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Conversation analysis, which has grown out of ethnomethodology
as its distinot stream, turne out to be one of its most productive
and influential modalities, What the two lines have in common dis
undoubtedly the view that (1) the baeio freme of rveference for
atudies of talk processes is the interactional organization of .s0-
olel activities and that (2) sooial events must be exemined in
their situational oontext, i.e., as ongoing accomplishments by in-
teractants from within the local contexts of talk ‘- production, in
whioh the indexicality of the practices of talk is arranged into
co-ordinated chains of action by means of the interactents proge~
dural skills which ensble them to project and understend the in-
ternal order of the streams of aotion and to umq undoutandus
in oonsequent acts of talking.

However, follouins Sacks’' belief that "looioloa oould.n't be
an actual science unless 1t was eble to handle the  details of
actual events" (of, J e £f e r e omn, 1981, p. 6), conversation
analysis has tended to establish its position ae a "natural obser-
vational science® (J ¢ £ f e rs on, 1981, p. 1) by adopting a
radiocally descriptive and inductive stance.which requires that
analysts derive the rulea of conversation from actusl and rigoro=-
usly transoribed talk samples in order to avoid the imposition of
some ungrounded doducun schemata on data. An olabontion of a
formal apparatus seems to be necessary, a8 Wootton  has sug-
gested (1975, p. 70), if -thnomthodology is to produce generalised
knowledge.

*Univmity of Léds.
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Such idea of a formal apparatus which consista of recurrent
mmles and optional, yet external, constraints embedded in the very
structure of talking, underlies the basic model of conversation
analyeis formulated by Harvey Sacks and his followers in their fa-
mous paper on the turn taking system (8 a o k 8, Sohegloff,
Jefferson, 1974, hereafter SSJ-model). It can be read as
a continuation of the essential ethnomethodological theme concern-
ing invarient methodical devices people use in ordering their in-
teractions, and as re-formulation of the concept of the mastery of
natural language as & “member" of talk praotices (see G a r £in-
kel,S ackas, 1970).

From the very beginning ethnomethodology has not been a uni=-
form movement, the Garfinkelian and the Ciloourelian versions being
its different streams, Conversation analysis must be located wit-
hin the former tradition, which is grounded on the equivalence
between making the sense and telling that sense (respeotively, be=
tween "doing" interaction and "telling" it, or, eventually, "tel-
1ling" about it; see A t t ew e 1 1, 1974, p. 183). 4And if the
classical Garfinkelian tradition is often said to be, for that re-
ason, a form of sociolinguistio etructuralism (Phil4ipas, 1978),
conversation analysis might, all the more, be labelled similarly.
Indsed, 1ts primary intention seems to be an integration of ethno-
methodological assumptions concerning the reflexivity embodied in
the interactans’ accounts (i.e., the self-explicating situated talk
as & source of interactional order) and the formal struotural ap-
proach to conversation. It ia, however, a question, whether this
attempt is eventually succesful. The way in which  the SSJ-model
tries to resolve the problem of the relationship between interpre-
tive, negotiative properties of meaning operations and formal ru-
les of conversation, smeems to lead to some eambivalenoe which pro=-
duces conceptual tensions within the model, This problem will be
referred to as a conjectural trouble with a precise location of
the context-free ve context-sensitive properties of the turn ta-
king syastem within the model. Some further remarks will be addres-
sed to the problem of the statum of the analytiocsal language of
conversation analysis in relation to the clasasical ethnomethodolo=
glocal stance concerning desoriptive practices as sltuated pheno=
mena,
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The problem of autonomy of the turn takigg system

The oore of the SSJ-model is the idea that conversation (es
well es other interactional eotivities) is organised in a non-ran-
dom way by some struoturing devices which are used by interactanis
to order their talk in actual time., The most important among them
is a system of sequencing rules which provides for a turn-by-turn
co=oxrdination of talk. . , :

The model consists of two components. One of them contains con-
struotional units for turns, At this level it is defined that" a
firat poasible completion of first unit constitutes initial tran-
gition-relevance place", and that "transfer of speakership 1is co-
ordinated by reference to such transition-relevance places", The
second component (turn-allocation component) contains two basic
rules of sequenoing: (1) in an initial transition-relevance place,
when the turn-allocation teohnique yourrent speaker selecte
next« 1is involved, the selected person, and only he/she, 1is en-
titled and obliged %o take the turn, Or, if this technique has not
been used, (1.1) the self-selection may ocour. Or, if the salf-
-selection has not succeeded, (1.2) the ourrent speaker may conti=
nue his/her turn. The second rule stipulates (2) = the recurrencs
of the whole previous set until a turn trenasfer takes place (SSJ,
Pe 703"704)0 3

The aystem is assumed to be context-free, becauame ite rules
are said to operate in no comneotion with the conteat of any turn
or & larger unit of conversation; the content constraints are cla-
imed to be "organized by systems external to the turn taking sy~
stem" (SSJ, p. 710). Yet, the order of sequential constraints and
that otvcontent constraints are not completely disconnested: “turm
taking organization controls, at least partially, the undsrstanding
utterances get" (SSJ, p. 728) by means of & mechanism of adjecency
pair. The adjacency pair, which is the basic structural _unit of
conversation, consists of two utterances, which are two distinct
turns produced by different speakers (3 ao ks, Sochegloff,
1973). These utterances are related to each other in an implica~
tional ways the first part of the pair requires in answer (which
is to be formulated in the second part of the pair) en utterance
of specific kind (e.g., an invitation may be accepted or rejected,
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but 1%t 1s precisely the acceptance or rejection which we are ex-
pected to formulate after having been invited), Thus, the adjacen-
oy pair is a turn-by-turn struoture in which oategorizations and
instructions are displayed &nd reciprosally addressed, and which
oparates by means of the "gurrent lpoakoi‘ selects next™ $echnique
of turn-allocation. "Whatever does ocour [...] will be hearsble or
recognizable as such by virtue of the sequential properties of
that pair" (E g 14 n, 1980, p. 24). In natural conversation, the
adjacency pair may be seen as & structure whioh, by viptue of the
aonvcntioml-inpncatieul character of the proforont:lal . ordex,
constitutes "a constraint on the potentisl flexibility of the turn-
~taking system as a locally managed or@anilation" (Heritage
Wateomn, 1979, p. 127). If we teke into acoonnt ‘that from the
ethnomethodological point of view there are no conversational ac-
tions which could be known to co-participants in advance (-11 suoh
actions being looal produotl ‘0f their sense-making ottort-). we
can see, that all glossing practices which formulate the cumulati-
ve sense of a oonnrution. may be sald to be govcrnod by the se-
quential system, the adjacency pair meohaniem boing ona of 1its
eesential oomponents that plays a decisive role in the linking of
stracturel conversational units, : : el

‘The system of rules of uqulno:lng and tho ndauomy pair are
also meant to be a context-bound device which is wsensitive to all
cont!.ngonoin ot talk situations. Therefore, the whole -ntm is
assumed to work 1n a situationally negotiable. way, Thc " ‘question
arises, in what sense and to what extent this' nogotinbinty ot the
uges of the formal contoxt-froo system ocours.

Turn order, turn size, length of conversation, what parties
say, and relative distribution of turns are not fixed or specified
in advance, (SSJ, p. 701, T08-712), The very delineation of the
turn is @ phenomenon under :I.nvutigation. since "in actual conver-
sation the boundaries of the turns are mutable® (G oo dwinm,
1981, p. 19-20), Similerily, the initial transition-relevance pla-
ces must be conceived as esgentlally negotiable, becauss co-parti-
cipants decide whether and when an utterance is oompleted or not.
Thus, the context-bound character of the SSJ-model excludes any
possibility of finding a conversational object insensitive ¢o the
negotiable options of oo'nvorainsi people, The actual comprehensive
use of the whole system 1e based on the co-participants’ interpre-
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tive work, and we may assume the system not as primarily control-
ling, but rather as controlled by understanding utterances get. In
what sense ocan we say then that the turnm taking system is autono-
mous in relation to conversante’ interpretive work  in particular
actual contaxta? L ik Aanial :

The context~free structure is said to be defining how and whe-
re context-sensitivity cen be displayed. "The particularities of
coutext are exhibited in systematically organized ways and places,
and those are shaped by the context-free orsmiution" (583, pe
699). . : i _

- Conversation analysis tends to construct a universally valid
model of ocnstraints which are imposed on the linear (occuring in
aotual time) stream of talk by means of the very naturs of ftalk-
ing. If we essumed the components and rules of the SSJ-model to be
pragmatically universal in the sense¢ of their structural neceasity
for any conversational production, it would mean that they conasti-
tute invariant conditions for talking. However, they are not obli-
gatory generative rules regulating talk production in the way that
grammar does in relstion to well-formed sentences analysed in lin-
guistio models. Nor are they strictly optional, particularly in
this sense that they can be oreated, invented or defined in the
speakers’ going along a com_orntioxi, a8 Witsgenetein
would say (mee 1951, p. 1, 83). : .

It is orucial that the SSJ-model seems $0 assume that the con-
text-bound properties of the system of conversation oconsist pri-
marily in the conversants’ ability to use in 8 situationally se-
lective way some pre-given modes of regulations, which are xnorma-
tive devices or patterning resources operating "from the outeide"
of the situations of talking. While the Garfinkelian version of
ethnomethodology is preoccupied with interpretive procedures which
are the intrinsic features of talk itself, but which ars referrsd
to members’ practioal reasoning, conversation analysis tends to
subordinate these procedures, at least partislly, to external (in
relation to members’ interpretive work) rules coming from the out~-
side as a set of conventionalised structurel devices which can be
analitically and empirically disconnected from the = partioipants’
reflexivity in their use of talk. It suggeste that the SSJ-model
deals with a set of surface rules, and implicitly postulates a
desper level of interpretive procedures that would enable speakers
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to identify talk indexicalities in terms of conversational action~
~types, and thereby to manage the asystem of structural organization
of talk, If this suggestion im right, the SSJ-model might be said
to contain, implicitely, the Cicourelian distinotion between sur-
facs normative rules and interpretive procedures (C L o oure 1,
1973). When Cicourel states that the hearer’s acknowledgement of
& short gap in the current speaker’s speech in the form of a pause
or a transition-relevance place presumes an understanding of oon-
tent, he points to the interpretive competence of speakers, which
is not specified by the turn taking system (C 1 o o u r e 1, 1976,
p. 124), Thus, while conversation analysis is right and original
in developing the demscriptive and accounting schemees for the turn
taking basis of talk as a generally relevant problem, it seems to
overemphasize the regulative influence of sequencing rules  on
meaning processes, and understimate the role of complex and multi-
source meaning operations in putting these rules into aotual use
(see C1ocourel, 1976, 1978, 1980). : i

In a recent review of developments in conversation ' analyeis
J. Heritage argues that it has been i1ts fundamental  assumption
that "all aspeots of social action and interaction ocan be exami-
ned in ferms of the oconventionalized or institutionalized struc=-
tural organizations which analyszably inform their production”. This
assumption linke conversation analysis to the linguistics of Har-
ris, and, via Goffman, to the tradition of Durkheim (H eri t age,
no date, p. 2).

The above affiliation seems to confirm that the ocontext-free
aspects of the system for sequencing are to be located in the sphe~
re of normative rules, If eo, another question will ococur: are the-
se rules univeraal, oroaa-oulturally common prerequisites of aon-
versational regulations? lioerman’s analyeis of oconversations in
Lue (1972) suggests that the procedurel identity 'of conversa-
tional cultures among societies of different oultural background
does exist, However, rules of turn-allocation are shown to be
oross-oulturally differentiated (P hi 141 pws, 1977; of. C o z-
saro, 1981, p. 14-15; Yaeger,of. Labov, Fanshel,
1977, ps 110). Another dimension of their intracultural differen=-
tiation may be the diversity of settings, whioch has hardly been
explored in an explicit and purposeful way, This lack of ethno-
graphically grounded reference for the SSJ-model has often been
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stressed by C i1 courel (1978, 1980)s Sch eglof £ (1979,
Pe 27) declares that a sociolinguistically styled parametrization
of the studies on conversation is irrelevant to the matters which
conversation analyeis ie concarned with. On the one hend he is
right, ae such & parametrizetion (if it is the eventual target of
analysis) does not yield knowledge about the dynamic properties of
talk as a process. On the other hand, it is the normative diffe-
rences between sexes, status and age groups, whioch people actually
take into account in their interaotion. Turn distribution in natu-
ral conversation way be (flexibly) seen as somehow prelocated. Es-
sentially free allocation may ocour only esmong socially equal par=
tners. A definite mode of sooial inequality may provide for a pos-
eibility of legitimate interruption of the othexr’s turn, giving
dispreferred seocond parts in answer, eto. This may serve as a me=
ans of exerting power or meintaining social distance,

It 1e unquestionable that the phenomenon of eequential organi-
zation is greatly common, perhaps universal not only as a prinoi=-
ple of the economy of exchange, but in the first place as a natu-
ral necessity implied by the fact that the sense of hearing  an¢
the speech articulatory aparatus are specialized to each other.
Speaking and listening to another persons’ speech sinultaneously
would produce nothing but noise preventing both apiakor-hearerl
from effeotive exchange of information, It is also certsin that
people use devices for conversing which may be, and in faot are,
transcontextually stable as typificative patterns implemented and
modified in the actual acts of use, But the very 8gope of common&e
1ity and stability which people tacitly presuppose requires deeper
analytiocal sensitivity to the multiform systematioc differentiation
of contexts, which can perhaps effect the model of context-froe
constraints proposed in SSJ as valid for natural conversation., Ex=
cept for a few examples like W o o t t o n’s (1981) studies of
the child-parent discourse or Atkinson’s and Drew’s analyses of
talk in ocourt (the latter not concerned with spontaneous, unfoou=
sed, natural conversation (see A t kimnsomn, 1979; A ¢t k 1 n=-
@somn, Drew, 1979)), conversation analyeis seems to ignore,
in a purposeful and theoretically deliberate way, the possible im-
portance of contextually specified explorations, and tende to seek
confirmation for the present model and for further possibilities
of developing it, always within the frame of the peneralized con-
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cepts of context (referring to the boundaries of a single conver-
sation) and universally applicable rules.

The problem of relliabllity of.analytical procedure

Discovering rules in data, or confirming that a known rule was
sotually used, can not be done without a oareful reconstruction of
the co~participante’ interpretive work displayed in oconsequently
ocouring turns, Thus, analyats have to follow the work of identi-
fying speakera’ meanings, already performed by the latter. In other
words, they have to reconstruct all the sources of meaning whioh
were employed by conversing people when the conversants were defi-
ning the situation, negotiating their identities end recognizing
utterances as instances of particular conversational action types.
However, i1f the very prooedure of analysis oonsiste in ocarrying
out the elioitation of members proocedural devices by  meana of
"overhearing" their underatanding, the snalyst who is  primarily
interested in the "how-type" questions (namely, how the studied
piece of conversation was actually construoted), has to reson-
struct the speakers’ substantive options of the ‘"what-type", Only
in this way is he able to inspeot the rules whiqh he is searching
for. These options beoome his desoriptive resource,  partioularly
when he is determining the types of conversational actions which
were chosen by the co-participants to remedy the indexicalities of
their talk. . .

What is the mothndologioal rationale for this procedure? As
Soheglotf (1978, p. 89) has argued, "utterances are built
$o display speakers' understanding, they are thereby availasble for

- so-participants’ inspection to see if they display an adequate un-
derstanding of that which they claim to understand [...] they also
meke available to the analyst a basis in the data for oclaiming
what the co-participants’ understanding is of prior utterances,
for as they display it to one another, we can see it too".This ar-
gument is commonly shared by the analysts who follow the SSJ-model.

Nevertheless, one oan find it not quite oconvincing and unpro=-
blematic, The assumpiion may be adequate when the enalyast deals
with talk between strangers, 4n which the level of explicit mean-
ing elaboration is relatively high. A ocase of more intimate talk



Some Remarks on Conversation Analysis 193

based on the conversants teaoitly shared knowledge and the implicit
agreement on meanings, seems to be a much more diffioult target,
indeed a challenge for the SSJ-modelled analysis. The dintimate
talk requires from the analyst to know well the deep ocultursl, or
even biogrephical background underlying the context with which the
participants are familiar. As Labov and Fanshel (1977,
Pe 29-30) have argued, "moet utterances can be seen as performing
several speech acts limnltanoounly'."rherotozje, conversation is
not & chain of utterances, "but rather a matrix of utterances and
aotions bound together by a web of understanding and reactions",
And "there are no necessary conuections between utterances on the
surface level* (Labov, Fanshel, 1977, p. 350).

Elioiting the rules of conversing, the analyst @s an “over-
hearer®, or & “third party from outside®, may rely only on his own
native ocultural and interectional competence. What he applies is
rather an art than a preclosed standardized method of interpreta-
tion. In the case of more intimate talk, his competence may be in-
sufficient for the adequate analysis of data, even if he has, as
Laboyvy and Fanshel (1977, p. 351) suggest, the video-
=-taped recordings of the studied behaviour at his disposal, The
more the context is specifio’ (Lo0., deconventionalized), the dee-
per is the level of comnectivity between utterances, and between
utterances and eotions, and the further the analyst must go into
details revealing the speakers ocommon ground for their invisibly
processed understanding of each other, It is certain, that even if
we take into account the more recent attempts to integrate the anae
lysis of verbal data transoriptions with those which contain alsc
non-verbal aspects of actions the analyst still ocan bs said to
work on essentially decontextualized texts. Such attempts have
recently been & major development end contribution to oconversa-
tion analyeis (see G oo d w1 n, 1980, 1981). But the possible
grasping of the actual meaning of parslinguistic ocues, and espe-
oially binding them together with linguistic data,is not mocre free
from the danger of arbitrariness than an analysis of purely verbal.
material (see Labov, Fanehel, 1977, p. 356; Hinde,
1979, p. 58-59, 67-67; C 41 oo urel, 1980, p. 101, 117).

All this implies that the enalyat can, in his overhearing of
what the co=-participants were talking about in what they actually
seid, meke some mistakes, e.g., by imputing a definite meaning
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qualification %o utterances whioch might actually go through the
interaotion unresolved by the participanis themselves (see Coul-
t e r, no date), Or, it may happen that he will asoribe some im-
plicationsl relevance to & ohain of separate mspeech~entries which
could be, from the point of view of the speakers, not adjacently
paired turns, but disconmmected, mutually interruptes lines of their
narratives. '

These remarks are not made to complain that conversation ana=
lysis oan not achieve a perfect recomstruotion of its objeoct; such
an idea is surely an intelleotual utopia. Analysis of ¢this kind
may be found deficient in many respecte, Meanwhile, as L ¢ v 1 n~
son (1983, p. 367) justly states, "no other kind of investiga~
tion of conversational organization hes yielded such & rich har-
vest of insights", Nevertheless, it seems that the method discus-
gsed here is much more plausible in relation to one kind of data,
and much less relisble and plausible in relation to the data of
other kinds. Famely, it may be suggested that its adequacy is in-
versely proportional to the speocificity, in the sense of intimaoy,
of the analysed talk,

- The status of the enalytioal language of conversation -
analysis in relation to ethnomothodo;ggg

The crucial point in the argument against the so called "nor-
mal®” social sciences, whioch has been developed in the radically
critical orientation of othnomothpdoiogy. is the question of dif-
ference between the rationality of mundane practiocal reasoning and
the rationality of.scientific desoription and explanstion of .so-
cial facts, The "normal® social sclences take this difference for
granted, but, guided by the seme practical interssts as members
of everyday actions, they confuse the "topic® and the = "resource®
of their investigations. They allow thereby that the aassumptions
and rules of the everyday practical reasoning permeate their pro=
duction of data, reports and generalisations (see Zimm e rman,
"Pollner, 1971, p. 61-93). Thus, social solence of that kind,
and sooiology in particular, can be nothing more than & "profea-
sional folklore* (Zimmerman, Pollner, 1971, p. 93)
The only alternative could be that one take these obstagles as a
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problematic phenomenon for investigation; it is & proper object
for the ethnomethodological enslysis, Zimmermaean and
Pollner (1971, pe 99) do not see any possibility of
remedying the "normal"™ sociology as such. Yet, they believe ethno-
methodology is capable of generalizing about the procedures people
apply methodically in the production of their scoial world,

In the paper "On Formal Strustures of Practical Aotions",G a r-
finkel and Saoks (1970) have argued that indexicality
of expressions in natural languege is an unavoidsble and irremedi-
able phenomenon, It entails that any attempt at substituting ine-
dexical expressions with objective omes is no more than a gloseing
prectice which gains ite validity within ite own meaning-context
and whioh has its own socially organized mode of relatedness to
the investigated phenomena, The authors stress constantly that the
essential difference between the "normsl" or "comatruotive" sooio-~
logy and ethnomethodology is welle=grounded in the methodical eli-
oiting of the membera’ (both laymen’s and professionals’) procedu-
ral basis for glossing practices, which is the tesk of the latter
approach, and in the searching for objectivizing remedies for the
lay knowledge about substantive questions concerning the @sooial
world, whioh is an infinite task of the former. However, regardless
of the interest in the formal "how-type" problems, the thesis of
unavoidable contextuality of any form of disoourss ias a fortiori
applicable to ethnomethodology as well. It must be, at best, a
gloes on glossing, and its results can be valid only within its
own theoretical sphere,

Conversation analysis shares with the classical version of its
mother-branch the problem of formal organization of sosial gotivie
tles. Moreover, it maintains & Garfinkelian equivalence between
"doing" and "telling" (about) intersotion. However, while in the
paper on formal etructures of practiocal actions, as well as in the
earlier worke by Sacks, the problems of meaning iaterpretation and
8 pragmatio conversational !grammar' or "syntax" wers balanced,
conversation analysis concentrates on the sequential organization
of talk. S @ 0o k 8 (1957, p. 57) was aware of the fact that out
of the two con-ourrent strante in his research, identification 80-
lection and sequential organigation, the latter has become preva-
lent, It 1s still true today, As a result, however, conversatior
analysias seems %o programmatically aveid the problem of meanin
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procesaing which underlies members’ management of the sequential
organigation. It is the apparent cost of the one-way orientation
which limits the analysis in its soope, and perhaps in depth. H e~
ritage (no date, p. 10) admite, for instance, that topic or-
ganization and shift have made it diffiocult to evidence their mse-
quential relatedness, and that it can be that such relatedness is
beyond a possibility of methodical description due to the very
oomplexity of the phenomenon, even though in his previous work on
formulations (Heritage, Watmon, 1979) he was much
more prone to see the cumulative order of talk as considerably de-
pendent on the machineries of sequencing. '

Finally, one should ask how conversation analysis amight be
located in relation to the ethnomethodologiocal thesis of the irre-
mediable indexicality of ratursl talk In this perspeotive it could
be quesationed as vioclating the internal unique order meanings in
their relatedness and integrity within the frame of contexts of
their production, An affiliation to the Durkheimian tradition,
formulated by Heritage in his recent ocomment on oconversation
enalysis (Her it age, nodate) would speak for the conjeo~
_ture that the thesis cited above has been suspended or abrogated.
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KILKA UWAG O ARALIZIE KONWERSACJI

Autor prsedstawia krytyczny komentars do analisy konwersacyj=-
nej, odnoszqoy sig zardéwno do jej teoretycznych ustalen, jak i do
kwestii prawomocnodci praktyki badawczej w analizie konwersacyjnej.
W obgdwn kweatiach '&*Pliwchi sformutowane prszes autora odnoszg
8ig do ninntarcuazoogo =~ jego zdaniem -~ rozwijszania gagadnienia
interpretacji znaczen.



