the social and health care services could be�improved (see Weiste et�al., 
2022). In this case, the participants have previously discussed how to 
collect feedback from the clients. Just previously, one of the 
professionals has proposed that the feedback be�collected via email, 
which is also referred to by her colleague (P1) at the beginning of the 
extract (l. 1–4). At this point, one of the experts-by-experience (E1) 
takes a turn in the discussion, telling a story about the way in which 
she has previously helped a mother who had felt that his son had been 
unjusti�ably excluded from the services.
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