
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Discourses in action 
Operations of race, sexuality and gender in Chinese talk-in-

interaction 
 
 
 
 
 

Hayden Blain 
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0118-5807 

 
 

Submitted in partial fulfilment for the degree of  

Doctor of Philosophy  
 
 
 
 
 

School of Languages and Linguistics 
University of Melbourne 

 
August 2020 

 
 
 



 
 

ii 
 

Abstract 

This thesis is a conversation analytic and poststructuralist study of discourses and social 
categories. In particular, it analyses how discursive categories of race, sexuality and gender 
operate in talk among a group of Chinese lesbians, and how the categories produced by these 
discourses are implemented in, and potentially reshaped by, interaction. The data which is 
presented and analysed in this thesis comes from a corpus of approximately 16 hours of audio 
recordings of conversations between and with Chinese lesbians who live in Melbourne, Australia. 
 
The thesis has two main aims. Firstly, it analyses how discourses operate in interaction. It does 
this by locating moments in interaction where discourses of race, sexuality and gender are 
oriented to. It shows how categories of race are resisted in ambiguous interactional projects; 
categories of sexuality are shown to operate and potentially alter in repair sequences; and 
categories of gender are shown to operate and be normalised in storytelling sequences.  
 
Secondly, the thesis aims to develop a critical conversation analysis methodology. In order to 
achieve this aim, the thesis builds on feminist and critically-oriented conversation analysis (CA) 
to develop and implement critical CA. This methodology finds points of compatibility between CA 
and poststructuralism. The implementation of this methodology also contributes to the long-
standing debate between conversation analysts and critically-oriented discourse analysts about 
the compatibility between poststructuralist and conversation analytic epistemologies. 
 
The thesis concludes that critical CA can indeed be used to show the operation of discourses in 
mundane, everyday interaction. This can improve our understanding of how social categories are 
produced, sustained, resisted, and even potentially altered. Such findings may allow us to 
contribute an understanding of the operation of discourse to a political project of reducing 
discrimination based on social categories. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Categories of race, gender and sexuality can be sources of inclusivity, but can also be sources of 
discrimination and violence. However, these categories do not exist in unchangeable and 
immovable states: they may be altered precisely at the site of their everyday production. This 
thesis is a conversation analytic (Sidnell & Stivers, 2013) and poststructuralist (Butler, 1999; 
Foucault, 1979) study of discourses and social categories. In particular, it analyses how discursive 
categories of race, sexuality and gender operate in talk among a group of Chinese lesbians and 
how the categories produced by these discourses are implemented in, and potentially reshaped 
by, interaction. The data which is presented and analysed in this thesis comes from a corpus of 
approximately 16 hours of audio recordings of conversations between and with Chinese lesbians 
who live in Melbourne.  

1.1 Discourse 

The term ‘discourse’ can refer to a range of things in the humanities and social sciences. In this, I 
use the term ‘discourse’ in the poststructuralist and Foucauldian sense (Foucault, 1978, 1979). 
Hall (1992) provides a succinct definition of this Foucauldian notion of discourse. He writes: 
 

A discourse is a group of statements which provide a language for talking about—i.e., a way of 
representing—a particular kind of knowledge about a topic. When statements about a topic 
are made within a particular discourse, the discourse makes it possible to construct the topic 
in a certain way. It also limits the other ways in which the topic can be constructed.  
(p. 201) 

 
For example, a discourse of gender, which is what produces the identities of female/woman and 
male/man, is a discourse that has been developed by various statements and interactions 
propagating over a period of time. For poststructuralists like Foucault, discourses produce and 
sustain knowledge of all social categories. The poststructuralist notion of discourse will be 
discussed in more detail in Chapter 2, and used throughout this thesis.  

1.2 Social categories 

As mentioned above, discourses produce social categories. In the constructivist traditions of both 
conversation analysis (CA) and poststructuralism (Speer, 2005, pp. 58-59), social categories can 
be considered social characteristics that are constructed, produced or achieved. Again, using the 
example of gender, a constructivist approach would consider aspects of gender difference to not 
be biological, but social. For example, the notion that women are ‘nurturing’ and ‘caring,’ while 
men are ‘protective’ and ‘aggressive,’ is not a biological fact, but something that people are 
socialised into; women and men are ‘taught’ to be this way, rather than biologically determined 
to be this way. Therefore, people who identify with, or are identified by, the category ‘woman,’ 
are consequentially normally assumed to be ‘nurturing’ and ‘caring.’ If they are not ‘nurturing’ 
and ‘caring,’ or if they do not act as a ‘normal’ woman should, then they risk being miscategorised, 
considered abnormal women, or potentially even subject to physical or symbolic violence (Butler, 
2004, p. 55). The same can be said for a wide range of social categories. The categories in which 
people are recognised are thus simultaneously enabling and restricting. They are enabling in the 
sense that they allow people to be recognised and understand themselves within certain terms, 
but they are restricting because they normalise particular practices and behaviours which may 
not suit one’s needs or wants. Worse yet, one may be recognised in a category which is 



 
 

2 
 

understood as Other (Said, 1978) or abnormal, and thus vulnerable to being constantly 
abnormalised (Foucault, 2003). 
 
This thesis deals with a range of social categories that affect the interactional participants in the 
recordings and, in principle, all people affected by those categories. Within a Chinese discourse 
of race, where ‘Chinese’ is positioned as normal and ‘white’ as abnormal, being recognised and 
categorised as white may result in exclusion and marginalisation. Within a discourse of sexuality 
which has a wide range of sexual categories, being recognised as ‘butch’ or ‘femme’ lesbian may 
restrict what options you have as sexual and romantic partners. Within a discourse of gender, 
being recognised as an ‘old’ and unmarried Chinese woman could result in public ridicule. These 
are all social categories which were constructed in the talk of the participants of this study. 

1.3 ‘Macro’ context: Structuralism and poststructuralism 

1.3.1 Structuralism 
This thesis is epistemologically situated within a ‘linguistic turn’ that occurred in the social 
sciences between 1890 and 1950 (Hirschkop, 2019). Although there is arguably no single origin 
of a linguistic turn (Surkis, 2012), there is little doubt that a significant influence on this turn was 
Ferdinand de Saussure’s  Course in general linguistics (Saussure, 2013), which is a compilation of 
the lectures he gave throughout his life (1857-1913).  
 
Saussure posited that languages are arbitrary systems made of up signifiers and was the first to 
formalise the notion that the linguistic sign is arbitrary. For example, he proposes that there is no 
relation between the physical object of a tree, the concept of tree, and the phonetic sounds ‘t-r-e-
e’ (Saussure, 2013, pp. 75-80). This theory of the arbitrary relationship between signs and 
signifiers (where ‘tree’ is the ‘signifier,’ and the material thing in the real world, or at least the 
image of it in our minds, the mind-concept, is the ‘signified’) had an immense impact on literary 
studies, anthropology and psychoanalysis (McNamara, 2012). The anthropologist Claude Lévi-
Strauss applied Saussure’s ideas to social structure. For Levi-Strauss, “when the anthropologist 
endeavours to create models, it is always with the underlying motive of discovering a form that 
is common to the various manifestations of social life” (Lévi-Strauss, 1963, p. 365). His goal was 
to observe and describe the underlying mental structures across all human cultures. For example, 
in the case of kinship and marriage, he acknowledges that there are a multiplicity of forms that 
marriage might take. However, “it is exchange, always exchange, that emerges as the fundamental 
and common basis of all modalities of the institution of marriage” (Lévi-Strauss, 1969, p. 479), 
and that a universal ‘incest taboo’ is what mandates exogamy. 
 
Levi-Strauss’ interest in social universals across different structures, such as that of exchange  and 
incest taboo, finds parallels in the work of psychanalyst Jacques Lacan. Butler points out that: 
 

In Lacan, the symbolic becomes defined in terms of a conception of linguistic structures that 
are irreducible to the social forms that language takes. According to structuralist terms, it 
establishes the universal conditions under which the sociality, that is, communicability of all 
language use, becomes possible. (Butler, 2004, p. 45) 

 
One of the symbolic positions that Lacan suggests is universal (by virtue of it being symbolic) is 
sexual difference. A key feature of Levi-Strauss’s universals, or Lacan’s symbolic positions, is that 
these features are, in essence, timeless and unchanging. Levi-Strauss and Lacan posit the 
conditions in which social categories may emerge. That is, if sexual difference is universal within 
all social structures, then manifestations of that difference in each culture are inevitable. 
 

1.3.2 Poststructuralism 
In response to these static universals posited by structuralists, two key critical figures emerged 
in the French philosophy scene: Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault. I will discuss the work of 
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Foucault in more detail in Chapter 2, but suffice to say here, both Derrida and Foucault’s 
poststructuralism—as Newman points out—“takes structuralism to its logical conclusion” 
(Newman, 2005, p. 5). Foucault developed a methodology of genealogies, exemplified in his book 
The history of sexuality (Foucault, 1978). He argues that categories of sexed people are categories 
that developed and changed over time. The categories as they exist today are the result of not 
one, but of multiple co-existing discourses. Contrary to Levi-Strauss and Lacan, Foucault does not 
argue for a symbolic level which may determine cross-cultural universals such as sexual 
difference. Taking structuralism to its logical conclusion, Foucault sees all social categories and 
‘facts’ as arbitrary and open to potential resignification. For him, that explains how ‘deviant 
sexualities’ such as homosexuality went from being non-existent categories, to overly described 
and pathologised categories. The same can be said of categories of gender or race. 
 
Derrida, rather than analysing the heterogeneity of discourses, focussed more on a critical 
reading of structuralists themselves. In one of his seminal works, Of grammatology (2016), 
Derrida ‘deconstructs’ a range of structuralist work, including the work of Saussure and Levi-
Strauss. In doing so, he shows that if all of social knowledge is based on a system of signifiers and 
signifieds which are arbitrarily related to each other, and differ depending on the different 
system, then there is no original knowledge or truth. Contrary to the ‘symbolic’ level posited by 
Lacan, Derrida suggests there is only difference (what he calls ‘différance’ in French). Knowledge 
about everything is, and can only be understood, in relation to what it is not, and because of that, 
it is not, and never can be, primordial or universal. Despite their different methods, Foucault and 
Derrida both hold a strong commitment to revealing cracks, heterogeneities and inconsistencies 
within structures, and in so doing, “show how these might give rise to new political meanings” 
(Newman, 2005, p. 7). Poststructuralism provides the terms and concepts for understanding not 
only how social categories might be constructed in and through discourses, but also how social 
categories can be given new meaning. 

1.4 ‘Micro’ context: Conversation analysis 

A powerful critique against poststructuralist approaches to social categories is that they remain 
mostly abstract in their focus, and do not provide concepts which might allow researchers to 
observe categories and discourses in action (Speer, 2005, p. 52). As I will discuss in detail in 
Chapter 2, conversation analysis (CA) is a methodology which may bridge this gap. CA is a 
sociological methodology, developed to analyse how social members accomplish actions in talk. 
It does this by assuming even the most micro interactional features, such as a one-second silence, 
are orderly. CA also describes systematic features of talk such as turn-taking and turn-allocation 
(discussed more in Chapter 2). This micro form of analysis also provides the tools to observe the 
construction of social categories and identities in talk (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006).  
 
CA has developed an empirical basis for how, and why, social categories are made relevant in talk, 
and how they can be resisted (Widdicombe, 2008). However, these small-scale, ‘micro’ instances 
of category ascription and resistance ought to be compatible within the more ‘macro’ theories of 
society, particularly poststructuralism. That is to say, the macro discourse processes described 
by poststructuralists and the micro category processes described by conversation analysts ought 
to be compatible if a comprehensive understanding of social categories is to be achieved. If a 
compatible methodology and theory can be developed, then this may assist social scientists in 
contributing to combatting the social problems that arise due to social categories, such as 
discrimination. This thesis develops and practices a ‘critical CA,’ which may be a methodology for 
exposing the relationship between discourses and micro-categories. 

1.5 The participants: Chinese lesbians 

In this thesis, I analyse interactions with and among Chinese lesbians in Melbourne, Australia. 
These women are arguably at an intersection of the discourses of race, sexuality and gender 
(among others).  Indeed, orientations to race, sexuality and gender were common enough during 
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our conversations that analytically-rich fragments were identifiable. As a white, Australian man, 
it was possible that these women would have no interest to participate in this research with me. 
However, my own experience with learning Mandarin Chinese, living in China, and being gay 
seemed to help in developing rapport with these women (this is discussed more in Chapter 3).  
 
This thesis is not an ethnographic exploration of the experiences of Chinese lesbians in Australia. 
However, some aspects of being a Chinese lesbian became highly relevant in our conversations 
and in the fragments analysed throughout the thesis, and are worth briefly exploring. In this 
subsection, I will discuss some of the concerns made relevant by the women I spoke with, and the 
background to these concerns available in the literature on Chinese queer and cultural studies.  
 

1.5.1 Heterosexism in Chinese society 
Heterosexism (Speer & Potter, 2002) is an attitude (from a social psychological standpoint) or 
discourse (from a poststructuralist standpoint) that anything non-heterosexual is abnormal. 
Although this discourse is applicable to most societies around the world, the way it manifests 
itself in different societies varies immensely. For example, in my own experience growing up as a 
gay man in Australia, heterosexism has impacted me by making ‘coming out’ an eventful hurdle. 
My parents, and I presume many white parents in Australia, raise their children with the 
expectation that they will be cis-gender and straight, and so if one does not fit that norm, they 
need to reveal their ‘deviance.’ For my mother, this came as a shock, and was accompanied by 
months of tears and (Christian) prayer. In the workplace, I have actively avoided using the ‘he’ 
pronoun to refer to my partner, out of concern for potential homophobia among colleagues I am 
not familiar with yet. Compared to the experiences of other LGBTI+ white Australians, my own 
clash with heterosexism is quite mild. According to a report by the National LGBTI Health 
Alliance, in 2020, LGBTI+ people in Australia report much higher rates of suicide attempts, 
depression, anxiety and psychological distress than the general population.1  
 
However, the general Chinese experience of dealing with heterosexism is markedly different. 
According to the literature, and my participants, the expectation that you get married to someone 
of the opposite sex and have children with them is extremely strong (Greene, 1996; Kam, 2013). 
For many lesbians in China, coming out is a struggle, and for many, staying in the closet is the best 
option. For those who avoid coming out, then a cooperative marriage (合作婚姻 hezuo hunyin or 

形式婚姻 xingshi hunyin), where a lesbian woman marries a gay man, is the best strategy for 
managing family expectations (Jeffreys & Yu, 2015; Kam, 2013). This, coupled with the Chinese 

notions of filial piety (孝 xiao) and face (面子 mianzi), make coming out extremely difficult. Xiao, 
essentially, is a social value which encourages (or enforces) children to do as their parents want 
them to do, within the socially expected range of what parents can require (Liu, Ng, Weatherall, 
& Loong, 2000). Mianzi, which literally means ‘face,’ is the social standing, image and status that 
people attain over time (Cheng, 1986). For parents, having good, successful children is a 
significant part of their mianzi, and if their social circle find out that their children are gay or not 
getting married and having children, then the children may be regarded as not following the 
tenets of xiao, which in turn reflects badly on the parents and causes them to lose mianzi. Rofel 
(2007, p. 100) explores how xiao may be applied in a queer Chinese context:  
 

Family is the metonym for belonging, not simply to the nation-state but to Chinese culture writ 
large . . . for gay men to establish their normality as men, they must marry, not to prove their 
virility but to produce heirs. 

 
The same can be said of Chinese lesbians—heterosexual marriage and the production of children 
is the only expected option. As Yue (2016) points out, lesbians in China may have similar legal 
rights as lesbians in Australia, but the way these laws are exercised and filtered down through 

 
1 https://lgbtihealth.org.au/statistics/ (accessed 12/03/2020) 

https://lgbtihealth.org.au/statistics/
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society are entirely different. Even before same-sex marriage was legalised in Australia, white 
Australian lesbians did not need to conform to the values of filial piety and ‘face’ by getting 
married and having children. In contrast, although it is not illegal to be a lesbian or to engage in 
same-sex practices in China, the pressure for heterosexual marriage in China is immense, to the 
point that for many lesbians, it is the only option (Kam, 2013).  
 

1.5.2 Queer migration and racism 
For many Chinese lesbians, including the nine women who agreed to participate in my research, 
leaving China is one option to avoid, or delay, confronting Chinese heterosexism. Although 
migration can come with many economic and social benefits, an additional draw for lesbian 
migrants is the possibility of entering a new society which does not exercise heterosexism in the 
same fashion as in China. Migration, motivated partly or primarily by sexual orientation, is known 
as ‘sexual migration’ (Carrillo, 2004) or ‘queer migration’ (Yue, 2016). However, as is the case for 
other lesbian people of colour (Greene, 1996), when Chinese lesbians migrate to Australia they 
must also deal with the racism, sexism and heterosexism already at play in the new society.  
 
Research into the experiences of gay Asian men in Australia has shown a deep-rooted racism 
against Asian men in the gay community. For example, Leong (2002, p. 80) writes: 
 

We might compare the plight of many Filipino brides who have been brought to this country 
by white Australian men to that of gay Asian men here. Sometimes the characteristics of such 
relationships include the less savoury aspects of sexual colonisation. These relationships often 
involve an older white male, economic dependence by a younger ‘Asian’, an assumed cultural, 
intellectual and social inferiority of the Asian partner, and, finally alienation of the Asian 
partner from his own culture. 

 
Indeed, many gay Asian-Australian scholars have shown that gay Asian men in Australia are 
essentially at the bottom of a racially-demarcated hierarchy, which posits them as effeminate, 
passive or exotic (Caluya, 2008; Chuang, 1999; Leong, 2002). Research on ‘sexual racism’ in 
Australia has found that “gay, bisexual, and other same-sex attracted men maintain diverse but 
generally tolerant attitudes toward sexual racism online” (Callander, Newman, & Holt, 2015, p. 
1995). In gay online dating spaces such as Grindr and Manhunt, it is common to see profiles which 
state clearly ‘NO ASIANS’—evidence of a racial hierarchy at play. 
 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, much less research has been done on what kind of racism Chinese 
lesbians experience in Australia or other Western industrialised countries. Some research 
suggests that LGBTI+ women of colour receive less race-motivated microaggression than LGBTI+ 
men of colour (Nadal, Whitman, Davis, Erazo, & Davidoff, 2016). This may account for the lack of 
research exploring the racism Chinese lesbians in Australia experience. Indeed, all the women 
who participated in my research were either single or in a relationship with another Chinese 
woman, and thus do not necessarily have a lot of engagement with racism from non-Chinese 
lesbians. The literature, and my own previous research, suggests that, on the other hand, gay 
Asian men often engage in relationships, hook-ups or online interaction (via dating apps such as 
‘Grindr’) with non-Chinese gay men (Yu & Blain, 2019). In contrast to the experiences of gay 
Chinese men in Australia, racist discourses within the lesbian community about Chinese women 
may not be well-formed or are perhaps simply under-researched. In an older general survey 
about lesbian women of colour in the United States, including Chinese women, Greene (1996) did 
not discuss the racism Chinese lesbians experience from other women, but instead discussed how 
culturally-specific issues are either ignored or misunderstood. For example, difficulties in coming 
out in Chinese families, discussed above, are not well-understood by white lesbians, causing 
potential conflict in interracial relationships. Beyond relationship issues, it seems the most 
significant issues of racism which affect Chinese lesbians are those which affect Asian migrants 
in general, such as erasure and invisibility (Cornell, 2014). This thesis contains small snapshots 
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of casual conversation among Chinese lesbians which offer insight into an otherwise nearly 
invisible minority within the Australian LGBTI+ community.  

1.6 Overview of the thesis 

1.6.1 Aim and research questions 
In this introductory chapter, I have attempted to show that there is a gap in both poststructuralist 
and CA literature regarding how discourses and social categories are produced and negotiated in 
interaction. Although there are a potentially infinite number of discourses which may be relevant 
to social members, the discourses of race, sexuality and gender are highly salient among the 
participants of this study: Chinese lesbians. In addressing this gap in research, we may achieve a 
more comprehensive understanding of how discourses operate in general, and thus how the 
routine application of social categories may misfire, become unstable, and potentially alter.  
 
This thesis focusses on answering one main question: how do discourses operate in interaction? 
In order to break this down into specific discourses and interactional practices, chapters 4, 5 and 
6 address the following questions in turn.  
 
 1. How are categories of race negotiated in ambiguous actions or interactional projects? 
 2. How are categories of sexuality ascribed and resisted in repair sequences? 
 3. How are categories of gender performed in storytelling sequences? 
 
The thesis also aims to develop a methodology of critical CA, which deploys technical CA analyses 
and poststructuralist analyses where, I argue, they are compatible (discussed further in Chapter 
3). This is both a theoretical and practical aim, as this methodology, if applicable, may be drawn 
on by others to investigate critical concerns such as the operations of social categories in a range 
of other contexts. 
 

1.6.2 Summary of the analysis 
This thesis attempts to answer the above questions in an integrated fashion across the three main 
data analysis chapters (chapters 4, 5 and 6) and the discussion chapter (Chapter 7). The thesis 
ultimately argues that CA and poststructuralism are indeed compatible in ways that have not 
been previously considered. For example, Chapter 4 shows compatibility between the 
ethnomethodological concept of indexicality and Derrida’s notion of iterability; Chapter 5 shows 
compatibility between the Foucauldian notion that discourses are heterogeneous and locally 
produced and the practices of interactional repair; and Chapter 6 shows compatibility between 
Butler’s notion of performativity and the interactional practices of stance-taking and affiliation.  
 
The thesis concludes that the methodology developed and implemented in this thesis—a critical 
CA—is a novel methodology which may be used to better understand the operations of discourse 
and social categories. Interactional participants draw on the resources of the interaction order to 
deploy social actions. Critical CA shows, however, that actions are interactionally accomplished, 
and the interaction order provides resources for collaboratively achieving and negotiating social 
categories. Further, the dialectic relationship argued to exist between the interaction order and 
discourses is what allows for the effects of discourses to potentially misfire, and in so doing, 
potentially destabilise discourses.  
 

1.6.3 Chapter outline 
This thesis is split into a total of eight chapters. This chapter has foregrounded the significance of 
the thesis, and discussed the aims and scope of the thesis. Chapter 2 is a literature review which 
traces the history of CA and how it has been used in other disciplines which attempt to answer 
similar questions to the questions asked in this thesis. As Chapter 2 shows, similar strands of 
research, such as feminist CA, have pioneered a critical application of CA, and this thesis extends 
and builds on that work. Chapter 3 is a research methods chapter, which details the specific 
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methods I used to collect, manage, and analyse the data. In Chapter 3, I also discuss some 
methodological concerns, including positionality and ‘natural interaction.’ 
 
Chapter 4 is the first of three data analysis chapters. It focusses on a social category of whiteness 
which appears in a demonstrably ambiguous turn-at-talk . I discuss in detail the foundational CA 
concepts of adjacency pairs and pre-expansions. In untangling the ambiguity of the sequences 
analysed in this chapter, I also introduce how laughter can be analysed in CA, particularly in the 
context of affiliating to improprieties, or potential breaches of etiquette. I use these concepts to 
conduct a technical-interactional analysis, which shows how the explicit mention of a racial 
category packaged in a question can be ambiguous.  Interactional participants, through their turn-
taking and laughter, ambiguate a question which I argue attempts to explicitly categorise and 
subjectify a co-participant as white. I show how racialised subjects are ‘called into being’ in this 
interaction. I draw on Derrida’s notion of iterability to suggest that, in this attempted repetition 
of discourse, the achievement of ambiguity temporarily prevents a discourse of race from being 
seamlessly cited, but ultimately manages to find its target.  
 
Chapter 5 is the second data analysis chapter. This chapter focusses on several instances in the 
data where sexual category ascription goes awry. I introduce the interactional features of repair, 
epistemics, multiperson associations and disagreement sequences. I draw on a detailed 
discussion of Foucault’s conceptualisation of discourses as heterogeneous and locally produced 
to show how these categories can be ascribed then rejected.  
 
Chapter 6 is the third and final data analysis chapter. In this chapter, the interactional features of 
conversational storytelling are discussed in detail. I draw on these analytic tools to analyse three 
storytellings. Using the CA concepts of affiliation and alignment, I show how the participants 
varyingly affiliate or disaffiliate with the different stances produced in their stories—stances that 
relate directly to categories of women. In this chapter, I show how Butler’s theory of 
performativity can allow us to interpret stance-taking and affiliation as productionss of a 
discourse of gender, producing and resisting different categories of woman.  
 
Chapter 7 is a discussion chapter. I return to the main research questions that I set out in this 
chapter, describing how they have been answered. In order to strengthen the proposal for a 
critical CA, I also discuss three arguments that could be made against critical CA, informed by the 
debates between critical discourse researchers and conversation analysts discussed in Chapter 
2. 
 
Chapter 8 is a short conclusion chapter. This chapter summarises the thesis as a whole, discusses 
the broader implications of this research for the various fields which may find it useful, and 
considers some of the limitations. The chapter ends with a consideration of future research which 
may be guided by critical CA.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

In exploring the operations of social categories and discourses in action, this thesis situates itself 

at the possible intersection between conversation analysis (CA) and poststructuralism. I write 

‘possible’ because although previous scholars have already argued for an ‘eclectic’ synthesis 
between these two discourse analytic schools (Wetherell, 1998), there is still no consensus that 

a synthesis would be analytically useful or theoretically robust (Speer, 2005, ch. 3). As I will 

discuss in this chapter, the questions ‘pure’ conversation analysts ask and the questions ‘pure’ 

poststructuralists ask appear to be poles apart.  

Although finding compatibilities between  CA and poststructuralism is still a contentious issue, 

several strands of synthesis have developed, particularly feminist conversation analysis and 
feminist discursive psychology (DP). Potter and Wetherell (1987), in their now fundamental book 

Discourse and social psychology, laid the ground work for what became the burgeoning field of DP. 

While DP itself has developed into many sub-strands which view the concept of ‘discourse’ 

differently (for a summary, see McKinlay & McVittie, 2008, ch. 1), feminist discursive 

psychologists such as Kitzinger (Kitzinger, 2006; Kitzinger & Frith, 1999; Wilkinson & Kitzinger, 

2007) and feminist conversation analysts such as Speer (Speer, 2005, 2015, 2017; Speer & Potter, 
2000) have used CA/DP to explore issues in feminist thought. I will briefly explore the (often 

minute) differences between CA and DP later in this chapter. For now it suffices to note that, “CA 

and DP are becoming increasingly hard to separate on methodological and conceptual grounds” 

(Speer, 2005, p. 9). The feminist-driven work Kitzinger, Speer and others undertake is, as is the 

nature of much ground-breaking feminist work (e.g., Butler, 1999), informed by poststructuralist 

theory. 

If a field which draws on both CA and poststructuralism already exists, then why would this thesis 
attempt to synthesise something which is already apparently synthesised? Speer echoes the 
writings of many other CA (e.g., Schegloff, 1998) and DP (e.g., Potter, 2003) scholars by writing 
“from a CA perspective, macro-social structures, like institutions, are endogenously constituted 
within talk, and one does not necessarily need to venture beyond or behind the talk to 
demonstrate this” (Speer, 2005, p. 82). Within CA and DP work, there is an emphasis on both anti-
macrostructural analyses (not venturing beyond the talk) and anti-cognitive analyses (not 
venturing behind the talk). This is not to say that CA is not interested nor incapable of analysing 
the macrostructural or cognitive. On the contrary, Schegloff goes to some lengths to point out that 
macrostructures such as gender “can also, in principle, be shown in any particular case to be ‘the 
understanding of the participants’, but this needs to be shown” (Schegloff, 1997, p. 180, emphasis 
in original). He argues that through the formal analysis that CA requires, local, endogenous 
orientations to particular issues can be empirically observed, and he suggests that “serious 
critical discourse analysis presupposes serious formal analysis, and is addressed by its product” 
(Schegloff, 1997, p. 184). CA can be implemented to inquire into macrostructures, just as DP can 
be implemented to inquire into what are typically considered cognitive states (Potter & Wetherell, 
1987), but the analyst must be able to demonstrably show an orientation to such issues by the 
participants themselves, rather than engaging in what Schegloff (1997, p. 167) calls “a kind of 
theoretical imperialism,” whereby the analyst interprets the words and actions of participants in 
a way they do not demonstrably orient to. Researchers drawing on the methodology of CA/DP 
and feminist understandings of gendered relations thus choose to focus on issues oriented to by 
the interactants themselves, rather than imposing their own politics of, for example, hegemonic 
masculinity (e.g., Speer, 2005, ch. 5). They argue that by drawing on CA/DP:  
 

What we have here are the tools to develop a systematic, empirically grounded form of 
feminism which validates (Peräkylä 2004) our politics and theories of the workings of 
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powerful, patriarchal structures and the constitution of gender identity in an analytically 
tractable fashion, in the turn-by-turn, line-by-line analysis of live interactional materials. 
(Speer, 2005, p. 103) 

 
As the quote by Speer suggests, feminist CA scholars have drawn on poststructuralism (especially 

that of Butler) in a way that directs their CA analyses. They have shown that CA can be used to 

explore more than just the organisation of interaction; it can also further our understandings of 

how gendered relations are endogenously constructed, and thus potentially reproduced and 

resisted. Building on the foundation developed by feminist CA/DP scholars, this thesis will 
attempt to explore and explicate the complicated relationship that exists between CA and 

poststructuralism, and in so doing, show how discourses of race, sexuality and gender operate in 

the realm of interaction between Chinese lesbians and others. As will be seen throughout the 

thesis, I extend the feminist CA argument by bringing it to (at times intersecting) domains of race, 

sexuality and gender; but also by considering the strong compatibility between CA and 

poststructuralist terms. Feminist CA has shown the great potential of synthesising 
poststructuralism and CA; this thesis will consider in more detail the epistemological 

compatibility between the two schools of thought.  

This chapter will lay the groundwork of this consideration. Given the focus on epistemology, I will 

begin by discussing the epistemological inspiration behind CA: ethnomethodology. I will then 

explore how and why CA differs from ethnomethodology. The two terms are often used together 

but the two fields, while related, have become increasingly distinct and diverge on some key 
methodological assumptions. 2  Given some of the more ‘critical’ practitioners of CA consider 

themselves discursive psychologists, I will briefly discuss the development of DP and its close 

relationship to CA. This thesis focusses on social categories and as such, it is important to discuss 

a strand of ethnomethodologically-inspired research known as membership categorisation 

analysis (MCA). I will then review research that can be categorised as feminist or ‘critical’ CA. I 

will close this chapter with an exploration of key poststructuralist ideas of Foucault and Butler. I 
hope to show that conversation analysts may be able to draw on poststructuralist theories more 

deeply, and that a detailed exploration of key poststructuralist thinkers may reveal novel, yet 

equally rigorous, ways of analysing and interpreting discourses and categories in action.   

2.1 Ethnomethodology  

The founder of ethnomethodology, Harold Garfinkel, offers the following eloquent, but somewhat 
inaccessible, definition of ethnomethodology. He writes that he uses the term: 
 

to refer to the investigation of the rational properties of indexical expressions and other 

practical actions as contingent ongoing accomplishments of organized artful practices of 
everyday life. (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 11) 

This definition makes more sense within a ‘Parsonian backdrop’ (Heritage, 1984b, pp. 7-36). 
Parsons was Garfinkel’s doctoral supervisor as well as author of The structure of social action 
(1937). As the title of Parsons’ book suggests, Parsons posited a theory of social structure and 
action that is understood as being deterministic. Heritage writes that for Parsons, the biggest 
contribution of his deterministic theory of social action detailed in his book was resolving the 
Hobbesian ‘problem of order’ (Heritage, 1984b, p. 15). The ‘problem of order’ asks how is it that 
social orders exist at all, and how does society manage to operate without just chaotically 
breaking down. Heritage writes: 
 

 
2 As an example, one of the largest international associations for CA is called the International Institute for 
Ethnomethodology and Conversation Analysis (IIEMCA).  
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According to Parsons the key to the Hobbesian problem lay in the analysis, convergently 

developed by Durkheim and Freud, of the internalization of norms. By this process, social 

actors would come to adopt value standards which would limit the range of ends they could 

aspire to and the means they could employ to achieve them. (Heritage, 1984b, p. 16) 

The reason Heritage devotes an entire chapter to discussing Parsons and his theory is because 
Garfinkel developed ethnomethodology in reaction to Parsonian theory. Heritage emphasises 
that “Garfinkel formed fundamental disagreements with almost every major aspect of Parsonian 
sociology” (1984b, p. 33), and that: 
 

Garfinkel rejected the view that normative rules – no matter how detailed and specific or 

deeply ‘internalized’ – could in any way be determinative of conduct. (Heritage, 1984b, p. 34) 

2.1.1 Indexical expressions 
In rejecting Parsons’ theory of social action, Garfinkel turned to the work of the Austrian 
phenomenologist Schutz (Heritage, 1984b, ch. 3). By briefly discussing Schutz’s work, Garfinkel’s 
elusive concepts of indexicality and rational properties may become clearer. Drawing on the 
phenomenology of Husserl, “Schutz insisted that the social world is, in the first instance, 
experientially interpreted by its members as meaningful and intelligible in terms of social 
categories and constructs” (Heritage, 1984b, p. 45). Schutz, unlike Parsons, viewed actors as more 
agentive—gradually acquiring what Schutz called typified knowledge to categorise and interpret 
objects and actions which they encounter in the social world. This typified or ‘recipe’ knowledge 
could then be applied to construct one’s own reality. Heritage offers this example: if one 
encounters an Irish Wolfhound for the first time, it would be immediately perceived as a dog 
(Heritage, 1984b, p. 52). However, these type constructs are necessarily vague and elastic and, 
importantly, cater to the relevancy of different contexts. To use another of Heritage’s examples, 
‘this man’ could be perceived as ‘father,’ but could also be perceived as ‘friend,’ ‘brother,’ ‘son’ etc. 
These type constructs are key to Garfinkel’s notion of indexical expressions. Heritage writes: 
 

Garfinkel uses the term [indexical expressions] not merely to capture the traditional 

philosophical problem of the reference of deictic terms, but also to note that the sense of 
ordinary descriptive terms is powerfully influenced by the context in which they are uttered. 

(Heritage, 1984b, p. 143) 

Traditionally, in the fields of philosophy of language and linguistics, indexical expressions refer 
to deictic terms such as ‘this’, ‘that’, ‘his’, and so on—terms which do not refer to a specific thing 
in the world, but to something that the hearer needs to glean from the context (Kaplan, 1989). 
According to this logico-linguistic interpretation, indexical expressions co-exist with plainly 
descriptive expressions. To use a simplified example, the meaning of descriptive expressions 
which do not use indexicals, such as ‘The city of Sydney is beautiful,’ is context-free. Garfinkel 
argues, however, that the sense of the utterance can never escape the context in which it was 
uttered. For example, if two people were walking through Melbourne, and one claimed ‘The city 
of Sydney is beautiful,’ the listener would be required to draw on their recipe knowledge in order 
to make a rational interpretation of the action of the utterance. Is it actually a complaint that 
Melbourne is not beautiful? Is it implicitly praising Melbourne for its grunginess? Evidently, the 
sense of supposedly descriptive expressions is also context-dependent, which is what led 
Garfinkel to the conclusion that descriptive accounts are also indexical (Heritage, 1984b, p. 141). 
He then took this one step further, to view all utterances as indexical, i.e., context-dependent and 
action-oriented. This conclusion finds some similarities with Austin’s speech act theory (Austin, 
1975). However, in discussing the differences between speech act theory and the 
ethnomethodologically-inspired CA, Schegloff notes that: 
 

We do not begin with classes or categories of action . . . and deconstruct them analytically into 
the conceptual components that make some particular act an instance of that class . . . . [Instead] 
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we start from an observation about how some bit of talk was done, and ask: What could 
someone be doing by talking in this way? (Schegloff, 2007a, p. 8) 
 

The phenomenological and Schutzian influence on ethnomethodology can be seen in its focus on 
how members work together to make sense of indexical expressions. Ethnomethodologists, and 
in turn, conversation analysts, avoid applying analysts’ understanding of action, and instead 
ground their analyses in co-participants’ displayed orientations. 
 

2.1.2 Rational action 
I will now turn to a brief discussion about what Garfinkel called ‘rational properties’ or ‘rational 
action.’ Again, Garfinkel was not convinced by Parsons’ theory, which posited that humans almost 
always acted rationally (how could they not, having internalised social norms?), and in the times 
when they supposedly acted ‘irrationally,’ or erroneously, a secondary theory of how that could 
occur had to be developed. In Parsons’ case, that theory was that the irrational actor simply was 
not properly socialised (Heritage, 1984b, pp. 115-118). Schutz, however, questioned this 
rational/irrational binary that social scientists worked with. Heritage writes:  
 

At the end of the day, conflict, just as much as co-operation, can only be conducted within an 

overarching frame of intelligibility and it is the maintenance of this overarching frame which 

is the central object of Schutz’s theoretical investigations. (Heritage, 1984b, p. 70) 

Rather than create a dichotomy between rational and irrational action, Schutz, and in turn 
Garfinkel, theorised that all actions had to be understood within some interpretative framework. 
If some kind of intersubjective understanding was achieved, then the consequences of actions 
which appeared irrational could only be understood through the same framework which gave 
rational action meaning. Thus the ethnomethodological investigation inspired by the Schutzian 
framework would be directed at “how men [sic], isolated yet simultaneously in an odd 
communion, go about the business of constructing, testing, maintaining, altering, validating, 
questioning, defining an order together” (Garfinkel, 1952, p. 114). 
 
For Garfinkel, the ‘rational properties of indexical expressions’ are thus the properties of any 
utterance that incite a framework which allows the action of that utterance to be interpreted, as 
well as the subsequent actions that are taken. Heritage (1984b, pp. 115-118) offers the fairly 
straightforward example of a greeting. He writes that in a greeting sequence, where A says ‘hello’ 
to B, A interprets both B responding with a reciprocal ‘hello,’ or B responding with nothing at all, 
within the framework of the greeting sequence. That is, the greeting sequence framework posits 
that responding with a reciprocal ‘hello’ (or ‘hey,’ ‘hi’ or some other kind of greeting) is the 
expected and preferred subsequent action. The reciprocal ‘hello’ is thus the action within this 
framework that does not need to be accounted for. Following on from this, then, any other action 
by B, such as not responding at all, is, within the greeting sequence framework, an accountable 
action. It is accountable in the sense that, because B has deviated from the norm, both A and B 
should orient to this deviation and thus provide some kind of account for why this deviation 
occurred. It is important to note that this can only be interpreted by both parties as a deviation if 
both parties are aware of the greeting sequence framework, and thus accounts of the deviation 
are interpreted within this framework. In this example, if B offers no response, then A may 
interpret B as not hearing them, not recognising them, purposefully ignoring and disliking them, 
and so on. This ‘rational’ interpretation can only be the result of the incitement of the greeting 
sequence framework through the indexical expression ‘hello.’ It should be re-emphasised that 
Garfinkel considers most, if not all, utterances as indexical, and thus there are an enormous range 
of interpretative frameworks that can be, and are, incited in everyday interaction. 
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2.1.3 Agnes and the performance of sex 
A lucid example of indexical expressions and rational action within an interpretive framework is 
Garfinkel’s study of a young, white, single American transgender woman: Agnes.3  He writes in 
detail how, at the time he met Agnes, she seemed for all intents and purposes to be a ‘normal, 
natural woman.’ However, due to being born with a penis, she was raised as a boy until the age of 
seventeen. At that point, she left school and made an active effort to learn how to be a woman. 
According to Garfinkel, Agnes looked like an attractive young woman. Despite having a penis, 
once she hit puberty, she began to grow breasts and develop a ‘womanly’ shape, and so from the 
age of seventeen onward she considered her penis to be an extra appendage that she had been 
given by a cruel trick of fate. Other than the penis, she considered herself a natural woman, which, 
for her, included being heterosexual (i.e., a woman attracted to men).4  
 
Garfinkel had recurring interviews with Agnes while she was participating in research and sex-
reassignment surgery at the University of California, Los Angeles. Through his interviews with 
her, he theorised how the realities of sex were produced. I should note here that Garfinkel seems 
to conflate the term ‘sex’ with the term ‘gender.’5 For him, being a ‘normally sexed person’ meant 
not only having the ‘correct’ genitalia, but also conforming to the social norms of people who have 
the same genitalia. For example, having a vagina is not enough to be considered female, but one 
also had to have “original femininity” (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 128); one had to act like a female. For 
Garfinkel, ‘naturally sexed people’ thus also ‘naturally’ behave like a women or man (for a more 
developed ethnomethodological discussion of gender and sex, see West and Zimmerman, 1987). 
Garfinkel writes that from the perspective of ‘normals’ (what we would now call cis-gender and 
heterosexual people), sex was something naturally assigned and taken-for-granted; ‘normals’ did 
not have to think about their sex. However, upon making her change to live as a woman and not 
a man, Agnes had to learn how to be a woman. She had to study the many minutiae of female 
behaviour and adopt them. For her, if she slipped even slightly and gave others reason to doubt 
her sex/gender—or her right to be a natural woman—she could have been fired from jobs, 
marginalised by her friends, and, what seemed to be the most devastating possibility for Agnes, 
dumped by her boyfriend.6 In reference to his research with Agnes, Garfinkel writes: 
 

We learned from Agnes, who treated sexed persons as cultural events that members make 

happen, that members’ practices alone produce the observable-tellable normal sexuality of 
persons, and do so only, entirely, exclusively in actual, singular, particular occasions through 

actual witnessed displays of common talk and conduct. (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 181) 

The example of Agnes is powerful evidence supporting the ethnomethodological notion that 

social structures such as gender, which members typically take for granted, are not fully 

deterministic and internalised as Parsons posited (see also West & Zimmerman, 1987). Rather, 

social structures, just like the greeting sequence framework discussed above, are produced by 

 
3 Garfinkel actually refers to Agnes as ‘intersex’ because she told him that, despite being born with a penis, 
she ‘naturally’ developed feminine features in puberty. In the appendix to his chapter about Agnes, 
Garfinkel writes that many years after her transition, Agnes revealed that she had actually been taking 
oestrogen pills since age twelve. This more likely classifies her as transgender, at least in contemporary 
terms. Garfinkel does not treat this revelation as an invalidation of his ethnomethodological analysis 
(Garfinkel, 1967, p. 288). 
4 Note that gender identity and sexual desire are not correlative. While Agnes was identified as male as  a 
child, she was always, and remained, attracted to men. The sexual attraction of transgender people does 
not necessarily change alongside gender transitioning. 
5 This is an interesting parallel with Judith Butler’s attempts to deconstruct the sex/gender binary (Butler, 
2004), and evidence of some common phenomenological roots of ethnomethodology and 
poststructuralism. 
6 Garfinkel describes in great detail the intricacies of Agnes’ relationship with her boyfriend Bill. He noted 
how for Agnes, Bill was the ever-present figure in her mind, and the success of her relationship with him 
was the insignia of her femininity (Garfinkel, 1967, pp. 116-185). 
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members moment-to-moment as they accomplish social ‘facts’ such as gender through their 

indexical expressions and actions. This being the case, there is a requirement for constant self-

monitoring and recurring context-specific actions each time the same social ‘fact’ (e.g., gender) is 

accomplished. I will explore the ramifications of this constant recurrence in the discussion about 
gender performativity later in the chapter (section 2.9). Suffice to say here, although Garfinkel 

does not directly address the question of how the social structure of gender came about in the 

first place, his constant reference to social norms reveals his assumptions that social structures 

are in place and that members’ accomplishment of these norms is a result of their displayed 

orientations to them. As Heritage writes:  

For Freud, gender differentiation is ultimately based on a single slender thread: the 
psychological responses of males and females to the facts of anatomy. For Garfinkel, by 

contrast, the institution of gender appears as a densely woven fabric of morally accountable 

cultural practices which are throughout both accountable, and accountably treated, as natural. 

(1984b, p. 198) 

From an ethnomethodological perspective, then, structure is produced through action—what 

Boden and Zimmerman (1991, pp. 3-21) call ‘structure-in-action.’ 

2.2 The interaction order 

Garfinkel was working in reaction to Parsons’ deterministic theory of social structure and action, 
but at the same time, the sociologist Erving Goffman was developing a key sociological concept 
known as the ‘interaction order’ (Goffman, 1983). In a sense, Goffman was also working in 
reaction to the macro-sociology that was popular at the time. In a short yet impactful paper, he 
argues that sociologists were so focussed on analysing deterministic sociological variables and 
indicators that they generally neglected a key part of social life: the social encounter (Goffman, 
1964). He posits that this social encounter has its own rules and structure, independent of other 
structures, and deserves to be studied in its own right. He claims that:  
 

Forms of face-to-face life are worn smooth by constant repetition on the part of participants 

who are heterogeneous in many ways and yet must quickly reach a working understanding; 

these forms thus seem more open to systematic analysis than are the internal or external 
workings of many macroscopic entities. (Goffman, 1983, p. 9) 

Rather than being yet another sociological factor glossed as ‘context,’  (along with ‘age,’ ‘sex,’ 
‘socio-economic status,’ etc.) Goffman was the first to suggest that face-to-face interaction may 
have a systematic structure amenable to analysis. Unlike other social structures, or ‘macroscopic 
entities,’ such as gender or race, the interaction order he posited was a general one—an order 
applicable to all societies and all contexts. He claims that the warrant for excising the interaction 
order from social life was: 
 

that exploring relations between orders is critical, a subject matter in its own right, and that 

such an inquiry presupposes a delineation of the several social orders in the first place; that 

isolating the interaction order provides a means and a reason to examine diverse societies 
comparatively, and our own historically. (Goffman, 1983, p. 2) 

For Goffman, and the many scholars that devoted their work to describing the ‘interaction order’ 
he posited, the micro-order of interaction is key to understanding many aspects of human 
sociality. Drawing in part on Garfinkel’s ethnomethodology and in part on Goffman’s interaction 
order, the field of conversation analysis emerged. 
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2.3 Conversation analysis 

In this section I will sketch out how CA emerged and how it diverges from ethnomethodology. I 

will then explore what CA is ‘really about’ by discussing some of the structural features of 

interaction that early CA work explicated. I will not cover all of the fundamental structures of 

conversation such as repair, turn design, sequence organisation, etc., many of which are covered 
in chapter-length introductions to CA such as Heritage (1984b, ch. 8), Atkinson and Drew (1979, 

ch. 2) and Levinson (1983, ch. 6), while more recent book-length introductions are also available 

in Schegloff (2007a), ten Have (2007), Sidnell and Stivers (2013) and Clift (2016). I will discuss 

the relevant structures as they are addressed throughout the thesis.  

2.3.1 Emergence of conversation analysis 
Conversation analysis is a method of analysing human interaction that grew from Garfinkel’s 
ethnomethodology, Goffman’s concept of the interaction order, and arguably other fields. While 

ethnomethodology and CA maintain strong epistemological similarities, CA has grown to 

distinguish itself as a distinct field. Schegloff notes that when Sacks first published what was to 

become the first published work in ‘conversation analysis’ in 1972, there was a sense of 

“headiness”, “vertigo” or “indeterminateness” about ‘What sort of discipline was this or might it 

be?’ (Schegloff, 1992b, p. xviii). Although Sacks worked directly with Garfinkel and maintained an 
intellectual relationship with him for over a decade (Schegloff, 1992b, p. xiii), his own work 

evidently diverged significantly from Garfinkel’s, making it distinct from ethnomethodology. As 

Maynard and Clayman (2003, p. 176) point out: 

Arguably, Harvey Sacks was influenced by a wide range of intellectual sources in addition to 

Harold Garfinkel . . . including Erving Goffman (one of Sacks’ teachers while a graduate student 

at Berkeley), Wittgenstein’s ordinary language philosophy, Chomsky’s transformational 
grammar, Freudian psychoanalysis, anthropological field work, and research by Milman Parry 

and Eric Havelock on oral cultures. 

It could be argued, for example, that exposure to Wittgenstein and Chomsky is w hat prompted 

Sacks to focus specifically on talk-in-interaction—a linguistic manifestation of social action—

rather than maintain the significantly wider focus of ethnomethodology. Sacks (1984, p. 26) 

disputes this influence however, writing: 

It was not from any large interest in language or from some theoretical formulation of what 

should be studied that I started with tape-recorded conversation, but simply because I could 

get my hands on it and I could study it again and again, and also, consequentially, because 

others could look at what I had studied and make of it what they could, if, for example, they 

wanted to be able to disagree with me. 

This seemingly ad hoc decision to work with recorded conversations is what kick-started the 
entire conversation-analytic enterprise. 7  The focus on conversation is also one of three key 

differences between Garfinkelian ethnomethodology and conversation analysis (Maynard & 

Clayman, 2003, p. 176), the next two of which I will discuss below. 

The second key difference lies in CA’s so-called ‘formalism.’ As Maynard and Clayman (2003, p. 

186) point out, for ethnomethodology, “the practices involved in achieving a setting’s features do 

not lend themselves to formal and transsituational characterization.” Garfinkelian 
ethnomethodologists would argue that the specific components of the achievement of a social 

 
7 As Schegloff (1996, p. 166) has pointed out, commercial tape recording devices were fairly new at the 
time Sacks began working on tape-recorded interaction, and so this technological innovation is what made 
it possible for anyone to begin working with tape recordings at this time.  
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feature or setting is precisely that: specific. One of CA’s fundamental assumptions runs directly 

contrary to this argument. Heritage (1984b, p. 241) writes: “the initial and most fundamental 

assumption of conversation is that all aspects of social action and interaction can be found to 

exhibit organized patterns of stable, recurrent structural features.” A significant part of the 
conversation-analytic enterprise has been describing general features of conversation such as 

turn-taking (Sacks, Schegloff, & Jefferson, 1974) which can be drawn on to describe and analyse 

talk-in-interaction in a huge variety of, if not all, contexts. This ‘formalism’ has also been critiqued 

for being ‘positivistic,’ or at least ‘logical empiricist’ (Lynch & Bogen, 1994, p. 83), and therefore 

in direct opposition to Garfinkelian ethnomethodology. Schegloff (1992b, p. xxxii) notes how, 

The tenor at least of Garfinkel’s arguments was anti-positivist and ‘anti-scientific’ in impulse, 
whereas Sacks sought to ground the undertaking in which he was engaging in the very fact of 

the existence of science. 

Sacks, and by extension the CA enterprise that followed him, had a more ‘natural science’ 

approach to sociology than Garfinkel (however, cf. Lynch & Bogen, 1994), and this manifested 

itself particularly in the third key divergence from ethnomethodology: his approach to data. To 

quote Heritage (1984b, p. 236) extensively: 

The contemporary methodology of conversation analysis has maintained Sacks’s pioneering 

focus on the details of actual interactions and his effort to forestall the process of idealization. 

Its insistence on the use of data collected from naturally occurring occasions of everyday 

interaction is paralleled by a corresponding avoidance of a range of other research 

methodologies as unsatisfactory sources of data. These include: (1) the use of interviewing  

techniques in which the verbal formulations of subjects are treated as an appropriate 
substitute for the observation of actual behavior; (2) the use of observational methods in 

which data are recorded through field notes or with pre-coded schedules; (3) the use of native 

intuitions as a means of inventing examples of interactional behaviour; and (4) the use of 

experimental methodologies involving the direction or manipulation of behaviour. These 

techniques have been avoided because each of them involves processes in which the specific 

details of naturally situated interactional conduct are irretrievably lost and are replaced by 
idealizations about how the interaction works. 

And, to partially requote Sacks (1984, p. 26) from above, he was interested in recordings of this 

naturally occurring interaction “because others could look at what I had studied and make of it 

what they could, if, for example, they wanted to be able to disagree with me .” In other words, the 

data is, as in the natural sciences, ‘natural observation,’ and possible to be subject to constant re-

observation by oneself and others.8 If we compare this to Garfinkel’s study of Agnes mentioned 
earlier, the divergence is clear. In the Agnes study, Garfinkel’s data source was mostly personal 

observations and interview recordings, neither of which are appropriate for CA. Maynard and 

Clayman (2003, p. 195) further emphasise this point, writing:  

What is distinctive about the ethnomethodological approach is, first, a concern to unlock the 

unseen, unnoticed, the invisible, but to do so through some contrivance rather than observing 

naturally occurring processes or records thereof. 

To sum up, I have discussed three key divergences between CA and ethnomethodology: (1) CA 

principally focuses on talk-in-interaction, whereas ethnomethodology addresses a range of social 

 
8 I discuss some argument about this ‘naturalness’ in Chapter 3 in reference to my own data. 
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phenomena; (2) CA can be characterised as formalist and ‘scientific ,’9 while ethnomethodology is 

pointedly anti-positivist; and (3) CA strongly prefers recorded talk of non-researcher-contrived 

(or ‘natural’) interaction as its data source, whereas ethnomethodology seems to prefer broadly 

‘ethnographic’ data. While there are likely many more points of divergence, these are three points 
that make evident that CA, while ethnomethodologically-inspired, has emerged to become its own 

fully-fledged discipline.  

2.3.2 Turn-constructional units (TCUs) and transition-relevance places (TRPs) 
In this subsection and the following subsection I will discuss key concepts which emerged from 

what is arguably CA’s most fundamental and foundational paper: ‘A simplest systematics for the 
organization of turn-taking for conversation’ published in the journal Language by Harvey Sacks, 

Emmanuel Schegloff and Gail Jefferson (Sacks et al., 1974). As the authors themselves write, this 

paper was the first sociological inquiry into turn-taking in conversation that was conducted 

without some extra motive (for example, understanding the power structures at play in a remote 

tribal society). For them: 

Turn-taking seems a basic form of organization for conversation – ‘basic’, in that it would be 
invariant to parties, such that whatever variations the parties brought to bear in the 

conversation would be accommodated without change in the system, and such that it could be 

selectively and locally affected by social aspects of context. (Sacks et al., 1974, p. 700) 

In this sense, the conversational structure that they attempt to describe is both context-free and 

context-sensitive; a system that remains unchanged despite sociological variation in the 

interactants involved, yet is capable of fitting itself to the context-sensitive needs of the 
interactants. Sacks et al argue that: 

The social organization of turn-taking distributes turns among parties. It must, at least 

partially, be shaped as an economy. As such, it is expectable that, like other economies its 

organization will affect the relative distribution of that which it organizes. (Sacks et al., 1974, 

p. 701) 

Thus, parties to conversation can expect that at some point they will be given the conversational 
resource of talk. Sometimes this resource is coveted, other times shunned, yet generally it is 

simply expected and allocated. Sacks et al posit that there are turn-constructional units (TCUs) 

which interactants can use in order to construct their turns. In English, these TCUs can be 

sentential (a whole sentence), clausal (e.g., a relative clause such as ‘where the dog is sitting’), 

phrasal (more than one word utterances that are neither clauses or sentences such as ‘that thing,’ 

or ‘on Mondays’) or lexical (a single word). 10  The significance of these TCUs is that the first 
possible completion of a single TCU constitutes a possible transition-relevance place (TRP). A TRP 

is a place where a next speaker may begin their own TCU. Thus, TCUs and TRPs are the building 

blocks of turn allocation. 

2.3.3 Turn allocation rules 
After positing that these building blocks exist, Sacks et al then posited a set of rules that govern 

turn construction “providing for the allocation of a next turn to one party, and co-ordinating 
transfer so as to minimize gap and overlap” (Sacks et al., 1974, p. 704). The rules are as follows: 

 
9 This ‘scientific’ characterisation of CA should not be taken too literally however. CA work rarely, if ever, 
attempts to abstract the rules to a purely formalist level like mathematics or (linguistic) semantics; rules 
are always (to my knowledge) grounded and made observable in data excerpts. 
10 Note, Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson were not linguists but sociologists. As such they are not using these 
terms, particularly the word ‘phrase’ in the sense typically used by linguists, such as Noun Phrase, Verb 
Phrase, and so on. 
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(1) For any turn, at the initial transition-relevance place of an initial turn-constructional unit: 

(a) If the turn-so-far is so constructed as to involve the use of a ‘current speaker selects 

next’11 technique, then the party so selected has the right and is obliged to take next turn to 

speak; no others have such rights or obligations, and transfer occurs at that place 

(b) If the turn-so-far is so constructed as not to involve the use of a ‘current speaker selects 

next’ technique, then the self-selection for next speakership may, but need not, be instituted;  

first starter acquires rights to a turn, and transfer occurs at that place.  

(c) If the turn-so-far is so constructed as not to involve the use of a ‘current speaker selects 

next’ technique, then current speaker may, but need not continue, unless another self-selects. 

(2) If, at the initial transition-relevance place of an initial turn-constructional unit, neither 1a 
nor 1b has operated, and following the provision of 1c, current speaker has continued, then 

the rule-set a-c re-applies at the next transition relevance place, and recursively at each next 

transition-relevance place, until transfer is effected (Sacks et al., 1974, p. 704). 

After reading these rules it becomes more evident why CA has come under critique by 

ethnomethodologists. Sacks et al posit them as though they are physical laws governing how 

humans interact. Indeed, if these rules were followed to their logical conclusion, then humans 
would have no way of exiting conversation, and we would be stuck in conversation with one 

another forever!12 They acknowledge that this model certainly is insufficient in some respects 

(Sacks et al., 1974, p. 725). Taking into account the deficiencies of this model (which has been 

significantly expanded on in the years following its publication) they further point out that the 

system for turn-taking is a “‘party-administered’ system” (Sacks et al., 1974, p. 726); participants 

of interaction must themselves orient to the rules of turn-taking. They write: 
 

In its turn-allocational techniques, the turn-taking system for conversation builds in an 

intrinsic motivation for listening to all utterances in a conversation . . . In the variety of 

techniques for arriving at a next speaker, and in their ordered character, it obliges any willing 

or potentially intending speaker to listen to and analyse each utterance across its delivery. 

Thus a participant, willing to speak next if selected to do so,  will need to listen to each 
utterance and analyse it at least to find whether or not it selects him as next speaker. (Sacks et 

al., 1974, pp. 727-728) 

In the examples they offer in this paper, it seems clear that conversational participants do indeed 

orient to the concepts of TCUs and TRPs (even though they may not conceive of their talk with 

these concepts) in deciding when their talk can start and finish. Even when overlapping talk 

occurs, the overlapping speakers generally analyse the turn as having finished due to a TCU’s 
possible completion, providing further evidence for party orientation to TCUs and TRPs in party-

administered turn-taking. 

 

Since this foundational CA work was published in 1974, a wide array of other publications have 

appeared which have explicated other aspects of conversation, such as repair and preference 

structure (e.g., Schegloff, Jefferson, & Sacks, 1977), assessment (e.g., C. Goodwin, 1986; C. 
Goodwin & Goodwin, 1987; Pomerantz, 1984), collaborative turns (e.g., Lerner, 2004) and many 

more. This body of work has been primarily concerned with understanding and explicating the 

structure and inner workings of the interaction order (Goffman, 1964, 1983). In the next section, 

 
11  Although there are a wide variety of these techniques (e.g., see Sacks et al., 1974, p. 718), a 
straightforward example is naming someone, then asking a question. For example ‘Helen, what’s the time?’.  
12 Thankfully, this is a problem addressed in detail by Schegloff and Sacks (1973). 
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I will discuss a debate that occurred between more macro-oriented discursive psychologists, 

Margaret Wetherell and Michael Billig, and the micro-oriented Emmanuel Schegloff regarding, 

essentially, what else CA could offer other than describing the interaction order.  

2.4 The Wetherell, Schegloff and Billig debate: Micro and macro 
approaches in dialogue 

Although CA has faced criticism from various directions  (e.g., from ethnomethodologists (Lynch 

& Bogen, 1994) and sociolinguists (Blommaert, 2005)) this debate is highly relevant to the 

question I posed at the beginning of this chapter: what are the synergies between CA and 

poststructuralism? This section will discuss the major critiques Wetherell and Billig have against 

CA as well as Schegloff’s response to these critiques. 

2.4.1 Schegloff’s discussion of CA in light of critical discourse analysis (CDA) 
In 1997 Schegloff published a controversial article titled ‘Whose text? Whose context?’ (Schegloff, 

1997) where he, from a CA perspective, critically discussed other forms of discourse analysis, in 

particular, critical discourse analysis (CDA). In this article he writes, somewhat provocatively, 

that: 

However well-intentioned and well-disposed toward the participants – indeed, often enough 

the whole rationale of the critical stance is the championing of what are taken to be authentic, 
indigenous perspectives – there is a kind of theoretical imperialism involved here, a kind of 

hegemony of the intellectuals, of the literati, of the academics, of the critics whose theoretical 

apparatus gets to stipulate the terms by reference to which the world is to be understood – 

when there has already been a set of terms by reference to which the world was understood – 

by those endogenously involved in its very coming to pass. (The issue is not unlike those who 

speak of Columbus having ‘discovered’ America, as if there were not already indigenous people 
living there.) (Schegloff, 1997, p. 167, emphasis in original) 

In proper CA fashion, Schegloff offers a (now oft-cited) data excerpt of the interaction between 

two people: Marsha and Tony. In the transcript we often see Tony (a man) talking simultaneously 

with, as well as interrupting, Marsha (a woman). Schegloff suggests that critically-oriented 

analysts may view this as “an interaction across gender lines, in which the asymmetries of status 

and power along gender lines in this society are played out” (Schegloff, 1997, p. 173). Through 
his own CA analysis however, Schegloff suggests that gender identity is not relevant in this 

interaction, and that the cause of the overlapping talk and interruption is understood by the 

participants (and the conversation analyst) as a result of Marsha’s weak alignment to Tony’s 

assessment. And thus the actions that are demonstrably relevant to the participants themselves 

are those of assessing and aligning, not the interactional playing out of gender inequality. 

Schegloff concludes that if the import of events to the participants themselves, 

is what critical discourse analysis is to address itself to, then critical analysis and formal 

analysis are not competitors or alternatives. One presupposes the other; serious critical 

discourse analysis presupposes serious formal analysis, and is addressed by its product. 

(Schegloff, 1997, p. 184, emphasis in original) 

2.4.2 Wetherell’s response and critique of CA 
In direct response to this article, Wetherell proposes that “a complete or scholarly analysis (as 
opposed to technical analysis) must range further than the limits Schegloff proposes” (Wetherell, 

1998). Schegloff clearly commented that, in his view, critical analyses could certainly be 

undertaken after demonstrably showing participants’ orientations to issues of gender and so on . 

Despite this, Wetherell seems to have interpreted Schegloff as suggesting that analyses should 

stop at the technical and interactional description. She writes that “if the problem with post-
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structuralist analysts is that they rarely focus on actual social interaction, then the problem with 

conversational analysts is that they rarely raise their eyes from the next turn in the conversation” 

(Wetherell, 1998, p. 402). Although Wetherell concedes that the discipline of CA’s technical 

analysis is useful to ground critical work, for her an eclectic approach which draws on 
poststructuralist concepts (about which she is somewhat vague in this article) is more scholarly. 

In her article, Wetherell discusses data from one of her own research projects on masculine 

identities. The transcribed interaction is between her co-researcher and groups of young British 

men, and the general topic revolves around going out ‘on the pull’ (i.e., trying to pick up women). 

After analysing the data in a way she considers to be CA, she then re-analyses the data drawing 

on post-structuralist and feminist theorists. She suggests that without the critical lens being 
applied here, the final analysis would be limited and the analyst would be blinded to the 

pervasiveness of discourses organising the orientations of participants such as heteronormativity. 

In response to this, Schegloff argues that: 

In fact, several of the questions which Wetherell puts forward about the data as examples of 

issues beyond the scope of CA but prompted by feminist and post-structuralist concerns strike 

me as quite within CA’s scope, and engaging precisely because of their apparent relevance to 
the parties to the interaction. (Schegloff, 1998, p. 414) 

Again, Schegloff emphasises here that CA as he conceives it is certainly capable of addressing 
issues such as heteronormativity without drawing on feminist theory in order to find it in the data. 
CA can show participants actually orienting to such issues themselves, and thus considering the 
data within its own terms. Further, Schegloff even suggests that once CA is used to show 
participants’ own orientations to issues of gendered, racial and other relations and categories, 
then interpreting the findings in terms of feminist or critical theory is not incommensurable with 
CA; indeed, a rigorous CA analysis can work to greatly strengthen a feminist or critical argument 
by grounding it in empirical details of talk. This point is key to the methodology practiced by 
feminist conversation analysts (see section 2.7) and the critical CA I advocate for throughout this 
thesis. 
 

2.4.3 Billig’s critique of CA and Schegloff’s response 
Billig takes a different approach in his critique of CA. Rather than suggesting that CA’s technical 

analysis does not take the analysis far enough, or that an eclectic approach is necessary for a 
holistic analysis, Billig argues that CA has an “implicitly uncritical theory of the social world” 

(Billig, 1999b, p. 555). In this subsection I will discuss the key critiques Billig has of CA, and 

discuss Schegloff’s (1999b) response in turn. 

Billig’s tactics in pulling apart Schegloff’s discussion of formal (i.e., CA) analysis and political (i.e., 

CDA) analysis essentially consists of four main components. Firstly, Billig questions the use of 

technical CA terminology (e.g., TCU and TRP, discussed above). Billig reads Schegloff (1997) as 
arguing that CA prompts researchers to analyse participants’ talk ‘in its own terms’ (Billig, 1999b, 

p. 546). For Billig then, the fact that conversation analysts use terms such as TCU and TRP which 

everyday conversationalists would rarely ever use, and certainly cannot be seen to be explicitly 

mentioning them in their talk, then conversation analysts are in fact not analysing participants’ 

talk in their own terms. Rather, he suggests, they are imposing their own analytic terms onto the 

talk of the participants even when participants may be engaging in topics important to critical, 
feminist or other analysts, such as childcare (Billig, 1999b, p. 548). Schegloff responds, writing:  

True, they do not talk of adjacency pairs, they (mostly) talk in them; they do not talk of 

preference structures, they construct their talk in reference to them with characteristic turn 

and sequence shapes as the observable outcome . . . CA’s insistence on ‘relevance to the parties’ 

does not need to be met by showing the parties talking about the thing whose relevance is in  
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question, but by showing that the parties are oriented to it in doing whatever they do 

(Schegloff, 1999b, p. 570, n. 8, emphasis in original). 

Although Schegloff does not mention this explicitly here, this is evidence of the 

ethnomethodological thinking that runs through CA. In the discussion of indexical expressions 
(section 2.1.1), I note how Garfinkel viewed all utterances as indexical and action-oriented (much 

like Austin’s speech act theory). In interaction, a description is very rarely merely a description, 

and CA research has shown that participants orient to this.13 To take Schegloff’s example,  

To say of/to someone ‘There you are, hands folded, sitting with a newspaper’ is to be heard as 

offering a critical observation, not a neutral one . . . because there is in principle an indefinitely 

extendable set of observables . . . no noticing can be warranted by its mere ‘correctness’. 
Recipients apply to noticings the generic question ‘why that now?’ and ordinarily find in the 

noticing some assessment. (Schegloff, 1999b, p. 560) 

The actions that interactants deploy, in line with Garfinkel’s concept of indexicality, are often not 

explicitly mentioned and yet they are oriented to anyway. In a similar vein, although interactants 

may not be talking of turn-constructional units, the evidence is overwhelming that they are 

orienting to them. Billig’s critique here is effectively nullified by Schegloff, and it seems that 
Billig’s (and others) critiques may be founded in a misunderstanding (or ignoring) of CA’s 

ethnomethodological foundation. ‘The participants’ own terms’ does not equate to ‘no prior 

assumptions’; CA certainly contains assumptions, many of which were developed by Garfinkel 

and Goffman. 

Secondly, Billig argues that conversation analysts disattend to the topic participants are talking 

about and instead focus on the underlying conversational structure because, from Billig’s reading 
of CA, the ‘goal’ of CA is to uncover underlying conversational structure. Billig thus questions the 

usefulness of CA for those wishing to study a particular topic and drawing on CA to do so, given 

CA ‘disattends’ to topic. Schegloff writes: “Although some CA work disattends the topic of the talk 

being examined, this is demonstrably neither endemic nor generic, as there is ample CA work that 

is addressed to topic” (Schegloff, 1999b, p. 567, n. 1). An example of this is a CA article by Kitzinger 

and Frith (1999) which addresses the topic of sexual refusal. By drawing on CA research about 
how refusals are typically done, they show how putting impetus on women to ‘just say no’ goes 

against interactional norms to in fact avoid ‘just saying no.’ By understanding structures of 

interactional norms first, as Schegloff suggests, Kitzinger and Frith offer a powerful argument 

against the ‘just say no’ movement, because it sends the message that women need to do 

something completely opposite to social interactional norms in order to feel safe. Because of 

previous CA work on refusals, Kitzinger and Frith were able to argue a feminist argument (which 
is very much oriented to topic) that perpetrators of sexual violence—typically, men—are 

ignoring the commonly understood cues of an incipient refusal. Thus, activist efforts should not 

be about educating and empowering women to deliver direct refusals, but about telling men to 

actually read the cues of refusals that are commonly deployed in everyday interaction.  As this 

example suggests, CA work is perfectly suitable to analysing topic, and indeed it is also capable or 

arguing critical and political points. 

Third, Billig questions Schegloff’s and others’ sometimes interchangeable use of the terms 

‘conversation’ and ‘talk-in-interaction.’ He suggests that Schegloff’s interchangeable use belies an 

 
13 Schegloff, Sacks and most conversation analysts seem to use the term ‘orient to’ without fully describing 
what it means. The way they use it, and how I use the term in this thesis, is to mean either showing 
understanding of and drawing on underlying interactional structures such as TCUs, TRPs and turn-
allocation to achieve some action, or showing understanding of and drawing on a topic or discourse to 
achieve some action. 
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undeveloped and uncritical engagement with the ‘equal rights’ afforded to participants in 

conversation (Billig, 1999b, pp. 549-552). From Billig’s reading, Schegloff uses the term 

conversation (indeed, naming the discipline conversation analysis) as if conversation is the 

bedrock, completely equal plane of social interaction, compared to institutional talk, which takes 
features from ordinary conversation but restricts them, giving some speakers more right to speak 

than others (Billig, 1999b, p. 552). Under this assumption, casual conversations that often occur 

in the private and domestic sphere are unproblematically equal, and ignore potential inequalities 

that (according to Billig) some feminists have argued exist in the domestic sphere. Schegloff 

responds that this understanding of CA—seeing itself as free from assumptions and conversation 

being egalitarian—is “simply incorrect” (Schegloff, 1999b, p. 562). He points readers to the Sacks 
et al. (1974) paper where their account of conversation “does not presume an equalitarian society, 

it allows for one” (Schegloff, 1999b, p. 564, emphasis in original). Schegloff writes: 

Given that the turn-taking organization for conversation as an organization is not designed for 

asymmetry, then such asymmetries as characterize the talk are the products of local 

determination, and the sites of that determination can be analysed to determine what appears 

to underlie each next turn allocation, and thereby the cumulative pattern of distribution. 
(Schegloff, 1999b, p. 563, emphasis in original) 

Schegloff’s point here is that although conversation analysts use the term ‘conversation ,’ CA does 

not assume, as Billig proposes, that the interaction in conversation is inherently equal. Rather, it 

is a playing field where interaction can be equal, but can just as likely not be equal. In the cases 

where it is not equal, drawing on CA to show how and why it is not equal may indeed reveal 

analytical points of great interest to feminist and critical analysts, without relying on a priori 
assumptions that inequality must be in place. Further, Schegloff posits the equal distribution of 

turns as a principle of interaction, not a fact. This means that from a CA perspective, conversation 

is not generally, and certainly is not always, symmetrical in its distribution of rights to take turns-

at-talk. 

Fourth, Billig points out how the naming conventions of the people speaking are inconsistent and 

(similar to the point above) uncritical (1999b, pp. 551-554). Billig argues that by naming the 
people speaking as ‘co-participants’ or ‘members,’ conversation analysts imply a democratic 

equality; common membership to a common social order without inequality. Furthermore, in 

transcripts the speakers are often labelled with letters (e.g., A and B) or first names (e.g., Marsha 

and Tony). Billig suggests that both practices also imply a democratic equality and give the reader 

the impression that social roles do not matter. In the cases in CA research where speakers are 

named with some category (e.g., doctor and patient), Billig sees no justification for why the 
naming conventions are different. Schegloff responds: 

There is an overarching concern about this identificatory practice, and that is that it insists 

into relevance these categories and the bodies of common-sense knowledge organized by 

reference to them, and in so doing it makes it more difficult for analysts to continually attend 

to the practices of talk and interaction by which the participants are continually ‘doing being 

members of that category’. (Schegloff, 1999b, p. 565) 

Schegloff writes that he himself opted out from using letter naming conventions after complaints 

from readers that the transcripts appeared too impersonal (Schegloff, 1999b, p. 565), and that he 

chose to use first names because typically that was what speakers themselves used in the 

interactions he analysed. In response to Billig’s critique about it seeming equal, Schegloff 

responds: “surely if social distinctions are relevant there, readers will find them, whether or not 

speakers have been referred to by name” (Schegloff, 1999b, p. 566). It is in this fourth point that 
Billig’s critique certainly seems to hold some purchase, especially when analysts name their 
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speakers using institutional categories (e.g., doctor and patient), which may push the analyst to 

look for such institutional talk. The naming conventions of interactants in CA is still something 

that has not been standardised across the field, and a push may be required to ensure CA 

researchers are methodologically consistent in this respect. I address this issue in my own data 
in section 3.1.5. 

Finally, Billig finishes his critique with the hypothetical example of a recording and transcript of 

an occurrence of rape, bullying or racist abuse. Conversation analysts, Billig suggests, would 

proceed by observing what interactional features are occurring. They would name the 

participants A and B, presuming that both abuser and victim are equally participating in the same 

interaction. Billig suggests CA would conclude that the victim is equally responsible for the abuse 
they are receiving. He writes that conversation analysts may characterise the talk as ‘institutional 

talk’ and not ‘mundane conversation,’ and thus this begs the question: whose mundaneness? 

Schegloff responds to this by writing: 

If interaction is produced within a matrix of turns organized into sequences, etc., and if it is 

from these that motives and intentions are inferred, identities made relevant, stances 

embodied and interpreted, etc., how else – when confronted by the record of singular episodes 
– are we to understand their genesis and course, how else try to understand what unwilling 

participants can do to manage that course to safer outcomes, how else try to understand how 

others might intervene to detoxify those settings? (Schegloff, 1999b, p. 562) 

For Schegloff, CA can indeed have a political project, and it can offer concrete descriptions about 

what happens in interaction to lead to abuse, and thus has the potential to offer solutions. CA is 

neither inherently uncritical or apolitical as Billig and others have tried to argue. Billig and 
Schegloff have an ensuing discussion (Billig, 1999a; Schegloff, 1999a) which I will not discuss 

here as they essentially reiterate their points made above. Through a detailed unpacking of the 

Wetherell, Schegloff and Billig debate, I have shown that CA, although not without its critics, is a 

robust discipline capable of uncovering features of the interaction order as well as informing us 

about how social orders such as gender are (when relevant) oriented to and dealt with by 

participants in interaction. 

2.5 Membership categorisation analysis 

Although Sacks’ most well-known legacy is CA, he also worked on categories and categorisation 

in interaction. This line of his research has since been built on and turned into a branch of 

ethnomethodological inquiry known as Membership Categorisation Analysis (MCA) (Hester & 
Eglin, 1997). It is worth briefly discussing work and debates in MCA because it is one possible 

angle through which the operation of categories can be researched. Although this thesis does not 

draw on MCA in the analysis of all data, I show how MCA terms can be helpful unpacking 

categories in Chapter 5.  

MCA was inspired by Sacks’ work on Membership Categorization Devices (Sacks, 1972a, 1972b, 

1995a). Schegloff explains that “a Membership Categorization Device [MCD] is composed of two 
parts—first, one or more collection(s) of categories, and, second, some rules of application” 

(Schegloff, 2007b, p. 467). These collections include categories such as [male/female] within the 

MCD ‘sex,’ or [1-year old/2-year old/etc…] within the MCD ‘age.’ The rules of its application 

include: the ‘economy rule,’ which stipulates that a single category from any MCD can suffice as a 

person reference; and the ‘consistency rule,’ which stipulates once a category from one MCD has 

been invoked, then other people may be understood as the same category or a category from the 
same collection. These rules have the corollaries of hearer’s and viewer’s maxims, which 

essentially state that “if you are presented with a performed action that is tied to some category 
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from some collection, and its performer can be seen as a member of that category, then 

understand or grasp her/him that way” (Schegloff, 2007b, p. 471). These actions are known as 

‘category-bound activities’; actions that invoke a particular category. The most famous example 

of this is ‘the baby cried’ (Sacks, 1972b), where ‘crying’ is an action bound to the category of baby 
within the MCD ‘family.’  

A key feature of categories such as ‘baby’ is that they are ‘inference-rich.’ Schegloff explains that 

categories are ‘inference-rich’ in the sense that:  

They are the store house and the filing system for the common-sense knowledge that ordinary 

people—that means ALL people in their capacity as ordinary people—have about what people 

are like, how they behave, etc. This knowledge is stored and accessed by reference to 
categories of member/person (Schegloff, 2007b, p. 469).14 

Schegloff is also careful not to use the terms ‘stereotype’ or ‘prejudice’ regarding categories and 

their attribution to members, “because, for members, this has the working status of ‘knowledge,’ 

whatever its scientific status or moral/political character may be” (p. 469). Thus, the smooth and 

uninterrupted achievement of category attribution in interaction—while it could be labelled 

prejudice—is potentially also evidence of the achievement of a common social reality. 

Although Schegloff wrote a ‘tutorial’ on membership categorization (Schegloff, 2007b), he 

critiques what has come to be known as Membership Categorization Analysis (MCA) (e.g., 

Fitzgerald & Housley, 2015; Hester & Eglin, 1997). One of his key criticisms is that there is strong 

potential for ‘promiscuous’ use of category-bound activities (Schegloff, 1992b, p. xlii), i.e., relying 

on common sense to attribute particular actions with particular categories. Likewise, in an article 

that is mostly sympathetic to MCA, Gardner (2012, p. 317) raises the question of how the analyst 
can show which MCD is being invoked when one category that can belong to multiple MCDs is 

produced. He uses the example of ‘men,’ which could belong to the MCD ‘gender’ or the MCD ‘male 

stages of life’ (i.e., [boys/men/old men]). Schegloff also takes issue with the development of MCA 

as its own subfield, independent of CA. He suggests that the analysis of categories is an already 

existing line of work within CA (Schegloff, 2007b, pp. 476-477), and thus a line of work which also 

grounds itself within the rigorous methods CA requires. The implication here is that MCA as a 
separate field also separates itself from the rigour of CA—opening itself up to ‘promiscuous’ 

analysis. 

In a special issue of ‘Discourse Studies,’ Stokoe (2012a, 2012b) deals precisely with these 

critiques. For Stokoe, and other CA researchers (e.g., Kitzinger & Mandelbaum, 2013; Whitehead, 

2009, 2012a), there is not necessarily a need to label one’s work as MCA to do membership 

categorization work. In her work on police interviews with men accused of being perpetrators of 
violence towards women, Stokoe (2010) effectively shows how the concept of MCDs can be 

grounded in CA; how interactants are demonstrably oriented to categories, collections of 

categories, and even the rules of application that Sacks proposed. She argues that in the extracts 

she analysed:  

We find the forensic details that comprise what others might label grossly as ‘discourses’ and 

hence a world in which such activities are somewhat ‘naturalized’: men are the perpetrators 
of violence towards women. (Stokoe, 2010, p. 80) 

She argues that if analysts are careful to ground their analyses in participants’ analyses, then this 
avoids the issue raised by Schegloff of potential promiscuity (Stokoe, 2012a, 2012b). Indeed, this 

 
14 This notion of categories as storehouses of knowledge about people and the world seems to hark back to 
Alfred Schutz’s notion of ‘type constructs’ (Heritage, 1984b, ch. 3).  
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means that if categories or category descriptions are not demonstrably oriented to by 
participants, then analysts cannot make claims regarding the connection between particular 
categories and activities, even if ‘common sense’ would suggest there is a connection. Despite this 
potential limitation, this approach allows CA researchers to ask questions about categories while 
staying grounded in participants’ interpretations.  
 
This is perhaps partly why MCA has distinguished itself as a field unique to CA, because the strict 
limitations CA places on analysts prevents too much reliance on ‘common sense’ knowledge. 
Indeed, the notion of what common sense knowledge is, or how it is constructed, is not an issue 
dealt with in detail by practitioners of MCA, thus limiting its usefulness for the enquiry of this 
thesis, as well as the enquiry of other more ‘critical’ CA practitioners, to which I now turn.  

2.6 Discursive psychology 

In this section I will discuss the development and current state of discursive psychology (DP). I 
will begin by discussing how Potter and Wetherell (1987) developed discursive psychology as a 
critique of social psychology. I will then discuss how it has expanded into three main branches, 
before homing in on the branch of DP most similar (if not almost identical) to CA. DP arguably has 
a much more wide-reaching audience than CA, and it also engages critically with issues such as 
social prejudice. However, I will suggest that DP, while capable of ground-breaking insight, is not 
currently suited to the task of analysing how discourses and their categories operate in 
interaction. 
 
The origins of DP are usually attributed to Potter and Wetherell’s (1987) book Discourse and 

social psychology. In the introduction they write: “We are social psychologists expecting to gain a 

better understanding of social life and social interaction from our study of social texts” (Potter & 

Wetherell, 1987, p. 7). Throughout the book they make a constant contrast between regular social 

psychology, which typically draws on experimental methods, and their own recasting of 
psychology as discursive. Their concept of discourse is broad and often not clearly defined. For 

example, in applying discourse analysis to social psychological questions, they write: 

Take the idea of attitudes. If someone espouses attitude x on one occasion and the 

contradictory attitude y on another, the analyst clearly cannot treat the existence of attitude x 

or y as an unproblematic guide to what the person actually believes. But it is possible to treat 

the account containing the expression of the attitude as the focus itself, asking: on what 
occasions is attitude x rather than attitude y espoused? How are these attitude accounts 

constructed? And what functions or purposes do they achieve? It is questions of this kind 

which are at the heart of discourse analysis. (Potter & Wetherell, 1987, p. 35) 

In light of the discussion in the previous section about CA and CDA, it is evident that in Potter and 

Wetherell’s early conception of DP, ‘discourse analysis’ could range from CA to Foucauldian 

discourse analysis. Discursive psychologists have since produced work drawing on both of those 
traditions (e.g., Parker, 1992; Speer & Potter, 2000) and more. In trying to understand how DP 

differs from discourse analysis (broadly conceived), McKinlay and McVittie (2008, p. 13) write:  

One difference between discursive psychology and other discursive approaches lies in its 

critical reflection on the theory and method of cognitive psychology . . . Another difference 

between discursive psychology and other discursive approaches is that there is a greater 

emphasis on the way in which people display sensitivity to what might be inferred about their 

own psychological state from what they say. 

Indeed, throughout their book, Potter and Wetherell constantly reiterate that the current state of 
social psychology has to be rethought. They argue that there is no need to ‘look under the skull,’ 
and that, in fact, looking under the skull is not what psychologists should be doing. They suggest 
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that as external analysts who do not have personal access to the thoughts and feelings of 
individuals, social psychologists will never have access to how a person genuinely feels, what they 
know, or what their intentions are. They point out how social psychologists often take an ‘open 
soul’ approach which assumes that verbal content maps directly onto what might be going on 
inside someone’s head. For instance, rather than considering attitudes as driving forces behind 
people’s behaviour, “in DP, they are respecified in terms of a broader concern for the construction 
of evaluations and what they are used to do” (Potter & Hepburn, 2007, p. 161). Potter and 
Hepburn offer the following example: when food evaluations are given, they do not necessarily 
give the researcher access to the food attitudes of the speaker. Rather, DP has shown how food 
evaluations perform specific, in situ actions, such as complimenting a cook or inducing an 
adolescent child to eat (Potter & Hepburn, 2007, p. 161). Discursive psychologists argue that what 
have typically been considered stable mental states must be rethought. Rather than asking ‘what 
kind of attitude does this talk represent?’, discursive psychologists ask: ‘what action is this 
evaluation or assessment doing?’  
 
As Wetherell and Edley (1999, p. 338) point out, there have been two main branches of DP that 
have emerged since the 1980s: one branch informed more by poststructuralism, and another 
informed more by conversation analysis. An example of the former is Parker (1992, 2002), whose 
analyses draw on poststructuralist writers such as Foucault and Derrida to analyse discourse 
(spoken and written). On the ‘opposite’ end are discursive psychologists, who draw closely on 
conversation analysis and ethnomethodology to analyse contextualised, in situ action. An 
example of this is the work of Potter and Edwards (2013), who conduct sequential analyses (in 
the same way a conversation analyst would) to show how participants orient to and construct 
social psychological issues such as attitudes. A third, eclectic branch has also developed in the 
work of Wetherell and Edley (Wetherell, 1998; Wetherell & Edley, 1999). Wetherell and Edley 
suggest that in order to conduct a ‘full’ and ‘scholarly’ analysis, analysts must acknowledge how 
members are situated within discursive structures of power, while also maintaining a 
commitment to analysing in-situ interaction. However, their analyses do not adopt the rigorous, 
turn-by-turn analysis required by CA. Rather, they are informed by an emphasis on action 
orientation that is associated with CA. Further, while they draw on poststructuralist terms such 
as subjectivity and power (see section 2.8 for an in-depth discussion of these terms) they do not 
consolidate the epistemological inconsistencies that exist between CA and poststructuralist work.  
Naturally, this eclectic branch has been critiqued, most notably by the CA-inspired branch of DP. 
These arguments follow in a similar vein to the debate discussed in section 2.4. Most notably, 
critiques of the eclectic DP target how they impose analysts’ categories when there is no 
interactional evidence of participants’ orienting to these categories themselves (Speer, 2001).  
 
In general, CA-inspired DP is strongly committed to a CA methodology, and does not engage with 
the more poststructuralist questions of how power operates, particularly in poststructuralist 
terms (e.g., see Whitehead & Stokoe, 2015, and other articles in their Special Issue). However, 
some practitioners of CA-inspired DP do engage with such poststructuralist questions. For 
example, Speer and Potter (2000) analyse interview interaction where issues of heterosexism are 
highly relevant. In one fragment, they show how a straight male participant, in talking about an 
experience at a gay club, seems to be orienting to the rhetorics of coming across as either 
homosexual (by saying he enjoyed it) or homophobic (by saying he didn’t). They show this by 
analysing the various self-repair strategies the interviewee employs. In this article, they conclude 
that issues of heterosexism (and other -isms) do not require analysts’ external categories to be 
found in people’s talk. Rather, participants can be seen orienting to heterosexist issues 
themselves, and managing them in ways that may or may not be accountable. In other words, they 
show how an academic concept of (a discourse of) heterosexism does not need to be beamed 
down onto the data in order for it to be found, but rather is a real concern that people deal via 
interaction in their everyday lives: CA/DP can reveal the relevance and operation of discourses. 
In another CA/DP article, Whitehead (2009) analyses interactional data from ‘antiracist training,’ 
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including fragments where participants talk about white privilege or racially-motivated actions.15 
He writes “the ubiquitous interactional practices employed by speakers underwrite the 
consequentiality of race for the production of social action, contributing to the way in which race 
itself is organized and reproduced” (p. 340). Like the previous example, Whitehead shows how a 
rigorous analysis of interaction reveals operations of discourses that poststructuralists claim to 
exist. This thesis situates itself closely with this line of work. As will be seen throughout the 
following chapters, a key difference between critically-oriented DP and my own thesis is more 
explicit focus on the details of poststructuralism and the areas where they are compatible with 
CA. 
 
To conclude this discussion of DP, it is worthwhile mentioning the limitations of DP’s so-called 
‘post-cognitive agenda’ (Kitzinger, 2006). In an article discussing distinctions and potential 
collaborations between cognition research and CA, Kitzinger (2006, p. 68) points out that “from 
the outset, DP set itself up as a challenge and alternative to traditional psychology,” and can still 
be characterised as a re-specification of social psychology into the discursive realm. This limits 
the potential scope of DP as a methodology, as it is generally written as a critique of social 
psychology, or grounded in concepts which have traditionally interested social psychologists, 
such as prejudice or attitudes. Certainly, prejudice based on race, sexuality and gender is a key 
concern in the analyses in this thesis, but the way prejudice is conceptualised in traditional social 
psychology is significantly different from how it has been conceptualised in the work of 
poststructuralists (as will be seen in sections 2.8 and 2.9). Given that CA-inspired DP generally 
steers clear of close engagement with the details of poststructuralist work, it does not work with 
concepts to analyse the intersections between interaction and discourse. 

2.7 Feminist CA 

There is one application of CA which has attempted to engage the most with the dialectic between 
interaction and discourse: feminist CA. Feminist CA can be considered an off-shoot of DP because 
many of its key practitioners—including Kitzinger, Speer, Stokoe and Weatherall—all have 
psychology backgrounds, and all have published work in psychological journals under the 
umbrella of DP or CA (e.g., Edwards & Stokoe, 2004; Speer, 2019; Wilkinson & Kitzinger, 2006). 
Feminist CA work generally does not engage with feminism through critical discussions of 
feminist work (e.g., see Butler, 1999; Heyes, 2007 for philosophical feminist work). Rather, it 
generally uses feminist theory and politics as a starting-off point, informing what type of data is 
chosen for analysis. For example, Stokoe (2010) analyses police interviews with potential 
perpetrators of violence against women, while Speer and Potter (2000) analyse interview data 
between the researchers (specifically, Susan Speer) and research participants who are discussing 
issues of sexuality. They typically conclude that CA can show how sexist or heterosexist 
discourses are normalised in interaction, and how the orientation to and reproduction of gender 
norms may reinforce these norms. 
 
An impactful and exemplary study of what CA can offer to feminists is Kitzinger and Frith’s (1999) 
article. This was mentioned briefly earlier in this thesis, but is worth describing in more detail 
here. Kitzinger and Frith conducted focus groups with 58 female school and university students 
about the difficulty of saying no in sexual encounters. In the focus groups, the women expressed 
how difficult it is to actually say no in interaction. Although they did not have access to any real 
interactions of men persuading women to have sex with them, they showed how there are many 
examples in CA literature which show how there is a preference structure in place for refusals. 
This literature shows that if someone makes an offer, it is a dispreferred response to refuse 
(Pomerantz, 1984; Pomerantz & Heritage, 2013). As a result, interactants (at least in English) 

 
15  Whitehead makes no claims to be a discursive psychologist and seems to situate himself as a 
conversation analyst. However, several of his publications are in psychology journals such as Journal of 
Language and Social Psychology and Social Psychology Quarterly. The analyses and conclusions he discusses 
are relevant to a DP audience. 
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typically find a way to avoid a direct refusal to an offer. Instead, they may stay silent, take a long 
time to answer, preface their response with ‘well,’ or ‘actually’ or provide accounts which are 
‘blame free’ such as ‘I’m tired’ or ‘I’m unwell.’ Pomerantz showed how refusals or dispreferred 
responses are often prefaced by ‘weak agreements,’ agreements which are demonstrably 
prefacing or perhaps trying to prevent a disagreement. As such, even a ‘Yea:hh’ (drawn out and 
with an extended out-breath) is interpretable as a disagreement. Kitzinger and Frith conclude 
that “Date rape prevention (and similar) programmes which insist upon ‘just saying no’ as 
appropriate behaviour are deeply problematic in that they ignore and override culturally 
normative ways of indicating refusal” (p. 306). Rather, the emphasis should be on men to not push 
women because, if they are properly socialised members of society, and thus to the interaction 
order, then they too should recognise the features and signs of an incipient dispreferred response. 
For Kitzinger and Frith, CA is extremely useful because it provides empirical evidence for why 
‘just saying no’ is ineffective. This in turn supports a feminist argument that more onus must be 
put on men to not take advantage of potential ambiguity in sexual encounters.  
 
As the above example shows, feminist CA can offer significant contributions to feminist aims. 
However, feminist conversation analysts do not prioritise considering how conversation analysis 
might integrate with (feminist) poststructuralist thought. Speer (2005) is an exception, having 
engaged deeply with Butler and feminist poststructuralist theory. However, Speer ultimately 
moves away from integrating Butler’s theories into a feminist CA programme, writing: 
 

I want to note that it is extremely difficult to apply Butler’s theory of gender performativity 
and hate speech to an analysis of discourse, because it remains largely abstract in its focus, 

and bereft of just the kinds of examples of members’ practices and action that would enable us 

to translate her theory into a discourse analytic programme. (Speer, 2005, p. 52) 

Regarding Foucault and Butler’s account of discourse, she writes: “the discourse in Butler’s 
account is a vague, decontextualized and reified one which limits the suitability of her approach 
for feminist discursive work” (p. 61). Ultimately, her view of a feminist CA programme is one 
which has: 
 

tools to develop a systematic, empirically grounded form of feminism which validates 

(Peräkylä 2004) our politics and theories of the workings of powerful, patriarchal structures 

and the constitution of gender identity in an analytically tractable fashion, in the turn-by-turn, 
line-by-line analysis of live interactional materials. (p. 103) 

Speer productively incorporates Schegloff’s suggestion to do CA analysis without imposing the 
analyst’s view. Like the poststructuralist-oriented DP scholars I identified in the previous section 
(of which Speer is one), Speer and other feminist conversation analysts empirically demonstrate 
the operations of discourses which are of concern to feminists. This thesis extends on their work 
by considering the details of poststructuralist concepts and thought, and how they are 
epistemologically compatible with CA. As Speer notes, Butler’s theories of gender performativity 
and hate speech (Butler, 1997), and other poststructuralist concepts more generally, are difficult 
to apply to analysis of discourse. This thesis will show how the analysis of interaction in both CA 
and poststructuralist terms can indeed be difficult, but also unexpectedly compatible.  
 
CA can be used to demonstrably show how feminist concerns such as hegemonic masculinity and 
heterosexism are dealt with in situ by the very participants for whom these concerns are a real 
life issue. CA thus provides an empirical and analytically tractable methodology to conduct critical 
feminist work. I extend on the productive advancements made by Speer and others, not only by 
applying this method to different domains (Chinese, lesbian, women), but also by looking for the 
moments in analysis where CA and poststructuralism may converge.  As I will argue, interactional 
data is precisely the ‘capillary’ level where performativity of race, sexuality and gender iteratively 
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occurs, and thus it is precisely this site where the operation of those discourses may be seen, and 
even potentially challenged.  

2.8 Poststructuralism of Michel Foucault 

Up until this point in the chapter, I have been discussing literature that either directly emerges 
from, or is strongly informed by, ethnomethodology. This section and the following section are 
concerned with a branch of social theory that is quite removed from ethnomethodology, both 
historically and epistemologically. It was mentioned briefly in Chapter 1 that poststructuralism 
emerged as an extension of structuralist thought. In saying that, ‘poststructuralism’ is hardly a 
cohesive school of thought—rather it can be described as a “movement” (McNamara, 2012, p. 
473). The significantly different methodologies and concepts between Foucault (1979) and 
Derrida (2016) are a testament to the disparate concepts that make up a poststructuralist 
approach. This thesis only has scope to draw on a handful of concepts which I will argue have 
strong compatibilities with the CA epistemology. These concepts allow us to conceptualise how 
discourses of race, sexuality and gender can be operating in interaction. This section will 
introduce the Foucauldian concepts of discourse, power/knowledge, surveillance and his 
adaptation of Althusser’s interpellation.  
 

2.8.1 Power/knowledge and discourse 
For Foucault, knowledge and power are inextricably linked, and constantly articulate on one 
another. As will be made evident below, his understanding of these two concepts is significantly 
different from a more common-sense understanding. He writes:  
 

I have been trying to make visible the constant articulation I think there is of power on 
knowledge and of knowledge on power . . . the exercise of power itself creates and causes to 
emerge new objects of knowledge and accumulates new bodies of information. (Foucault, 
1980, p. 51) 

 
To understand what Foucault means by knowledge, it is necessary to understand what he means 
by power. This is perhaps best understood in comparison to other theories of power in Western 
philosophy. Before his own conceptualisation of power, Foucault considered power to have been 
articulated in three ways: ‘held’ by and localised at the level of the sovereign or State (for example, 
as conceptualised by Thomas Hobbes [1588 – 1679]); as a force exerted through the economy 
(for example, as conceptualised by Karl Marx [1818 – 1883]); or as a repressive force not linked 
to the economy (for example, as conceptualised by Wilhelm Reich [1897-1957] and Friedrich 
Nietzsche [1844-1900]) (Foucault, 1980, pp. 88-92). Foucault critiques all these theories of 
power for assuming that power is centralised at a particular level, be that the sovereign or the 
State. In his view, these theories cannot adequately account for repression. He cites child sexuality 
as an example. An analysis which is “some kind of deduction of power starting from its centre” 
(Foucault, 1980, p. 99)—i.e., an analysis assuming power is held by or centralised at the level of 
the sovereign or State—would presume that the bourgeoisie was responsible for the repression 
of child sexuality. For Foucault, such a ‘power-as-centralised’ analysis would be as simple as: 
 

Given that the human body has become essentially a force of production from the time of the 
seventeenth and eighteenth century, all the forms of its expenditure which did not lend 
themselves to the constitution of the productive forces—and were therefore exposed as 
redundant—were banned, excluded and repressed. (Foucault, 1980, p. 100) 

 
Therefore, child sexuality was repressed because it could not contribute to an expansion of the 

population; the ‘experimentation’ done by young children (i.e., masturbation) could not produce 

more people. However, he argues that simply by appealing to the dominance of the bourgeois 
class, the opposite could be deduced: child sexuality was encouraged so as to give the population 

a sexual understanding from early on, and thus maximise opportunities for population growth 
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and therefore production (Foucault, 1980, p. 100). The same could be said for the internment of 

the insane: the insane were not beneficial to production so the bourgeoisie had them sent to 

asylums. Foucault suggests that instead: 

It was not the bourgeoisie itself which thought that madness had to be excluded or infantile 
sexuality repressed. What in fact happened instead was that the mechanisms of the exclusion 

of madness, and of the surveillance of infantile sexuality, began from a particular point in time, 

and for reasons which need to be studied, to reveal their political usefulness and to lend 

themselves to economic profit, and that as a natural consequence, all of a sudden, they came 

to be colonised and maintained by global mechanisms and the entire State system. (Foucault, 

1980, p. 101) 

Power can thus be described as a relational force that is exercised on all individuals through the 

minutest of mechanisms: interactions between the priest and the Catholic, between the doctor 

and patient, the parent and child, or in any interaction. Power drives the production of ‘truth’ and 

knowledge. What distinguishes Foucault’s concept of power from the others described above, is 

that the origins and exercise of this power are not centred at the sovereign or State, but located 

at the capillary level: interactions between all people and objects (e.g., advertisements) as they 
go about their daily lives. Miller succinctly writes that Foucault: 

Understood power not as a fixed quantity of physical force, but rather as a stream of energy 

flowing through every living organism and every human society, its formless flux harnessed 

in various patterns of behavior, habits of introspection, and systems of knowledge, in addition 

to different types of political, social, and military organization. (Miller, 1993, p. 15) 

If the exercise of power at the capillary level causes new objects of knowledge to emerge, then 
knowledge or ‘discourses’ should not be seen as homogenous and over-bearing social structures 

but, rather, as locally-situated knowledges; “as a multiplicity of discursive elements that can come 

into play in various strategies” (Foucault, 1978, p. 100). In light of this discussion, the brief 

definition of ‘discourse’ by Hall (1992, p. 201) in Chapter 1 should make more sense. We may call 

the discourses relevant to the analysis in this thesis discourses of race, sexuality and gender. 

These discourses are not ‘beamed down’ onto interaction, but are produced precisely where 
Foucault argues discourses are produced: in the exercise of relational power at the capillary 

level—between all the participants of an interaction. 

2.8.2 Surveillance and subjectification/interpellation 
Two key strategies for the exercise of power within discursive formations are those of 

surveillance and subjectification. Surveillance is a concept that Foucault developed in his 
discussion of the Panopticon. The Panopticon is an architectural design developed by English 

social reformer Jeremy Bentham in the 18th century. While the architectural design itself may 

change, the idea was the same. Essentially, it was a building in which all rooms, and the people in 

them, could be viewed by a single person from a single point. This lent itself perfectly to being 

used as a prison, because then prisoners would constantly feel that they were potentially under 

watch. Foucault uses his concept of power to explain the effects of such a prison:  

The major effect of the Panopticon: to induce in the inmate a state of conscious and permanent 

visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power. So to arrange things that the 

surveillance is permanent in its effects, even if it is discontinuous in its action; that the 

perfection of power should tend to render its actual exercise unnecessary; that this 

architectural apparatus should be a machine for creating and sustaining a power relation 

independent of the person who exercises it; in short, that the inmates should be caught up in 
a power situation of which they are themselves the bearers. (Foucault, 1979, p. 201) 
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Foucault argued that this sense of surveillance that is forever present in the Panopticon-style 

prison spread to the rest of society, such that all people were subject to “a normalizing gaze, a 

Surveillance that makes it possible to qualify, to classify and to punish” (Foucault, 1979, p. 184). 

It is precisely this ‘normalising gaze’ that produces subjects. Foucault makes the point that the 
modern prison that emerged in the late 18th century received criticisms that they do not reduce 

the crime rate; they cause recidivism; they turn offenders into delinquents; etc, and that these 

criticisms have remained unchanged and equally valid to the time he wrote Discipline and punish 

(Foucault, 1979, pp. 265-268). However, he writes: 

The prison, apparently ‘failing’, does not miss its target; on the contrary, it reaches it, in so far 

as it gives rise to one particular form of illegality in the midst of others, which it is able to 
isolate, to place in full light and to organize as a relatively enclosed, but penetrable, milieu. It 

helps to establish an open illegality, irreducible at a certain level and secretly useful, at once 

refractory and docile; it isolates, outlines, brings out a form of illegality that seems to sum up 

symbolically all the others, but which makes it possible to leave in the shade those that one 

wishes to—or must—tolerate. This form is, strictly speaking, delinquency. (Foucault, 1979, pp. 

276-277) 

For Foucault, the discourse of penal punishment was not failing, but rather had different goals. 

Its goals were (and arguably still are) to produce the subject of the delinquent: a docile, visible, 

and importantly ‘knowable’ subject. The surveillance technique of Panopticon-style prisons is 

what allowed the exercise of power to produce its subjects.  

Foucault uses the Panopticon as a metaphor for how all subjects in all societies may come into 

being and be maintained. However, obviously not everyone lives in a Panopticon-style prison, 
and so how might this surveillance take place? Subjectification in Foucault’s poststructuralism 

can be seen as a process of being made recognised and interpretable as a subject within a 

discourse. Although Foucault was highly critical of Marxist philosophy (Foucault, 1980), an 

example of how this subjectification may occur is provided by Marxist theorist Althusser. 

Althusser posited that ideologies (in a loose sense, ideologies may be considered Marxist parlance 

for what Foucault calls ‘discourse’) ‘hail,’ or ‘interpellate’ the subject. He writes: 

I shall then suggest that ideology ‘acts’ or ‘functions’ in such a way that it ‘recruits’ subjects 

among the individuals (it recruits them all), or ‘transforms’ the individuals into subjects (it 

transforms them all) by that very precise operation which I have called interpellation or hailing, 

and which can be imagined along the lines of the most commonplace everyday police (or other) 

hailing: ‘Hey, you there!’. 

Assuming that the theoretical scene I have imagined takes place on the street, the hailed 
individual will turn around. By this mere one-hundred-and-eighty-degree physical conversion, 

he becomes a subject. (Althusser, 2001, p. 118) 

This is an example of the kind of subjectification I argue we can see happening in the interactional 

fragments in this thesis. This subjectification/interpellation/hailing is a mechanism of power, and 

is exactly what may produce subjects or, as I will suggest, may produce unstable subject positions 

via the interaction order. 

2.9 Poststructuralism of Judith Butler 

Unlike Foucault, Butler has a very clear feminist project in most of her work. She also develops a 
theory of human agency that is largely missing from Foucault’s account of subjectivity. My 
discussion in the previous section shows just how little room there is for extra-discursive 
identities and knowledges in the Foucauldian framework. While Butler, like many other feminist 
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scholars, engages with the psychoanalytic theories of Lacan, she draws on Derrida to locate the 
possibility of agency not within the mind, but within discourse (McNamara, 2012, p. 476). A key 
to understanding this is by understanding Butler’s account of the sex/gender distinction, as well 
as her concept of performativity. 
 

2.9.1 Feminist poststructuralism: The sex/gender distinction 
Although Butler is clearly influenced by a wide range of feminist and other thinkers, she draws 

heavily on the theories of Foucault to address the issue of ‘gender trouble’ (Butler, 1999). She 
writes that in writing her 1990 (republished in 1999) book Gender trouble, she had two aims:  

The first was to expose what I took to be a pervasive heterosexism in feminist theory; the 

second was to imagine a world in which those who live at some distance from gender norms, 

who live in the confusion of gender norms, might still understand themselves not only as living 

liveable lives, but as deserving a certain kind of recognition. (2004, p. 207) 

It is this second point, and how she analyses this, that I will focus on. Part of her method for 
achieving both aims is to denaturalise the concept of ‘sex’. She writes how feminist theory 

introduced a split between sex and gender. Regarding this split, she writes:  

Originally intended to dispute the biology-is-destiny formulation, the distinction between sex 

and gender serves the argument that whatever biological intractability sex appears to have, 

gender is culturally constructed: hence, gender is neither the causal result of sex nor as 

seemingly fixed as sex. (Butler, 1999, pp. 9-10) 

The sex/gender distinction thus serves a purpose of acknowledging that there are supposedly 

biological ‘facts’ that split humans into two types—male and female—but that one’s sex does not 

necessarily determine one’s femininity or masculinity. If this distinction was widely accepted, 

then both males and females could identify and express themselves along a spectrum of 

femininity to masculinity without violating gender norms.  

However, Butler suggests that the sex/gender distinction is itself the product of a discourse which 
normalises sex dimorphism and, as a product, gender dimorphism. Butler (1999) writes: 

Gender is not to culture as sex is to nature; gender is also the discursive/cultural means by 

which “sexed nature” or “a natural sex” is produced and established as “prediscursive,” prior 

to culture, a politically neutral surface on which culture acts, (11) 

and thus: 
 

If the immutable character of sex is contested, perhaps this construct called “sex” is as 

culturally constructed as gender; indeed, perhaps it was always already gender, with the 

consequences that the distinction between sex and gender turns out to be no distinction at all 

(10-11). 

 
‘Sex,’ then, can be considered a “fantasy” (Butler, 2011, p. xv), a construct instantiated so strongly 

by a discourse of gender that it becomes constructed as natural. This argument is supported by 

feminist scientific research which suggests that supposedly purely biological traits of females and 

males—such as differences in bone size, hormones and muscular strength—are largely 

determined by social factors (Fausto-Sterling, 1985, 2005). Consider also the existence of intersex 

people. The notion that people exist who possess one testis and one ovary, or who possess testes, 
aspects of female genitalia, but not ovaries, is scientific evidence that splitting humans into just 

two sexes is also socially constructed (Fausto-Sterling, 1993). If we continue to consider sex as a 

natural, pre-discursive characteristic, then gendered binaries will continue to propagate—after 
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all, you can have ‘feminine men’ and ‘masculine women’ without their sexes ever coming under 

question (Butler, 1999, p. 32). Conversely, dispensing of the notion of sex being purely biological, 

and instead recognising it as equally socially constructed as gender, opens up the possibility of 

genders no longer being tied to sex; no longer being limited to two, or a mix of two. This radical 
reconceptualisation of sex and gender (or, if Butler’s proposal is to be accepted, just gender) is 

underpinned by one of Butler’s key concepts: gender performativity. 

2.9.2 Performativity and iterability 
In keeping with a constructivist view, Butler posits that if sex is a fantasy, then gender expressions 

are not expressions of an innate sex. In fact, they are not expressions of anything innate, but are 
the very things which produce a gendered identity. To better understand this, it’s important to 

briefly describe Derrida’s notion of iterability, which Butler extends on to develop her concept of 

performativity. Discussing Derrida’s notion of iterability, Lucy writes: 

For a thing to be what ‘it’ is, it must be able to be repeated. Every sunset is a sunset in itself 

and an example of sunsets in general. Tonight’s sunset will be followed by another sunset 

tomorrow, and while each of these will have its singularity, they will also both be the same . . . 
Every repetition, then, produces a difference. This structure of sameness-and-difference 

conditions every singularity, which can always be repeated. The important point to notice here 

is that repetition is never pure; it always leads to alteration. To repeat something is to alter it, 

to make a difference . . . . iterability is opposed to the certitude of ideals, the dogma of beliefs, 

the self-assurance of identities and the constancy of values.  (Lucy, 2004, pp. 59-61, italics in 

original) 

Iterability is a key Derridean concept; it argues for the impossibility of a natural origin of any 

subject or concept, while being precisely what creates the illusion of natural origin. Butler applies 

this concept to gender, writing: “Gender is the repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated 

acts within a highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of 

substance, of a natural sort of being” (Butler, 1999, pp. 43-44). These repeated stylised acts—the 

performativity of gender—are especially evident in drag. When, for example, ‘men’ perform drag, 
they dress and act in a ‘feminine’ way, yet the viewers know that they are ‘in essence’ a man. The 

humour of drag is contingent on this social fact: that ‘men’ can act just like ‘women .’ To quote 

Butler: 

As much as drag creates a unified picture of “woman” (what its critics often oppose), it also 

reveals the distinctness of those aspects of gendered experience which are falsely naturalized 

as a unity through the regulatory fiction of heterosexual coherence. In imitating gender, drag 
implicitly reveals the imitative structure of gender itself—as well as its contingency. Indeed, part 

of the pleasure, the giddiness of the performance is in the recognition of a radical contingency 

in the relation between sex and gender in the face of cultural configurations of causal unities 

that are regularly assumed to be natural and necessary. In the place of the law of heterosexual 

coherence, we see sex and gender denaturalized by means of a performance which avows their 

distinctness and dramatizes the cultural mechanism of their fabricated unity. (Butler, 1999, p. 
175, italics in original) 

While drag performers may aptly highlight the non-originality of heterosexuality, this also plays 

out in all members of the queer community. ‘Butch’ and ‘femme’ lesbians may act like idealised 

versions of heterosexual men and women, yet their anatomy and desires do not match normative 

heterosexuality. The very persona of a butch lesbian shows that it is not only biological men who 

can be ‘protective,’ ‘aggressive’ or ‘masculine.’ Another powerful example are trans and intersex 
people. Agnes, the transgender woman discussed by Garfinkel, is a case in point. Because Agnes 
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was born with a penis, she was designated as a ‘natural male’, and was thus raised as a man. 

However, in her late teens she learned how to look and act like a woman. To repeat Garfinkel:  

We learned from Agnes, who treated sexed persons as cultural events that members make 

happen, that members’ practices alone produce the observable-tellable normal sexuality of 
persons, and do so only, entirely, exclusively in actual, singular, particular occasions through 

actual witnessed displays of common talk and conduct. (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 181, my emphasis) 

For Butler, as for Garfinkel and conversation analysis, gender is performatively produced. 

Importantly, the point that Butler emphasises is that there is no natural or original gender, but 

simply signification and resignification within a discourse of gender, (re)signification that is 

constantly re-iterated through performance, or ‘members’ practices.’ Butler points out that 
“gender is the mechanism by which notions of masculine and feminine are produced and 

naturalized, but gender might very well be the apparatus by which such terms are deconstructed 

and denaturalized” (Butler, 2004, p. 42). The current regime of heterosexual normativity 

(‘heteronormativity’) clearly poses threats to people who are labelled as ‘abnormal’ in relation to 

it. Queer people all over the world are constantly under threat of violence, be it physical or 

systemic. Yet gender performativity—the constant iteration of gendered norms and practices—
has an inherent instability which may dismantle the regime of heteronormativity. This instability 

may be visible at the capillary level, at the level of interaction. 

2.10 Conclusion 

This chapter has explored developments in ethnomethodology, conversation analysis and 
poststructuralism. I have argued that CA-inspired DP and feminist CA are two subfields which 
have successfully drawn on CA to ask critical questions about pressing social issues such as 
hegemonic masculinity, heterosexism and racism. These two subfields have made significant 
advancements in both ethnomethodological and poststructuralist strands of research by showing 
that CA can be used as a tool to show how people orient to and negotiate feminist or critical 
concerns in situ, in the everyday unfolding of interaction. These subfields, particularly feminist 
CA, have shown that a form of ‘critical CA’ can indeed be carried out while remaining within the 
epistemology of CA. This chapter has ultimately argued that this work may be extended further 
by explicitly observing the points where CA and poststructuralism are compatible, and 
considering interactional data in both CA and poststructuralist terms. Feminist conversation 
analysts have persuasively shown how CA can validate feminist politics. Critical CA can bring this 
full circle: grounding and validating critical politics, while simultaneously offering a form of 
empirically-grounded social critique. The following chapter will describe the specific methods 
deployed to collect and analyse data, and will also describe how this extended form of critical CA 
can be conducted.  
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Chapter 3: Research methods 

In the previous chapter, I discussed the development of various influences on, and applications 
of, CA. This included discussion of ethnomethodology, the interaction order, membership 
categorisation analysis, discursive psychology, feminist CA, and finally some arguably compatible 
concepts within poststructuralism. Against the epistemological and methodological backdrop of 
this thesis, this chapter will discuss the practical methods deployed to conduct this research, and 
the concerns associated with these methods.  
 
First, I will discuss how the data was collected. I will explore what exactly ‘data’ means for a 
critical CA, how participants were found and the settings of the recordings. Second, I will discuss 
the procedures of analysis. This includes how fragments were selected (and why I call them 
‘fragments’), concerns of context, researcher bias and positionality. I will also discuss what was 
transcribed, how and why it was transcribed, and the method of systematic and collaborative 
analysis, particularly through data sessions. Finally, I will propose a tentative programme of 
critical CA, foregrounding how the analyses in Chapters 4, 5 and 6 are conducted. 

3.1 Data collection 

3.1.1 What is ‘data’? 
For conversation analysts, data can typically refer to two things: recordings of interaction (either 
audio or audio-visual), or the transcripts of those recordings. The process of transcription is also 
considered a significant part of the analysis. As such, this section will focus on audio(-visual) data, 
and transcription will be discussed in the following section about procedures. Mondada (2013, p. 
33) points out that: 
 

CA insists on the study of naturally occurring activities as they ordinarily unfold in social 
settings, and, consequently, on the necessity of recordings of actual situated activities for a 
detailed analysis of their relevant endogenous order. (emphasis in original) 

 
This type of data contrasts quite drastically to the data used in other areas of social science. For 
example, theoretical linguistics relies on introspection (thinking up a grammatically 
correct/incorrect sentence); anthropology and ethnography draw on field notes, participant 
observation and interviews; and psychology favours experiments (Mondada, 2013, pp. 33-34). 
Although some conversation analysts draw on additional types of data (e.g., Moerman 1996 
draws on CA and ethnographic methods such as field notes and participant observation), the bulk 
of conversation analytic work, including applied CA work, draws entirely on audio(-visual) 
recordings of naturally occurring interaction (this idea of ‘naturally occurring’ will be discussed 
in section 3.1.4).  
 
This thesis also draws on poststructuralism, so it is worth considering what ‘data’ means for 
poststructuralist theorists, and if this is compatible with CA. In Discipline and punish (1979), 
Foucault’s main source of data seems to have been historical and legal archives. In Gender trouble 
(1999), Butler’s  source of data, in quite a Derridean fashion, seems to be other literary work (e.g., 
the writings of Foucault, Levi-Strauss, Kristeva, de Beauvoir, etc.), as well as observable everyday 
practices such as drag performances. Foucault and Butler do not use this ‘data’ in the same way 
conversation analysts use recordings—for them, archives, literature and everyday practices are 
types of knowledge or information which can be drawn on to theorise about social structure and 
action. The very concept of ‘data’ in poststructuralist work is unstable. In CA, recordings are the 
very foundation of all CA claims—without initial audio and/or audio-visual recordings, CA simply 
cannot be done.  
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How, then, can recordings of interaction be analysed in a poststructuralist sense? Unlike CA, 
poststructuralist work is not strongly defined by the data, or source of information, that it uses to 
make its claims. The theories and concepts that have emerged from poststructuralism are, on the 
one hand, quite grand, but on the other hand, relevant to any form of analysis which seeks to 
better understand society. I will discuss this further later in this chapter, but suffice to say here 
that a critical CA maintains the data-driven empiricism of CA, while drawing on, and expanding 
on, theories developed in poststructuralist work.  
 

3.1.2 Ethics application and participant consent 
In line with a CA methodology, I collected audio recordings. To do so, I obtained ethical approval 
through the University of Melbourne. I submitted my first application in August 2017 and, after 
one round of amendments, received ethics approval on 24 October 2017. Part of the reason it 
took approximately four months to receive approval was due to the potential risks involved to 
the participants. The ethics committee was particularly concerned with protecting the anonymity 
of the participants and was not convinced that the audio data could safely be played at any public 
fora. As a result, I amended the project such that the recordings would not ever be played at 
conferences or public talks, although anonymised transcripts could ne shown as illustrative 
examples. 
 
Most conversation analytic research uses data that is either publicly available (e.g., Clayman, 
2002) or from casual conversations where the topic is not (at least for the participants) socially 
contentious (e.g., Bolden, 2014). As a result, if the identities of the recorded participants were 
divulged to academic or other public audiences, there is (arguably) little to no risk to the 
participant. Although it is common to fully anonymise voices (with voice altering technology) and 
images (with image blurring or other techniques) it is also common to simply show the 
participants as originally recorded as long as consent is received. In CA publications, unless 
images are included, audio-visual anonymity is not an issue. This does become a significant issue, 
however, at conferences, workshops, or any other situation where one might present the original 
recordings to other people. As the ethics committee pointed out during my application, I was 
working with Chinese lesbians. For this group of people, if their identity was somehow discovered 
by acquaintances who did not know about their sexuality, it could seriously affect their lives. 
China is still a powerfully heteronormative society, to the point where lesbian sexuality has been 
used a case for seeking asylum to Australia from China (Yue, 2016). If family were to find out 
about the non-heterosexuality of their child, it could cause social exclusion or ostracisation from 
Chinese family and networks (Yu & Blain, 2019). In accordance with the Australian Code for the 
Responsible Conduct of Research, maintaining anonymity for Chinese lesbians is an ethical 
responsibility. Although I originally intended to anonymise the voices of my participants, the 
ethics committee deemed this technique too risky to the participants, and, as mentioned above, I 
altered the project such that I would not play recordings of their voices at any public conferences.  
 
In accordance with the Australian Code for the Responsible Conduct of Research, I developed 
bilingual consent forms and plain language statements (PLSs) in Chinese and English. Before the 
participants were recorded, they were required to read the PLS and sign the consent forms. As 
such, participants were fully aware that I was collecting recordings for the purpose of research, 
and indeed for the purpose of recording talk about race, sexuality and gender issues. I discuss the 
implications of this in section 3.1.4.  
 

3.1.3 Snowballing method and participant demographic 
The decision to work with Chinese lesbians emerged from methodological and practical 
considerations. I have a degree in Chinese (language) Studies and lived in China for one year, 
resulting in a conversationally comfortable level of linguistic and interactional proficiency in 
Mandarin. For my undergraduate Honours thesis, I conducted an interview study with gay 
Chinese migrants living in Sydney. This comprises a significant part of the data in Yu and Blain 
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(2019). My discussions with members of the LGBT community in Shanghai and with gay Chinese 
men in Sydney gave me a strong sense that this particular group of people must manage multiple 
discursive demands. That is, they have the potential to be situated as Other within discourses of 
gender, sexuality, race (at least, when in Australia), etc., all at the same time. While the same could 
be said of all non-white LGBT migrants, my proficiency in Mandarin allows me to engage in these 
discussions regardless of English language proficiency, or comfort levels speaking in English.     
 
In order to find and meet participants, I utilised the ‘snowballing’ method (Patton, 1990, p. 176). 
This is essentially a social network expansion method, whereby you meet one person who is (in 
anthropological terms) a ‘gatekeeper’ to a community. This ‘gatekeeper’ then introduces you to 
their friends, those friends introduce you to their friends, and so on. When I first arrived in 
Melbourne, I informed one queer friend of mine that I was trying to meet Chinese LGBT people to 
record for my research. She introduced me to a Chinese lesbian couple who recurrently appear 
in the recordings. This couple further introduced several other Chinese lesbian/bisexual women 
who were interested in being involved. A fellow researcher also introduced two other Chinese 
lesbians, who further introduced their friends and partners. In total, fourteen people participated. 
Nine of these participants self-identified as Chinese lesbian or bisexual women, one as an 
Australian queer woman, one as a Chinese gay man, two as Australian gay men (including myself) 
and one as an Italian gay man. My own sexual identity and Mandarin proficiency were key factors 
in getting people interested in the research and taking part in recorded casual conversations (this 
will be discussed further in section 3.1.4). Not all participants appear in the fragments analysed 
in this thesis, due to the procedure of selecting fragments for analysis (discussed more in section 
3.2.1). Below is a table of all the participants, including their pseudonyms, 
race/ethnicity/nationality (whichever was more salient in the interactions), sexuality, gender, 
approximate age, and whether or not they were included in the fragments analysed in the thesis. 
For the sake of formatting and clarity, I shorten their pseudonyms to only show the first syllable. 
For example, ‘Yujia’ is presented as ‘Yu.’ Note that the categories I assign in this table are not 
always relevant to the participants in interaction (or indeed, in life), but I include them here to 
give readers a better sense of their biography. I ascertained these categories through my own 
observation and participation in the interactions. 
 
Table 1 Participant information 

Pseudonym Shortened 
form 

Race/ethnicity/nationality Sexuality Gender Age 

Included in the analysis in this thesis 
Fangchun Fang Chinese Lesbian Female 20s 
Gulan Gu Chinese Bisexual Female 20s 
Hayden Hay White/Australian Gay Male 25 
Huiran Hui Chinese Lesbian Female 20s 
Jingqi Jing Chinese Lesbian Female 20s 
Kelin Ke Chinese Lesbian Female 20s 
Lingfei Ling Chinese Lesbian Female 20s 
Mingjie Ming Chinese Gay Male 30s 
Yanan Ya Chinese Lesbian Female 20s 
Yujia Yu Chinese Lesbian Female 30s 

Not included in the analysis in this thesis 
Jessica Jess Chinese/Australian Queer Female 20s 
John Jo White/Australian Gay Male 20s 
Marco Mar White/Italian Gay Male 30s 
Mengji Meng Chinese Bisexual Female 20s 
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3.1.4 Audio recording sessions, their ‘natural occurrence’ and the role of the researcher 
The data analysed in this article comes from a corpus of approximately sixteen hours of ‘hang out’ 
interactions collected across seven meetups with the various participants. It was collected during 
March and April, 2018 in Melbourne, Australia. Three of the meetups were initiated by myself, 
and the others were initiated by women who had elected to participate in the study. I was almost 
constantly present in each of the recordings.16 Although in each meetup there were people who 
had different cultural and linguistic backgrounds, the majority of the recordings are in Mandarin 
Chinese.  
 
I was a relative latecomer to CA, self-training myself after a workshop with Galina Bolden, Alexa 
Hepburn and Jonathan Potter at the University of Queensland in March 2017, approximately one 
year after beginning my PhD and after submitting my ethics application. Partly as a result of this, 
I did not consider the significance of collecting visual data, which seems to be an increasingly 
common practice among conversation analysts.17 However, an additional concern was protecting 
the anonymity and wellbeing of the participants. Considering the high risk of being outed, it’s 
possible that several of the participants would have been uncomfortable being video recorded. 
Video data certainly could have enriched the CA analysis, but the practicalities of recording and 
concern for the wellbeing of the participants outweighed the benefit of visual data. Below is a 
table detailing the different recording sessions.  
 
Table 2 Recording sessions 

Date Participants Approximate length Setting 
  Not included in thesis 
10 December 
2017 (pilot) 

Huiran, Kelin, 
Hayden 

1 hour 30 mins Lunch at Huiran’s 

3 March 2018 Yanan, Hayden 3 hours Lunch with Yanan at 
restaurant 

4 March 2018 Huiran, Jessica, 
John, Mengji, 
Hayden 

1 hour 30 mins Dinner at Mengji’s 

18 March 2018 Hurani, Kelin, 
Hayden 

2 hours Lunch with Huiran and 
Kelin at cafe 

Included in thesis 
20 March 2018 Jingqi, Yujia, 

Hayden 
1 hour 15 mins Tea and snacks at Jingqi’s 

7 April 2018 Huiran, Kelin, 
Yanan, Jingqi, 
Yujia, Mingjie, 
Lingfei, Hayden 

3 hours Lunch at Hayden’s 

14 April 2018 Huiran, Kelin, 
Fangchun, Gulan, 
Hayden 

2 hours, 30 mins Dinner at Huiran’s 

 
Following a CA tradition, I  aimed to make the interactions as natural as possible. Even from some 
of the earliest CA work, primacy has been given to supposedly ‘naturally occurring’ conversation  
(Schegloff & Sacks, 1973), based on an assumption that “the social world is a pervasively 
conversational one in which an overwhelming proportion of the world’s business is conducted 
through the medium of spoken interaction” (Atkinson & Heritage, 1984, p. 239). This assumption 

 
16 There are some instances in the recordings where I was not there for various reasons such as cleaning 
up dishes in the kitchen or going to the bathroom. 
17 This impression is based on my participation in LANSI in October 2019, and the data used in many 
contemporary CA publications. 
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is still strong today, evident in the chapter about CA data in The handbook of conversation analysis 
(Mondada, 2013). However, as  Speer (2002, p. 513) points out, this is an under-theorised and 
over-emphasised binary which devalues supposedly ‘contrived’ data, such as interviews or focus 
groups. For some, ‘natural’ data must pass a ‘dead social scientist test,’ that is, it must be shown 
to feasibly occur even if the social scientist was not there, making it happen (Speer, 2002, p. 515). 
This kind of criterion would deem my data ‘non-natural’ and thus, for some, not suited to CA.  
 
Speer (2002) argues that this natural/non-natural distinction is unnecessary and at odds with 
the CA approach. For CA, all context is produced endogenously, in the interaction. In other words, 
if an institutional interaction is taking place, such as an interview, focus group, doctor-patient 
interaction, etc., conversation analysts need to be able to show that participants are orienting to 
and producing this institutional talk. In this sense, all interaction is natural—it is a natural 
interview, a natural focus group, etc. Conversely, if an interview is happening and the interview 
context cannot be demonstrated, then conversation analysts have no evidence to label that 
interaction as an interview—to do so would be contrary to the CA approach. 
 
In light of this, the recordings I took were of ‘natural’ conversations, in the sense that I did not 
have any pre-planned questions to ask or request specific topics to be talked about. However, I 
was present in the recordings, and there was a definite awareness (due to the Plain Language 
Statement and consent form) that this was for research, specifically about issues of race, sexuality 
and gender. This awareness of recording for research purposes certainly became relevant at 
times in our interactions. There were several occasions where participants asked “so, what 
questions do you have for us?” or when they picked up the Zoom H1 recorder to another 
participant and said “watch out, you’re being recorded!” Following Speer (2002), I suggest this 
does not make the interaction contrived or unsuitable, but simply means that, when relevant and 
demonstrable, orientation to the research context must constitute part of the analysis. Indeed, 
my own position and identity became very much a part of the data. I was anything but a ‘silent 
observer,’ and the impact my talk and identity have on the interaction is a key part of my ana lysis. 
This is exemplified in Chapter 4, where the fragment revolves around race. The type of 
interactions and actions being achieved by the participants (including myself) are situated in the 
local context of the interaction. If I were Chinese, a woman, or a migrant, the interactions may 
have turned out very differently.  
 
This is a critical CA thesis, and as such I believe it is relevant to discuss issues of positionality not 
just from a data analysis perspective, but also from a political perspective. Feminist 
anthropological and geographic work has made clear the importance of the researcher’s identity 
in getting access to and collecting data (England, 1994; Sultana, 2007). As a white, male graduate 
research student, my presence among groups of lesbian Chinese international students and 
workers hardly went unnoticed. Our cross-cutting identities were different on many levels, and 
on paper, and perhaps in reality, research done by a white male Australian citizen with (or 
‘about’) Chinese migrants on temporary visas could be considered a modern-day form of 
colonialism or Orientalism (Said, 1978). This was something that I was acutely aware of during 
the interaction-recording period. As is evident in the fragments in Chapter 6, my ‘non-native 
speaker of Chinese’ identity often became relevant to achieve repairs and other actions. However, 
this identity was only one of many types of ‘otherness’ which may have had an impact on 
interaction, and it is difficult to discern what the effects were, if any, of my attempt to ‘mitigate’ 
my presence. This will be discussed further in Chapter 8. In practical terms, I attempted to 
manage this potential power differential by speaking predominantly in Mandarin.  The Plain 
Language Statement and Consent Form were both bilingual (Chinese and English) and the 
participants were given the choice to speak whichever language they wanted to (or to switch 
between English and Mandarin freely). For example, often the English word ‘gay’ was used 
instead of the Mandarin words tongxinglian or tongzhi due to the negative or other cultural 
connotations those words contain. Although Mandarin was the predominant language spoken, 
we all had the option to draw on our multilinguistic and multimodal resources to communicate. 
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As Li (2018) suggests, this ‘translanguaging’ allows for a criticality which can transcend socio-
political boundaries, and open up spaces for power differentials, potentially intensified by 
enforced monolingualism, to be negotiated. 
 

3.1.5 Anonymity and naming conventions 
Due to the possibility of a participant being identified by voice, or through a quote or description 
which includes names of people, places or idiosyncratic features/behaviours, this research 
adopted a uniform anonymity and naming convention. This included: selecting and presenting 
fragments which do not include potentially identifying information; only presenting audio data 
among fellow researchers (e.g., in data sessions in small groups) and not at larger conferences; 
and changing the names of participants and places in my own metadata. All the participants in 
the fragments presented in this thesis have Chinese names, and as such I selected Chinese 
pseudonyms. However, I do not present their full names. All participant pseudonyms and 
shortened forms can be seen in Table 1. I decided to give the participants real names as 
pseudonyms—rather than numbers, letters, or some code—to help readers and analysts build a 
connection with, and more easily refer to, the recorded individuals.  
 
It must be noted that naming conventions in CA are anything but a neutral practice. In light of the 
debate between Billig (1999b) and Schegloff (1999b) discussed in the previous chapter, the 
naming convention potentially makes the race/ethnicity of the participants constantly relevant, 
even when this is not the case. In saying this, because all of the data is in Mandarin Chinese with 
English translations, the language of the interaction may also influence analysts to make 
race/ethnicity more relevant than other potentially relevant identities. Regardless, in my 
discussions of identity categories, I have attempted to ground the analysis in participants’ 
orientations, showing when race/ethnicity is demonstrably relevant in the interaction. 

3.2 Procedures of analysis 

3.2.1 Selecting fragments: ‘Noticings’ 
The typical CA method of data collection is to develop collections of interactional phenomena, 
showing how a particular action (e.g., other-initiated other-repair) is carried out in talk (Sidnell, 
2013).  
However, more recent CA work interested in the management and negotiation of culture or 
categories in interaction has instead developed collections of interactions where certain topics or 
cultural events are oriented to (e.g., Bolden, 2014; Speer, 2017; Whitehead, 2018). In line with 
this kind of research, I selected fragments of talk where race, sexuality or gender seemed to be 
relevant. The selected fragments are certainly not an exhaustive representation of all the 
moments when race/sexuality/gender categories became relevant to participants in the 16 hours 
of recordings. Indeed, this thesis departs from the typical CA procedure of developing collections, 
and instead analyses a select number of extended stretches of talk. I do not make claims that 
specific interactional phenomena are carriers of certain discursive effects. Such claims would 
certainly warrant the development of collections. Rather,  I aim to show how discourses may be 
observed operating in talk, irrespective of the specific interactional phenomena through which 
the discourses operate. This, in turn, shows how interaction is a site for empirical analysis of 
discursive operations.  
 
Considering the labour- and time-intensive work of CA transcription, I decided not to transcribe 
everything in a CA convention. Rather, I listened closely to all of the recordings and developed a 
rough minute-by-minute notation of the topics of conversation and possible actions of interest, 
such as repair, code-switching, collaborative completions, interruption, etc. in an Excel 
spreadsheet. I have included an excerpt of this spreadsheet in Appendix 3. This allowed me to get 
a general idea of what topics were discussed and some of the interactional features which might 
have been recurrent. After completing this notation of the audio, it became evident that the 
participants did indeed discuss issues of race, sexuality and gender relatively often, confirming 
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my hunch that for this group of Chinese lesbians, at least when interacting with me, race, sexuality 
and gender were salient issues. Although this talk only comprised a fraction of the recordings (I 
estimate around 5% of the time was spent discussing these topics), this was more than enough 
for the purpose of critical CA. 
 
 
Throughout this thesis, I call the instances of transcript ‘fragments.’ This was a deliberate choice, 
in line with Jefferson (1978). The terms ‘excerpt’ and ‘extract’ are commonly used in CA literature, 
but I believe the term ‘fragment’ more effectively captures the fragmentary nature of the 
moments of interaction being analysed. The fragments have been shaped by what came before 
and by what came after, and are by no means whole in themselves.  
 

3.2.2 Transcription 
Transcription and transcription style are important issues for conversation analysts. This is 
evident in the book-length introduction to conversation analytic transcription by Alexa Hepburn 
and Galina Bolden (2017). Since CA began developing in earnest in the 1970s, a core group of 
researchers (including Gail Jefferson, Emanuel Schegloff, Harvey Sacks, Anita Pomerantz, John 
Heritage, and Gene Lerner, among others) drew on the transcription style Gail Jefferson 
developed for the foundational CA paper (1974). This transcription style has since been 
elaborated and ‘formalised’ by Jefferson herself (2004a), as well as by Hepburn and Bolden (2013, 
2017). The fragments in this thesis have been transcribed according to these Jeffersonian 
transcription conventions. An explanation of all symbols, as well as my own special symbols in 
the glosses, is available in Appendix 1. 
 
Beyond issues of transcription conventions and consistency, transcription is also a key part of the 
CA analysis process. I mentioned earlier how something as seemingly neutral as naming 
conventions can nudge the analyst towards prioritising certain features of the interaction over 
others. Similarly, ensuring that the timing of overlaps and silences are accurate is important for 
analysing actions such as affiliation and collaborative completions. CA work typically relies on 
two methods for measuring time (Hepburn & Bolden, 2013). The first, more accessible method, 
is to count the beats at the same tempo as the talk of the interactants. The second method is more 
‘objective’ as it relies on mechanically timing the silences. The first method is arguably more 
attuned to participant orientations because the tempo of talk is itself sensitive to which 
interactants are speaking (some people speak faster or slower than others).  
 
For the sake of consistency, and in line with the transcription software I used, I used the second 
method. For this thesis, I used CLAN (Computerized Language Analysis), a free transcription 
software which was initially developed to assist in the computational and quantitative analysis 
of child language (Conti-Ramsden, 1996). Now, CLAN has a ‘CA mode’ and has many features to 
assist in CA-style transcription. However, CLAN is still not entirely effective for multiple lines of 
transcript (discussed below). As such, when I completed a single-line CA transcript (in pinyin, the 
official romanised alphabet for Mandarin Chinese), I transferred that to a Word document to 
complete the transcript with the lines of Chinese characters, morpheme/character gloss and free 
English translation. 
 

3.2.3 Providing context to the fragments 
Before the transcription fragments are presented in the thesis, I provide some context. The 
context is generally limited to explanations of potentially unfamiliar concepts that the 
participants orient to in the interactions, such as xiangqin (‘blind/arranged date’); or ‘T’ 
(‘tomboy/masculine lesbian identity’). These explanations are designed to help the reader better 
understand and engage with the data.  
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I should acknowledge that this practice is also part of the analysis and potentially not neutral.  
What exactly ‘context’ is has been the topic of lively debate among conversation analysts, 
ethnomethodologists and sociologists (Cicourel, 1992; Schegloff, 1987, 1992a, 1997). On the one 
hand, as Schegloff has argued, “the search for context properly begins with the talk or other 
conduct being analyzed” (Schegloff, 1992a, p. 197). As mentioned earlier, for CA, the only context 
that is relevant is that which is demonstrably oriented to by the participants. For example, 
someone’s identity as a woman is, for social interaction, only relevant when it is demonstrably 
oriented to. However, Cicourel (1992) convincingly demonstrates that when an analyst is 
working in a field not familiar to them, or presenting fragments to audiences unfamiliar with the 
language and culture, that some interaction-external context or explanations may be necessary. 
Specifically, ‘specialist’ terms such as ‘cellulitis’ may be unfamiliar both to the analyst and an 
audience, and require explanation. The context provided before the fragments in this thesis are 
provided for the clarity of the reader, and do not make claims for what is contextually relevant 
for participants. 
 

3.2.4 Four-tiered transcript and translation 
My transcriptions utilise a four-tiered transcription, accounting for both Chinese-reading and 
English-reading audiences. The first tier contains all of the interactional information one would 
expect to see in a Jeffersonian transcript, and this is the tier which lines up with previous and 
subsequent lines (to represent overlap). This pinyin does not include tonal marks for two 
reasons: non-Chinese readers would get little benefit from seeing the tonal marks; and the 
standard pinyin tonal marks do not necessarily line up with how speakers produce the sounds in 
real interaction.  
 
The second tier is the Chinese characters of the pinyin. I decided to include this after consulting 
with Chinese-speakers and experiencing confusion in Chinese-language data sessions. In 
previous Chinese-language CA, characters have been omitted (e.g., Wu, 2016). However, omitting 
the Chinese characters is problematic for Chinese-readers because many sounds in Chinese are 
homonyms. That is, they are pronounced the same, but have different meanings. This is 
complicated further considering Mandarin is a tonal language, and so the words mā, má, mǎ and 
mà all have different meanings, not to mention possible different meanings within each tonal 
sound. For example, mǎ (马, 码) can mean both ‘horse’ and ‘code.’ Thus, including the Chinese 

characters allows Chinese readers and fellow analysts to read and grasp the meaning without 
needing to look at the English gloss. 
 
The third tier is a word-to-word or morpheme gloss, mostly following the conventions set by Wu 
2016), translated by myself. However, some of my abbreviations (see Appendix 1) differ from 
Wu’s, because hers seem to be based on linguistic descriptions. Although I have some background 
in formal linguistics, I do not expect readers to immediately grasp what, for example, ‘complex 
stative construction’ might mean. The abbreviations in my gloss are therefore based on more 
vernacular descriptions, and I provide examples in Appendix 1. 
 
The final tier is a free translation, also translated by myself. I suspect that Chinese readers will 
benefit from reading just the first two lines, whereas English readers are encouraged to read the 
first, third and fourth lines. Below is a table illustrating what the transcription looks like. 
 
Table 3 Example of four-tiered transcription 

Tier 1: Pinyin 
Tier 2: Chinese characters 那 个 什么 人民 公园 什么 相亲 角 

Tier 3: Morpheme gloss 
Tier 4: Free translation ‘That, what +is it+, People’s Park, what +is it+, blind date corner (0.4)’ 
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Again, the issue of translation in CA work is anything but neutral (Nikander, 2008). Chinese and 
English both follow the same word order (Subject, Verb, Object), making translating within a 
transcript somewhat more achievable. However, there still exist many differences between the 
languages. For example, Chinese does not contain tense inflection on verbs (e.g., eat/eating/ate), 
and sometimes the temporal occurrence of an action or event has to be inferred from context. 
Pronouns in the spoken form of Chinese are also gender neutral (the word ‘ta’ means he/she/it), 
so gender must also be inferred from context. In Chinese characters, these words are written 
differently, but pronounced the same (他 [he], 她 [she], 它 [it]). Decisions to transcribe gender 

into Chinese characters and then translate into gendered forms in English were based on my own 
understanding of the interaction, but present a potential problem for non-Chinese (or Chinese 
character) readers, potentially making gender more salient than it otherwise would be. A host of 
other possible concerns exist in the practice of translation which I have not considered in full. For 
the purpose of analysis, the actions participants are achieving with their utterances ought to be 
clearly understood based on my translation and gloss. Future work remains to be done on 
developing a consistent and ideologically-sensitive form of Chinese-English translation in CA 
work.  
 

3.2.5 Data sessions 
Throughout the research process, I frequently participated in what, in CA, has become known as 
data sessions. Based on my experience, these are generally quite small sessions (given that CA is 
a relatively small field) of anywhere between 2 and 8 people, although some data sessions around 
the world would be much larger. Data sessions are a specific technique arguably inspired by 
Sacks, who suggested that recordings are key to having others listen and also interpreting data to 
arrive at the same or similar conclusions (Sacks, 1984).  
 
In CA, it is important to get others to listen to your recordings, read your transcript, and make 
their own undirected noticings and observations about the data. This is a kind of ‘cross-checking’ 
for conversation analysts, to ensure that the analysis you have conducted yourself is confirmable 
by others, and also an opportunity for conversation analysts to potentially see something in the 
data that one did not see before, or learn about a specific paper that they had not yet found and 
read.  
 
During my PhD, I participated on many occasions in various data analysis sessions with both my 
data and other’s data at the University of Melbourne. I also participated in data sessions with both 
Chinese and English speakers at The Australian National University (ANU) in Canberra, who were 
able to check my translations and interpret words that I could not entirely understand. I was 
lucky enough to present my work with some of the leading figures in CA and DP at the University 
of California Santa Barbara (UCSB) and Rutgers University. All of these data sessions have been 
fruitful in helping me see and mull over aspects of the data that I often did not see myself, and 
thus added great value to my CA analysis. For example, when I presented my data to members of 
the LISO (Language, Interaction, and Social Organization) group at UCSB, they helped me to 
realise that the data I was looking at was full of category ascription and negotiation, and that my 
thesis as a whole was really about categories in interaction. This assisted greatly in helping me 
develop my argument and fine-tune my CA analysis. Another, more specific example: I was 
transcribing one bit of talk as shenme ren (‘what person’ or ‘some person’). A Chinese 
conversation analyst at ANU listened to the same talk and instantly recognised that talk as 
‘shoumenyuan’ (‘goalkeeper’). This is a word I had never personally encountered in Chinese (I am 
not a big soccer fan), and her assistance greatly improved the accuracy of transcription. 

3.3 A proposed programme of critical CA  

In this final section, I will elaborate more specifically on a proposed programme of critical CA that 
I implement in the following three analysis chapters. The term ‘critical’ is quite broad, as is 
evident in the wide-ranging forms of analysis and theories used within Critical Discourse Studies 
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(Flowerdew & Richardson, 2018). Pennycook (2001) points out that ‘critical’ can mean applying 
philosophical or analytical stances developed by Habermas, Marx, Foucault and a range of other 
influential thinkers. In Chapter 2, I made it evident that for this thesis, ‘critical’ means considering 
micro-macro relations and problematising given assumptions (Pennycook, 2001, pp. 5-8). For the 
purposes of this thesis, this will be accomplished by considering poststructuralist concepts 
developed by Foucault and Butler. In saying that, critical CA may evolve to encompass critical 
forms of analysis beyond Foucault, Butler, and other poststructuralist theorists. As such, I 
maintain the name ‘critical conversation analysis’ rather than, say, ‘poststructuralist conversation 
analysis.’ 
 
The below points of this proposed programme of critical CA should by no means be considered 
principles of a comprehensive analytic programme. Rather, they serve to show the reader how 
and why aspects of CA and poststructuralism have been combined in my analyses.  
 

3.3.1 Grounded in technical details of turn-by-turn talk 
 
Critical CA is, first and foremost, a type of CA, and as a result, it follows the same rigorous method 
of closely analysing recordings and transcripts line by line. This includes prioritising so-called 
‘technical’ analyses. Schegloff pointed out early on that some conversation analytic work 
distinguishes between ‘technical’ and ‘interactional’ analysis. Technical analysis refers to 
investigating the organisational features of interaction such as turn-taking or repair, while 
interactional analysis refers to investigating “what an utterance is doing, interactionally” such as 
doing ‘being delicate’ or doing a complaint (Schegloff, 1980, pp. 149-150). It especially seems to 
be the case that in some CA-inspired DP work, researchers focus only on the question of ‘what is 
this doing interactionally?’ rather than considering  the talk purely in its own, albeit potentially 
technical, terms (e.g., Wetherell, 1998). Following Schegloff, critical CA considers a ‘technical’ CA 
analysis as germane to, if not entirely constitutive of, an interactional analysis. For example, as 
will be shown in the following chapter, establishing the relevance of a turn-at-talk as a ‘pre-pre’ 
or ‘pre-delicate’ is key to understanding what is happening interactionally (not just ‘technically’).  
The analyses that follow in this thesis are thus supported by a significant amount of CA literature, 
to establish the grounds for the careful ‘technical-interactional’ analysis of the talk. 
 

3.3.2 Relevance of categories must be shown, not assumed 
 
This issue has already been discussed in some detail in Chapter 2, but it is worth reiterating here 
how the relevance of categories must be shown in practical terms. In the discussion of 
membership categorisation analysis (MCA) in the previous chapter, it was shown that some MCA 
work can be ‘promiscuous’ in the sense that it does not show how categories of race, sexuality, 
gender, etc. are relevant in interactional terms. In more eclectic or critical discursive work, as 
Schegloff (1997) argues, there can be a level of academic imperialism, where analysts assume the 
relevance of gender, and therefore analyse the interaction in those terms, even when those terms 
are not demonstrably relevant to the participants. The following chapter contains a pertinent 
example of what I mean by this. I show how one interactant selects a co-participant on the basis 
of incumbency to the racial category ‘white.’ I was there for this interaction, and thus was the only 
member of this interaction who was observably and commonly understood to be white. Despite 
this, I draw on the details of the talk—its content, sequence and construction—to show who ends 
up being recognised as white. It is precisely this technical-interactional analysis that allows us to 
show the complicated and intricate work involved in the interactional accomplishment of identity 
categories. Had this relevance simply been assumed based on my own common sense 
understanding of what was happening interactionally, the argument would be less grounded and 
less persuasive. 
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3.3.3 Show, and draw on, points of epistemological compatibility between CA and 
poststructuralism 

 
There is a good reason that the combination of CA and poststructuralism is such a contentious 
issue. The two analytic schools are grounded in different histories and different epistemologies. 
As such, critical CA must be able to explicate how the two epistemologies have points where they 
are compatible, rather than assuming such compatibility. For example, the previous chapter 
argued how Butler’s theory of performativity closely mirrors the ethnomethodological 
understanding that members’ identities are repeatedly achieved through their everyday 
practices. This particular ethnomethodological understanding has carried through to CA.  If 
performativity, a rather abstract and detached concept in Butler’s writing, can be shown to be 
operational in CA terms, then the claims for its existence and effects become all the more 
convincing. Compatibility between aspects of the two analytic schools is necessary when making 
claims about the effects of interaction and the effects of power/discourse. Critical CA plays an 
important part in explicating this compatibility.  
 

3.3.4 Consider data in both CA and poststructuralist terms, where compatible 
 
A key contribution, and extension of feminist CA work, that critical CA makes is the explicit use 
and consideration of poststructuralist terms. This is not just a matter of academic vocabulary, but 
also a matter of theoretical and interdisciplinary exploration. In the following chapters, I will 
draw heavily on terms such as power, discourse, surveillance, iterability and performativity, to 
show how these concepts are relevant in the analysis of the interaction itself. Like feminist CA, 
critical CA grounds analysis in the orientations and interpretations of the interactional 
participants. However, adding a layer of compatible poststructuralist analysis allows the critical 
conversation analyst to argue for the potential symbiotic effects between the interaction order 
and relevant discourses. This, in turn, allows for an arguably more holistic argument for how 
categories and discourses, which are demonstrably both micro and macro concerns, operate. 
 

3.4 Conclusion 

This chapter has discussed the procedural and analytic methods drawn on to conduct this thesis. 
I began with questioning what exactly ‘data’ is both for conversation analysts and 
poststructuralists. I then delved into the nitty-gritty of data collection, including issues with the 
ethics application, finding research participants, conducting the recording sessions and keeping 
the participants anonymous. I described conversation analytic procedures of analysis, including 
how I selected fragments and how they were transcribed. I also discussed some possible issues 
in analysis, such as the non-neutrality of translation. Lastly, I proposed a possible programme for 
critical CA, which gives the reader a sense of how Chapters 4, 5 and 6 are organised.  
 
The following chapter is the first of three data analysis chapters. Chapter 4 analyses an instance 
of racial category ascription as it is utilised for next-speaker selection and the ambiguous actions 
of delicate questions and improprieties. It draws on Foucauldian concepts of discourse, 
surveillance and interpellation to show how racial categories and their associated knowledges 
are interactionally deployed to reinscribe a discourse of race.    
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Chapter 4: Inscription of race categories in 
ambiguous talk 

In Chapter 2, I developed the backdrop for why CA, or critical CA, may be a methodology worth 
exploring for the study of discursive categories in interaction. Poststructuralists such as Foucault 
and Butler have convincingly argued that our social realities—the ‘facts’ of different genders, 
sexualities and other identities—are produced in and by discourse. Feminist conversation 
analysts have already shown that CA validates feminist theories of gender difference as socially 
constructed and maintained. In Chapter 3, I proposed a critical CA programme which, extending 
the work of feminist conversation analysts, may shed more light on the operations of discourse 
in interaction.  
 
This chapter is the first of three chapters which applies critical CA to moments of interaction 
where, I argue, discourses can be seen in operation. In interactions between and among the 
participants in this study, categories of race emerged on multiple occasions. My own presence in 
some of these conversations potentially made race a more salient or relevant topic, and indeed, 
as I will show, served to complicate knowledge and understanding of certain racial categories.  
 
Feminist conversation analysts have drawn on CA to validate feminist politics and theory, but 
little work has been done to validate the politics of critical race scholars. An important exception 
to this is the research of Whitehead, mentioned briefly in Chapter 2 as a critically-oriented 
discursive psychologist/conversation analyst. Whitehead situates his work in the 
ethnomethodological understanding that “race is not simply an individual characteristic or trait 
but something that is accomplished in interaction with others” (West & Fenstermaker, 1995, p. 
23). In the same way that Garfinkel and Butler develop similar theories of gender performativity 
(discussed in section 2.9.2), this ethnomethodological understanding of race as an 
accomplishment is highly compatible with the critical race theory understanding of racial 
categories not being biologically fixed or commonly understood (Omi & Winant, 1994, p. 65). 
Whitehead (2011) advocates a conversation analytic approach to investigating race. Using this 
approach, he has argued that race may be reproduced in interaction both as a mechanism to 
achieve certain actions, as well as a mechanism to limit or constrain speakers’ actions 
(Whitehead, 2012b, p. 1261). He suggests that speakers can be held accountable for race-relevant 
conduct “which provides a strong warrant for speakers to monitor their actions moment-by-
moment for possible race-relevance” (p. 1262). Whitehead has also shown how racism or racial 
stereotyping cannot be removed from the context in which it occurs; that is, whether or not some 
utterance is considered racist is negotiated by participants in interaction and is sensitive to the 
action-in-progress (Whitehead, 2018). Whitehead also points toward the potential of macro-
micro connections in a discussion about whiteness as the norm. Whitehead and Lerner write: 
 

Speakers who choose not to treat ‘white’ as an invisible category in the course of their day-to-
day encounters with others can be understood as engaging in everyday acts of resistance 
against a society’s hegemonic whiteness—subverting that hegemony at the point of its 
mundane production, and using the basic machinery of sociality to do so. (Whitehead & Lerner, 
2009, p. 635) 
 

Although Whitehead does not draw explicitly on poststructuralist terms, his work has paved the 
way for critical CA work on the operations of race in interaction, which happen to be highly 
evident in the talk among my participants. 
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In this chapter, I begin with a detailed review of some fundamental CA concepts: turn allocation, 
adjacency pairs, and pre-expansions. The detailed explanation of these concepts prepares the 
reader for the analysis which follows. I present an extended data fragment which revolves around 
a potentially delicate or taboo topic: the topic of flatulence or farting. In the process of talking 
about farting, the participants mention and orient to race-based differences in perceptions of 
farting. The potential ambiguity that emerges when race is mentioned is the focus of my analysis. 
I also provide a summative description of how laughter is analysed in CA, in order to re-analyse 
the full fragment through the lens of laughter, which is a prominent feature in the fragment. The  
laughter analysis reveals ambiguity in the action which initially cites the category ‘white,’ as well 
as the ambiguity which persists in the turns that follow. The final sections of the chapter draw on 
Foucault’s notions of surveillance and subjectification to explore how racialised subjectivities are 
produced in this interaction via turns-at-talk, and what implications this may have for a discourse 
of race—in this particular instance, a discourse of whiteness—that the participants were 
demonstrably subject to in this interaction.   

4.1 Adjacency pairs, pre-expansions, “pre’s”, and pre-delicates  

I briefly discussed turn-constructional units (TCUs) and transition-relevance places (TRPs) in 

Chapter 2 (section 2.3). In order to analyse the data fragments in this chapter, it is necessary to 

define adjacency pairs and pre-expansions. These concepts will also be drawn on in the analyses 

in the following chapters.  

4.1.1 Adjacency pairs 
The adjacency pair is the base unit for sequence construction (Sacks, 1995a; Schegloff, 2007a; 

Schegloff & Sacks, 1973). Schegloff (2007, p. 13) points out five distinguishing features of 

adjacency pairs. They are: 

(1) composed of two turns 

(2) by different speakers 
(3) adjacently placed; that is, one after the other 

(4) relatively ordered; that is, separated into first pair parts (FPPs) and second pair parts (SPPs) 

(5) pair-type related; that is, any SPP cannot be paired with any FPP. The action that an FPP 

initiates determines what SPP may then be relevant after that to complete the action of the 

adjacency pair. 

 
Examples of adjacency pairs include question-answer; summons-answer; offer-accept/decline; 

invite-accept/decline etc. Using a simplified and translated section of Fragment 4.1 as an example: 

1 Fang: Will white people, like you, dislike a fart in a public place? 

2 Ke: They will, I think. 

 

This example clearly displays the five characteristics of an adjacency pair mentioned above. 
Features (1), (2) and (3) should be self-evident in this example but (4) and (5) need more 

explanation. The above example is a question-answer adjacency pair, and so in terms of feature 

(4), line 1 is the FPP (the question) and line 2 is the SPP (the answer). These are relatively ordered 

because if the turn on line 2 were to be uttered first, it would not generate the conditional 

relevance of a question response. Thus, in the question-answer adjacency pair, the question must 

come first, and the answer second. This feature applies to all adjacency pairs, such as invitation-
acceptance/rejection, offer-acceptance/rejection, accusation-denial/admission, etc.  

In regard to feature (5), in line 2, Ke produces an answer to Fang’s question—the appropriate SPP 

to a question FPP. As Schegloff pithily points out, if any SPP could be paired with any FPP then it 
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“would yield such absurdities as “Hello,” “No, thanks.” or “Would you like a cup of coffee?,” “Hi.”” 

(Schegloff, 2007a, p. 13). Once the FPP has been produced, then, next speakers have a limited 

number of appropriate SPPs to select from. 

4.1.2 Pre-expansions 
Considering that the adjacency pair can be understood as the base unit of sequence construction, 

then in theory all interactions could consist of nothing but adjacency pairs. However, real-life 

interactions do not work out this way. Take the following example from Schegloff (2007a, p. 30): 

JG 3:1 (Nelson is the caller; Clara is called to the phone) 

1 Cla:  Hello 
2 Nel:  Hi. 

3 Cla:  Hi. 

4 Nel: Fpre → Whatcha doin’. 

5 Cla: Spre → Not much. 

6 Nel: Fb   →  Y’wanna drink? 

7 Cla: Sb   → Yeah 
8 Nel:   Okay 

 

In this example, following the greeting sequence in lines 1-3, Nelson produces a question (line 4) 

which is then promptly answered by Clara in line 5. While this could be the end of the sequence, 

Nelson continues to ask another question (line 6), yet this question is hearably more than just a 

question—it is also an invitation. Clara promptly answers his question with ‘Yeah,’ thereby 
accepting the invitation, and completing an invitation-acceptance adjacency pair.  

Sacks proposed that the logical reason for a question-answer sequence such as the one in lines 4-

5 above is as follows. If Nelson asks ‘What are you doing?’ and Clara responds ‘Not much ,’ then 

Nelson can quite confidently report that ‘Clara is not doing much.’ Sacks writes: “A paraphrase of 

question and answer, in some reasonably easy to formulate combination, is treated as saying 

what the answerer said” (Sacks, 1995a, p. 687). Nelson, now confident that ‘Clara is not doing 
much,’ can then launch an invitation sequence knowing that, logically, Clara has little reason to 

decline him. With the unfolding of the interaction in the above example, it is evident that lines 4-

5 are a pre-invitation sequence. Schegloff writes that pre-invitations “are designed to . . . help 

prospective speakers of base first pair parts avoid rejection, or, to put it more interactionally, to 

help the interaction avoid a sequence with a rejected base FPP” (Schegloff, 2007a, p. 31).  

While this may be true of pre-invitations, pre-sequences can occur before a number of other 
actions, such as offers or accusations, and all cases can be seen to be understood as being pre by 

the other participants. This means that even in cases where the pre does not come in a typical 

‘pre-format’ (e.g., ‘Whatcha doin’?’) participants are still able to identify it as such. Schegloff 

(2007a, p. 35) discusses an example where ‘We have a thermometer’ is uttered as a pre-offer, and 

the offer ‘Wanta use it?’ quickly follows. Schegloff (2007a, p. 35, fn 4) writes: 

That “We have a thermometer” is a possible pre-offer must be analyzed out of an utterance 
which appears on the face of it to be a simple declaration of ownership. It is part of competent 

membership in the society/culture and being a competent interactant to analyze assertions of 

this sort for what (else) they may be doing at this moment, at this juncture of the interaction, 

in this specific sequential context. 

And so, as a result of the competent member’s analysis of the initial utterance of the FPP of the 

pre, they may identify immediately the action that the pre is projecting, and respond to the 
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projected action rather than the pre itself. Sacks (1995a, p. 688) offers several examples of this, 

such as: 

Example (4.1A) 

Q: What’s chocolate filbert? 
A: We don’t have any. 

 

In this case, this could be considered a ‘collapsed’ version of the following: 

Example (4.1B) 

Q: What’s chocolate filbert? 

A: It’s chocolate ice cream with nuts.  
Q: I’ll take a pint. 

A: We don’t have any. 

 

In example (4.1A), the answerer has analysed what could have been an ‘innocent’ question as 

projecting the request (‘I’ll take a pint’), and therefore responded to the projected request without 

ever actually hearing it. Of course, this can lead to exchanges like the following:  

Example (4.2) (taken from Sacks, 1995a, p. 689) 

A: Can you fix this needle? 

B: I’m busy. 

A: I just wanted to know if you can fix it.  

 

In example (4.2), A (whether they intended their utterance to be a pre-request or an ‘innocent’ 
question) is able to fall back on the fact that they never actually produced the FPP ‘Would you fix 

the needle for me?’ to rebuff B’s rejection of the request. Just as pre-invitations can be deployed 

to avoid the rejection of an invitation, so can pre’s be deployed to avoid dispreferred SPPs. If the 

recipient of the pre immediately produces the dispreferred SPP of the projected action (as in 

example (4.2)), then the producer of the pre has grounds to disagree with the interlocutor’s 

analysis of their utterance as a pre in the first place. 

4.1.3 Pre-pre’s and pre-delicates 
In the analysis in this chapter, a key argument develops from the interpretation of a turn as 

delicate, and the immediately prior utterance as a pre-delicate. The notion of pre-delicates 

emerge from Schegloff’s (1980) discussion of what he calls ‘pre-pre’s.’ In the case of pre-

expansions discussed above, interactants orient to the fact that the pre-sequence is somehow 
clearing the way for an immediately following base sequence. Pre-pre’s, on the other hand, project 

some action that does not immediately follow. Pre-pre’s often follow the format of ‘Can I X’, or ‘I’d 

like to X’, where X represents the action that is being projected.  For example: 

Example (4.3A): A pre-pre to a question. [BC Red, 190] (adapted from Schegloff, 1980, pp. 107-

108) 

1 B: I’ve been listen’ to all the things  
2  that chu’ve said, an’ I agree  

3  with you so much. 

4 B: Now, 

5 B: → I wanna ask you something, 

6 B: I wrote a letter. 

7  (pause) 
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8 A: Mh hm, 

9 B: T’the governor. 

10 A: Mh hm::, 

11 B: -telling ‘im what I thought about 
12  i(hh)m! 

13 (A): (Sh:::!) 

14 B: → Will I get an answer d’you think, 

15 A:  Yes/ 

 

Example (4.3B): A pre-pre to a telling. [JSLR, 135 simplified] (adapted from Schegloff, 1980, p. 
110) 

 

1 Jn: → Say Joe, I wanna tell you sump’n. 

2  (0.5) ((Edie and Rae talking to 

3  each other)) 

4  Y’know (that- when we wen’ up  
5  t’that) place 

6  (to drive a) car? 

7  (0.2) 

8  So I went back [there? 

9                               [((Leni talking)) 

10  En’ d’you know something= 
11  =Listen to this Edie, you guys 

12  get this. Remember when we 

13  wen’tuh looks at cars? 

14 R: [Yeah 

15 E: [Yeah, 

16 Jn: → We wen’tuh see the fella the next 
17  day, t’drive the car, en he 

18  thought you were my son! eh hah 

19  hah hah hah! 

 

As is evident from the above two examples (and many more discussed in Schegloff (1980)): 

 the utterances that immediately follow the action projection can be characterized as 
“preliminary” or “prefatory.” They are produced, and are treated by recipients, as 

preliminaries or prefaces to the projected action – things (needing) to be done before, or 

“leading up to,” the projected action (Schegloff, 1980, p. 113).  

Hence the name pre-pre; they are the utterances which are preliminary to some talk which is 

itself preliminary to some action.  

As can be seen in examples (4.3A) and (4.3B), the talk following the pre-pre can be a question or 
a telling which provides context within which the projected action should be understood. 

However, Schegloff noticed that there were some instances in his data where a pre-pre occurred 

and was followed by not just a question, but the question. By this, he means that the question 

immediately following the pre-pre is not analysed as preliminary material required to 

understand the question that is being projected, but is actually the projected question, without 

any preliminary material intervening the pre-pre and the question. He notes how in these 



 
 

50 
 

instances the projected question can be analysed as somehow delicate (Schegloff, 1980, p. 131), 

and so he coins this class of pre-pre’s ‘pre-delicates.’ For example: 

Example (4.4): A pre-delicate [BC, Red, 194] (adapted from Schegloff, 1980, p. 133) 

1 A: →  Wai’ sec’n. Lemme ask you 
2  something. 

3 B: [Yes 

4 A: →  [You are aware of how that light 

5      →   works on top aren’cha, 

6 B: We::ll, n- uh I know thet it  

  (etc.) 
 

The characteristic which distinguishes pre-delicates from other pre-sequences is that the analysis 

of the projection (e.g., ‘Can I ask you a question’) can go both ways—i.e., either as a pre-pre or as 

pre-delicate—depending on what follows. For example, if what follows is a question, but is 

analysed as not the question, then the action projection will be considered a pre-pre and not a 

pre-delicate, meaning the recipient of the pre-pre will be seen orienting to some base FPP (for 
example, by producing continuers like ‘mm hm’), as opposed to analysing the question 

immediately following the projection as the base FPP. Schegloff writes “both sorts of 

misunderstanding by recipient—of pre-delicate as “pre-pre” and of “pre-pre” as pre-delicate—

are potential vulnerabilities of action projections” (Schegloff, 1980, p. 139). However if something 

is analysed as pre-delicate, it should be noted that this doesn’t mean the question is delicate by 

nature, or even oriented to as delicate, but “projecting the question does the work of displaying 
that a question hearable as subject to delicate treatment once heard, has been so treated on this 

occasion, by this speaker, for this recipient” (Schegloff, 1980, p. 134).  

4.1.4 Other interpretations: Prefaces and frames 
A key part of my argument here, and what will follow, is that the interaction is shaped in such a 

way that it makes one of the participants’ questions treatable as delicate. However, the form this 
pre-delicate takes is not the typical form of pre-delicates as discussed by Schegloff (1980). In each 

case Schegloff examined, the pre-pre/pre-delicate came in the form of ‘Can I X’, ‘I need/want to 

X’, ‘Let me X’ or some other similar formulation. In each case, ‘X,’ which represents the action 

being projected, was explicitly mentioned by the speaker. In the case being examined in Fragment 

4.1 (see the following section), the producer of the pre-delicate does not explicitly mention the 

projected action, but instead produces a TCU which could be interpreted as a preface or frame.  

The concept of ‘preface’ emerged in CA through Sacks’ (1974) work on storytelling. In this work, 

Sacks suggested that stories told in conversation typically have three sequences: the preface; the 

telling; and the response. In the conversation Sacks analysed, the story preface was a sequence, 

an offer-accept/decline adjacency pair. He writes:  

The ‘offer’ component is concerned with the turn-to-turn organization of the preface sequence, 

operating to provide that a next turn should be occupied with one of the methodic responses 
to an offer, e.g., an acceptance. (Sacks, 1974, p. 341) 

The story preface sequence is therefore designed to allow the recipients to block the incipient 

telling of the story if, for example, they have already heard the story, or just don’t want to listen. 

If the recipients accept the storytelling, then, similarly to the preliminary material that follows 

pre-pre’s, they need to orient to not just the next TRP, but to the final “point” or “punchline” of 

the story. In so doing, they are required to ‘give up’ their opportunity to take their own TCUs at 
potential TRPs throughout the course of the telling.  
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While Sacks suggested that all story prefaces were sequences themselves, Jefferson (1978) 

showed how story prefaces do not necessarily need to come in the form of a two-party sequence. 

In her data she noticed various ‘story-prefixed phrases’ which immediately preface a story 

without making a response by recipients conditionally relevant (this is discussed in more detail 
in Chapter 6). Further research on ‘prefaces’ has shown that a wide range of discourse markers 

such as ‘so’ (Bolden, 2009) and ‘and’ (Bolden, 2010) in English or discourse particles such as ‘ei’ 

in Mandarin (Wu, 2014) serve various functions in interaction. They can be considered to ‘frame’ 

the following talk to be interpreted in a particular way—in the same way that uttering the preface 

‘It’s like uh’ can allow interactants to interpret subsequent talk as an extended turn of talk 

(requiring more than one TCU) such as a story, description or explanation.  

Frames can be considered as perhaps more ‘fixed’ forms of prefaces, but the two terms can be 

used interchangeably in CA work (e.g., see Edwards & Fasulo, 2006). In the literature, frames 

include utterances such as ‘She said’ as reporting frames (Bolden, 2004) and ‘to be honest’ as an 

honesty frame (Edwards & Fasulo, 2006).18  Reporting frames indicate that what follows is a 

report or quote, while honesty frames may indicate that what follows will be a dispreferred 

response. In essence, both prefaces and frames are action projections, yet they differ from pre-
expansions and pre-pre’s (and Sacks’ version of a story preface which would be an adjacency pair) 

in that they are not oriented to as complete TCUs, and thus do not make a response before 

continuing onto the action they project conditionally relevant.  

Note that given the competent member’s knowledge of action projections, a response to a pre-

expansion or pre-pre will not necessarily follow (for example, in Example (1A), the recipient of 

the pre-sequence responds to the projected action, and not the pre-sequence FPP itself, and in 
example (3A) the preliminary material begins immediately after the pre-pre). However, a 

response is still conditionally relevant, meaning that if they were to respond at the end of the pre-

sequence or pre-pre TCU, it would not be an interruption (contrast this to a situation where 

someone tried to take their TCU after ‘Uh for example.’ It would likely be considered an 

interruption.)  

4.2 Negotiating speaker selection in multiparty talk 

In this section, I will put all of the technical CA concepts discussed in the previous section to use. 

I will unpack a data excerpt where speaker selection based on racial category (in this case, ‘white’) 

is ambiguous. I will first show how one participant, Fang, produces a pre-delicate, and subsequent 

delicate question. Question-answer sequences are the archetypal adjacency pair, and like all 
adjacency pairs, make an SPP by a co-participant relevant. As I show, however, Fang utilises a 

tacit next speaker selection technique based on race which ambiguates who the next speaker 

ought to be. I discuss what it means for an utterance to be delicate, showing that in a discussion 

about farts, it is actually the invocation of race that seems to be the ‘delicate factor.’  Considering 

the ambiguity of who is selected, I also consider the ambiguity of the action of the first participant 

to respond—as ‘stealing’ the intended recipient’s turn due to some incompetency, or deliberately 
ambiguating next speaker selection. The following section will then consider the ambiguity in 

greater detail, by considering how the ‘delicate question’ may also be analysed as a possible 

impropriety, simultaneously initiating another sequence of actions entirely.  

In this interaction there are five interactants: Fang, Gu, Ke, Hui and Hay (the researcher). Hay is 

observably white, while the four other participants are observably east Asian. During the analysis 

 
18 The terminology the authors use for this is actually ‘honesty phrase’ (HP), but they describe how it 
‘frames’ certain types of TCUs (e.g., dispreferred SPPs) and so the frame itself can be written as HP + 
complement. For the purpose of my own discussion I have reworded their HP as an ‘honesty frame’ because 
it is the HP that frames the complement, and thus the HP itself can be considered a frame.  
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of interactional data, I will refer to myself (as I appear in the data) as Hay. This serves two main 

functions. It allows the reader to treat Hay as just another member of the interaction, with any  

researcher-relevant identities needing to be demonstrable, rather than assumed. Second, it 

allows me to maintain a contrast between Hay’s actions and interaction-internal positions, 
compared to the analytic claims that I, the researcher, make. Immediately before what is shown 

in Fragment 4.1, the interactants were talking about people’s capabilities to hold in burps and 

farts (which is likely what Gu’s laughter in line 25 is in response to). In line 24, Fang produces 

what her question in lines 26 and 27 confirms to be a pre-delicate (Schegloff, 1980, pp. 131-134). 

The pluses in the free translation are words and phrases added in the English translation that are 

not present in the Chinese due to syntactic differences in the two languages. An explanation of all 
the transcription conventions and abbreviations is in Appendix 1. 

Fragment 4.1 (partial): Do farts bother white people? 

 

就 我 好奇 这样

 ‘I am curious, +it’s+ like this’ 

像 你们 白人 的 话 会 介意 这 事 吗 会

‘Like you-PL, with white people, will +you/they+’ 
 

很 介意 一 个 公场 放屁 吗

‘mind (this)? Will +you/they+ (mind) a fart in a public place?’ 

会 吧

‘+They+ will +I think+ hh’

什么

‘What’ 

我 觉得 谁 都 会 介意 吧

‘I think anyone would mind +right+ hh’ 

哎 所以 你 的 问题 是 什么

‘Ah, so what is your question’ 

 
19 Other than one laughter token, which is discussed briefly in the following section. 
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问题 是 就 是 白 人 会 不 会 介意 在 公场

‘The question is, will white people mind, in public,’ 

放屁 人 不 会 忍 吗 让 它

‘a fart, (people won’t) (.) hold it, (let it)=’ 

 

会 吧

‘They will +I think+’ 
 

会 忍 的

‘They will hold it’

对 就 是 如果

‘That’s right, that is, if” 

比如 说 如果 跟 朋友 一起 的 话 可能 会 让

‘=For example, if you are with friends, you might (.) make’ 

朋友 就 走

‘the friend go, ntch,’ 

往 前 走 一 点 点 然后 你 就 在 在

‘go forward a bit and then you just, at at’

后面 然后 放 一 下 然后 继续 走

‘behind, then, fart a bit +and+ continue walking’

In line 24 of Fragment 4.1, Fang constructs her utterance as follows: jiu wo haoqi, zheyang (.) (‘I 

am curious, it’s like this (.)’). The beat of silence (.) is evidence to suggest that Fang was allowing 

for a recipient to take a TCU at this spot, marking her own utterance as a complete TCU. 

Furthermore, Lerner (2013, pp. 102-105) has shown that prefaces for incipient delicate talk are 

quite common. In English this comes in the form of ‘uh(m)’, for example ‘u:mm, (0.4) this 

fa:lsehood’ (Lerner, 2013, p. 104), where ‘falsehood’ is a negative evaluation of someone’s 
behaviour, and observably treated as delicate by this speaker. Even though ‘pre-delicate 

prefacing’ has been shown to exist, the fact that Fang did not implement such a device is further 
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evidence for her utterance at line 24 being interpreted as a pre-delicate, as I have shown in the 

previous section.20 

In considering the concepts introduced and discussed in section 4.1, it should be evident how line 

24 can be interpreted as pre-delicate, and what implications this has for the interaction. Firstly, 
the pre-delicate orients towards, and in fact works to define, this interaction as a competitive one. 

Schegloff (1982, p. 76) notes:  

The list-initiating marker, or story preface, or ‘pre-pre’ (i.e. ‘Can I ask you a question’) are the 

overt markers of orientation to the constraints making achievement of discourse problematic, 

and of the effort directed to superseding them. 

In other words, devices such as pre-pre’s and pre-delicates are implemented partly in order to 
secure space for multiple TCUs in the subsequent turn. If such devices are not implemented, then 

recipients of a current TCU may begin their own TCU at what they analyse as a possible TRP, and 

thus current speaker would not be allowed to complete whatever their action was. For example, 

in the context of a story preface and its subsequent telling, Sacks writes: 

A joke’s or a story’s telling having been appropriately prefaced, its teller should proceed 

directly to tell it to its completion… place for the talk of recipients within the course of the 
telling sequence need not be provided by the teller and the telling can then take a minimal 

length of one teller turn. (Sacks, 1974, p. 344) 

Moreover, Fang implements what C. Goodwin (1996) calls a ‘prospective indexical’ in two 

instances: in line 24 (zheyang ‘like this’) and line 26 (zhe shi ‘this thing’). He calls these 

‘prospective indexicals’ because the thing they are indexing has yet to be uttered. He writes that: 

The occurrence of a prospective indexical . . . invokes a distributed, multi-party process . . .  
Hearers must engage in an active, somewhat problematic process of interpretation in order to 

uncover the specification of the indexical that will enable them to build appropriate 

subsequent action at a particular place. (C. Goodwin, 1996, pp. 384-385) 

Fang’s use of the prospective indexical in line 24 thus further signals to the recipients that they 

ought to listen carefully for when an appropriate response is required of them, and what sort of 

work that response may do in the context of the action sequence (in this case, a delicate question) 
being achieved.  

Having established the ‘pre-delicate’ status of Fang’s TCU in line 24, the next question to ask, from 

the perspectives of both the analyst and the interactants, is why is the question delicate? Schegloff 

writes how sometimes the delicacy is made explicit, but: 

In other cases, the question marked by the projection as delicate is of a sort treated by the 

official culture as delicate; for example, it concerns sex . . . or it involves a personal question to 
a stranger . . . or it involves asking recipients if they know something treatable as common 

knowledge . . . or it makes the complaint that the recipient has served one ill.  (Schegloff, 1980, 

p. 132) 

Considering Fang’s use of the word jieyi [to mind] in her initial formulation of the delicate 

question in line 26, and then her use of the word reformulation hen jieyi [to really mind] in her 

reformulation in line 27, it seems she is addressing a topic that she considers to be potentially 

 
20 Lerner worked on pre-delicate prefacing in English only. It is possible that such frames do not exist in 
Mandarin interaction, and thus short phrases such as the one being analysed in this chapter are used 
instead. To my knowledge, there is no research on pre-delicates or pre-delicate prefaces in Mandarin 
Chinese. 
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“ treated by the official culture as delicate” (Schegloff, 1980, p. 132), if not taboo to the recipient 

who she is addressing.  21  But who is she addressing? 

In their foundational turn-taking paper, Sacks et al. (1974) discuss the issue of turn allocation and 

next-speaker selection in conversation (also discussed in section 2.3.3). Recalling their turn 
allocation rules, rule (1a) posits that if the current speaker implements a ‘current selects next’ 

technique, then the selected speaker has rights and obligations to take their turn at the next TRP 

(Sacks et al., 1974, p. 704, see also section 2.3.3). ‘Current selects next’ techniques can vary widely, 

but generally can be placed into two broad categories: explicit and tacit (Lerner, 2003). The most 

common explicit technique, as Sacks et al. (1974, p. 717) write, “involves the affiliation of an 

address term (or some other devices for achieving ‘addressing’, e.g. gaze direction) to a first-pair 
part.” For example: 

Example (4.5): Current selects next (Adapted from Sacks et al., 1974, p. 717, (20)). 

1 Sharon: You didn’ come tuh talk tuh Karen? 

2 Mark:   No Karen ‘n I ‘re having a fight, (0.4) after she went out with 

3   Keith an’ not with (me). 

 
Notice in line 1, Sharon uses an address term (You) and implements the FPP of a question-answer 

adjacency pair (didn’ come tuh talk tuh Karen?). In so doing, she explicitly selects Mark (assuming 

‘You’ is commonly known by all interactants to be addressing Mark).22 Thus, in this case, Mark 

takes his TCU because he has rights and obligations to speak here. If he did not take a TCU here, 

or if the other parties to the interaction did not allow him to do so, this would indicate some sort 

of trouble that would need to be rectified, such as a misunderstanding of who was selected as 
next speaker, likely requiring a repair sequence.  

While this technique is explicit, it is by no means the exclusive technique through which current 

speakers select next speakers. Yet, more tacit techniques are not easily defined by a rule. Sacks et 

al. (1974, p. 718) write: 

The list of ‘current speaker selects next’ techniques can be extensively expanded by the 

inclusion of techniques which employ social identities in their operation. Thus, in a 
conversation involving two couples, an invitation made by a speaker to go to the movies will 

be heard to select as next speaker a member of the ‘other couple’, excluding ‘own spouse’. The 

problem of introducing particular social identities into our description of the technology is 

especially complex, because one of the major aspects of the flexibility of conversation is that it 

is compatible with multiplicities of, and changes in, the social identities of some ‘same’ 

participants. 

Lerner (2003, pp. 191-192) discusses precisely those tacit techniques which invoke 

interactionally-relevant identities of the interactants. For example, an interactant could begin a 

question-answer sequence where the answer is commonly understood by all participants as 

being available only to one interactant, and thus that interactant is selected. Alternatively, all 

other interactants could be ‘eliminated’ by referring to them by name, making only one 

interactant the possibly selected one. For example, in a conversation with three people, Jan, Jess 

 
21 As the brackets in the transcript show, this particular word is unclear in the recordings. However, given 
the placement of the word in this sentence (i.e., where a verb with similar or same meaning could to be) 
there is a high chance this is the term she used. 
22 The word ‘you’ can most certainly be ambiguous, and in other contexts can be implemented to select any 
of the other interactants (as opposed to a specific interactant).  
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and Joe, if Jan said ‘Did you hear what Jess and I did last night,’ Joe would be the tacitly selected 

next speaker.  

In Fragment 4.1, lines 26-27, Fang delivers what, on the surface, appears to be a tacit ‘current 

selects next’ technique. She does not directly address any other single interactant present but 
instead says xiang nimen bairen de hua, hui jieyie… (‘in the case of white people like you ((plural)), 

will +you/they+ mind…’). Although Fang is enquiring about the attitudes of ‘white people’ as a 

group, her use of nimen (‘you ((plural))’) in the preface to her question selects interactants who 

belong to the category of ‘white people.’ I have marked men as a plural marker here because in 

general it is more directly translatable that way, but as has been shown by Iljic (2001), men can 

instead be considered a ‘collective’ marker. In this case , the men is a collective marker, not 
referring to ‘you all’ but ‘you ((collective)) white people,’ i.e., ‘you-((singular OR plural)) and other 

people who are also white.’ In the question itself, Fang does not use any subject (in the 

grammatical sense) in either formulation, and as a result there is no explicit speaker selection, 

nor explicit formulation of the grammatical subject (e.g., who minds, see lines 26-27). Considering 

the data purely in its own terms, and temporarily bracketing our ‘factual knowledge’ that Hay is 

observably white, it could be interpreted by participants as a ‘question to the group.’ In other 
words, the question is formulated with the possibility that any or all of the co-participants could 

be white. Considering that three co-participants (Ke, Hay and Gu) respond to Fang’s question, it 

certainly appears to be interpreted this way.  

Furthermore, looking back at the previous few turns before Fang’s pre-delicate at line 24, it can 

be seen that the topic of conversation is farts (see Fragment 4.2). As Schegloff argues, the use of 

a pre-delicate does not indicate that the topic being talked about is inherently delicate. After all, 
once a culturally taboo topic has been broached, subsequent discussion of it may become as 

normal as a routine greeting. In this interaction, the interactants were already discussing farts, 

yet the issue of different cultural understandings of farts had not yet been broached. This suggests 

that Fang’s question in Fragment 4.1 lines, 26-27 (xiang nimen, bairen de hua, hui jieyi zhe shi ma? 

Hui hen jieyi yi ge gongchang fangpi ma? ‘like you-PL, with white people, will +you/they+ mind 

this? Will +you/they+ mind a fart in a public place?) was selecting a co-present interactant for 
whom attitudes of white people (and not just the topic of farting) could be treatable as delicate. 

Additionally, as shown above, Fang seems to be selecting an interactant(s) who is commonly 

understood to be white. Ke first selects to respond to Fang, and thus, interactionally, she is either 

positioning herself as the white person for whom whiteness may be treated as delicate, or she is 

taking the turn of another interactant who fits the criteria of Fang’s selection. I will consider the 

second option before returning to the first. 

4.2.1 Taking other’s turns 
Research on dispreferred ‘current selects next’ practices is scarce, yet there is one context in 

which this is well-documented: in pediatric encounters (Stivers, 2001). Stivers distinguishes 

pediatric encounters from other social encounters by the fact that one interactant—the child—

may not be a competent interactant, and that there is a competent third-party also present: the 
caregiver (Stivers, 2001, pp. 252-253). In these encounters “whereas doctors select children 

more frequently than parents, their parents most frequently present the problem” (Stivers, 2001, 

p. 268). Despite this, from the data that Stivers analysed, parents only self-selected in cases where 

the child had difficulties responding with relevant information or took too long to respond. 

Ultimately, she found that although parents may self-select, they still demonstrably oriented to 

the doctor’s selection of the child as next speaker (Stivers, 2001, p. 277).  

There is little evidence that the interaction presented in Fragment 4.1 is a pediatric encounter, 

however, aspects of Stivers’ analysis may be relevant here. Assuming Fang was indeed selecting 

someone other than Ke, then Ke’s response can be seen as a pre-emptive response to the question 
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resulting from the child’s (or otherwise situationally unfit interactant’s) inability to respond. In 

the cases Stivers analysed (which included video recordings) where the parent self-selected to 

respond, the parent and child interactionally negotiated who would respond, often implementing 

eye gaze or other embodied action. Without video data, I cannot conclusively say what Ke saw or 
gestured, but Hay’s repair initiation in line 29 (shenme ‘what’) supports the analysis that he 

encountered some situational inability to respond adequately. It is possible that Ke was 

displaying her understanding of Hay being incapable of responding adequately, perhaps by seeing 

a confused expression, or seeing that he was engaged in something else. One drawback to this 

analysis is that, certainly without visual data, there is no demonstrable orientation to Hay as the 

selected next speaker. In Stivers’ cases, there were often significant gaps between the doctor’s 
question and the parent’s response, during which time the parent and child visually negotiated 

who would self-select. In Fragment 4.1, there is no evidence that Ke is orienting to Hay as selected 

next speaker. On the contrary, given Ke’s ‘unmarked next position onset’ (Jefferson, 1984a, p. 18) 

(i.e., no gap, latch or overlap between her and Fang’s turns, but a ‘natural’ transition) there seems 

to be no trouble associated with Ke self-selecting. However, throughout the analysis that follows, 

I will maintain the possibility that Hay’s turn was ‘taken’ due to some inadequacy to respond . 

4.2.2 Ke, Hay and Gu delaying racially-based next-speaker selection 
Returning to the first interpretation of Ke’s self-selection, she could be read as herself identifying 

as (a) the commonly understood white participant, as well as (b) the participant for whom 

topicalising whiteness could be delicate. Indeed, from the external analyst’s perspective, there is 

no reason to believe this might not be the case. Analysing Ke’s turn in this way, however, 
additionally opens the possibility that Hay and Gu are also identifying as selected speakers 

according to the same criteria set by Fang’s turn.  

In analysing a four-party storytelling sequence, Sacks points out how all of the intended recipients 

of the story preface sequence FPP (in his case, an offer-accept/decline adjacency pair) may accept 

or reject the offer (Sacks, 1974, p. 343). However, after one SPP has been offered, intended 

recipients need not respond if their response is in alignment with the first SPP. It seems what 
Sacks means by alignment here is to be in agreement with the SPP (see section 6.1.2 for more 

specific definitions and distinctions between alignment and affiliation). In other words, if one 

recipient accepts the offer, then the other recipients need only respond if they intend to reject the 

offer. That is not to say that they cannot respond if they do align, only that it may not be necessary. 

One issue with Sacks’ (1974) analysis is his use of the term ‘intended recipient.’ Keeping with a 

non-cognitivist conversation analytic tradition, analysts cannot know what is going on inside an 
interactant’s head, but only glean information from how the interaction unfolds. Thus, even if 

Fang intended to only address a single recipient, the unfolding interaction shows that she actually 

addressed the whole group. Whether the entire group fitted her ‘selection criteria’ remains to be 

seen by the interaction. In the adjacency pair we are currently analysing from Fragment 4.1, lines 

26 to 30, Fang deploys a question that turns out to be interpreted as a ‘question to the group,’ and 

thus potentially selects all interactants. However, as I have argued above, her ‘selection criteria’ 
seem to include (a) being commonly understood as ‘white’ and (b) someone who would 

potentially treat the topicalisation of ‘whiteness’ as delicate. In selecting themselves as next 

speakers to Fang’s FPP, Ke, Hay and Gu thus all display potential identification to these two 

criteria. In this interactional moment, then, the responses of these three participants seems to 

delay what would otherwise be a straightforward next-speaker selection based on racial 

categorisation. Note that by ‘delay’, I specifically refer to how their turns seem to act as temporary 
obstacles to relevant next-speaker selection. This is different to the typical use of ‘delayed next-

turn’ which refers to gaps in between turns (e.g., Pomerantz, 1984) 
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However, when the same question (without the preface) is repeated in lines 62-63 (wenti shi (.) 

jiu shi, bai ren hui bu hui jieyi zai gongchang fangpi (ren bu hui) (.) ren ma, (rang ta)=   ‘The question 

is, will white people dislike a fart in public, (people won’t) (.) hold it, (let it)=’), prompted by Hay’s 

rushed second repair initiation (I discuss repair in detail in section 5.1), all interactants orient to 
Hay’s right and obligation to respond. This could simply be due to the  turn order bias, which 

posits that speaker just prior to current speaker be selected as next speaker (Sacks et al., 1974, p. 

708), and indeed, the form of his turn at line 146 (hui ba [+They+ will +I think+]) mirrors Ke’s 

turn exactly at line 28 and mirrors Gu’s turn partially at line 30. This suggests Hay is simply 

getting the turn that he missed at line 29, which was taken up with his repair initiation. As the 

interaction unfolds however, Hay contributes significantly more in his answer than either Ke or 
Gu, achieving a long multi-TCU turn in lines 64-72; a long storytelling turn (notice the ‘for example’ 

preface at line 68, an archetypal story preface according to Jefferson) that neither Ke nor Gu were 

afforded. We recall that this interaction is a competitive, multiperson interaction, and pulling off 

an uninterrupted storytelling is no small feat. In this situation, Hay is interactionally positioned 

as meeting Fang’s ‘selection criteria,’ and thus here it is only Hay who achieves categorisation as 

‘white’. Ke and Gu are compliant in giving Hay the TCUs he needs to finish his turn, and by 
withholding their own further stories, they no longer delay who the interactionally white person 

might be. In saying this, if we interpret Ke’s turn at line 28 (hui ba hh ‘+they+ will, +I think+’) as 

‘stealing’ the intended recipient’s turn, then Hay is simply taking the turn that was taken from 

him earlier in the sequence. Indeed, it was already shown that Fang’s question was potentially 

delicate, and thus Ke’s attempt to ‘steal’ Hay’s turn could be interpreted as an attempt to shield 

Hay from a breach of etiquette by responding on his behalf (similar to how a parent might 
respond on a child’s behalf if a doctor somehow breached a child’s understanding of etiquette). It 

seems that the delay in next-speaker selection is strongly related to the delicacy involved in 

Fang’s question. The following section addresses how this delicacy can be shown to be 

simultaneously performing another action: impropriety.   

4.3 Laughter as an interactional resource for ambiguity 

Up until this point in the analysis I have not taken account of a pervasive feature of this interaction: 

laughter. Like next speaker selection, laughter has the potential to generate ambiguity in 

interaction. Jefferson, in a series of impactful articles about laughter (Jefferson, 1979, 1984b, 

1985, 2004b; Jefferson, Sacks, & Schegloff, 1987), showed how laughter does not simply 

spontaneously erupt in conversation due to some ‘intrinsically’ laughable utterance. Rather, 
laughter can be invited by a current speaker and subsequently accepted or declined by a next 

speaker. This is important for conceptualising the interactional import of laughter, because by 

looking at who laughs, in what order participants laugh, and how they laugh, we can see a range 

of activities being accomplished. For example, laughing together has been shown to be ‘achieving 

intimacy’ (Jefferson et al., 1987), not laughing during a troubles telling has been shown to achieve 

‘troubles-receptiveness’ (Jefferson, 1984b) and laughing in other contexts can be seen as 
achieving ‘laugh-receptiveness’ or ‘laugh-resistance’ (Jefferson, 2004b). In essence, laughter can 

be used to affiliate or disaffiliate with the action some speaker is trying to achieve, and in the 

process, dis/affiliate with the speaker themselves.  

In this section, I re-analyse the whole fragment as being an impropriety-affiliation sequence 

(Jefferson et al., 1987). This analysis hinges on the ambiguous status of Fang’s delicate 

question/impropriety at lines 26-27.    

Below I have reproduced the talk from Fragment 4.1, but included the omitted lines. Although 

much of the talk in the previously omitted lines is not clear, the focus here is on the laughter, 

which is clear. 
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Fragment 4.2: Do farts bother white people? (full fragment) 

唯一 我 觉得 控制 不 了 屁 的 就 是

‘The only, I think not being able to control farts is’ 

你 笑 还 跟 别人 放

+when you+ laugh, and you still fart +in front of+ others’ 

 

对 对 对

                                                ‘Right right right’ 

对

‘Right’ 

我 也

‘I also-‘ 

对

   ‘Right’ 
 

   

你 跟 人家 聊天 然后 自己 开心 然后 那  
  

‘You are chatting with someone then (you’re happy) (then)-‘ 

笑 然 后 小心

‘Laugh then (watch out)’ 
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(突然)          突然       不    笑

‘(sudden-) suddenly (you’re) not laughing’ 

怎么 了

‘(what’s up)’ 

就 我 好奇 这样

 ‘I am curious, +it’s+ like this’ 

像 你们 白人 的 话 会 介意 这 事 吗 会

‘Like you-PL, with white people, will +you/they+’ 

 

很 介意 一 个 公场 放屁 吗

‘mind (this)? Will +you/they+ (mind) a fart in a public place?’ 

会 吧

‘+They+ will +I think+ hh’

什么

‘What’ 

我 觉得 谁 都 会 介意 吧

‘I think anyone would mind +right+ hh’ 

就 像 有 些 中国 路 过 你 还 放 一 （个）

‘It’s like there are some Chinese (   ) who pass you on the road and still fart’ 
 

为 啥

“Wh(h)y hh hh” 
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我 先 就 是 路 过 啊 （提 了） 好 朋友 然后 就 走 了

‘At first I was, (.) pass by, (brought up) a good friend, then just left’ 

 

谁 啊

‘Who’ 

就 是 在 国内 买 菜 的 时候

‘It was, in China when I was doing groceries’ 

为什么 那 样 专门 去 你 不 能

‘Why +is it+ like that, specifically going, can’t you=’ 

可能 就 是 对 的 才 想 放 一 闻 的 然后

‘=Perhaps they were just opposite by the time they wanted to let one ‘smell’ go ((fart))’ 

放 一 闻 的

‘(Let one “smell” go ((fart)))’ 

然后 在 我 面前 骗 我们 你 还

‘Then in front of me, (        ) tricked me you still (     )’ 
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所以 就 是 有 些 人 就 是

                 ‘So, there are just some people who, hehe’ 

有 些 人

                                ‘Some people’ 

哎 呀

哎 所以 你 的 问题 是 什么

‘Ah, so what is your question’ 

问题 是 就 是 白 人 会 不 会 介意 在 公场

‘The question is, will white people mind, in public,’ 

放屁 人 不 会 忍 吗 让 它

‘a fart, (people won’t) (.) hold it, (let it)=’ 

 

会 吧

‘They will +I think+’ 

 

会 忍 的

‘They will hold it’

对 就 是 如果

‘That’s right, that is, if” 

比如 说 如果 跟 朋友 一起 的 话 可能 会 让

‘=For example, if you are with friends, you might (.) make’ 
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朋友 就 走

‘the friend go, ntch,’ 

往 前 走 一 点 点 然后 你 就 在 在

‘go forward a bit and then you just, at at’

后面 然后 放 一 下 然后 继续 走

‘behind, then, fart a bit +and+ continue walking’

然后

‘Haha, then’ 

风 是 这样

‘The wind: +goes+ like this” ((makes hand motion))’ 

 

那 是 太 可怜 了

‘That’s too pitiful’

Jefferson points out that “in order to terminate the relevance of laughter, recipient must actively 

decline to laugh” (Jefferson, 1979, p. 93). In the same paper, she argues that in order to effectively 

terminate the relevance of laughter, participants may seriously pursue topical talk. In line 2, Gu 

is inviting laughter in multiple ways, both by inserting in-speech laugh particles (‘bier(h)en’ 
[other people]) and producing pulses of laughter (hehe). In line 4, Hay declines the invitation to 

laugh, uttering ‘dui dw dui’ [right right right] instead of laughing. Being multi-party talk, however, 

the relevance of laughter may be oriented to by other participants, and is indeed done so by Hui 

at line 5, where she inserts a laugh particle into her ‘d(h)ui’ [right]. It may be tempting to say that 

Hay is treating the topic of farts as a serious one, rather than a laughable one. However, Hay offers 

strong pulses of laughter in response to Hui’s story about farts at line 15 and somewhat weaker 
pulses at line 20. This talk about farts, while potentially initially constructed as ‘improper,’ seems 

to have culminated in a ‘moment of intimacy’ (Jefferson et al., 1987). It is this intimacy, and who 

may be included and excluded from it, to which I now turn.  
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4.3.1 The pursuit of intimacy 
Jefferson et al. (1987, p. 160) write:  
 

it is a convention about interaction that frankness, rudeness, crudeness, profanity, obscenity, 
etc., are indices of relaxed, unguarded, spontaneous; i.e. intimate interaction. That convention 
may be utilised by participants. That is, the introduction of such talk can be seen as a display 
that speaker takes it that the current interaction is one in which he may produce such talk; i.e. 
is informal/intimate. 

 
In this paper, Jefferson, Sacks and Schegloff use the term ‘improper talk ,’ but it seems to me that 
such talk could also be classed as ‘delicate talk’ (Schegloff, 1980). Indeed, although in their 1987 
paper they focus on breaches of obscenity and rudeness, they define ‘improper talk’ as 
“something which breaches conventional standards of courtesy, propriety, tact, ethics, 
commonality etc. etc” (Jefferson et al., 1987, p. 160), not at all dissimilar to Schegloff’s definition 
of ‘delicate talk’ (Schegloff, 1980, p. 132). Having already analysed Fang’s question at lines 26-27 
as a delicate one, the laughter and non-laughter that follows it can be seen as performing crucial 
actions within a sequence of achieving intimacy. Jefferson et al. (1987) sketch out precisely what 
this ‘intimacy sequence’ looks like. They suggest that if improper/delicate talk is not immediately 
followed by affiliation (the two of which form a base sequence: Impropriety-Affiliation), then 
laughter—particularly laughing together—systematically occurs as a mid-point between the two 
(see also Glenn (1995) for more analysis of laughter and intimacy).  
 
Jefferson et al.’s (1987) position on this ‘intimacy sequence’ is primarily informed by two-party 
interaction, but their inclusion of some multi-party interaction in their analysis (e.g., pp. 162-163) 
show that the sequence can also play out in multi-party interaction, such as the fragment being 
analysed in this chapter. In Fragment 4.2, Ke at line 28, and Gu at line 30 are not only offering 
candidate answers to Fang’s delicate question, but are also displaying their understanding of it as 
something to be laughed at with (albeit equivocal) laughter tokens at the end of their turns. 
According to Jefferson et al. (1987), such responses could be read as appreciation—accepting, but 
not necessarily affiliating with, the invitation offered by the impropriety. Hay, in contrast,  at line 
29 disattends to the impropriety by initiating repair as opposed to answering the question, and 
not laughing. Hay’s utterance here could also be analysed as a marker of indignation, which, 
although it still displays disattending to the impropriety, would at least be within the activity of 
Impropriety-Affiliation. Regardless, at line 29 Hay is interactionally disattending not just to the 
impropriety, but also from a moment of intimacy with the other participants.  
 
This is only exacerbated by what follows. Providing further evidence to the analysis of the delicate 
question at lines 26-27 as an FPP to an Impropriety-Affiliation sequence, Fang expands on the 
topic of farting in line 31. Fang’s utterances aren’t entirely clear, but she seems to be offering a 
storytelling which justifies her delicate question/impropriety. This is possibly rightly so, given 
Hay’s potentially indignant shenme [what] at line 29 and Gu’s suggestion that whiteness isn’t 
relevant at line 30. This pursuit of intimacy in the form of continued storytelling is rewarded with 
further appreciation by Gu (laughter at lines 32, 34, 40, 43, 47 and 54), affiliation in the form of 
commentary with laughter particles by Hui (at lines 33, 42 and 55) and somewhat equivocal 
appreciation by Ke (drawn out repetition of Fang’s turn at line 48). During this fast-paced and 
somewhat disjointed storytelling, Hay offers a single equivocal laugh particle (line 52), suggesting 
that in contrast to the other participants, he is still disattending to the impropriety.  
 
The intimate moment seemingly completed at line 59, Hay repeats his repair initiation (at line 60) 
of what the other participants seem to have analysed as an impropriety, requesting a repair of 
the delicate question/impropriety. Rather than stopping at ‘hui ba’ [They will] or a similarly brief 
response, like Ke and Gu did earlier, Hay continues on serious pursuit of topical matters, again 
disattending to the analysis of Fang’s question as an impropriety. All other participants, however, 
appear to still be operating under the Impropriety-Affiliation base sequence. Gu laughs at line 67, 



 
 

65 
 

at a place which seems to be neither an invitation to laugh, nor a recognition point of laughter 
(Jefferson, 1979), considering Hay immediately restarts his TCU in line 68. Notice the latch from 
Gu’s laughter to Hay’s utterance—this suggests that Hay is competing to complete his action in 
rivalry with another. 
 
Similarly, Ke produces extended overlapping laughter at line 71 without any invitation to 
laughter. Although Hay pauses at a TRP in line 69, suggesting a potential laughter recognition 
point, he does not stop to allow Ke to laugh or even add any in-speech laughter particles 
throughout his TCU extension in line 70. This could have been a place for pre-affiliation to 
impropriety to be achieved (through a laughing-together), but Hay’s continued serious pursuit of 
topical matters prevents this from happening. 
 
Finally, on completion of his response-to-delicate-question at line 72, Hay offers no invitations 
for laughter, and his response continues to remain outside of the activity all the other participants 
have been engaged in—that being the achievement of intimacy. Hui, at line 73, again laughs in 
overlap with Hay’s turn, and then in overlap with the end of Hay’s TCU, produces a collaborative 
completion (Lerner, 2004) which seems to reconstitute his turn as an escalation (Jefferson et al., 
1987, pp. 162-163) of the impropriety. An escalation both affiliates with the original impropriety 
and offers another impropriety for others to affiliate with. Note, this new impropriety seems to 
be unrelated to the issue of whiteness which seemed to constitute the previous impropriety. Hay 
at last produces his own laughter particles in appreciation and pre-affiliation of the new 
impropriety, while a laughing-together (and moment of intimacy) is achieved by Ke and Gu’s 
raucous laughter, which overlaps with the end of Hay’s laughter. In line 79, Hay produces an 
appreciation with Hui’s escalation in the form of an assessment (na shi tai kelian le ‘that’s too 
pitiful’) that is unrelated to the activity he had been pursuing from line 29 onwards. In so doing, 
he is finally included in a form of intimacy every other participant seems to have been pursuing. 
 

4.3.2  Summary of analysis of the ambiguous actions 
Throughout this chapter, I have sketched out two different activities that the participants may be 

pursuing. The first activity is responding to a delicate question. This activity treats Fang’s 

question at lines 26-27 as a delicate question which tacitly selects a next speaker based on their 

categorisation as white. I showed there was some potential ambiguity in who was actually 

selected (Ke, Gu or Hay), and that the ambiguity inherent in Fang’s tacit selection was potentially 
exploited by Ke in order to, in a sense, shield the white interactional participant from self-

selecting and co-achieving a possible breach in etiquette. However, once it became interactionally 

clear that Hay was the one being categorised as white (at line 60 onwards), it was still ambiguous 

whether or not all the participants were also engaged in this action of answering a delicate 

question, or something else.  

The other participants (including Fang) seem to be engaged in another activity entirely, that being 
the achievement of intimacy. As I have argued, Fang sets her question up as a delicate one—but 

what about it makes it ‘delicate?’ Considering Ke’s potential ‘stealing’ of Hay’s turn, it is arguable 

that the action of categorising someone as white, and asking them to account for some knowledge 

about white people, is treated as breaching some social etiquette.  In more general terms, Fang is 

questioning something that could be treated as common or unspoken knowledge, i.e., white 

people’s attitudes towards farting in public. And so (perhaps unknowingly), Fang’s question is 
simultaneously oriented to as the FPP to an ‘intimacy sequence’ (Impropriety-Affiliation) and 

initiates the second activity of achieving intimacy. It is this second activity that I have shown all 

three other co-participants (Ke, Hui and Gu) to be engaged in. It would seem that while they may 

have initially treated Fang’s question as a delicate question, they also treat it as an invitation to 

the impropriety of mentioning what white people might think about farting in public. A moment 

of intimacy is achieved early on among Fang, Ke, Hui and Gu, having all been engaging in the 
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activity of achieving intimacy, while Hay—being engaged in a different activity entirely—remains 

excluded from the intimacy as he pursues self-selection and thus self-categorisation as white. In 

saying this, Hui finally manages to bring Hay into the intimacy in lines 73 and 74 by offering an 

escalation of the impropriety which, as it happens, shifts the impropriety from involving white 
people to being about unfortunate accidents when farting in general.  

4.4 Discursive disruption 

In the previous two sections, I used conversation analytic concepts and terms to discuss the 
fragment in this chapter. I showed how the participants demonstrably oriented to and displayed 

engagement in two different activities and how this led to the management of possible breach in 

etiquette. In this section, I will draw on poststructuralist theory, particularly ideas that Foucault 

developed in Discipline and punish (Foucault, 1979), to explore how a discourse of whiteness 

produced the knowledge that made Fang’s question about white people a possible breach of 

etiquette.  

4.4.1 A discourse of whiteness  
In Chapter 2, I discussed what Foucault means by the term ‘discourse.’ In this sub-section I discuss 

the discourse of whiteness that is cited by Fang and subsequently oriented to by the other co-

participants. This discourse plays a key role in how the participants here display or perform their 

subjectivities, but they also demonstrably work with what they are given by the interaction order 

to resist particular subject positions posited by this same discourse.  

In the now much-cited lines 26-27, I showed how Fang presented her question as potentially 

delicate/improper, and did so due to her invocation of the word bairen [white people]. What kind 

of discourse is being displayed here? Her turn at lines 26-27 is repeated below:  

像 你们 白人 的 话 会 介意 这 事 吗 会

“Like you-PL, with white people, will +you/they+  

很 介意 一 个 公场 放屁 吗

mind (this)? Will +you/they+ (mind) a fart in a public place?”  

Here, Fang is displaying an understanding that differences exist between different racial groups, 

and these differences seem to have a direct impact on the interaction at hand. As discussed in 

Chapter 2, Schegloff warns against critical discourse analysts looking at interactions across 

particular lines, such as racial lines, and assuming that what we see there is a playing out of, for 

example, racial inequality or racism. While I do not make claims for ethnic inequality being played 
out in this interaction, there is clearly a local orientation to ethnic difference. Fang’s turn is thus 

interpretable as a manifestation of the local or capillary (Foucault, 1980, p. 96) functioning of 

power which attempts to ‘understand’ and create a field of knowledge about a particular subject. 

The field of knowledge, or discourse of whiteness, that manifests here seems to be one which 

positions white people as prudish towards flatulence. I note that the concept of a discourse of 

whiteness is generally investigated within critical and macro frames of ‘hegemonic whiteness’ , 
racial domination or white supremacy (Bonilla-Silva, 2012; Hughey, 2010; Rosa & Flores, 2017). 

The discourse of whiteness referred to here is locally produced, different to more dominating 

conceptualisations of such discourses. This discourse is, notably, a discourse of whiteness 

produced by non-white people, and implicitly positions non-white people as more easy-going or 

open about the (inevitable) human requirement to release gas. The non-white/white binary that 

this discourse produces, and the understanding of white people as prudish, is the key focus here. 
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From a Foucauldian perspective, the subject of a discourse of whiteness—the ‘white subject’—is 

produced and sustained through the mechanism of surveillance. While Foucault showed that the 

delinquent was thoroughly surveyed through the entire carceral system (the court, the prison 

and auxiliary institutions such as hospitals and churches), the surveillance of the white subject 
can be seen at the capillary level—including the level of interaction. In other words, the white 

subject is observed, talked about, classified and examined in moments like the interaction we are 

analysing in this chapter. Fang, by questioning, and in a sense examining and surveying how the 

white subject feels about farting in public, she is reiterating and instantiating the discourse of 

whiteness which she herself is subject to. The ‘knowledge’ that white people may mind people 

farting in public is likely just one of the many characteristics and classifications of the discourse 
of whiteness in which she was socialised. What’s more, is that Fang’s turn at lines 26-27 would 

seem to be an examination; it is an effect of power to categorise and classify a racial subject—the 

white subject.  

4.4.2 Breaching a norm? 
When analysing the excerpt from a CA perspective, I showed how Fang displayed her question at 
lines 26-27 as delicate/improper. Recalling my discussion from section 4.1.3, the understanding 

of delicateness that Schegloff provides is a question: 

of a sort treated by the official culture as delicate; for example, it concerns sex . . . or  it 

involves a personal question to a stranger . . . or it involves asking recipients if they know 

something treatable as common knowledge . . . or it makes the complaint that the recipient has 

served one ill. (Schegloff, 1980, p. 132) 

Meanwhile, recalling my discussion from section 4.3.1, the understanding of impropriety 

provided by Jefferson et al is “something which breaches conventional standards of courtesy, 

propriety, tact, ethics, commonality etc. etc” (Jefferson et al., 1987, p. 160). In both cases the 

canonical CA writers refer to concepts such as ‘official culture,’ ‘common knowledge,’ 

‘conventional standards,’ ‘commonality,’ and breaches thereof. Even though they use the separate 

terms ‘delicate’ and ‘improper’, my analysis showed how a single utterance could act as both. In 
the first case, participants may orient to the FPP as a delicate question requiring a response 

sensitive to this delicate formulation (or responses preventing the delicate question from being 

answered by the intended recipient, thus mitigating a breach of etiquette). In the second case, 

participants may treat the FPP as an impropriety requiring somewhat careful navigation to 

appreciate and affiliate with. Arguably, the only feature that allows interactants and analysts to 

distinguish between something as delicate or improper is the sequence that it sets in motion 
afterwards. 

Jefferson, Sacks and Schegloff, despite making some distinction between delicate and improper, 

all suggest that the co-participants have an extra-contextual understanding of the content as 

breaching some sort of etiquette or social norm. What is this norm, and how did it come to be that 

it was breached in this interaction? For Foucault, all social norms are constructed by discourses 

which allow power to circulate and instantiate itself in subjects, using various mechanisms such 
as surveillance. The social norms of what delicate or improper talk are dealing with may be teased 

out in more detail by drawing on poststructuralism.  

Within the discourse of whiteness that Fang has been socialised into, and in power’s efforts to 

categorise subjects, white subjects have different attitudes towards farting in public. This is made 

evident by Fang’s production of this knowledge (i.e., her question at lines 26-27). However, why 

would she display this production as delicate/improper? If every other co-participant to the 
interaction were socialised into the same discourse of whiteness as Fang, then her production of 

this would not be breaching a norm, but simply complying with the commonly known ‘truth’ 
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produced by that discourse. My analysis in sections 4.2 and 4.3 showed that none of the other co-

participants treated Fang’s production of potentially ‘normal’ knowledge (lines 26-27) as normal. 

Ke, Gu and Hui all demonstrably oriented to Fang’s production as the FPP to an Impropriety-

Affiliation adjacency pair, while Hay oriented to it as a potentially delicate question requiring a 
serious response from the appropriate selected next speaker. Throughout this interaction, Fang, 

and the other co-participants, while reinscribing the terms of a discourse of whiteness, are also 

displaying some awareness of the stereotypical status of these terms.  

Further, given the tacit selection criteria of Fang’s question—that the next speaker be categorised 

as white—Fang is also ‘hailing’ its subject. As Althusser writes “all ideology hails or interpellates 

concrete individuals as concrete subjects, by the functioning of the category of the subject” 
(Althusser, 2001, p. 117, emphasis in original). By packaging the interpellation into an FPP, Fang 

also makes relevant a response from ‘the white person’ whom she hailed. 

Foucault makes an important distinction between the subject positions that a discourse makes 

available to its subjects. He writes “in a system of discipline, the child is more individualized than 

the adult, the patient more than the healthy man, the madman and the delinquent more than the 

normal and the non-delinquent” (Foucault, 1979, p. 193). Discourses identify a subject which 
needs to be excluded, have their characteristics well documented, and be recognisable within 

certain terms (Foucault, 1979, p. 199). In the case of the discourse of whiteness which Fang is 

citing, the individualised subject is the white subject. Yet, as Foucault points out, this subject is 

simultaneously individualised (i.e., more and more of their characteristics are ‘discovered ,’ and 

these are well-documented) and excluded. The excluded subjects of a discourse are made docile, 

they are known about, not given the opportunity to change the ‘truth’ that the discourse says 
about them. This position is made clear through Foucault’s example of the Panopticon (discussed 

in Chapter 2). Foucault writes of the convict within the Panopticon prison: “He is seen, but he 

does not see; he is the object of information, never a subject in communication” (Foucault, 1979, 

p. 200). In the Panopticon, convicts did not get the opportunity to describe themselves to the 

warders, rather, the warders described the convicts in a purely unilateral system of observation. 

For Foucault, this Panopticon-style power relationship is a metaphor for how power operates in 
all discourses, including discourses of whiteness. Assuming a stable state of a discourse of 

whiteness, then the white subject does not get the opportunity to speak for themselves (compare 

with the exoticisation of ‘Orientals’, described by Said (1978)). 

4.4.3 Inscription of discourse of race in the ‘two actions’ analysis 
Throughout this excerpt, there are two key points where the discourse of whiteness which Fang 
is subject to is clearly operating in the way Foucault describes, but is eventually resisted by the 

actions co-achieved by the participants. This can be shown particularly through my analysis of 

orientation to two simultaneous actions: 1) responding to a delicate question, and 2) an 

Impropriety-Affiliation sequence. I will unpack the two points in turn. 

First, Fang ‘hails’ (tacitly selects) the white subject precisely in the terms of a discourse of 

whiteness—someone who would mind farting in public. Importantly, this next speaker selection 
is bracketed by a pre-delicate formulation, which displays awareness of the potentially 

stereotypical or delicate/improper status of this ‘knowledge’ about white people. Fang’s FPP is 

initially acted on by three people selecting to respond here, rather than just one, and two of the 

three (Gu and Ke) respond in the affirmative. In this instance, Ke, Hay and Gu delay exactly who 

is being categorised as white. Despite the minimal evidence suggesting that Ke is ‘stealing’ 

someone else’s turn, this interpretation provides further evidence that Ke is orienting to the 
highly sensitive status of Fang’s question and attempt to categorise an interactional co-

participant as white, and may be attempting to block this possibility. Although Ke and Gu confirm 

Fang’s ‘knowledge’ that white people would indeed mind others farting in public, they are also 
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temporarily resisting an application of surveillance by causing the interpellation of the white 

subject to miss its target. Here, Fang requires (by producing an FPP selecting a white person who 

can speak on behalf of white people about farts) the white subject to respond. However, the white 

subject fails to respond here, due to a delay in  in the tacit speaker selection (via Ke and Gu’s 
candidate responses) and ambiguity in the action (as either delicate or improper).  

Second, once it becomes clear that a second action has been initiated from Fang’s question—the 

Impropriety-Affiliation sequence—Hay is immediately positioned as the sole white subject (lines 

60-81). The discourse of whiteness invoked by Fang once again becomes relevant and oriented 

to, but this time by a single-person party. In light of this, we can view Ke and Gu’s turns in lines 

28 and 30 respectively, as responding to both the Impropriety-Affiliation sequence and the 
response to the delicate question. Although the interpellation of the white subject temporarily 

misses its target, power eventually finds its target in Hay, as his second repair initiation (line 60) 

and subsequent telling displays him as the sole white subject, completing a delicate response to 

a delicate question. Throughout his response, Hay is thoroughly categorised as the white subject 

within Fang’s discourse of whiteness. This is only exacerbated by his exclusion to the moment of 

intimacy which was achieved by the other participants: a moment of intimacy initiated by an 
impropriety which could only be constructed as such within a discourse of whiteness they are all 

subject to. That is, Garfinkel posits that members must continuously and cooperatively 

accomplish social order and social norms through social action (Heritage, 1984b, p. 71), and 

breaching social norms must be similarly accomplished. I have made a case that a relevant social 

order in this interaction is a discourse of whiteness, and that for it to be ‘breached’—in this case, 

through an Impropriety-Affiliation sequence—all members engaged in the sequence must be 
both operating within, and reproducing, a discourse of whiteness. We can understand Hay’s 

exclusion to the ‘moment of intimacy’ achieved by Fang, Ke, Hui and Gu as his exclusion from the 

subject position of ‘non-white’ being reproduced by the others. Within the discourse of whiteness 

they are subject to, they are the ‘warders’ while white people (Hay) are ‘convicts.’ When Hui 

escalates the impropriety at line 74, her topic shift no longer makes the discourse of whiteness 

relevant, and it is only at this moment when Hay audibly joins the moment of intimacy through a 
‘laughing-together.’  

Throughout the two actions underway in this excerpt, the power within a discourse of whiteness 

is constantly circulating, yet it is resisted. In the first action—responding to a delicate question—

the white subject is interpellated, but is temporarily blocked from responding to the 

interpellation. Although the opportunity may have been open to him, Hay does not audibly 

participate in the moment of intimacy that is made possible through the commonly understood 
discourse of whiteness available to the other participants. There was, perhaps, an opportunity for 

Hay to reposition his subjectivity from ‘white’ (‘convict’), to ‘non-white’ (‘warden’), but this was 

not taken. That is to say, had Hay interpreted Fang’s FPP as an impropriety rather than as a 

delicate question, and participated in laughter and the other actions involved in an Impropriety-

Affiliation sequence, he would have arguably also achieved the subject position of non-white, and 

been positioned as a ‘warden’ within a discourse of race which posits white people as Other. Had 
he done so, he may have had access to a moment of intimacy and inclusion only available to those 

capable of excluding and Othering the white subject. Hay did not do so, and so in this moment, 

Hay participates in his own exclusion, and thus the effects of a discourse of whiteness run their 

course. 

4.5 Conclusion 

This chapter has been the first in a series of chapters (chapters 4, 5 and 6) in which I attempt to 

draw on both CA and poststructuralist theory to show how discourses operate in interaction. In 
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this chapter, I have shown how a discourse of whiteness is invoked, and through the turn-taking 

features of tacit next-speaker selection, requires an interactional participant to adopt the 

interactional identity of being white, as well as some of the characteristics this subjectivity (as it 

is constructed within this discourse of whiteness) entails. I argued that the act of producing an 
FPP not only ‘hailed’ the white subject but also required an SPP, and in so doing required the 

excluded subject of that discourse to speak for themselves. As it turned out, multiple participants 

drew on the potential for candidate responses inherent in the tacit selection to self-select, 

delaying or even blocking the categorisation of the white subject. The white subject became 

tacitly and then explicitly categorised, as is evident through Fang, Ke, Hui and Gu’s participation 

in the intimacy sequence, displaying themselves as non-white, and Hay’s non-participation, 
displaying him as white; the subject of the discourse which allowed for a norm to be breached in 

the first place. Throughout the Impropriety-Affiliation sequence, Hay’s non-participation 

excluded him from co-achieving intimacy with the others as he seriously pursues sole-

identification as the white subject. He is eventually brought into the intimacy, but only at a 

moment where whiteness did not seem to be relevant anymore. 

This analysis has shown the fleeting relevance of discourses of whiteness, but also the instability 
of discourse that seems to be enabled by the interaction order. In interaction, members 

temporarily delay and block categorisations, destabilising the potential for power to categorise 

through constant reiteration of the same subject. The analysis has also shown the extent to which 

discourses of whiteness, and perhaps discourses of any race, can enforce boundaries in 

interaction between people of different races. Hay remained excluded from achieving intimacy 

with the others until the impropriety was escalated to no longer make whiteness relevant. This 
chapter has showed that racial categories can be negotiated through ambiguous actions in 

interaction, and the inscription of discourse, while difficult to resist, can be made unstable.   
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Chapter 5: Reshaping sexual categories in 
dispreferred repair and disagreement 

In the previous chapter, I argued how a discourse of race was operationalised to determine who 
was included/excluded in moments of intimacy. Although a discourse of whiteness seemed to be 
effortlessly reinscribed, the participants’ actions displayed how ambiguity in interaction reflects 
the tenuous hold racial discourses have on their subjects. Chapter 4 showed how the Foucauldian 
concepts of surveillance, inscription of discourse and interpellation/subjectification (adapted from 
Althusser) can be seen operating in interaction. In this chapter, I focus on another domain of talk 
which is far more closely aligned with the research of feminist conversation analysts discussed in 
Chapter 2: categories of sexuality. This chapter extends the critical conversation analytic 
argument made in Chapter 4, by showing how discourses are heterogeneous and locally produced 
in interaction. As will be shown, this is especially evident when category terms from different 
discourses come into conflict with each other. 
 
As Foucault pointed out in the 1980s (in History of sexuality), the number of categories we have 
to define sexuality have extensively proliferated. At the time of writing this thesis, the number of 
possible sexual categories has become even larger. No longer are there just ‘straights’ and ‘gays.’ 
Now, there are people who are bisexual, pansexual, asexual, demisexual, omnisexual, etc. Within 
these categories there are even finer categories: you may be a straight ‘metrosexual ,’ you might 
be a gay ‘twink,’ or you may be a lesbian ‘butch.’ Foucault suggested that a proliferation of these 
categories within a discourse of sexuality was evidence of the productive effects of power. Power 
should not be viewed as a repressive social force only, but also a social force capable of producing 
new categories and thus new identities.  
 
Yet, as these categories become sedimented, experiences of oppression and another kind of 
symbolic violence are also possible. Research about gay Asian men living in Australia and the US 
show that they are often forced into specific racialised sexual categories (Caluya, 2008; Fung, 
2005; Leong, 2002). They are viewed either as exotic bottoms or as non-existent. The same may 
be said even for the racial majority of a society: if some white gay men do not recognise 
themselves in particular categories of gay, then ‘mainstream’ gay communities  are less accessible 
to them. This can result in another type of conformity within a specific discourse of ‘gay sexuality,’ 
where there are majority-type categories that normalise certain appearances and behaviours and 
abnormalise and marginalise others (e.g., Clarke & Smith, 2015). However, these categories, as 
with all categories, are open to resignification and negotiation in face-to-face interaction. The 
resignification that occurs at this local level may, by virtue of a dialectic relationship between the 
interaction order and broader social discourses, potentially resist the discourses which circulate 
and apply these categories in the first place. 
 
This chapter explores precisely how some of these sexual categories are ascribed, resisted and 
potentially resignified in face-to-face interaction. It begins with a detailed overview of the 
interactional features of repair—an interactional mechanism that allows participants to change 
an aspect of prior talk. It discusses the impact of multiperson interaction on repair, in particular, 
the nuance required in analysing co-incumbents of interactional parties, and thus identifying a 
repair initiation as produced by either self, or other. This, in turn, has an impact on preference 
organisation. I briefly discuss epistemics and how it is applied to repair organisation, and apply 
this analysis to an interactional fragment where the lesbian identities of ‘T,’ ‘P’ and ‘H’ are under 
debate (these letters refer to vernacular categories of lesbians, and will be discussed in more 
detail later in the chapter). I apply Foucault’s notion of power/knowledge to interpret the effects 
this interaction has on the categories within a discourse of Chinese lesbianism. I then move to a 
fragment which I analyse as a disagreement—identifiable as a trouble source that does not get 
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resolved, but becomes a source of debate expanding over several turns. In Chapter 2, I discussed 
how membership categorisation analysis (MCA) may be reconceptualised in poststructuralist 
terms. To develop this idea, I draw on some MCA concepts, which I then reconsider in terms of 
discourse. I argue that this fragment, and others like it, is empirical evidence of how interactional 
participants can resist normalising discourses as they recite and potentially resignify them.  

5.1 Repair 

In the fragments analysed in this chapter, repair plays a significant part in how discursive 

categories may be ascribed and resisted. This section explores in detail the organisation of repair 

and the effect of multiperson participation on repair. The following section will review epistemics, 

and how an understanding of epistemics can enhance our understanding of repair organisation. 

Repair is understood in CA literature as “the set of practices whereby a co-participant interrupts 

the ongoing course of action to attend to possible trouble in speaking, hearing or understanding 
the talk” (Kitzinger, 2013, p. 229). Co-participants do this “so that the interaction does not freeze 

in place when trouble arises, that intersubjectivity is maintained or restored, and that the turn 

and sequence and activity can progress to possible completion” (Schegloff, 2007a, p. xiv).  

In their seminal paper on repair, Schegloff et al. (1977) showed that repair can occur in different 
forms, in particular self-repair and other-repair. This is defined in relation to the trouble source, 
the utterance that ostensibly causes a problem in hearing/speaking/understanding. The repair 
sequence therefore has three main components: 1) the trouble source; 2) the repair initiation; 
and 3) the (candidate) repair solution. I should note that not all repair solutions are accepted, and 
thus many repair solutions may be candidate repair solutions to be negotiated and accepted by 
other interactional participants.  In CA literature, generally the terms ‘repair solution,’ ‘repair 
outcome’ or simply ‘repair’ are used to refer to what participants orient to as the solution to the 
trouble. The repair initiation and the repair solution can be produced by the same or different co-
participants, and thus Schegloff et al. (1977) define four different types of repair sequence: 
 

a) Self-initiated self-repair. The interactant who produces the trouble source initiates the 
repair and provides the repair solution. 

 
Example (5.1), adapted from Schegloff et al. (1977, p. 363) 
 
1 → Ken: Sure enough ten minutes later the bell r- the doorbell rang… 
 
In this example, the trouble source seems to be the word ‘bell,’ and even though there may 
be no grammatical (i.e., lexical, semantic, morphosyntactic, phonetic or phonological) 
issues with saying ‘bell’ instead of ‘doorbell,’ a repair initiation and repair solution are 
offered simultaneously (both captured in ‘r- the doorbell rang’). Self-initiated self-repair 
is often implemented when a speaker is searching for a word, has accidentally said the 
wrong name, has mispronounced something, etc., and often occurs in the form of 
perturbations or short pauses. It should be noted, however, that speakers can make errors 
or mistakes without any repair (either self-initiated or other-initiated). This is precisely 
the reason why Schegloff et al. (1977, p. 363) coin this phenomenon ‘repair’ and not 
‘correction’—not all errors in interaction are ‘corrected,’ and when repair does occur, the 
trouble source might not be an ‘error.’ Thus, ‘repairing trouble’ is a more accurate and 
holistic description than ‘correcting error.’ Further, it is not a coincidence that in this 
example, the three main components of repair (trouble source, initiation and repair 
solution) are all executed essentially simultaneously. Schegloff et al. (1977, p. 376) note 
that “In the vast majority of cases . . . the trouble-locating is compacted into the repair-
candidate itself, both being done by a single component, and being done in the same turn 
as the trouble source.” 
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b) Other-initiated self-repair. An interactant produces a turn, and then a co-interactant treats 

the previous turn as a trouble source by initiating repair. This repair initiation can take 
many forms, such as ‘what?’, ‘huh?’, ‘Y’mean X?’ etc. This repair initiation makes relevant 

a repair solution by the speaker of what is now treated as a trouble source. In the below 

example (and in other examples and transcripts in this chapter), TS stands for trouble 

source, RI stands for repair initiation, and RS stands for repair solution. 

 
Example (5.2), adapted from Schegloff et al. (1977, p. 364) 
 
1 Ken: Is Al here today? 
2 TS→ Dan: Yeah 
3  (2.0) 
4 RI→ Roger: He is? hh eh heh 
5 RS→ Dan: Well he was. 
 
In this example, the trouble source is Dan’s utterance at line 2. We recognise it as a trouble 
source from Roger’s repair-initiation (Roger, not Dan, and thus other-initiated) at line 4. 
At line 5, Dan then offers a repair solution, altering his original action of affirmative 
response to ambivalent response. It can be noted here that again the trouble is not a 
grammatical error but an inaccurate (within the interactional world of the co-participants) 
answer. 
 

c) Self-initiated other-repair. The interactant who produces the trouble source also initiates 

the repair on their own talk. A co-interactant then offers the repair solution.  

 
Example (5.3), adapted from Schegloff et al. (1977, p. 364) 
 
1 TS→ B: He has dis uh Mistuh W- whatever k- I can’t 
2 RI→  think of his first name, Watts on, the one thet wrote // that piece, 
3 RS→ A: Dan Watts. 
 
Here, the trouble source seems to be ‘Mistuh W-’ and the repair initiation is essentially 
the rest of B’s turn on lines 1 and 2, and thus B self-initiates repair. A then provides the 
repair solution at line 3, completing an other-repair.  
 

d) Other-initiated other-repair. An interactant produces a trouble source, and then a co-

interactant initiates and also offers the repair.  
 
Example (5.4), adapted from Schegloff et al. (1977, p. 378) 
 
1 TS→ Lori: But y’know single beds’r awfully thin tuh sleep on. 
2 RI→ Sam: What? 
3 Lori: Single beds. // They’re- 
4 RS→ Ellen: Y’mean narrow? 
5 Lori: They’re awfully narrow // yeah. 
 
In this case Lori produces a trouble source turn at line 1. Sam produces an other-initiation 
at line 2, and while Lori attempts to offer a repair solution at line 3, it ends up being Ellen 
(other) at line 4 who provides the repair solution, seemingly required for the interaction 
to move forward. This example also shows how the other participant who initiates repair 
and the other participant who offers the repair solution can be different participants.  
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Schegloff et al. (1977) emphasise that there is a hierarchical preference organisation in repair. For 

one, they observed that overwhelmingly “others “withhold” repair initiations from placement 

while trouble-source turn is in progress” (Schegloff et al., 1977, p. 373); the speaker of the trouble 

source is thus given priority to initiate repair. Typically, only once the turn in which the trouble 
source is located is complete do others initiate repair. And thus, “the organization of the repair 

space is compatible with an organizational preference for self-initiation over other-initiation of 

repair” (Schegloff et al., 1977, p. 375).  

They further claim that, independent of this preference for self-initiation, the interaction order 

also posits a preference for self-repair. This is largely due to the fact that “The techniques for 

other-initiation are techniques for locating the trouble source” (Schegloff et al., 1977, p. 377). Let 
us return to Examples (5.2) and (5.4). In both cases, the other-initiation is a question FPP which 

then makes relevant an answer SPP from the producer of the trouble source, thus making self-

repair relevant. Schegloff et al. argue that this evidence suggests self-repair and other-repair are 

not equal alternatives, but that self-repair is preferred over other-repair (Schegloff et al., 1977, p. 

377).  

In situations where other-repair does occur, Schegloff et al. find that it may be modulated (for 
example, the repair solution is followed by ‘I think,’ ‘Isn’t it?’ etc, or preceded by ‘You mean,’ e.g., 

Example (5.4)). Although Schegloff et al. only discussed these types of modulation, modulation 

could consist of any method (linguistic, vocal, gestural, or otherwise) which achieves a reduced 

epistemic stance (see section 5.2 below). If the other-repair is not modulated, then it may be due 

to its position—being the SPP to an understanding check (which can be repair-initiations, e.g., ‘I 

saw Dan- I mean, what’s his name?’) or modulated other-repairs that proffer 
acceptance/rejection (e.g., ‘Whose imagination, mine?’). Note tha t in the latter case, the initial 

other-repair becomes a trouble source itself, and so the response to that (e.g., ‘No, his imagination’) 

treats the previous turn as both an other-repair and a trouble source (Schegloff et al., 1977, pp. 

378-379). As Schegloff et al. (1977, p. 380) summarise: “most of the other-correction which does 

occur is either specially marked or specially positioned; both types exhibit an orientation to its 

dispreferred status.” Thus, the preference organisation of repair described by Schegloff et al. 
posits that self-initiation (i.e., producer of the trouble source also initiates repair, as in Examples 

(5.1) and (5.3)) is preferred over other-initiation, and self-repair (i.e., producer of the trouble 

source also produces the repair solution, as in Examples (5.1) and (5.2)) is preferred over other-

repair. 

5.1.1 Smooth, dyadic repair 
Having established the general organisation of repair in both dyadic and multiperson interaction,  

I now turn to a case of other-repair in the data. Before presenting the data fragment, it is 

necessary to define two terms used in the interaction that evidently are oriented to as significant, 

but are not overtly defined by the participants. In the below fragment, Ming, a gay Chinese man, 

mentions ‘T’ and ‘P.’ Kam (2013) explains: 

T is the masculine identified lesbian gender in China. It is an adoption of the lesbian gender 
identity in Taiwan, where T is classified as the masculine role, and P (or Po) is the feminine 

role. (Kam, 2013, p. 118, fn. 4) 

This fragment was taken from an audio recording of six self-identified Chinese lesbians, one self-

identified gay Chinese man (whose pseudonym in the transcripts is ‘Ming’) and myself (‘Hay’), a 

gay white Australian. The interaction is conducted entirely in Mandarin, with the exception of a 

few terms uttered in English. Two of the women, Ling and Ya, are a couple, and just prior to the 
fragment presented below, were teasing Jing (a lesbian friend of theirs) about being mean to Hay. 

Ling suggested gay men wouldn't be able to be mean like that. Ming changes the topic to how 
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difficult he finds it to distinguish between Ts (masculine lesbian women) and Ps (feminine lesbian 

women). Note, I call this ‘dyadic’ interaction because the repair sequence seems to be produced 

by two participants, Ming and Ya, although it is entirely possible (if not probable, considering Yu’s 

laughter at line 22) that the other participants were interacting non-vocally. 

Fragment 5.1: Distinguishing between Ps and Ts 

好 难 分辨 跟 还是 什么 是 什么

‘...It’s so hard to distinguish T with (.) >what is it, is it< P?’ 

‘P’ 

好 难 分辨 啊

 ‘It’s so hard to distinguish’  

At line 18 of the above fragment Ming produces a self-repair related to the trouble source ‘P.’ After 

a short gap, Ya produces an utterance interpretable as an unmodulated other-repair or 

confirmation. Initially, this could be interpreted as Ya performing a dispreferred action, 

considering, as discussed above, the interaction order typically posits unmodulated other-repair 
as dispreferred. However, Ming’s self-initiated self-repair at line 18 comes in the form of an 

understanding check (the FPP ‘what is it, is it P?’), making an SPP by a supposedly knowledgeable 

participant potentially relevant. The short gap that occurs at line 20 is indicative of potentially 

relevant next speakers’ orientation to the preference for Ming to produce a self -repair or self-

confirmation, but when one is not immediately forthcoming, Ya produces the other-repair 

solution/confirmation at line 21. The position of Ya’s repair at line 21 (that is, subsequent to an 
understanding check making an SPP relevant) as well as the gap at line 20 both show how this 

other-repair/confirmation “exhibits an orientation to its dispreferred status” (Schegloff et al., 

1977, p. 380). I have analysed this fragment as dyadic, and for this reason the preference 

organisation initially described by Schegloff et al. is relatively easily demonstrated. In other 

words, Ya’s other-repair/confirmation at line 21 can be shown to be dispreferred, but occurring 

in a sequential environment (after the understanding check ‘…is it P?’) that recognises the 
dispreferred status of that action. This repair sequence can be considered a smooth, near hitch-

free sequence. The next section will discuss the issue of dis/preference becoming more 

complicated when more participants enter the interaction.  

5.1.2 The impact of multiperson interaction on repair organisation 
Although the organisation of repair described in section 5.1 supposedly takes multiperson 

interaction into account, CA research on repair since 1977 has shown that multiple participants 
complicate that notion of ‘self’ and ‘other,’ and thus complicate the supposedly clear-cut 

preference organisation of repair.23 Lerner (1993) makes the case that collectivities can be seen 

 
23  Following Egbert (1997) and Bolden (2011), I use the term ‘multiperson’ instead of ‘multiparty’ to 
account for the possibility that one party may consist of multiple individuals. 
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forming and un-forming in interaction, and by extension, we need to consider carefully if the 

preference structure of repair is in play or not. To unpack this, I will discuss one of his examples 

below.  

Example (5.5), adapted from Lerner (1993, p. 229) 

1 → B: So what’ve you guys bin doin? 

2 T: oh not much, we went to Santa Barbara last weekend= 

3 J: =you went to what?= 

4 T: Santa Barbara last [weekend 

5 J:                                     [Oh diju? (.) [How was it ( ) 

6 M:                                                             [(It was really ni:ce)= 
7 T: =It was outta si:ght. We stayed in a Hotel Six,= 

8 M: =hhh= 

9 J: =Was it warm up the[re? 

10 → M:                                         [Motel Six= 

11 T: =Oh it was beautiful=Motel Six.  

 
As Lerner (1993, pp. 229-230) discusses, in line 1, B addresses both T and M with the plural pro-

term ‘you guys’ and thus opens the possibility of T and M being a collectivity (or: a single party 

consisting of two individuals). In line 2, instead of answering for just himself, T constitutes himself 

and M as a collectivity, primarily by using the first-person plural pro-term ‘we.’ Therefore, 

utterances by either T or M can be analysed as belonging to a single party (or what Lerner calls 

an ‘association’), making the party ‘the couple: T and M’ interactionally relevant. This is especially 
evident when, at line 10, M corrects a place name produced by T at line 7. If we were to consider 

M as an interactional party acting autonomously from T, then this move—an unmodulated other-

repair seemingly produced without any repair initiation—would be highly dispreferred. 

However, if T and M are considered as constituting the association of ‘a couple,’ then they can be 

seen as acting as a single party. Thus, the repair solution in line 10 can be analysed as a ‘self’-

repair, produced by ‘the couple: T and M.’  
 

Example (5.5) focussed on the association of ‘the couple,’ which Lerner—drawing on Giddens 

(1984)—implies is an association that is part of a member’s ‘discursive consciousness’ (1993, p. 

237). In other words, it is an association that may exist beyond the interaction, something that 

people know and talk about and which plays a part in other aspects of social life. However, Lerner 

(1993, pp. 237-240) also shows how there are highly local interaction-bound associations that 
are beyond a member’s ‘discursive consciousness,’ such as the momentary identities of ‘new 

arrival’ (i.e., someone who hasn’t been engaged in a particular conversation) and ‘pre-present’ 

(i.e., someone who has already been engaged in a particular conversation). He shows that these 

identities can have equally significant an impact on interactional organisations—including the 

organisation of repair—as extra-interactional identities, such as ‘member of couple.’ Thus, when 

drawing on the concept of ‘associations’ in CA, it is important not to give extra-interactional 
identities (such as marital status or gender) more priority than interaction-bound identities (such 

as ‘new arrival’ or ‘pre-present’) (also emphasised by Schegloff, 1997). 

 

Building on Lerner’s concept of ‘associations,’ Egbert (1997) shows how repeated other-
initiations (OIs) in multiperson interaction can be used to display social affiliation with the first 
OI-producer. She writes “Based on this analysis we might even propose that the primary 
interactional purpose of this repair sequence is to form a collectivity rather than to deal with 
trouble in hearing or understanding” (Egbert, 1997, p. 617). When it comes to other-repair, 
however, she notes a significant distinction. She suggests that if someone other than the trouble-
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source speaker offers repair after an OI, and the trouble-source speaker then offers their own 
repair afterwards, this is evidence of sanctioning the other-repair as improper, and thus orienting 
to the other-repair’s dispreferred status. 24 However, if the trouble-source speaker first offers 
repair (i.e., self-repairs) and someone else repeats the repair afterwards, this is evidence of 
alignment and some kind of interactionally-relevant association.  
 
In multiperson interaction, there is also the possibility of an other-initiator selecting someone 
other than the trouble-source producer, thus explicitly making other-repair relevant (Bolden, 
2011). Bolden shows that this occurs when interactants orient to two broad considerations: 
progressivity (the preference for an action to not be interrupted, e.g., by a repair sequence) and 
what she calls social epistemics (the displayed orientation to which participant has more or less 
knowledge about something). She shows that these other-repairs, in response to being “other”-
selected, can occur when, for example, one participant is orienting to not interrupting the flow of 
conversation, or when the trouble-source speaker is construed as not interactionally competent 
enough to produce a repair solution (for example, due to being a child or having insufficient 
linguistic proficiency).  
 
In subsequent work, Bolden (e.g., 2013; 2018) expanded significantly on the impact of social 

epistemics on repair organisation. Before reviewing her later work, the concept of epistemics as 

understood in CA needs to be described. In the next section I will review some of the fundamental 

CA literature on epistemics, briefly explore some critiques and rebuttals, and ultimately arrive at 

an understanding of how a supposedly ‘cognitive’ concept can be integrated into a theory and 

methodology of social action. 

5.2 Epistemics 

John Heritage, one of the key proponents of epistemics in CA, writes “Conversation analytic 

research on epistemics focuses on the knowledge claims that interactants register, assert, and 

defend in and through turns at talk and sequences of interaction” (Heritage, 2013, pp. 555-556). 
Throughout the growing literature on epistemics, Labov and Fanshel (1977) are frequently cited 

as the first to describe knowledge in relation to interaction. In particular, they developed the 

concepts of A-events (events known to A, but not B) and B-events (events known to B, but not to 

A), among others (Labov & Fanshel, 1977, p. 100). This was developed to show that declarative 

statements about B-events could be understood as requests for confirmation despite not being 

linguistically produced as questions (Heritage, 2013, p. 556). In a similar vein to Labov and 
Fanshel, but within a conversation-analytic framework, Pomerantz (1980) made the distinction 

between Type 1 ‘knowables’ (something that a subject-actor has rights and obligations to know) 

and Type 2 knowables (something that a subject-actor knows by virtue of being told, seeing, or 

otherwise finding out). So, for example, if an event is a type 1 knowable for A, but a type 2 

knowable for B, then A has greater access to the event. Thus, if B states ‘I heard you are having a 

party on Friday night,’ then A, for whom the party is a type 1 knowable, can treat B’s statement 
as a question making confirmation relevant. This early work on knowledge access, as well as 

displayed knowledge states (Heritage, 1984a), laid the groundwork for what Heritage (2012a) 

would later call an ‘epistemic engine.’  

In 2012 and 2013, building particularly on work with Geoffrey Raymond (Heritage & Raymond, 

2005; Raymond & Heritage, 2006), Heritage published a series of controversial articles outlining 

an arguably ubiquitous and general organisation of epistemics (Heritage, 2012a, 2012b, 2013). 
In these articles, Heritage analyses a range of data excerpts where the oriented-to epistemic status 

 
24 Egbert’s (1997) use of the term ‘sanction’ takes the meaning ‘to penalise or punish’ rather than its other 
possible meaning ‘to approve or permit.’ In her paper, and similarly in this  chapter, ‘sanction’ takes the first 
meaning. 
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of participants ‘trumps’ the linguistic form in action formation. He emphasises a distinction 

between epistemic status and epistemic stance, where the former is the commonly recognised 

distribution of knowledge among interactants, and the latter is the epistemic positioning 

displayed by the linguistic form a turn takes. To illustrate this, I have reproduced an example 
below. 

Example (5.6), taken from Heritage (2012b, p. 10): 

1 Jen: → =[Okay then I w]’z askin=’er en she says yer 

2  → working tomorrow ez well. 

3 Ida:  Yes I’, s’pose to be tihmorrow yes, 

4 Jen: → O[h:::. 
5 Ida:     [Yeh, 

 

Despite the epistemic stance of Jen’s declarative turn at lines 1-2 displaying ‘K+’ (“more 

knowledgeable”), Ida treats Jen’s epistemic status in regard to her own schedule as ‘K-’ (“less 

knowledgeable”).25 In Pomerantz’s terms, Ida’s schedule is a Type 1 knowable for Ida, but a Type 

2 knowable for Jen, and so Jen’s statement of Ida’s Type 1 knowable places Ida in a position of 
relatively higher epistemic status (K+) despite Jen’s K+ epistemic stance (expressed through the 

declarative statement at lines 1-2). Heritage (2012b) provides many examples of similar cases, 

demonstrating how oriented-to epistemic status trumps displayed epistemic stance, and suggests 

that “giving and receiving information are normative warrants for talking, are monitored 

accordingly, and are kept track of minutely and publicly” (Heritage, 2012a, p. 49). 

After nearly 40 years of epistemic work (since Labov and Fanshel (1977)) going almost under-
the-radar, a group of scholars developed a concerted special issue critique against the whole 

concept of epistemics in CA (Lynch & Macbeth, 2016). Some key critiques they make are: a) 

epistemics is a regression to conceiving of communication as nothing but information-

transmission (Lynch & Wong, 2016, p. 528); b) epistemics imposes abstract cognitive concepts 

onto interaction, akin to linguists or psychologists (Lynch & Wong, 2016, p. 534), and; c) Heritage 

falls back on epistemic analyses to recognise action when that isn’t necessary (Lindwall, Lymer, 
& Ivarsson, 2016). In a rebuttal special issue (Drew, 2018), several proponents of epistemics in 

CA (including Heritage himself) respond to these critiques. They refute claims a-c above (Heritage, 

2018), attributing them largely to misunderstandings and misrepresentations of their own work 

as well as conversation analysis more generally (Raymond, 2018). The critiques of epistemics are 

understandable in the sense that Heritage, Raymond and others sometimes draw on cognitive-

sounding terms (e.g., motivation, information-transfer, etc.) and abstract coding (e.g., K+/K-) in 
their analyses. However, as Drew (2018, pp. 4-5) points out, proponents of epistemics in CA do 

not attempt to elucidate what is happening ‘underneath the skull ,’ but rather view the 

organisations, distribution and conditions of knowledge as socially accomplished. 

Despite the harsh critique of epistemics, Heritage and others’ argument that interactants publicly 

monitor each other’s relative epistemic status to recognise and achieve social action certainly 

holds some weight. Schegloff, in discussing Garfinkel’s notion of commonsense knowledge, writes 
that: 

Intersubjectivity would not . . . be merely convergence between multiple interpreters of the 

world (whether understood substantively or procedurally) but potentially convergence 

 
25 This coding of K+/K- seems to have been in use by Heritage and Raymond at least since their 2005 paper, 
if not earlier. 



 
 

79 
 

between “doers” of an action or bit of conduct and its recipients, as coproducers of an 

increment of interactional and social reality (Schegloff, 1992c, pp. 1298-1299). 

Heritage and others’ development of epistemics and epistemic analysis seems to contribute 

directly to how intersubjectivity (or, the common understanding of a shared reality) can be 
achieved, as they show the real-time orientation to relative epistemic status and the interactional 

achievement of social knowledge. 

5.2.1 Epistemics and repair 
Returning to the matter of epistemics and repair, by integrating epistemics into the organisation 

of repair, Bolden (2013) suggests that participants can be shown orienting to epistemic authority 
(i.e., the person or party with “most” K+ epistemic status over some domain) in repair sequences, 

and thus the preferred producer of the repair solution is not the trouble source speaker, but the 

participant with greatest epistemic authority. One of Bolden’s examples clearly illustrates how 

this might play out in interaction. In the below example, Corry (COR), Bianca (BIA) and their adult 

daughter Angela (ANG) are discussing renovation plans for Angela’s new house. 

Example (5.7), adapted from Bolden (2013, p. 321): ‘Side Entrance’ (some visual data included 
in the original transcript is omitted here). TS stands for trouble source; RI stands for repair 

initiation and RS for repair solution. 

1 TS→ COR: This is the si:de entrance of the house¿ 

2  (0.2) 

3 COR: She go[es in ] 

4 RI→ BIA:             [Side-,] (.) you mean this ↑way? ((gaze towards Angela)) 
5 RS→ ANG: >Nope<, (.) it’s on this side 

6  (0.2) 

7 BIA: ◦◦oh. (‘key) ◦◦ 

8 COR: An’ she go in, = 

 

Drawing on the preference organisation of repair developed by Schegloff et al. (1977), it is 
difficult to explain why Angela offers repair and not Corry (producer of trouble source). They do 

suggest that a common place for other-repair to occur is immediately after an understanding 

check (e.g., ‘You mean X?’) which is the form of Bianca’s repair initiation at line 4. 26 However, 

there is no turn-taking explanation for why Bianca addresses (via eye gaze) Angela and not Corry. 

Lerner (2003, p. 195) points out that in repair sequences, repair-initiations are ordinarily and 

tacitly addressed to the just-prior turn, i.e., producer of the trouble source. This points to the 
finding that, as Heritage (2008, p. 307) writes “the organization of repair is generally designed to 

respect the rights of speakers to “say what they wish to say” and to own it.” Why might Angela, 

and not Corry, be the preferred producer of the repair solution here? Bolden (2013, p. 322) argues 

that the reason for this is because all participants are orienting to epistemic considerations—in 

particular, which participant has epistemic authority over the layout of the house. Bolden (2013, 

p. 322) writes: 

 
26 There is an ambiguity in Schegloff et al.’s (1977) account regarding the status of ‘You mean X?’ as other-
repair initiators (e.g., Schegloff et al., 1977, p. 368, example 39) or as other-repairs (e.g., Schegloff et al., 
1977, p. 378, example 65). On examining the examples Schegloff et al. provide, it seems that in all of their 
examples of ‘You mean X’ as an other-repair, the other-repair could actually be analysed as an other-repair 
initiator, which then invites confirmation/disconfirmation. They argue that the ‘You mean’ preface is a 
modulation to the repair solution. Future work that I have read about repair seems to have ignored this 
ambiguity, instead always treating ‘You mean X?’ as other-initiation. This is how I will analyse such 
formulations in this thesis, however I believe this ambiguity deserves to be revisited.  
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The expectation that the trouble source producer will be addressed by other-initiation of 

repair is relaxed so that the interlocutor with the primary epistemic rights over the repairable 

may be selected to resolve repair. 

The significance of epistemics in considering the organisation of repair is made clear here. When 
participants are analysing repair sequences in situ, they need to take multiple contingencies into 

consideration to analyse repair as preferred or dispreferred: the turn-taking preference for 

trouble-source producer to provide repair; the possibility of interaction-relevant associations; 

and epistemics.  

Building on this toolkit to analyse dis/preference in repair organisation, Bolden (2018) explores 

cases where participants ‘speak out of turn,’ i.e., produce repair solutions when they 1) do not 
produce the trouble source, 2) are not in any interaction-relevant association with the trouble 

source speaker, and 3) do not have epistemic authority over the trouble source. She concludes 

that:  

By self-selecting to respond to a repair initiation without having epistemic priority over the 

repairable, the intervening speakers on the one hand demonstrate their own understanding 

of the preceding talk (as ‘good’ recipients) or their independent knowledge or expertise (as 
‘expert witnesses’), and on the other hand expose the repair initiator’s failures as a recipient 

or as a member of a culture. The corrective action enacted by the intervening speakers 

reflexively provides an account for the intervention so that a violation of one sort (i.e., a 

violation of turn-taking norms) is justified to correct a violation of another sort (a failure in 

recipiency or cultural competence). These interventions thus reveal what—from the repair 

intervener’s perspective—the repair initiator should know and understand, but has failed to 
(Bolden, 2018, p. 159). 

She further suggests that in cases where participants ‘speak out of turn,’ the other co-participants 

still look to the speaker of the trouble source for the definitive repair solution (ibid). 27 Epistemics, 

while being a hotly contested concept in CA, has been shown to play an integral part in the 

analysis of repair sequences. 

All in all, the studies discussed in sections 5.1.2 and 5.2 show that the preference organisation of 
repair needs to be carefully considered, especially in multiperson interaction. While other-repair 

will still generally be dispreferred, there are more factors in multiperson interaction that may 

account for its production. Considering Lerner’s (1993) concept of ‘association,’ an other-repair 

may be treated by the participants as self-repair of a single party if an interaction-relevant 

association has been made between the individuals. In addition, if someone other than the 

trouble-source producer is commonly understood as having more epistemic authority over the 
trouble source than its speaker, then they may well be selected (either explicitly or tacitly, or they 

self-select) to provide the repair solution without such a move being dispreferred. For clarity, I 

will continue to use the terms ‘self’ and ‘other’ specifically in relation to the individual trouble -

source speaker. However, I will not assume that just because initiation or repair is ‘other ,’ that it 

is automatically dispreferred. The analyses that follow will take the considerations of associations 

and epistemics into account, allowing us to better understand what other actions participants 
might be achieving through repair. 

 
27 There seems to be an inconsistency between Bolden (2013) and Bolden (2018). Namely, in 2013 she 
suggests that participants don’t always orient to the speaker of the trouble source havi ng epistemic 
authority over the trouble source, but in 2018 she implies that they do. I read her 2018 article as saying 
other participants look to the participant with epistemic authority over the trouble source (whether that is 
the producer of the trouble source or not) for the definitive repair solution.  
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5.3 Crossing boundaries: Disrupted multiperson repair 

Having established the organisation of repair and epistemics in repair, including in multiperson 

interaction, this section, and the following, seek to track the unstable grip that discourses of gay 

men and lesbian women have in interaction. This section will draw on the technical CA terms 

described in the previous two sections to explicate the subtle interactional work that goes into 

rejecting and achieving epistemic authority in a multiperson repair sequence. I will argue that 

participants can draw on collaborative completions to produce interactional collectivities. These 
collectivities allow them to shift who has epistemic authority and who does not. In section 5.4, I 

elaborate on this analysis in Foucauldian terms. I argue that the deployment of specialised terms 

in discourses of lesbian women and gay men in this repair sequence allows us to observe those 

discourses in action. Notably, I argue that in this particular fragment, a discourse of gay men may 

even be resisted, if not potentially and momentarily altered. 

This fragment is a multiperson repair sequence that occurs approximately 30 seconds after 
Fragment 5.1. Again, TS stands for trouble source, RI stands for repair initiation, and RS stands 

for repair solution. By this point in the interaction, Ming (a gay Chinese man) is responding to 

Yu’s (a Chinese lesbian) denial of being characterised by Ya (a Chinese lesbian) as a T (masculine 

lesbian). In line 72, Ming uses the term ‘V,’ which, in this interaction, evidently stands for 

‘versatile.’ Versatile refers to gay people who can be both tops and bottoms, or dominant and  

submissive. This is a very simplified definition of ‘versatile’—there may be ‘dominant bottoms’ 
or ‘submissive tops.’ Someone who identifies as versatile purportedly can play any role within 

this ‘matrix.’ (See Pachankis, Buttenwieser, Bernstein, and Bayles (2013) for more on the nuances 

of ‘top’, ‘bottom’ and ‘versatile’ identification among gay men.) 

Fragment 5.2: ‘H’ over ‘V’ (where ‘H’ refers to a lesbian who can fulfil both masculine and feminine roles, and ‘V’ refers to 
a gay man who can be both top and bottom, or both masculine and feminine) 

→

对 她 就 是 我们 说

‘>that’s right she is< what we gays call’ 

→

对 不 对

‘V right, versatile’ 
 

→

什么 叫

‘what is a V’ 

→

就 什么 可

‘it is anything can-’

→

它 就 是 就 是

                                  ‘it is versatile, that is:’ 
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→

什么 都 可以

‘+someone who+ can do anything’ 

但 是

‘but’ 

→

就 是 吧 应

‘it is an H, it should-’ 

→

嗯 （就）

‘mm↓,  (it’s)’ 

不 那么 容易 分

               ‘gays can’t be distinguished so easily’ 

 

At line 72 in the above segment, Ming produces a term (‘V’) which is immediately located as a 

trouble source in the following turn at line 73 (‘what is a V?’). Note that in his turn Ming oriented 

to the possibility of ‘V’ being a trouble source by immediately adding an increment to his TCU 

(‘…right, versatile’), potentially clarifying what he meant by ‘V.’ This TCU increment may explain 

why Ke latches her other-initiation (OI) onto the end of Ming’s turn, rather than allowing for the 
gap that is typical of OI (Schegloff, 2000b; Schegloff et al., 1977). Considering Ke locates the 

trouble source as being ‘V’ and not ‘versatile’ suggests that she is indeed orienting to the gap that 

generally precedes OI (and thus also orienting to OI’s dispreferred status) but that gap happened 

to be filled by Ming’s TCU increment. Although the TCU increment could have clarified the 

potential trouble surrounding the term ‘V,’ Ke’s latched OI makes another candidate repair 

solution relevant.  

What follows is a ‘floor fight’ (Schegloff, 2000a, p. 21) to produce a mutually accepted repair 

solution. After a short gap at line 75, Ya attempts to produce other-repair at line 76. Ming is 

certainly not incapable of producing self-repair, considering at line 78 he successfully interrupts 

Ya to offer another candidate repair solution. This is an archetypal example of what Egbert (1997) 

considers to be a sanctioning of other-repair in multiperson interaction: in this moment Ya is 

shown not to have the ‘authority’ to provide the repair solution, but instead that authority (in this 
instance) remains vested with the trouble-source producer (Ming). Drawing on Bolden’s (2013, 

2018) toolkit for observing epistemics at work in repair organisation, we can suggest that Ya is 

demonstrating her epistemic authority over the term ‘V.’ Considering the level prosody (i.e., not 

louder or more exaggerated pitch contours) and timing of Ya’s turn at line 76, and the fact that 
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Ming successfully interrupts her at line 78, it does not seem plausible that she is characterising 

Ke’s repair-initiation as ridiculous or inapposite. And yet, her repair is still, for the moment, 

sanctioned by Ming’s turn at line 78. 

Despite this sanctioning, instead of being allowed to complete his own TCU, Ya latches to the end 
of Ming’s turn to produce a syntactically complete turn (lines 78 and 79). This is what Lerner and 

Takagi (1999) consider an anticipatory completion and they suggest that if performed during the 

action of ‘explaining,’ which seems to be the case here, then it demonstrates that the co-

participants are aligned and working as ‘a team’ (Lerner & Takagi, 1999, p. 68) or association 

(Lerner, 1993). This is demonstrable because unlike collaborative turn sequences, which can 

implicate an acceptance or rejection of the proffered turn completion as a next action (Lerner, 
2004, p. 225), collaborative completions which are addressed to the original recipient of the turn-

so-far generally are not treated as confirmable. Thus, “In this circumstance, the shared authority 

inherent in the co-construction of an action is left undisturbed by confirmation/disconfirmation” 

(Lerner, 2004, p. 225) and so Ming and Ya can be seen as collaboratively producing repair. In 

doing so, they also construct an interactionally relevant association of ‘joint explainers’ and are, 

thus, presented as a single knowledgeable party. Although Ya’s repair was initially sanctioned, 
her second contribution at line 79 appears to ratify her (in conjoined action with Ming) as 

member to the party with epistemic authority. 

However, their collaborative ‘self’-repair of what ‘V’ is (‘it is versatile, it is someone who can do 

anything’) evidently is not a sufficient repair solution for all co-participants because Yu offers 

another other-repair solution at line 82 (‘it is an H, it should-’). Recall that here, ‘H’ refers to 

lesbian women who can be both masculine and feminine. In this case, Yu’s other-repair is clearly 
marked as being dispreferred by producing the modal sentence-final particle ‘ba,’ which here can 

indicate uncertainty or epistemic downgrading (Kendrick, 2018), and seemingly beginning to say 

(before cutting herself off) yinggai shi (‘should be’.) At line 83, Ya, in overlap with the end of Yu’s 

TCU increment, repeats the repair solution offered by Yu, without any modulation. Interestingly, 

Ya begins her TCU in overlap with the modulating section of Yu’s TCU (ba, ying- ‘[UNCERTAINTY, 

should-]’), transforming this utterance from one which orients to its interactional status as 
dispreferred, to not orienting to this status. Unlike Ya’s previous collaborative completion at line 

79, this completion makes relevant a confirmation or rejection by Yu (line 84). According to 

Lerner (2004), this indicates that the authority of the turn remains with the original speaker—in 

this case, Yu. Although this collaborative completion does not occur in the typical form of one (see 

Lerner, 1991 for an overview of collaborative completions), Yu’s confirming ‘mm’ at line 84 treats 

Ya’s utterance at line 83 as an anticipatory completion, and in so doing aligns Yu with Ya’s 
unmodulated other-repair. Thus, in essence, Yu (with some interactional assistance from Ya) 

produces an unmodulated other-repair, which is not sanctioned by the original trouble-source 

producer (Ming). Again, drawing on epistemics, this can be interpreted as Yu demonstrating 

epistemic authority—more than Ming—over what a ‘V’ is. In particular, it seems to demonstrate 

authority over how it should be explained, and in so doing, targets not the original repair-

initiation, but the previous repair solution attempts (lines 76, 78 and 79) as inappropriate.  

Although much research has gone into how we might interpret other-repair since Schegloff et al.’s 

(1977) seminal paper, Schegloff et al. did in fact consider situations in which other-repair seems 

to have been more normative. Schegloff et al. (1977, p. 381) write: 

The exception is most apparent in the domain of adult-child interaction, in particular parent-

child interaction; but it may well be more generally relevant to the not-yet-competent in some 

domain without respect to age. There, other-correction seems to be not as infrequent, and 
appears to be one vehicle for socialization. If that is so, then it appears that other-correction is 
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not so much an alternative to self-correction in conversation in general, but rather a device for 

dealing with those who are still learning or being taught to operate with a system which 

requires, for its routine operation, that they be adequate self-monitors and self-correctors as 

a condition of competence. 

The other-repair/confirmation in lines 18-23 (Fragment 5.1) occurs within the highly 

constrained conditions that Schegloff et al. (1977) suggest it may occur in—that being 

immediately after an understanding check (which actually selected ‘other’ to respond with 

confirmation). However, the other-repair in lines 71-84, while initially potentially being 

sanctioned by producer of the trouble-source (Ming), ends up occurring outside the constraints 

supposedly placed upon other-repair (lines 82-84). Although they may not have realised this at 
the time, Schegloff et al.’s understanding of other-repair potentially being a ‘vehicle for 

socialisation’ points to the concept of knowledge in interaction. The ‘systems’ they refer to are 

inevitably systems of knowledge or ‘territories of expertise’ (Kitzinger & Mandelbaum, 2013)—

not in any cognitive sense, but as social systems that are displayed, made relevant, incited and 

perpetuated within interaction. By making ‘H’ the final epistemically authoritative repair solution, 

Ke, Ya and Yu seem to be aligned in treating ‘V’ as a specialised term belonging to a system of 
knowledge that either they are unfamiliar with, or simply reject, and replace with the system of 

knowledge indexed by the specialised term ‘H.’ ‘V’ and ‘H’ represent different category 

memberships (see also Kitzinger & Mandelbaum, 2013) that, through the organisation of repair, 

are contested in this interaction. 

5.4 Competing systems of knowledge: Gay discourse vs lesbian discourse 

In line 71 of the segment analysed in the previous section, Ming clearly demarcates which 

category of people use the term ‘V.’ He claims ‘…she is what we gays call V.’ From this alone, we 

can ascertain gay people (at least, Mandarin-speaking gay people) use the specialised term ‘V’ 

(which, according to this interaction, ostensibly stands for ‘versatile’). Considering the analysis 
above, Ya (to an extent), Ke and Yu all display nonincumbency to the category of ‘gay people.’ 

Hay’s lack of engagement in the repair sequence suggests he does display incumbency with the 

category, along with Ming. Indeed, the ‘we’ in Ming’s turn may be referring to Hay as a present co-

referent to the category. Meanwhile, as the interaction progresses, Yu and Ya both display explicit 

incumbency to the category represented by the specialist term ‘H,’ and Ke is also characterised as 

an incumbent to this category because Yu and Ya select the term ‘H’ as the repair solution to the 

trouble-source located by Ke, and thus display their assumptions that Ke will understand the term 
‘H.’ If ‘V’ can be understood as a specialised term within the system of knowledge (henceforth in 

this chapter: ‘discourse’) of gay Chinese men, then what might ‘H’ be understood as belonging to? 

Being produced by women who, throughout this interaction have discussed their attraction to 

women (a segment which shows this will be analysed later in this chapter), it is evident that ‘H’ 

is a specialised term belonging to the discourse of Chinese lesbians.  

What we can see in this interaction, then, is on-the-ground rejection of a discourse of ‘gay men’ 
as inappropriate, and the installation of a discourse of ‘lesbian women’ as appropriate. For the 

remainder of this section, I will turn once again to Foucault’s theories of discourse, subjectivity, 

and power. I will argue that the contested repair sequence analysed in the previous section is 

evidence, compatible within both conversation-analytic and poststructuralist epistemologies, of 

discourses being inscribed and resisted at the capillary level.  

Returning to the analysis of Fragment 5.1 in section 5.1.1, I argued that, through Ming and Ya’s 
orientations to Ya’s other-repair as dispreferred, the repair sequence ran smoothly (despite 

Ming’s invocation of the specialised terms ‘T’ and ‘P’; his invocation of a discourse of lesbian 

women). However, in the analysis of Fragment 5.2, I argued that the repair sequence was 
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disruptive. It involved the moment-by-moment forming and dissolving of multiperson 

associations, as well as the collaborative upgrading of epistemic stance to claim authority over 

how ‘V’ should be explained within a discourse of ‘lesbian women.’ In this subsection, I will show 

how power and knowledge operate within the two segments analysed so far via participant 
orientations to and negotiations of discursive categories. 

As previously stated, the repair sequence in lines 18-23 ran smoothly. Ming drew on specialist 

terms belonging to a discourse of ‘lesbian women,’ but designed his turn in such a way as to be 

epistemically deferential to Ya. His self-initiation of repair based on the trouble source ‘P,’ in the 

understanding check format, invites repair by a party with epistemic authority about the trouble 

source. In this interaction, Ming and Ya co-achieved their respective subjectivities of ‘gay man’ 
and ‘lesbian woman’ by a) Ming displaying epistemic deference to Ya regarding a specialised term 

within the discourse of ‘lesbian women’, and b) Ya displaying her epistemic authority over the 

term by providing the repair solution. In co-achieving these subjectivities in this moment, neither 

Ming nor Ya seem to be overstepping discursive boundaries. Rather, they remain clearly 

demarcated in their distinct subjectivities, and the power that Foucault might argue is operating 

here could be seen as reinscribing the discourses of ‘gay men’  and ‘lesbian women.’ 

In lines 71-84, however, the boundaries between these discourses seem to be overstepped. In 

order to show this, I will partially repeat Fragment 5.2 below, to explore what kind of effects 

power may be producing moment-by-moment. 

→

就 什么 可

  ‘it is anything can-’ 

→

它 就 是 就 是

                                 ‘it is versatile, that is:’

→

什么 都 可以

 ‘+someone who+ can do anything’  

 

As I showed earlier, drawing on Egbert’s (1997) notion of ‘sanctioning,’ Ming can be seen as 

‘sanctioning’ Ya’s repair solution at line 76 with his own repair solution at line 78. Considering 

the status of both ‘V’ and versatile as specialised terms within a discourse of gay men , and Ming’s 

self-proclaimed incumbency to this discourse (lines 71-72), Ming’s sanctioning turn at line 78 
indicates tension between the discourse of gay men and the discourse of lesbian women. The 

status of ‘V’ as a specialised term within the discourse of gay men comes into question when 

someone outside of that discourse (Ya, line 76), attempts to explain it. Within the epistemologies 

of both CA and Foucauldian theory, Ming should have primary rights to provide an explanation of 

the term ‘V’ and, in so doing, reproducing the effects of power as it operates within a discourse of 

gay men. In other words, the act of ventriloquising and reinscribing the definition of ‘V,’ as it is 
understood within that discourse, is one way that power operates within that discourse, and 

others.  

Ming does not get given the opportunity to reinscribe the definition of ‘V’ however, as Ya 

collaboratively completes his turn at line 79. Lerner and Takagi (1999) suggest this is the display 

of an interactional ‘team.’ While this may indeed be the case, in this interaction, Ya’s move in a 
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sense ‘weakens’ Ming’s authoritative subject position within a discourse of gay men. By this, I do 

not mean he has entered a one-second state of identity crisis, but rather a slippage occurs in the 

reproduction of the specialised term ‘V.’ For Ya and Ming to become a ‘team’ and cooperatively 

take on the role of ‘repair-solution provider,’ they need to be interactionally constructed as having 
similar epistemic statuses regarding the term ‘V,’ and thus, both display awareness of the 

discourse of gay men which is indexed by ‘V.’ In jointly providing repair, it can be argued that Ya 

positions herself as an equally authoritative subject as Ming is to a discourse of gay men. As can 

be seen from the troublesome use of the term ‘V,’ the discourse of gay men produces specialised 

terms and subject positions for gay men, by gay men. People who are not categorised as gay 

(Chinese) men don’t know about these terms. The term ‘V,’ in being appropriated and 
authoritatively deployed by Ya, is no longer the knowledge solely of a discourse of gay men, but 

has become a point of possible contact between a discourse of gay men and discourse of lesbian 

women. In a sense, this collaborative completion has therefore impacted the discourse of gay men 

that Ming is subject to, because one of its terms  has become a point of contact between two 

discourses, and thus has become resignified as it has entered another discourse; another system 

of signifiers.  

However, a more significant impact is yet to come. Below I have reproduced the conclusion of this 

repair sequence. 

→

就 是 吧 应

  ‘it is an H, it should-‘ 

→

嗯 （就）

‘mm↓,  (it’s)’ 

As I showed in my analysis in section 5.3, the ‘H’ in lines 82 and 83 is a specialised term within a 

discourse of lesbian women, that Yu, in collaboration with Ya, offered as a final repair solution 

without any modulation (which, had a modulation been produced, could have displayed 

epistemic deference to Ming). Although this repair sequence began with Ming being portrayed as 

having primary epistemic rights, as a gay man, Yu and Ya’s final repair solution ended the 
sequence with Yu being portrayed as having primary epistemic rights. Not only has the discourse 

of ‘gay men’ been ‘infiltrated’ by Ya offering her own definition of ‘V’/versatile, but it seems to 

have been displaced entirely, or its power effects significantly diffused, by a discourse of lesbian 

women.  

In section 5.3, I quoted Schegloff et al. (1977, p. 381) postulating how other-repair could be a 

vehicle for socialisation, where the producer of the trouble source is socialised into some system. 
It seems clear that, in this interaction, Ming is being socialised into (becoming subject to) a 

discourse of lesbian women. Ming attempted to characterise Yu as ‘what we gays call V,’ inscribing 

a discourse of gay men onto her and the other participants of this interaction. This in itself is also 

strong evidence for the techniques of power which Foucault theorises about. That is, Ming has a 

set of categories through which reality and subjects can be categorised, and this set of categories 

is produced by discourse. Ming essentially has no other relevant category other than ‘V’ through 
which to categorise Yu. In categorising her in this way, and indeed if this categorisation was 

successful here, Yu would be put in a position to recognise herself as a ‘V.’ In this sense, in its 
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effort to categorise reality within its own terms, the discourse of gay men would have operated 

rather seamlessly. However, in a quick succession of shifts in epistemic status and collaborative 

completions within this repair sequence, the ventriloquising of that aspect of the discourse of ‘gay 

men’ was stopped short. In its place, an aspect of a discourse of lesbian women was ventriloquised 
instead.  

Foucault is at pains to emphasise that power is exercised, and knowledge is produced, locally. 

Although he does not reach the granular level of specific conversations in his own analyses, as I 

have shown with the discourses of gay men and lesbian women, knowledges are indeed produced 

at that level. In this instance, Ming is not just socialised into a discourse of lesbian women, but the 

discourses to which he, and all the other participants, are subject to, are potentially altered in this 
interaction. In order for discourses and norms to crystallise, they must be iterated again and again 

at the local level (Butler, 2011, p. 60). If the knowledge that is produced in interaction is disrupted, 

as is the case in the disrupted repair sequence analysed in this section, then the discourse as it 

affects the participants of that interaction also, if only momentarily, alters. This is not to say that 

the discourse of gay men to which Ming is subject to will now forever redefine ‘Vs’ as ‘Hs’—just 

an hour later he may have interacted with someone who reified the definition of ‘V’ as he 
originally attempted to describe it (line 78). This analysis does suggest however, that in moments 

when discursive categories become interactionally relevant, disruption at the level of the 

interaction order can also disrupt systems of knowledge which must be produced in interaction 

in order to be sustained.  

5.5 “No, I’m a very soft lady”: Resisting categorisation  

In the previous sections, I sketched out how Foucauldian notions of power, subjectivity and 

discourse can be seen operating within interaction, particularly within a repair sequence. In this 

section, I will show how ‘common knowledge’ within different discourses of lesbian women is 

cited and contested within a mitigated dispute sequence regarding the category membership of 
Yu. This will show the local, micro-interactional, ‘capillary’ level of discourse production. That is, 

even supposedly similar discourses have tensions that can emerge and resolve in interaction. I 

will first describe how disagreement sequences are typically analysed in the CA literature, and 

how the category ‘T’ is, in interactional terms, a highly contested category. In making a brief case 

for a poststructuralist reconceptualisation of MCA, I draw on MCA terms to show how 

membership categorisation devices (MCDs) might be in play. I then consider this in 

poststructuralist terms, arguing how there are multiple (Chinese) discourses of lesbians with 
varying understandings of the same terms. Like the discourses of lesbians and gay men discussed 

in the earlier part of this chapter, when these discourses come into contact in interaction, they 

may result in both interactional and discursive tension.  

The below fragment occurs immediately after lines 18-23 (Fragment 5.1), discussed earlier in 

this chapter. In this fragment, Ya seems to be making a point that Ts (masculine lesbian women) 

and Ps (feminine lesbian women) are easy to distinguish, taking Yu as an example of an obvious 
T. What ensues are several refusals of this characterisation by both Yu and Ke (another Chinese 

lesbian). 

Fragment 5.3: Very soft lady 

很 难 吗？ 她 很 明显 就 是 个 啊

‘Is it hard? She is very obviously a T’ 

我 觉
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                                                                                                         ‘I think-’ 

对 啊 我 觉 短发 一般 都 是

‘Right I thin- short hair in general all are’ 

没 有 我 只 是 我 很

  ‘n(h)o, I am just very’ 

我 很 软 妹子

‘I am a very soft lady’ 

也 不 一定 的 不 一定 的

              ‘not necessarily, not necessarily’

吸引 长发

‘(attract) long hair’ 

对 啊 我 很 软 妹子 的

‘that’s right I am a very soft lady’ 

怎么 了 你 意思 是 你 是 个 呗

 ‘what, what you mean is you are a P, huh’ 

我 不

                         ‘I/no’ 

你 很 软

                                                                                          ‘You are soft,’

妹 你 是 个 很 软 的 妹子

 ‘you are a very soft lady’ 
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哎 呀

                                                                             ‘(h)ai ya’

很 软 妹

‘a very soft lady’

不 是 我 是 说 我 是 说 你 不 能

                     ‘no, >I am saying I am saying< you cannot

光 跟 对 外 （貌） 她 说 不 定 是 一 个

(.) just based on outward appearance, she might be a’ 

对 对 对

                                 ‘right right right’

但 她 的 但 她 肯 定 是 找 的 呀

‘but she but she is definitely looking for a P’ 

她 说

‘Not necess-’ 

也 不 一定 啊

‘Not necessarily hh’ 

也 不 一定

                                  ‘not necessarily’ 

找 个

                                        ‘look for a P?’

你 会 找 个 啊

                                                     ‘you will look for a T huh’ 
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5.5.1 Repair gone wrong: disagreement 
Given the laughter particles throughout this sequence, it is evident that this is not an aggravated 

disagreement (e.g., see M. H. Goodwin, 1983), yet it is a disagreement nonetheless. Indeed, 
throughout the sequence, we can see two distinct interactional parties forming on the basis of 

this disagreement: Ya and Ming, who argue that Yu is ‘obviously a T’ (line 25), that ‘women with 

short hair in general attract (women with) long hair’ (lines 29 and 34), and ‘she (Yu) is definitely 

looking for a P’ (line 48); whereas Yu and Ke argue that ‘No, I am just a very soft lady’ (lines 30, 

32, 35 and 42) and (in response to Ya and Ming) ‘not necessarily’ (lines 33, 49 and 51).  

Based on work by Maynard (1985, 1986), Hutchby formalises the interactional structure of 
disagreement into what he calls an Action-Opposition sequence (Hutchby, 1996, p. 23). For 

Hutchby and Maynard, any utterance can retroactively come to be seen as an ‘arguable’ utterance 

or action, if what follows is some kind of opposition. Maynard points out that “An initial statement 

of opposition, even when strongly provocative, may be taken as a repair initiation. It is when 

opposition itself receives disagreement that a dispute is advanced” (1986, p. 266). Thus, we might 

formalise an Action-Opposition sequence as such: 

1 A: Action 

2 B: Repair/Opposition 

3 A: Reaction  

 

Disagreement/Action-Opposition sequences can look very much like repair sequences except 

that where correction or repair sequences tend to end quickly, prioritising progressivity in the 
interaction, disagreements can span many turns and appear as full-blown disputes (M. H. 

Goodwin, 1983, pp. 673-674).  

Given this, it certainly appears that the extract above is analysable as an action-opposition 

sequence. Ya’s statement at line 25 could be taken as a simple matter of fact, but is treated as an 

arguable by Yu and Ke’s oppositions/repair initiations at lines 30 -33 and 35. At line 36, Ya 

produces what could be read as a self-repair: ‘what, what you mean is you are a P, huh’, where ‘P’ 
is evidently the other available category if Yu is not a ‘T.’ M. H. Goodwin (1983, pp. 668-669) 

describes a range of disagreement prefaces that interactants can produce to signal a disagreeing 

utterance, one of which is producing ‘what’ with falling pitch. I have translated Ya’s zenme le (怎

么了) in line 36 as ‘what,’ but this same phrase could also be translated as ‘what’s up’ or ‘what’s 

wrong.’ The use of zenme le here, instead of the more general open-class other-initiator shenme 

(‘what’), reads to me as disbelieving. This is further strengthened by the use of the sentence-final 

particle bei, which I have translated directly as ‘huh,’ but in this context, may add a sarcastic or 

resigned tone. This disagreeing interpretation is also evidently the participants’ interpretation, 

because rather than continue on to other talk (as might happen if Ya’s utterance at line 36 was 

indeed a self-repair), Ke continues to challenge the categorisation of Yu as an obvious T (lines 43 
and 44), and Ya responds with an utterance expressing a similar stance to her original arguable 

utterance at line 25 (line 48).  

M. H. Goodwin (1983) argues that aggravated disagreement—i.e., disagreement that is not 

mitigated in any way, or treated as dispreferred—is common among children. This is in contrast 

to adult conversation, which early sociological and conversation analytic research has shown to 

be dispreferred in interaction (Goffman, 1967, 1971; Pomerantz, 1984; Sacks, 1995a). Pomerantz 
(1984) in particular shows how dispreferred actions in interaction—such as disagreement of a 

first assessment—are demonstrably oriented to as dispreferred through a variety of ways. This 

includes methods such as: prefacing disagreements with ‘uh,’ ‘well’ or even weak agreements (e.g., 

‘I agree, but…’); formulating the disagreement as partial or weak; or delaying the turn by simply 
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not speaking and producing a gap (Pomerantz, 1984, p. 65). In the extract above, there is clear 

evidence for mitigated disagreement through ‘weak disagreements’ (e.g., Ke’s ‘not necessarily’ at 

lines 33, 49 and 51), Yu’s equivocal laughter particles in line 30 (m(h)ei y(h)ou ‘n(h)o’) and 

‘weakened disagreement’ via the adverb zhi (‘just’) in line 30. Mitigation is maintained 
throughout the whole extract. Pomerantz suggests that:  

Across different situations, conversants orient to agreeing with one another as comfortable, 

supportive, reinforcing, perhaps as being sociable and as showing that they are like-minded . . . 

Likewise, across a variety of situations conversants orient to disagreeing with one another as 

uncomfortable, unpleasant, difficult, risking threat, insult, or offense. (Pomerantz, 1984, p. 77) 

Following on from this, we can understand the mitigated disagreement that occurs in this extract 
to reflect an orientation to agreement as preferred, and thus an orientation to prioritising 

friendliness or sociability over immediately expressing a potentially challenging position. 

However, Ya, Yu and Ke all persist in their disagreement (note Ya’s renewed expression of her 

position at line 48 and Ke’s unchanged response at line 51), suggesting that, in this interaction, 

there is indeed something at stake regarding how the category of ‘T’ should be operationalised.  

5.5.2 Resisting attribution of categories 
I have shown that the participants are engaged in a disagreement sequence, where the ‘arguable’ 

is Ya’s claim: ‘She [Yu] is very obviously a T.’ Note, this is not the first time this category has come 

up: Ya’s utterance at line 25 is in response to Ming’s utterance at line 18 (‘It’s so hard to 

distinguish Ts with…’). What is interesting about the use of ‘T’ at line 25 is that it is very obviously 

being used as a category; one that has direct implications for the participants in this interaction. 
Ya turns ‘T’ into a category with interactional relevance here, rather than simply being (or 

perhaps posing as) an abstract discussion about ‘Ts’ and ‘Ps’ as it appears in line 18.  

Drawing on ideas of membership categorisation, we can say that ‘T’ and ‘P’ are categories within 

an MCD ‘lesbian women’ [T/P/H]. As categories, the term ‘T’ is inference-rich, i.e., it invokes 

associated common understanding about the MCD ‘lesbian women.’ This interaction makes 

explicit what some of this common understanding is: ‘Ts’ are women with short hair (line 29); 
they ‘look for Ps’ (line 48), whereas Ps are ‘very soft ladies’ (e.g., lines 35 and 36). Although Yu 

denies incumbency to the category ‘T,’ and Ke denies the category-boundedness (e.g., 

Widdicombe, 2008) of short hair with ‘Ts’, all three participants orient to the knowledge of these 

categories. As much as Yu might not want to be seen as a ‘T,’ she does not cast out the category 

altogether, but simply attempts to deny her incumbency to that category. For Yu, and indeed Ke 

and Ya, T is very much a category in which lesbian women can, or perhaps must, be seen in.  

Previous MCA work which discusses the resistance or denial of categories (e.g., Stokoe, 2012b; 

Widdicombe, 2008) makes conclusions that are either evident from a purely CA analysis, or broad 

theoretical claims about social change that don’t appear to be grounded in a theory which has 

developed the terms to make such claims. An example of the former is Widdicombe (2008), who 

analysed informal interviews between researchers and youth who dressed in either punk or goth 

clothing. In the interviews, the youth resisted being categorised as either punk or goth with 
straightforward denials, or made claims that they didn’t like categorising themselves. 

Widdicombe concludes that a) those are some practices in which category membership is 

negotiated and b) speakers must evoke and achieve categories in interaction. Both of these are 

CA (rather than MCA) claims.  

An example of the latter can be found in Stokoe (2012b, p. 290), where she writes “Proffered 

category-bound activities and predicates may be resisted; resisting such ties transforms the 
commonsense meanings of categories, and therefore such categorization work becomes central 



 
 

92 
 

to social change.” This notion of direct linkage between categories and social change can be traced 

back to Sacks (1979, p. 12), who, in reference to the category ‘hotrodder’ used among teenagers, 

writes: 

The fact that kids have such categories, and focus on these categories, can be ways that more 
or less fundamental attacks are being launched against a culture which is stable by reference 

to everybody seeing the world for what it is, without regard to whether it’s pleasant or not, 

whether they come out on top, and not seeing that they can do anything about it. It’s in this 

respect, then, that the important problems of social change, I would take it anyway, would 

involve laying out such things as the sets of categories, how they’re used, what’s known about 

any member, and beginning to play with shifts in the rules of application of a category and 
with shifts in the properties of any category. 

Although Sacks points to the notion that categories, and their related category-bound activities 

and descriptions can change over time, he does not delve into how we might understand or 

theorise the link between category deployment in interaction or media, and its impact on social 

change.28 Indeed, McNamara (2019, p. 174) writes “it is important to emphasize that MCA is less 

interested in the categories themselves and their origin in and reflection of social discourses than 
in the practices of members as they deploy membership categories.” 

McNamara (2019, p. 168) suggests that MCA may be better understood within poststructuralist 

terms: 

For example, the fact that categories come in collections is because discourses are coherent 

and offer accounts of particular subject positions within the discourse . . . discourses construct 

categories and specify category-bound activities, and subjects are seen and see themselves in 
terms of those discourses; they are unrecognizable otherwise. 

Interactionally, there are several concerns that participants are oriented to in Fragment 5.3: 

progressivity, intersubjectivity and, to borrow Goffman’s term, ‘face’ (Goffman, 1967), i.e., the 

social value that is upheld by the interactional preference not to disagree (Pomerantz, 1984). 

Through the interactional concerns we can see the participants are oriented to, it is evident that 

Yu’s category, or subject position, is also at stake. Yu and Ke are demonstrably oriented to the 
preference for agreement, to not treat Ya’s statement at line 25 as an arguable, yet they persist in 

disagreeing, persist in risking the friendliness or sociality of the interaction, over the arguable 

statement ‘she is obviously a T.’ It seems that there is a ‘conflict of orders’ here, a possibility that 

has been suggested in previous CA work (Bolden, 2018). If the interaction order were to run 

without hiccups, as I suggest it does in Fragment 5.1, there would be no possibility for 

dispreferred responses. The concerns of progressivity, intersubjectivity and face would trump 
any other potential social or psychological concerns. In Fragment 5.3, therefore, the working of 

other social orders—competing discourses of lesbianism—are being reproduced and potentially 

altered in this talk. Consider that Ya’s categorisation of Yu as ‘obviously a T’ is informed by certain 

social norms that emerge from a Chinese discourse of lesbianism. This discourse, in concert with 

the interaction order, can allow this category of ‘T’ and the people who are categorised as such to 

 
28 Researchers such as Plunkett (2009) have based their analyses of social change on Sacks’ statement here 
and his other concepts developed alongside MCDs. However, Plunkett based his work on media 
(specifically, newspaper classifieds) and not interaction, and so his analysis (and other similar MCA 
analyses based on visual text) are situated in a different epistemology to CA. Analysis of newspaper 
classifieds does not need to be sensitive to participants’ demonstrable orientations or other key tenets of 
CA. Further, I would suggest that without integrating Sacks’ work on categories with some more 
comprehensive theory of society (like poststructuralism), claims about social change are not theoretically 
grounded. 
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be repeatedly iterated, thus further naturalising the category. This occurs when the discourse 

being oriented to (in this case, a Chinese discourse of lesbianism) is oriented to and deployed in 

a preferred manner; in accordance with preference organisation. However, Yu oriented to a 

different discourse of lesbianism, a reality where she does not need to be categorised as ‘T’ 
because of her short hair or interest in ‘Ps.’ And although the interaction order has a preference 

for certain subsequent actions, thus reducing the possibility of disagreement occurring, it, like all 

social orders, has the potential for instability. In this interaction, we can see the instability of 

discourse(s) of lesbianism operating through dispreferred sequences of repair (including 

sequences where repair is not effective, i.e., disagreements). Even a specific and homogenous 

discourse can be resisted by drawing on the mechanisms for disagreement and instability in the 
interaction order. 

5.6 Conclusion  

This chapter has analysed the operations of a discourse of sexuality, specifically categories 
produced by (Chinese) discourses of gay men and lesbian women. I have argued that through the 
interactional mechanisms of repair, epistemics, disagreement and membership categorisation, 
discursive categories are ascribed and resisted. The critical CA analysis has empirically shown 
that ‘T,’ ‘P,’ ‘H’ and ‘V’ are all categories that are incumbents of discourses, and also that attempts 
to explicitly ascribe these inference-rich categories to co-participants can be both resisted and 
accepted. The fact that Yu resists categorisation as ‘T’ and ‘V’ shows that supposedly stable 
discursive categories can be destabilised when they interact with similar categories from similar 
(but not identical) discourses. 
 
Unlike the previous chapter, where categories of race were carefully and ambiguously negotiated, 
but nevertheless reinscribed, the categories of sexuality cited in the fragments in this chapter 
were rejected outright. The discourses of gay men and lesbian women were not able to operate 
seamlessly, as some poststructuralist accounts of the operation of discourse might lead us to 
assume. On the contrary, these categories, and the discourses which produce them, are revealed 
to be inherently unstable when operating in interaction. This is empirically revealed with a 
technical-interactional CA analysis. The following chapter is the final data analysis chapter, where 
I will explore the operations of a Chinese discourse of gender in interaction. It will be shown that, 
like discourses of race and sexuality, categories of women are also inscribed and resisted via the 
interaction order.  
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Chapter 6: Gender, conversational storytelling and 
(dis)affiliation 

The previous two data analysis chapters have shown that discourses of race and sexuality can 
indeed be seen operating in interaction. In Chapter 4, I argued that a discourse of whiteness, when 
packaged within an ambiguous action project, temporarily missed, but eventually categorised, its 
target. This showed how interactional ambiguity can be a vehicle for undermining the 
determinacy of discourse. In Chapter 5, I showed how categories within (Chinese) discourses of 
gay men and lesbian women were able to be resisted through repair and disagreement sequences. 
The technical-interactional analysis demonstrated the heterogeneity and local production of 
discursive categories, as well as the failure of discourses of gay men and lesbians to be routinely 
inscribed. In this final data analysis chapter, I move to the domain of gender. I will show how, for 
the participants of the interactions in this chapter, categories of women are produced and 
performed. Unlike the previous two chapters, I will draw more heavily on Butler’s theory of 
performativity to examine the intersecting iterations of gendered categories. 
 
In Chapter 2, I showed how the sex/gender distinction and the notion of a natural, inherited 
gendered appearance and supposedly naturally sexed characteristics are, in large part, socially 
constructed. However, this is by no means a commonly accepted view, and gendered stereotypes, 
beliefs and ‘facts’ still play a large part in the lived experiences of all people. To be without gender 
can be akin to not being human, not being ‘real’ (Butler, 2004, p. 219). People are therefore left 
with little choice other than to behave in accordance with the gender they have been raised as 
and according to the social expectations of gender.  
 
In line with a poststructuralist view, which understands gendered categories as produced by 
discourse and open to resignification, this chapter analyses interactional fragments where the 
notion of being a woman, and social expectations placed on women, are put under question. The 
chapter begins with an overview of conversational storytelling. CA understands stories in 
interaction as co-achieved interactional projects with specific features, a view distinct from other 
disciplines of story or narrative analysis (Stokoe & Edwards, 2006). Using these concepts, I 
analyse two fragments where different participants tell stories about women while producing 
different stances towards the stories, and the women portrayed within them. Because 
conversational storytelling is co-achieved by all members of the interaction, the way the story is 
received reveals displays of support or rejection for the portrayal of these women. I draw on 
Foucault and Butler, particularly Butler’s theory of performativity, to argue that the participants’ 
performances of gender in these fragments potentially resignify a discourse of gender, which 
would otherwise posit many women, including them, as abnormal categories of woman. I then 
discuss a storytelling fragment in which an aspect of Chinese discourse of gender seems to be 
reinforced, where Chinese norms of feminine beauty are applied to a non-Chinese context. I show 
how, through the interactional structure of storytelling, the teller eventually receives affiliation, 
and in so doing propagates and reinforces a discourse which abnormalises white women. I 
discuss how the intersection of discourses in this interaction play a part in reinscribing a distinct 
subjectivity of ‘Chinese woman’ via the construction of the abnormal white woman.  

6.1 Storytelling in interaction 

Within CA literature, storytellings have been shown to be vital media for relaying news (Sacks, 

1995b, Part IV), interactively constructing social reality (Mandelbaum, 1993), performing social 

actions such as complaining (e.g., Edwards, 1995; Stokoe & Hepburn, 2005), as well as doing the 
important socio-relational work of dis/affiliating with the stances of others (Stivers, 2008). 
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Stories in interaction are not standalone narratives produced by a single speaker, but are 

collaboratively achieved by the teller(s) and recipient(s) (Mandelbaum, 2013; Sacks, 1974).  

As Sacks (1974, 1995b) discusses extensively, stories come in a typical structure which signal to 

participants that a telling is currently underway. Stories in interaction generally have three parts: 
the story preface; the body of the story; and the story closure. I will address each, and the kind of 

interactional opportunities each part provides, in turn.  

6.1.1 The story preface 
Sacks (1995b) emphasises that storytelling sequences take more than one utterance, or TCU, to 

produce. Given that the system of turn-taking is designed such that each speaker is allocated at 
least one (and potentially no more) TCUs (see section 2.3.3), then storytelling is an activity 

identifiable precisely by its divergence from regular turn allocation rules. This move from all 

interactants having equal rights to just one TCU at a time, to a single party unproblematically 

taking more than one TCU to complete their turn, is something that needs to be negotiated by 

participants. This negotiation typically begins with a story preface. 

There are three general methods (at least in English) through which storytellings are prefaced. 
The first is the more obviously collaborative method of a preface sequence (Sacks, 1974). This is 

typically an adjacency pair such as offer-accept/reject. For example (taken from (Sacks, 1974, p. 

338)): 

1 Ken: You wanna hear muh-eh my sister told me a story 

2  last night 

3 Roger: I don’t wanna hear it. But if you must,  
 

In the example above, Ken produces an offer FPP (lines 1-2) which makes an acceptance or 

rejection conditionally-relevant in the next turn (line 3). In this instance, and in other instances 

where minimally two-turn preface sequences are produced, storyteller recipients, or parties who 

align as recipients, have the opportunity to either block the incipient telling or allow it to proceed. 

In the above example, despite Roger’s initial ‘I don’t wanna hear it’ (line 3), he concedes and 
accepts Ken’s offer, thus allowing the storytelling to begin and aligning himself as a recipient.  

The second method for prefacing a telling is noticeably more subtle. Jefferson (1978) shows how 

stories emerge in conversation as both locally occasioned by prior talk, and implicating 

subsequent talk. By this, she means that stories are typically triggered by something in the just-

prior talk, and that at the end of a story there is further talk generated about the main point of the 

story. She points out that in conversational storytelling, the trigger may be within the talk (e.g., 
someone mentioning a story-relevant topic), or outside of it (e.g., seeing a sign or hearing a noise). 

When a story emerges from prior talk, rather than producing an FPP to a preface sequence, 

interactants can simply produce: a) a disjunct marker such as ‘oh’ to mark the following ta lk as 

‘suddenly remembered’ and not topically coherent, and b) an ‘embedded repetition’ which locates 

what in the prior talk triggered the incipient story (Jefferson, 1978, p. 221).  

Although the idea of ‘topical coherence’ seems straightforward, Jefferson draws on Sacks’ concept 
of ‘topic,’ which is rather specific, and thus requires some explication here. In an in-depth 

discussion of topic and topical coherence, Sacks (1995a, p. 757) suggests that “one of the most 

general ways attention to topic is done is via the use of co-class membership.” By this, he means 

that when participants are interacting in a way that is topically coherent, they analyse the prior 

talk to find some topical class of which that talk was a member. Sacks (1995a, p. 757) provides 

the following example:  
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A: I have a fourteen year old son 
B: Well that’s alright 
A: I also have a dog. 
B: Oh, I’m sorry. 
 

He writes that while ‘a fourteen year old son’ and ‘a dog’ might seem like strange co-members of 

any class, within the context of renting a house, they are conceivable members of the topic 

‘renting.’ Similarly, he offers the example of a man saying ‘I was at County Line yesterday,’ where 

County Line is a place people go to surf. This is very different from saying ‘I went surfing 

yesterday,’ because participants could analyse that under the topic of ‘activities done yesterday ,’ 

and thus produce topically coherent utterances such as ‘I baked a cake yesterday.’ However, by 
mentioning the place of surfing among people in the know, then the topic is ‘surfing ,’ and could 

result in topically coherent utterances such as ‘the surf was great yesterday.’ Through analysing 

turns-at-talk which are produced as topically coherent, analysts can find out what topic is being 

oriented to by participants, and also what kinds of things participants analyse as co-members of 

that topic. 

 
Returning to the story preface, the incipient story which follows (a) a disjunct marker and (b) an 

embedded repetition is considered not topically coherent because the storyteller, rather than 

completing a full analysis of the prior talk to figure out what topical class the talk belongs to (e.g., 

‘surfing’) and other co-members of that class they could topically produce (e.g., ‘the surf was 

great’), instead produces a memory which is touched-off by a specific word. The talk is, thus, not 

topically coherent because it does not display a full analysis of the prior talk, but is occasioned by 
some part of the prior talk (Sacks, 1995a, pp. 752-763). For example (taken from Jefferson, 1978, 

p. 221, Fragment 3): 

1 Lottie: .hh (hh)en so .hh when Duane lef’tuhday we took off ar 

2 →  s- .hh suits yihknow en, eh- Oh en she gave me the most  

3 →  beautiful swimsuit you’ve ever seen in yer life 

  ((several lines omitted)) 
4 Emma: Well you’ve given her a lot in uh yer day Lottie, 

5 Lottie: I know ut. En when we looked w-one et Walkter Clark’s 

6  you know wir were gonna buy one cuz [STORY] 

 

In line 2, Lottie produces the disjunct marker ‘eh- Oh’, and in line 3 she reproduces the word 

swimsuit (having occurred as ‘suit’ in line 2). As Jefferson writes, “The combined devices of 
disjunct and embedded repetition signal that the matter now being talked of, while not topically 

coherent with prior talk, had that talk as its source” (Jefferson, 1978, p. 222). While these two 

components can occur adjacently and together, they do not need to (see Jefferson, 1978, pp. 222-

223).  

The third method can be used when stories are produced as topically coherent. The typical form 

for this is a disjunct marker (in the form of a perturbation such as ‘ah’ or ‘uh ,’ but not a sudden 
remembering) suggesting a move from regular turn-by-turn talk to a storytelling, and then what 

Jefferson calls a ‘conventional story-prefixed phrase’ (Jefferson, 1978, p. 224), such as ‘that’s true, 

now,’ ‘as a matter of fact,’ or ‘it’s like’ (Jefferson, 1978, pp. 224-225).29 However, as Mandelbaum 

 
29 There is some ambiguity about what Jefferson really means by ‘story-prefixed phrase.’ For example, 
Stivers (2008, p. 40) writes they are phrases which produce a stance in relation to prior talk, e.g., ‘That’s 
true’, ‘I know what you mean’, ‘He can be a bastard too’. In contrast, De Fina and Georgakopoulou (2012, p. 
88) write they are phrases such as ‘as a matter of fact’, or ‘oh that reminds me of’ (note that all of these are 
part of the examples that Jefferson writes in her paper). Despite the ambiguity, it seems the main takeaway 
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(2013, pp. 495-496) and my own data show, topically coherent stories do not require any 

prefacing, but can simply just begin. Stories which begin in this way can offer some new 

information (e.g., ‘Hal’s roommate Ron Bender…’; ‘my sister and her boyfriend…’; ‘I heard Senator 

Kennedy…’; etc.) that is not directly relevant to the preceding talk. Participants are thus faced 
with the question ‘why that now?’, and are presented with the possibility that more talk will come 

to make the new information relevant. Thus participants switch from looking for TRPs as places 

of speaker-switch, to the ‘main point’ or ‘punchline’ which will allow the story-opening to make 

sense (see Mandelbaum, 2013).  

Where in the first method, recipients can block a telling by responding in the negative to the 

preface sequence FPP, in the second and third methods discussed by Jefferson, recipients are not 
given the explicit opportunity to block. However, these story prefaces are still collaborative, as 

the recipients can align or disalign as recipients. Alignment can be achieved simply through 

producing continuers (e.g., ‘oh’, ‘ah’, ‘mm hmm’, nods, etc.) at TRPs (see C. Goodwin, 1986; 

Schegloff, 1982; Stivers, 2008) or by remaining silent and allowing the teller to continue. 

Disalignment can be achieved by attempting to take a turn at a TRP in the story preface or story-

opening, in so doing thwarting the efforts of the storyteller to make a story relevant (Jefferson, 
1978; Stivers, 2008).  

6.1.2 The story: Stance, alignment and affiliation 
Once the story preface has been produced and participants are aligned as either storyteller or 
story recipient, the story proper can begin. I have already discussed how a requirement of a story 
is that it can (and generally does) take more than one TCU to complete. But as Sacks suggests, 
“your friends are not going to help out, by and large, when you tell them some story, unless you 
tell them a story in the way anybody should tell it to anybody. Then they’ll be appropriately 
amused or sorrowed” (Sacks, 1995b, p. 248). In other words, the tellability of a story needs to be 
developed; a ‘punchline’ needs to make sense to storytelling recipients. Mandelbaum (2013, p. 
499) notes that:  
 

Storytelling recipients must monitor for the possible climax of the story so that they can 
produce a proper response. They draw on the story’s sequential context (that is, the character  
of preceding talk), its beginning or preface, and background material provided by the teller, as 
resources for ascertaining what even would constitute the climax of the story.  

 
Tellers may can include various features in their stories to allow recipients to track where and 
when the climax will be, as well as what kind of responses they should give during the telling and 
after the climax. Tellers may introduce a location, relevant characters or a time, allowing 
recipients to use this information to project where and what the climax will be. 30 Tellers can offer 
characterisations of the relevant characters (e.g., ‘he’s a funny guy ,’ ‘she’s terribly lonely,’ etc.) to 
allow recipients to respond appropriately (e.g., with laughter or with gasps of dismay) 
(Mandelbaum, 2013, p. 498). Sacks (1995b, p. 232) also points out that a course-of-action telling 
(i.e., the teller produces a sequence of actions): 
 

Involves employing a technique which makes it obligatory on the hearer, if they’re going to 
understand the story, that at each point that a new feature in the course of action is introduced, 
they organize that new feature by reference to what they’ve already been told  . . . because the 
later parts in the course of action are not done in such a way as to bring one up to date with 
the earlier parts. 

 
is that stories can be introduced as topically coherent, and that in these cases minimal prefatory work is 
required. 
30 See (Sacks, 1995a, pp. 759-760) for a discussion on the importance of place and memory in the context 
of topical coherence. 
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Thus, in the course of a storytelling, there may be courses of action that are specifically produced 
in a sequence so the hearer must keep in mind what was said prior to that to make full sense of 
the climax or upshot.  
 
Although these features can allow recipients to project appropriate responses, “recipients do not 
feel at the mercy of the teller for what the world is about” (Sacks, 1995b, p. 234). Rather, the teller 
must work to show their competence to tell a story about something and to pull it off as something 
tellable. Sacks suggests that tellers employ ‘usualness measures,’ in other words, ways of 
describing things which suggest you know something about the usual functioning of something. 
For example, by saying ‘we were stuck in a traffic jam for quite a while,’ you display knowledge 
of how long a usual traffic jam might last; by saying a car was ‘smashed into such a small space,’ 
you display knowledge of how small a space a car might usually be packed into, and thus the 
listener has evidence regarding your competence to describe the reality portrayed in the story. If 
these usualness measures are not employed, or if for some reason the recipient doubts the teller’s 
competency to tell such a story, they can say ‘you’re lying,’ or ‘that’s not possible,’ etc. In 
constructing a story, the teller must provide evidence for their competency to tell it.  
 
In addition to Sacks’ concepts discussed thus far, there are three key concepts that have been 

developed to analyse stories as a whole, and the ‘story proper’ in particular: stance, alignment 

and affiliation. Stivers (2008, pp. 31-32) suggests that “When someone tells a story, the teller 

provides the recipient with . . . the means to understand what it was like to experience the event 

being reported through the eyes of the teller.” In telling a story, tellers generally produce some 
stance towards what they are saying, be that funny, sad, strange, etc. Stivers argues that in 

producing responses to tellings, both during the telling and after the climax, the preferred 

response is to agree with the stance produced by the teller.   

Above, I mentioned how words or sounds like ‘mm’ or ‘uh-huh’ are considered ‘continuers’: 

tokens which storytelling recipients produce to pass up their turn to speak and allow the teller to 

continue. Stivers calls the production of these tokens ‘alignment,’ and makes the further claim 
that these tokens “make no claim of access to either the events being reported or the teller’s 

stance towards those events, nor do they convey a stance toward these events in and of 

themselves” (Stivers, 2008, pp. 34-35). In other words, when participants produce such tokens, 

they are aligning with the interactional project underway (e.g., a storytelling sequence) rather 

than offering any assessment of the events of the project.  Stivers writes that ‘affiliation,’ on the 

other hand, is when “the hearer displays support of and endorses the teller’s conveyed stance” 
(Stivers, 2008, p. 35). Tokens of affiliation are typically assessments such as ‘so:: goo::d,’ ‘that’s 

awful,’ ‘oh:::’ or head nods. They can occur mid-story when (as Stivers argues) recipients have 

access to the teller’s stance towards the story, or after the story climax. In fact, as I will show in 

the next sub-section, affiliation is conditionally relevant after the story climax. 

6.1.3 Story response 
Once a story climax has been produced, some sort of recipient response can be expected 
(Jefferson, 1978; Mandelbaum, 2013; Sacks, 1974). Jefferson (1978, p. 233) writes:  

While re-engagement of turn-by-turn talk may be the primary issue upon a story’s completion, 

there are other matters to which a storyteller may be oriented. Specifically, there may be 

orientation to what a recipient makes of the story and thus what the story amounted to. 

Jefferson shows how there is a strong preference to responses which are fitted directly to the 

story—either assessments about the story or talk which is implicated by the story, both of which 
can be affiliative. If tangential or non-affiliative talk follows the climax of the story, then tellers 

can recycle story components in an attempt to elicit a more fitting response. This can even happen 
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when recipients affiliate, but affiliate to the wrong ‘point.’ Thus, the end of a story and return to 

turn-by-turn talk is negotiated by the teller and recipient(s), and the preferred exit is one where 

recipients affiliate with the stance produced by the teller.  

What is the significance of storytelling, as well as the notions of stance and affiliation? Stivers 
(2008, p. 53) suggests that “Storytelling might be conceptualized as a kind of microcosm for the 

interactional management of one dimension of the sociorelational realm: affiliation” (italics in 

original). While storytelling can serve many functions—to inform, complain, joke, etc.—it is a 

place where one social member can display their reality to other members, and have them 

reinforce or critique that reality. I will now turn to my data to show how, through stories and the 

talk they both implicate and are implicated by, realities of being a woman and femininity are 
constructed and potentially resisted. 

6.2  “Chinese society is too harsh to women”: Co-constructing one reality of 
being a woman in China 

The organisation of storytelling, stance-taking, alignment and affiliation discussed in the previous 

section is key to the analysis of stories in this section. I will present two storytelling fragments 

where stances are produced about the status of women in China, and the teller invites recipients 

to affiliate to this stance. I argue that in the process of (dis)affiliating with the stance of the story 
and accepting/rejecting invitations to be a story consociate, the teller and recipients engage in 

careful negotiation and reshaping of the stance produced by the story. In the following section, I 

extend on this analysis by drawing on Butler’s discussions of normativity and performativity to 

argue that this fragment may be an empirical example of parodic performativity—a practice 

which reveals the instability of discourse. 

Below, I examine an excerpt in which two women, Yu and Jing, and the researcher, Hay, are talking 
about how parents in China ignore the sexual desire or preferences of their children, and assume 

that if a boy and a girl have similar jobs and similar on-paper compatibility, they will eventually 

come to like each other, even despite sexual incompatibility. The excerpt begins a few lines before 

the main story begins, at a point where Hay asks if parents won’t consider personality either. As 

can be seen below, Jing responds with what parents would typically say. The story immediately 

follows, with Yu is retelling a news story about a Chinese woman who secretly recorded herself 
going to the famous ‘blind date corner’ or ‘Shanghai Marriage Market’ to find a match for herself. 

At this marriage market, typically Chinese parents will come with photos and descriptions of their 

children, to be assessed for compatibility by other Chinese parents. The woman Yu is telling the 

story about is thus met with disdain, not only for representing herself, but for other reasons such 

as her age. In telling this story, Yu produces a stance towards this aspect of Chinese culture that 

is then taken up by Jing. 

Fragment 6.1: Chinese society is too harsh to women, part 1 

性格 嘛 可以 慢慢 磨合 嘛

‘.hh your personality? It can slowly mould together’ 

对 对 对

‘right right right’ 
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不 喜欢 可以 慢慢 喜欢 嘛

‘don’t like +each other+? Can slowly like each other!’ 

→

那 个 什么 人民 公园 什么 相亲 角

‘That, what +is it+, People’s Park, what +is it+, blind date corner (0.4)’ 

最近 不 是 有 一 个 三十 四 岁 的 大龄 单身

‘lately wasn’t there a 34-year-old old single’ 

ü ü
就 是 女 女 硕士 吧 她 在

‘(0.2) she is a female Master’s +I think/isn’t she+, she in’ 

英国 读完 硕士 回 国 她 就 去

‘(.) >England finished her Master’s and returned to China< .hh she just went (0.2)’ 

偷偷 地 拿 一 个 摄 摄像机 夹 在 包包 里 她 就

‘secretly carrying a video camera in her bag, .hh she’  

给 自己 去 相亲 就 受 到 了 百般 的 那 种

‘(.) went to give herself ↑a blind date >and then received a lot of, that hh’  

羞辱

‘humiliation’ 
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就 说 什么 哎 呀 你 怎么 三十 四 岁 了 还 没

‘+they+ said “ai ya how are you 34 and still n(h)ot’ 

结 还 没 对象 啊 什么 什么

‘m(h)ar- (.) still don’t have a partner” blah blah=’ 

 

This story begins at line 13 with the kind of story-opening described by Mandelbaum (2013, pp. 
495-496), that is, simply beginning the telling because it is a) topically coherent and b) contains 

new information which projects more TCUs to come. Note how this story opens as if it is topically 

coherent. In the immediately prior talk (lines 1-12), Jing is talking about Chinese parents’ 

attitudes towards dating (personality will slowly mould together; if you don’t like each other you 

will slowly like each other). Laughter peppers her talk as well as the responses by Yu and Hay: all 

three participants are producing a stance claiming such attitudes are funny or ridiculous. The 
claim Yu makes to topical coherence in her story-opening is, in this context, a further claim to 

‘stance coherence.’ In lines 13-23, Yu tells a story about a 34-year-old ‘old woman’ who went to 

find a blind date for herself at the ‘blind date corner’ in People’s Park in Shanghai. For that, she 

received ‘a lot of humiliation’ from the people there, who considered her already too old to get 

married. Throughout this telling, similarly to the talk that came before it, Yu peppers embedded 

laughter and smiley voice in her turns. In lines 1-12, Jing seems oriented to the topic member 
‘funny/ridiculous things parents say about relationships’ and thus a stance of ‘funny’ is embedded 

within her topic. In lines 13-23, Yu seems oriented to the topic member ‘funny/ridiculous things 

parents say about appropriate age of marriage,’ and thus the stance of ‘funny’ is similarly 

embedded. These two topic members could conceivably be co-members of the topic class 

‘funny/ridiculous parental attitudes towards romantic relations.’  

 

However, where Jing’s talk resulted in a terminating ‘laughing with’ at lines 6-12, showing 
appreciation (Glenn, 1995) and stance affiliation, Yu’s story fails to elicit laughter from either 

recipient despite her invitations for laughter (Jefferson, 1979). Furthermore, there is evidence 

that Yu is inviting Jing to be a story consociate, but fails to receive her uptake. In storytelling 

sequences, while there are generally only two participatory roles—the teller and recipient—

Lerner (1992) suggests that in multiperson interaction (i.e., more than two) there is a third role 

in story participation: the story consociate. He writes, contrary to two-person talk where the only 
roles available are those of teller or recipient: 

 

When three or more participants are present an additional possibility becomes relevant. There 

may be two (or more) participants who can jointly initiate and then participate in delivering a 

story for other participants by employing shared knowledge of events that form the source of 

the story. (Lerner, 1992, p. 248) 
 

A story consociate does not necessarily need to help tell the story, but they are always in a 

position of incipient co-tellership. In other words, because they have shared knowledge of the 

events of the story, they may act as monitors of the story throughout the telling and its reception. 

They can correct parts of the story the teller may have told incorrectly, offer assistance if the teller 

forgets a word, or take over the story entirely and become a co-teller. Consociates are also story 
recipients, about which Lerner writes: 
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Story consociates participate in the ongoing reception of a story as do story recipients. 

However, consociate recipiency takes distinct forms. These include consociate continuers such 

as confirmatory nods. Unlike recipient continuers which are ordinarily addressed to current 

speaker, these are specifically addressed to recipients to assert confirmation of some element 
of the story. Story consociates are in effect putting their “stamp of approval” on a portion of 

the story. (Lerner, 1992, p. 259) 

 

Lerner discusses several techniques that a present teller can implement to invite a co-participant 

to become the co-teller, and thus a story consociate. The technique which is relevant here is the 

teller constructing themselves as not fully knowledgeable of the events of the story (Lerner, 1992, 
p. 251). In line 13, Yu produces two displays of uncertainty about the facts of the story, uttering 

shenme (‘what’) twice, followed by a 0.4 second pause at a possible TRP; in line 14 she produces 

a negative interrogative (bu shi you yi ge ‘wasn’t there a…’), also followed by a 0.2 second pause 

at a possible TRP; and in line 15 she produces a ba (sentence final particle indicating uncertainty, 

akin to English ‘I think’ or a tag question), again, followed by a short pause at a possible TRP.  I do 

not have access to eye gaze or gestures in this data set, but in lines 16 and 21, Hay produces 
continuers, aligning himself as story-recipient. This suggests that Yu is inviting Jing to be co-teller, 

but (at least verbally) Jing does not align as co-teller, nor as story recipient. Jing’s actions here, or 

lack thereof, may be understood as disaligning not only with the position of story-recipient, but 

also with the position of story consociate.  

 

In lines 17-20, Yu stops producing displays of uncertainty or invitations for co-tellership and 
becomes the sole storyteller. It should be noted that Yu still produces short pauses here, but 

rather than occurring at possible TRPs—a key place for change of speakership—they occur mid-

TCU, a place where change of speakership generally does not occur (Sacks et al., 1974). Possible 

story completion seems to occur at line 20 because what follows is a gap (line 21) and then Hay’s 

‘oh’ at line 22. I noted above that if the story response is not suited to the story then the teller can 

produce more story elements in an attempt to solicit an ‘appropriate’ response. That seems to be 
what Yu does at lines 23-24. She provides examples of the kind of humiliation the woman received, 

which is more of an elaboration of the punchline ‘she received a lot of humiliation’ (lines 19-20) 

than a punchline in and of itself. Note the embedded laughter particles she also produces in lines 

23-24, suggesting she may still be pursuing the topic/stance coherence within the topic class 

‘funny/ridiculous parental attitudes towards romantic relations.’ However, recalling Jefferson 

(1984b, see also Chapter 4), trouble talk is a typical place where the speaker laughs and recipients 
do not. The lack of recipient laughter here suggests neither Jing nor Hay are affiliating with Yu’s 

talk as funny, nor are they treating it as trouble talk. Either way, they are not aligning with Yu’s 

initial production of the story as topically coherent. They are not affiliating with it as funny, and 

instead transform the story into a serious one.  

 

Throughout all of Yu’s story, Jing does not produce any tokens of recipiency, maintaining her lack 
of uptake of the story consociate or story recipient. At the very least, compared to Hay, who at 

this point in the interaction has been established as non-Chinese, Jing, established as Chinese, 

would be a more appropriate candidate for story consociate. While it is a possibility that Jing in 

fact does not know the events of this story and thus cannot align as story consociate, her 

disalignment as story recipient is already an implicit claim to disaffiliation. That is, in general, 

absence of continuers or assessments by one co-participant in multiperson interaction is highly 
ambiguous, as it is possible that silence is agreement with another co-participant’s continuer or 

assessment (Sacks, 1974, p. 343). However, Pomerantz shows how “absences of forthcoming 

agreements or disagreements by recipients with gaps, requests for clarification, and the like, are 

interpretable as instances of unstated, or as-yet-unstated, disagreements” (1984, p. 65). In this 
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case, Jing has specifically been invited by Yu to act as story consociate and Jing, in potentially 

rejecting this invitation, can utilise silence as one technique to withhold direct rejection. In this 

context, then, silence is implicit disaffiliation. Jing’s disaffiliation becomes explicit in the 

immediately subsequent talk. 

Fragment 6.2: Chinese society is too harsh to women, part 2 

ü ü
真的 我 觉得 中国 社会 对 女 特别 是 对 女生

‘=really I think Chinese society is, especially towards women’ 

太 苛刻 了

‘(0.2) too harsh‘ 

就 是 就 比如 说 三十 岁 已经 算 就

‘Like, for example (0.3) mm, 30 years old (0.4) (already counts) that is,’ 

ü
是 三十 四 其实 我 觉得 三十 四 的 单身 女生

‘(0.2) 34=actually I think (.) 34 year old single women’ 

我 觉得 在 澳大利亚 也 是 很 正常 啊 对 不 对

‘I think in Australia is (also) very common, right?’  

就 没 结婚 就 没 结婚 呗

‘Like +if you’re+ not married then +you’re+ just not married’ 

就 很 正常 但是 如果 你 比如 说 三十 多

‘It’s normal but if you (.) for example (.) +are+’ 

岁 了

‘over 30‘ 

你 在 中国 还 没有 结婚 别人 就 觉得
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‘(0.3) you are in China (.) +and+ still not married (.) other people will think‘ 

你 不 正常 就 觉得 你 有 问题

‘you are not normal (0.2), +they will+ think you have a problem’  

对 啊

‘That’s right’ 

就 就 大家 都 觉得 好像 就 好像 就 是 那

‘Like like everyone +will+ think as if (0.4) it’s as if +you+ are that’ 

种 的 那 种 概 概念 就 是

‘kind of leftovers, that kind of id- idea, that is (0.6)’ 

就 没 人 要

‘Ntch (.) just no one wants’ 

ü
剩 剩女

‘Sheng-, shengnu ((“leftover women”))’ 

ü
剩女

‘Shengnu’ 

ü
剩女

 ‘Shengnu’ 

对

‘That’s right’ 

ü



 
 

105 
 

所以 我 觉得 这 个 对 女生 太 苛刻 了

‘So I think this is too harsh to women (ghhhh)’ 

是 啊

‘It is’ 

In line 25, Jing produces what Jefferson (1978) calls a ‘conventional story-prefixed phrase’ in 

‘zhende’ (‘really’). As Stivers (2008, p. 40) suggests, such phrases provide recipients with access 

to the teller’s stance. In light of Jing’s implicit claim to disaffiliation in the sequence just prior, her 
use of ‘really’ seems to be disaffiliative to Yu’s prior stance; it makes the claim ‘I am about to tell 

you the reality.’ In line 26, Yu produces two ‘mm’s. In contrast to Jing’s recipient non-participation 

in the previous story, in this story, Yu is quick to align as a recipient. However, Yu is not aligning 

just as a teller recipient: the placement of these continuers is evidence of a bid for story consociate 

participation. These continuers are not at the boundaries of TCUs, the typical place where 

continuers occur (C. Goodwin, 1986, p. 208), but in the middle of Jing’s TCUs. Their placement is 
not appropriate as either continuers or assessments, and thus may be interpreted as 

confirmatory continuers (Lerner, 1992, p. 259); bids for teller consociate alignment. Further, in 

the story being told by Yu, the interactional features suggest that her stance was one of 

amusement. However, the possibility of empathy for the story’s main protagonist (the woman 

who was teased at the blind date corner) remained, and this is picked up by Jing in Fragment 6.2. 

Yu’s near-immediate bid for story consociate displays awareness of the possibility for a different 
stance in her own story in Fragment 6.1. As noted earlier, a specific feature of consociate 

participatory status is that consociates can come in to repair aspects of the storytelling which 

they deem inaccurate or inappropriate as they act as “monitors of story correctness” (Lerner, 

1992, p. 260). Yu performs such a ‘consociate repair’ later in the telling.  

Jing’s turn in lines 25 and 27 is treated as a story preface, notably via the ‘superlative assessment’ 

tai keke le (‘too harsh’). Jefferson (1978, p. 243) suggests that these assessments belong to a class 
of objects which solicit specific responses from coparticipants, such as ‘no kidding ,’ or ‘really.’ At 

line 28, Hay utters ‘mm,’ a standard continuer. This is not a typical response to a superlative 

assessment, and Jing orients to its inappropriateness by restarting her story preface in line 28 

with the conventionalised story-preface phrase jiu shi biru shuo (‘that is, for example’), beginning 

the telling of a hypothetical story. In line 25, Jing makes nationality and gender explicitly relevant 

by mentioning zhongguo shehui (‘Chinese society’) and nüsheng (‘women’). In line 31 she makes 
nationality further relevant by comparing China to Australia, a relevant co-member of the 

Membership Categorisation Device (MCD) ‘nations/nationalities’ in this interaction. In line 34 she 

formulates a description of Australian social attitudes towards marriage: jiu mei jiehun jiu mei 

jiehun bei (‘like if you’re not married, you’re just not married’).  

This description is akin to what Drew (1992, p. 495) calls ““maximal” property of descriptions.” 

Pomerantz and Heritage (2013, p. 212) explain that “The principle rests on the notion that there 
are collections of possible descriptions that are ordered.” For example, when inviting someone 

over you may say ‘come for dinner,’ ‘come for drinks,’ or ‘come for a chat.’ While all of these 

descriptions involve coming over to the person’s house, ‘a chat’ does not include drinks and 
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dinner; ‘drinks’ may include a chat, but not dinner, and ‘dinner’ includes dinner as well as the 

potential for drinks and a chat. Thus, there is a hierarchy in the way things can be described, 

where the maximal properties of one description do not match another. In Jing’s formulation of 

not being married, it seems the collection is not actions related to marriage (e.g., not seeing each 
other; not dating; not being engaged), but marriage as viewed in different countries. In this 

context, she is formulating not being married in Australia by the age of 34 as being nothing more 

than that. As she says in line 31, it is hen zhengchang (‘very normal’). As Drew (1992) shows, such 

formulations are effective when set up with a contrasting description, and sure enough, in lines 

36-39 Jing claims that in China, being over 30 and unmarried is viewed as unusual and 

problematic.  

At line 40, Yu’s overlapping dui a (‘that’s right’) again portrays her as a story consociate. The 

‘confirming continuer’ of a story consociate is in stark contrast with the continuer of story 

recipients here, as Hay responds with ‘mm’ at line 42. Where ‘mm’ makes no claims to knowledge 

about the story, ‘that’s right’ is a clear claim to knowledge. Jing’s turn in lines 36-39 is a point of 

possible story completion, but Hay’s continuer treats it as just one segment of the story. Perhaps 

in response to this, Jing reiterates her point in lines 43 and 44, introducing the concept of 
‘leftovers’ in English. In a TCU increment in line 47, Jing tries to explain what she means by 

‘leftovers.’ Jing’s use of the English ‘leftovers’ may be explained by the principle of ‘recipient 

design’  (Sacks et al., 1974, p. 727). Recipient design is a conversational principle which posits 

that participants design their talk such that it displays orientation to their co-participants. 

According to this principle, Jing’s word selection and subsequent explanation displays orientation 

to Hay’s potential lack of knowledge of the relevant Chinese term. However, before Jing completes 
her explanation, Yu interrupts her with a repair initiation and candidate: the Chinese word 

shengnü (‘leftover woman’).  

I noted earlier that story consociates can repair aspects of the teller’s story, and here it seems that 

Yu is exercising this right. Recalling my discussion in Chapter 5 about other-repair, if Yu were 

indeed aligned as story recipient, then her unmitigated other-repair would be strongly 

dispreferred. In this context, however, Yu’s story consociate status makes her and Jing co-
members of an association (Lerner, 1993), and thus Yu’s repair on Jing’s talk is interpretable as 

‘self-repair’ and, consequently, not dispreferred. In line 49, Hay repeats the repair solution 

shengnü (‘leftover woman’), and Yu also repeats shengnü (‘leftover woman’) in line 50. This level 

of repetition is an example of what Jefferson (1987) calls ‘exposed correction,’ that is, a repair 

sequence which departs from the just-prior action to make repair the focus of interactional 

business. She writes that “the business of correcting can be a matter of, not merely putting things 
to rights . . . but of specifically addressing lapses in competence and/or conduct” (Jefferson, 1987, 

p. 88). But what might this lapse in conduct be? Bolden (2014) explores the notion of 

‘intercultural’ and ‘teaching’ moments, particularly through the locus of repair. In her data, first 

generation Russian migrants under-assume co-participant competency when interacting with 

their children, particularly about distinctly Russian common knowledge. These migrants may 

initiate repair on their own talk to confirm their children understand. However, in so doing, they 
ascribe identities of cultural novices to their children. Here, it seems that Jing pre-emptively 

under-assumes Hay’s cultural competency within a Chinese discourse of gender by producing the 

English word ‘leftovers.’ However, Yu’s correction at line 48 seems to be addressing this ‘lapse in 

conduct’ on behalf of the storytelling party. Arguably, Yu is reprimanding Jing for under-assuming 

Hay’s competency (both linguistic and cultural). It could be argued that Yu is trying to teach Hay 

a new word, thus socialising him into the discourse. However, as discussed in Chapter 5, this 
‘socialisation tool’ generally occurs in the form of other-repair on the producer’s talk (i.e., if Hay 

produced ‘leftovers’ and Yu corrected Hay). It may be worth alerting the reader that I did  indeed 

know the word shengnü prior to this interaction, and thus Yu’s exposed repair here may display 
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knowledge of Hay’s linguistic competency. As Egbert (1997) suggests, repeated repair solutions 

are evidence for alignment with the initial producer of the repair solution, thus Hay can be seen 

aligning with Yu’s action here at line 49. Yu’s repeated shengnü at line 50 may be seen as a 

continuation of the secondary action of this exposed repair: admonishing a lapse in conduct on 
behalf of the storytelling party. At line 51, Jing accepts the repair solution—and in doing so 

reclaims her identity of primary storyteller. 

In line 53, Jing produces a ‘return home,’ a prototypical display of story completion (Jefferson, 

1978, p. 231), by essentially repeating the point she made in lines 25-27 (zhe ge dui nüsheng tai 

keke le ‘this is too harsh to women’). Again, Yu, as storytelling consociate, offers an 

assessment/confirmation at line 54, but Hay does not offer an assessment or further talk related 
to the telling, and as such can be seen as disaffiliating with the stance produced by Jing and Yu. 

Their stance seems to be a critique of general Chinese society’s treatment of unmarried women 

over 30. Hay’s withholding of a telling-closing assessment, and also Jing’s initial ascription of 

novice to a Chinese discourse of gender to Hay in lines 43-47, are indicative of an orientation to 

the local institutional identities of researcher/research participant, and also possibly native/non-

native speaker of Chinese. As discussed in Chapter 3, the contextual relevance of researcher and 
linguistic identities must be shown in the talk itself. Research on interactions between 

researchers and research participants has shown that interviewers will often hold back on 

making judgements or assessments on the participant’s talk , even when assessment may be due 

(Heritage, 1984b, pp. 280-290; Mazeland & Ten Have, 1996), which Hay does repeatedly at lines 

28, 42 and 56. This orientation to the interactional structure of a research interview has 

implications for the poststructuralist analysis, which I will discuss in section 6.5. 

Although a lot more could potentially be said about these two adjacent stories, I focus on what 

seem to be the points of tension between the three interactants. In particular, if we apply a 

feminist poststructuralist lens to the areas where the participants (dis)align and (dis)affiliate, 

then we may be able to analyse how this interaction contributes to the inscription and resistance 

of racialised gender discourses. 

6.3 (Dis)affiliation to Chinese gender norms 

In thinking about how Butler’s theories can be applied to this extract, it ought to be kept in mind 

what is at stake if the discourses of age and gender continue under their current regime of 

normalisation, which are brought clearly to light in this interaction. Women in China, and perhaps 

women from Chinese families all over the world, are faced with the social expectation that they 
must be married by the age of 30. If women fail to meet this expectation, if they transgress this 

norm, then they are at risk of various forms of symbolic violence. The woman in the story which 

Yu recites received baiban de xiuru (‘humiliation of all kinds’); such women risk being coined 

shengnü (‘leftover women’); in essence they risk becoming bu zhengchang (‘abnormal’) and, in 

Butler’s words, ‘unreal.’ In talking about her theory and politics, Butler writes: 

The conception of politics at work here is centrally concerned with the question of survival, of 
how to create a world in which those who understand their gender and their desire to be 

nonnormative can live and thrive not only without the threat of violence from the outside but 

without the pervasive sense of their own unreality, which can lead to suicide or a suicidal life . 

(Butler, 2004, p. 219) 

This politics can also be applied here: the discourse which is evidently at work in the above 

extract reiterates a norm which idealises women being married by 30. Women who do not meet 
this norm may be faced at least with a sense of inadequacy, if not worse. Butler suggests that 

norms propagated by discourses can be potentially altered through expressions and 
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performativity of these norms outside of their normative context, denaturalising them. The CA 

analysis I offered above is evidence of this very process.  

I showed that in the interaction between Jing, Yu and Hay, there is a lot of disaffiliation, which is 

a dispreferred action (Stivers, 2008). Stivers writes that achieving affiliation at a story’s end is “a 
result that is not only preferred but appears to be critical to a human communication system that 

is built on cooperation” (2008, p. 53). The term ‘cooperation’ here is somewhat complex. In light 

of Foucault and Butler’s work on discourse, normativity and performativity, when subjects 

‘cooperate’ with each other via the interactional tool of affiliation, it can also be argued that they 

are reiterating discursive norms. Conversely, when subjects are ‘uncooperative’ via the tool of 

disaffiliation, they are performing an act which is still only culturally intelligible within whatever 
discourse is being cited, but is potentially re-signifying the terms of that discourse. In other words, 

the carefully negotiated disaffiliation in the above fragments is evidence of the instability of a 

discourse of gender; the attempt to ‘re’-normalise how parents treat unmarried women misfires 

in this talk.   

In Fragment 6.1, I showed how Yu was setting up her story to be a funny one. In continuing the 

topic ‘funny/ridiculous parental attitudes towards romantic relations,’ Yu is not just treating 
parental attitudes as funny, but she is arguably parodying this discourse of gender. This is 

especially evident in lines 23-24, where she is directly quoting the parents who were the 

perpetrators of the humiliation the woman received. Yu produces laughter particles while saying 

hai m(h)ei j(h)ie (‘still n(h)ot m(a)rried-‘) before self-repairing and rewording to mei you duixiang 

(‘don’t have a partner’). The laughter particles and then switch to more gender-neutral or 

inclusive language seems to be precisely the subversive gender behaviour Butler suggests 
happens through drag. In this moment, Yu is a ‘drag parent,’ performing as a parent within an 

‘appropriate age’ matrix despite herself clearly not being a parent.  

If this is a parody however, it seems to fall short on the co-participants of this interaction. Within 

a conversation analytic framework, actions are accomplished collaboratively, and what action 

ends up consequential to the interaction can be determined in subsequent talk. This is what is 

known in CA as the ‘next-turn proof procedure’ (Heritage, 1984b, pp. 254-260; Hutchby & 
Wooffitt, 1998, p. 15; Sacks et al., 1974, pp. 728-729). This procedure posits that co-participants 

to an interaction display their understanding of the prior turn via their response turn. If this 

displayed understanding is incorrect, then the initial speaker has various options—in the case of 

storytelling, a storyteller can recycle aspects of the telling in order to achieve a more fitting 

response.  

As I argued in section 6.2, Jing and Hay ‘transform’ Yu’s telling from a parodic one to a serious one. 
Rather than co-achieve Yu’s potential parodic performance of parents by responding with 

laughter, Jing launches a serious commentary about the plight of women in China. Butler’s theory 

of gender performativity and parody seems to be a cautious analysis of how social transformation 

of deeply embedded and naturalised norms may transform over time. However, some norms may 

reach a stage where they no longer need to be parodied in order to be transformed, rather, 

parodying them may become a ‘weak’ stance on a norm already in the process of being 
transformed.31 Jing’s disaffiliation from Yu’s parodic stance certainly portrays such a stance as 

being ‘out of turn’ or inapposite. This mirrors the argument made by Bolden (2018), who suggests 

that other-repair made by co-participants without epistemic authority (discussed in chapter 5) 

can also perform a social sanction, exposing a repair initiator’s failure as a member of a culture.  

 
31 Indeed, as Magnus (2006) points out, Butler’s theory of agency has been perceived as discouraging to 
activist movements which aim to more radically transform social systems. 
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Where Yu quite literally performed a parody, Jing’s subsequent story is as much a performative 

act of gender as a parody. Rather than parody a norm, Jing appears to be tackling the norm head 

on, arguing that Chinese society is too harsh. If a norm were to be reproduced seamlessly, there 

would be no argument against it; rather it would be naturalised. However, Jing’s actions cannot 
be seen as operating outside of this very same discourse of gender. Butler points out that: 

The question of what it is to be outside the norm poses a paradox for thinking, for if the norm 

renders the social field intelligible and normalizes that field for us, then being outside the norm 

is in some sense being defined still in relation to it. (Butler, 2004, p. 42) 

In other words, to critique or resist a norm is to still draw on the same terms of recognition of the 

discourse which produces that norm. In critiquing a discourse of gender which normalises the 
‘maximum age’ at which women should marry, Jing is not necessarily offering any alternative 

norm which might take the place of the ‘harsh’ norm. However, Jing’s explicit comparison 

between China and Australia incites an intersecting discourse here: a discourse of ethnicity. 

Before discussing the implications of these intersecting discourses, I will turn to one final 

fragment where discourses of ethnicity and gender seem to operate seamlessly. 

6.4 Beauty standards and gender norms 

Up until this point in the thesis, I have been analysing fragments of interaction which contain 

ambiguous or dispreferred actions to show points where discourses may be potentially 

destabilised in interaction. However, in principle, ambiguous and dispreferred turn shapes are 
quite rare, and the preferences for self-repair, agreement, alignment and affiliation can only 

remain ‘preferred’ if they are repeatedly oriented to as such. The below fragment is a story about 

Jing’s shock in seeing a white woman with unshaved legs.  This fragment, and the analysis that 

follows, will suggest that when preferred, demonstrably unambiguous turn shapes occur, 

discourses may be effective in reiterating their categories and terms. I will show how Jing 

strategically implements techniques such as parenthetical inserts to bolster the tellability of the 
story, eliciting affiliation that is not initially forthcoming. The following section then argues that 

discourses of ethnicity and gender can be seen operating in concert, producing white women as 

abnormal, and conversely being a technique whereby the performativity of ‘normal’ Chinese 

women can be achieved. 

Fragment 6.3 occurs 30 minutes after fragments 6.1 and 6.2. Yu, Jing and Hay have just been 

talking about attractive qualities in people. Yu mentioned that she noticed white women have soft 

white hairs on their arms, and she thinks it is cute. Jing seems surprised by this statement and 
goes on to tell a story about someone she saw in the city (downtown Melbourne). 

Fragment 6.3: Hairy white girls 

啊 我 跟 你 讲

                        ‘oh I tell you’ 

 

我 有 一 次 在 看 到 一 个 白人 女生

‘one time in the city I saw a white woman’ 
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她 的 腿毛 真的 超级 的 长

‘her l(h)eg h(h)air r(h)eally was super l(h)ong .hh 

 

又 长 又 黑 又 粗

‘l(h)ong, black and thick .hh’ 

 

她 穿 那 个 超 短裤 穿 了 短裤 嘛

‘she wore one of those super short shorts, she wore shorts .nhh’ 

走 在 路上 就 特别 明显

‘>walking on the road it was< <especially obvious> .hh’ 
 

我 一 开始 以为 我 看 错 了 我 一直 不 敢 相信

‘>initially I thought I had seen wrongly I constantly didn’t dare to believe’  

因为 当时 我 没 戴 眼镜 我 一点 近视 嘛

‘>because at the time I wasn’t wearing glasses=I am a bit short-sighted<’ 

 

我 专门 从 包里 包 的 眼镜 拿 出来 因为 她

‘I specifically took my packed up glasses out of my bag >because she’ 
 

走 在 前面 可能 像 垃圾桶 那边 （ ）

‘was walking in front (0.5) like +from+ the bin there (       )’  

从 那 个 位置

‘from that position (.)’ 

我 也 觉的 她 腿 看起来 黑 黑 的 我 开始 以为 是
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         ‘I also thought her legs looked blackish (.), I initially thought it was’ 

纹身 你 知道 吗

‘tattoos (0.2), did you know= 

就 是 我 可 觉得 可能 是 那 种 但 这 个 纹身

‘That is I perh- I thought perhaps I thought it was that kind of .hh but this tattoo’ 

怎么 那么 均匀 呢 就 是 就 怎么 整 条 退 就 是

‘how was it so uniform >I mean< how was the whole leg’ 

这 一 个 （短 发）

‘this (short hair)’ 

然后 我 就 就 是 腿 上 是 什么 然后 就 赶紧 走

‘then I just, .hh, that is, what was on the leg, then I hurriedly walked’ 

上 去 把 我 的 眼镜 拿 出 来 我 就 看

up and took my glasses ou(h)t and (looked)= 

◦ ◦

腿 毛

‘<leg hair> (◦hi   hi   hi     hi◦)’ 

真 的 有 白人 女生 腿毛 超级 粗

                                         ‘really there are white women +whose+ leg hair is super thick’ 

又 长 又 粗 又 黑
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‘long, thick and black’ 

我 天

‘↑m(h)y god’ 

 

Once again, line 1 is an archetypal story preface, a story which Jing seems to immediately achieve 

rights to telling, considering the silence in line 2. We get access to her stance in line 5, where she 
produces interspersed laughter particles throughout her TCU. In both lines 5 and 7, she ends with 

audible inbreaths which appear to be laughter-invitations that are equivocally taken up by Hay 

at line 6 and Yu at line 8. Lines 5 and 7 may have been seen as the story ‘punchline,’ but the talk 

that follows makes it evident that the story punchline is still being developed; especially its 

tellability. Lines 10-12 may be seen as building the evidence that the punchline of the story is 

indeed tellable, and that Jing has the epistemic rights to tell such a story, as she develops ‘evidence’ 
for why the scene was so shocking. It was ‘especially obvious,’ Jing thought she had ‘seen it wrong,’ 

and she wasn’t willing to believe it. Line 13 is the first of several parenthetical inserts Jing deploys 

throughout this telling.  

Parenthetical inserts are TCUs which may provide additional information to contextualise the 

‘host’ turn. They are recognisably not just a TCU extension or next TCU in an action, because they 

do not complete the TCU or action in which they are bracketed in (Mazeland, 2007, p. 1819).  
Importantly, they are TCUs which are designed to get a response, and thus produce a 

‘parenthetical sequence’ (Mazeland, 2007; Schegloff, 2007a, pp. 241-242). Mazeland suggests 

that:  

By dealing with a certain type of peripheral issue in a parenthetical sequence that is inserted 

at a specifiable position in an ongoing TCU, a speaker handles a potentially conflicting set of 

constraints: the temporal linearity of speech production, the contextuality of turns in talk in 
interaction, and the orientation to recipient design. (2007, p. 1865) 

Parenthetical sequences show speaker orientation to a range of interactional constraints, but a 

key point here is that they are FPPs which make an SPP relevant. This is in contrast to other TCUs 

in storytelling sequences which story recipients may respond to; they may display alignment or 

affiliation. 

In Fragment 6.3, it is evident that a key feature of Jing’s telling is the development of an evidence 
base for why what she is telling is tellable in the first place. Despite several locations in lines 10-

12 where Yu or Hay could have displayed recipient alignment, they did not do so. This is a possible 

concern for the teller because it may suggest that recipients are not convinced of the tellability of 

the story. Therefore, a parenthetical insert, while addressing the conflicting constraints of 

linearity, contextuality and recipient design, also performs the important function of eliciting 

some kind of recipient response. This is evident in the short gap at line 14 and Hay’s ‘uhh’ at line 
15. Considering Jing’s continuation of the telling at line 16,  Hay’s ‘uhh’ can be seen as an SPP to 

the parenthetical sequence initiated by Jing in line 14. Thus, the parenthetical insert can be seen 

here as a device to elicit recipient alignment when it has not been forthcoming.  
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Lines 17-18 can also be seen as parenthetical FPP (xiang lajitong nabian (   ), cong na ge weizhi 

‘like from the bin there (    ), from that position’) which successfully elicits recipient response from 

both Hay at line 19 and Yu at line 20. These responses can be seen as fulfilling both the function 

of SPPs to a parenthetical sequence, and as recipient alignment to the story as a whole. In 
continuing her description and producing her stance of shock and amusement at lines 24-26, Hay 

produces affiliation in the form of laughter at line 27. Jing continues her story in the lead up to 

what seems to be the punchline. Note that in line 27, Jing produces several laughter particles in 

ch(h)l(h)ai (‘c(h)ome (h)out’) and k(h)an (‘l(h)ook’), providing more hints towards what her 

stance is. This is reciprocated by Hay who laughs at line 30, right before Jing delivers the 

punchline tui mao (‘leg hair’) which results in a ‘laughing together’ by all three recipients. 
Recalling the discussion about Impropriety-Affiliation from Chapter 4, this is strong evidence for 

the affiliation of each participant to the stance of this story.  

In a ‘return home’ (Jefferson, 1978, p. 231), Jing recycles the main point of her story, claiming 

some white women have thick leg hair (line 36) which is long, thick and black (line 38). If we 

compare the responses she receives this time to the responses she received when she initially 

said this in lines 5 and 7, we find evidence for strengthened affiliation to these claims. Initially, 
Hay responded with a ‘ghh’ (line 6) and Yu with a ‘.hh’ (line 8). Although these may have been 

tokens of affiliation, their ambiguity is clear when we consider Jing’s elicitation of recipient 

alignment via parenthetical FPPs. Had Yu and Hay been actively producing recipient alignment 

without being elicited to do so, then there may have been little need to produce parenthetical 

sequences at all. It therefore seems that alignment and affiliation by Yu and Hay were not 

guaranteed, and had to be worked for. By the time the storytelling is complete and Jing repeats 
this sentiment, Yu responds with ‘he he’ (line 37), ‘m(h)y god’ (line 40) and ‘hi hi’ (line 42). 

Meanwhile Hay responds with an elongated ‘ohhh:.’ While Hay’s response is ambivalent (indeed, 

in the immediately subsequent interaction which is not analysed here, he goes on to suggest some 

Chinese women do not shave their underarms), Yu’s laughter can be seen as affiliating, or 

‘laughing with’ (Glenn, 1995).  

Over the course of this storytelling sequence, Jing seems to have convinced Yu of the 
incredulousness or hilarity of white women having visible body hair. Yu’s affiliation was certainly 

ambiguous to begin with, but became clearer as the storytelling unfolded. In light of the 

discussion of gender norms in the previous section, I will draw again on Butler’s notions of 

performativity and iterability to consider how a discourse might be instantiated here.  

6.5 Abnormal subject positioning in intersecting discourses 

I suggested that performativity of gender occurs when actions which make a discourse of gender 
relevant are achieved. Just like in fragments 6.1 and 6.2 discussed earlier in this chapter, the 
telling of this story which produces a negative/incredulous stance toward hairy white women is 
equally a production of gender.  
 
When Butler discussed performativity, she focussed on drag and butch/femme lesbians. She did 
this in order to show how the performance of an identity which is not ‘really yours’ shows how 
the signifier/signified relationship is entirely arbitrary. She argues that heteronormative people 
are the norm, not because they are the natural state that humans should be in, but just because 
they are positioned as the norm according to a discourse of gender. They, as much as anyone else, 
need to perform, and this performance is something that ought to be observable in the interaction 
order. 
 
Fragment 6.3 features Yu and Jing, who I have shown in previous fragments to clearly belong to 
the categories of lesbian and woman. In this fragment, they also present evidence of belonging to 
the category lesbian because they are women discussing what kind of women are attractive. 



 
 

114 
 

However, this same-sex attraction is not what is oriented to, and so in this interaction, a discourse 
of sexuality does not seem to be relevant. What is relevant, however, is a Chinese discourse of 
gender, and in particular, the categories of women that this discourse produces. As noted in my 
discussion of Foucault (Chapter 2), all knowledge is produced in a dialectic relationship with 
power and discourse. The knowledge about what kind of women are attractive and what kind are 
not is produced by discourse, and for the sake of clarity here, I will call this a discourse of gender. 
Knowledge of what is beautiful and what is not is produced by a discourse of gender because, as 
Butler argues, gender performativity occurs through all kinds of actions and behaviours, 
including how people should dress, do their hair, their nails; all aesthetic aspects of the human 
body—these are all part of a gendered performance. This gendered performance also contributes 
to a kind of hierarchy, determining what looks beautiful and what does not. It should be noted 
that, for Foucault, the psychoanalytic account of a subconscious desire is itself a discourse which 
produces knowledge of innate desire. Although Butler produces a more nuanced account of the 
relationship between discourse and psychological desire (Butler, 1997), both Foucault and Butler 
see ‘desire’ as something which is mediated (if not fully determined, as is Foucault’s account) by 
power and discourse. For the purpose of this analysis, discourses of gender produce knowledge 
about what people should or normatively desire. 
 
In Fragment 6.3, a discourse of gender is oriented to, which produces the knowledge that having 
hair on the arms or legs is not an attractive trait. In citing this discourse, Jing’s turns-at-talk can 
be seen as potentially subjecting the other participants to the terms of this discourse. However, 
in interaction, actions can only be collaboratively accomplished. In this case, a storytelling can 
only be achieved if the recipients affiliate. This is the project that Jing’s actions seem oriented to: 
getting Hay and Yu on board with the stance of her story, a stance which reproduces a discourse 
of gender that produces white women as hairy and abnormal. I showed that although Yu initially 
offered resistance, and indeed displayed the opposite stance in her description just prior, 
eventually Yu affiliated with this stance. Although Jing is not packaging the action as an 
interpellation of the ‘hairy white woman’ subject (compared to Fang’s interpellation of a present 
co-participant in Chapter 4), Yu still co-achieves a storytelling which produces an abnormal white 
woman subject through her affiliation. 
 
The object of the storytelling, the ‘hairy white woman,’ and the negative/incredulous stance 
produced about it, is evidence of the intersectional workings of racially demarcated discourses of 
gender.32 Not all discourses of gender produce the aesthetic features of hairy arms or legs as 
unattractive, yet the seemingly Chinese discourse of gender instantiated here seems to produce 
that knowledge. Butler points out that in rejecting one set of categories for another, it may be 
argued that we are simply inviting a new set of violating categories. She writes, however, that we 
should be able to distinguish between categories which are violations, and ones which may be 
enabling. She suggests that “when gender norms operate as violations, they function as an 
interpellation that one refuses only by agreeing to pay the consequences: losing one’s job, home, 
prospects for desire, or for life” (Butler, 2004, pp. 213-214). Categories of gendered bodily 
aesthetics could have huge impacts on how people live, or how people are treated. In the story 
that Jing told, the telling was tailored such that the appearance of a woman on the street was a 
tellable experience. Recall that this is not necessarily an easy task. Indeed, as I showed, Jing put in 
quite a bit of interactional work to develop the tellability of her telling. It would seem that the 

 
32  It must be noted here that I use the term ‘intersectional’ to refer specifically to the simultaneous 
operations of discourses of ethnicity and gender. A significant amount of literature exists on the theory of 
intersectionality (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1989; Li & Zhu, 2013), which is a form of analysis emphasising 
that multiple discourses construct the experiences of all people, especially minorities. I am strongly 
sympathetic to this theory, and my thesis does, in a sense, take this theory of intersectionality into account 
by situating itself within the epistemologies of CA and poststructuralism. These phenomenological 
epistemologies consider all identities and categories as locally produced or achieved, and thus require 
analyses which consider the relevance of multiple discourses. 
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discourse in which Jing (and probably many others) has been socialised into marginalises the 
appearance of women with body hair. Jing’s storytelling sequence  potentially re-instantiates this 
marginalisation and, as Yu (and, equivocally, Hay) affiliates with this telling, the norm of women 
not having body hair is ‘re’-normalised for all three participants.  
 
It is worth returning to Hay’s demonstrable identity as non-native Chinese speaker and 
researcher here. In the previous section, I pointed out how a ‘laughing together’ is achieved at 
lines 31-35, showing affiliation on the part of both Yu and Hay to Jing’s stance. Again, Hay 
demonstrated only equivocal affiliation up until this point, arguably displaying his identi ty as a 
non-Chinese researcher, and unwillingness to affiliate with a Chinese discourse which 
marginalises non-Chinese women. However, during the laughing-together in lines 31-35, it seems 
the project of affiliating to this discourse was prioritised over competing discourses to which Hay 
may be socialised into (for example, a liberal white discourse of gender, which promotes body 
positivity and natural hair). In the act of affiliating to this discourse, not only was a Chinese 
discourse of gender reinstantiated among Jing and Yu, but this norm potentially also crossed 
ethnic lines, so to speak, as Hay also performed in accordance with this Chinese discourse of 
gender.  

6.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has analysed three cases of storytelling where the object of the story was a category 
of woman. I showed how the conversational resources of stance production, affiliation and 
disaffiliation allowed for the support and rejection of two different categories of woman: the over-
30 unmarried Chinese woman; and the hairy white woman. I argue that both categories are 
marginalised categories within a Chinese discourse of gender, and that where the first category 
is parodied and then outright rejected, the second category ends up being further marginalised, 
and instantiated as unnatural.  
 
Situating the fragments in this chapter within the analytic frame of intersecting discourses, it 
seems clear that these women, despite living in Australia, have been socialised in, and 
demonstrably still operate within, uniquely Chinese discourses of gender. However, these 
discourses seem to interact with Australian ‘local’ discourses in different ways. In fragments 6.1 
and 6.2, a different discourse of gender seems to have become available as interactional and 
discursive resources to Jing and Yu. An Australian, international, or simply non-Chinese discourse 
of gender which positions the over-30 unmarried woman subject as a possibility, as normal, 
demonstrably engages with another discourse which does not. For Jing, Yu and Hay, this resulted 
in the interaction becoming a site of discourse-resistance. On the other hand, in Fragment 6.3, 
there is also a demonstrable intersection between Chinese and non-Chinese discourses of gender, 
where hairy white women are positioned as either normal or abnormal. In this fragment, the 
hairy white woman was further abnormalised, as all three participants eventually produced and 
affiliated with this interactional stance. This chapter, more than the analyses of the previous 
chapters, has shown that, in interaction, there can be orientation to multiple intersecting 
discourses. The push and pull of these discourses is something participants must deal with via 
the actions where these discourses are instantiated.  
  



 
 

116 
 

Chapter 7: Discussion 

Throughout the previous chapters, I have attempted to show how the discourses of race, gender 
and sexuality operate in interaction and how interactants draw on the resources of the 
interaction order to iterate or potentially resist the terms of these very discourses. I have used 
detailed technical-interactional analyses as an empirical base to show how and where these 
discourses arguably operate, and then applied poststructuralist analysis to extend on the 
interactional analysis. I have attempted to conduct a critical CA, and in doing so, I have shown 
both the presence, instantiation and resistance of discourses in the actions of participants in their 
everyday lives. 
 
In this short discussion chapter, I return to the main research questions that were set out in 
Chapter 1, and responded to in Chapters 4, 5 and 6. I explore in more depth some of the themes 
that emerged while answering these questions. I then move to a discussion about the 
methodological and epistemological compatibilities between CA and poststructuralism within 
the critical CA programme I have implemented in this thesis. I do this by addressing some of the 
key arguments which have been made about the possibilities of any compatibility between the 
two schools of thought. 

7.1 Discussion of research questions 

7.1.1 How are categories of race negotiated in ambiguous actions? 
In Chapter 4, I showed how when a discourse of whiteness is cited within an FPP which is 
demonstrably ambiguous, multiple conditionally relevant actions can then be pursued by the FPP 
recipients. I argued that these simultaneous actions—in this case, a response to a delicate 
question and affiliation to an impropriety—were sites of potential instability in the ascription of 
the racial category ‘white,’ and the knowledge associated with this category. In fragments 4.1 and 
4.2, the locally produced knowledge posited that white people are prudish about farts.  
 
It has long been acknowledged in CA literature that the possibility of ambiguity in interaction 
exists (Schegloff, 1984). For analysts, as for interactional participants, it can sometimes be 
unclear what action an utterance is doing. A straightforward example of this can be found in 
Chapter 4 (section 4.1.2). The example ‘Can you fix this needle?’ is demonstrably ambiguous, 
where it may be a pre-request (‘please help me fix it?’) or a simple question. As analysts, we can 
draw on the ‘next-turn proof procedure’ to discern the action (Heritage, 1984b, pp. 254-260; 
Hutchby & Wooffitt, 1998, p. 15; Sacks et al., 1974, pp. 728-729). However, in Fragment 4.2, even 
this procedure was not enough to definitively categorise Fang’s FPP as a delicate question or 
impropriety. The ambiguity of what the action and interactional project were remained oriented 
to throughout the whole fragment, as different participants demonstrably oriented to different 
projects. This kind of ambiguity is possible for a whole host of actions and projects (Levinson, 
2013; Speer, 2017). In the case that I analysed, however, the ambiguity of this action seemed to 
be a road block for a discourse of whiteness. I showed how the pursuit of the Impropriety-
Affiliation sequence allowed for the initial misfiring of a discursive project to recognise and 
categorise a particular participant within the terms of a specific discourse of whiteness.  
 
It would seem, thus, that the inherent ambiguity in all actions (remembering that, from an 
ethnomethodological perspective, all utterances are indexical and thus open to performing 
different, context-sensitive actions) is one of the features of interaction through which discourses 
can be destabilised. The ethnomethodological concept of indexicality ties in neatly with Derrida 
and Butler’s notion of iterability. In the constant repetition of acts such as delicate questions and 
Impropriety-Affiliation, the context in which actions are produced may allow for some alteration 
of their ‘original’ meaning. This is especially clear when those actions are themselves citing 
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discourses or performing discursive tasks, such as recognising subjects in certain terms. When 
Fang produced her FPP, the sequence could have been as straightforward as: 
 
1 Fang: Do white people mind farting in public? 
2 Hay: Yes, we do. 
 
Perhaps in other cases when the same question is asked, this is exactly how the sequence would 
play out. In this case, however, the ambiguity led to a long and drawn out ambiguous sequence. 
Racial categories can thus be seen as negotiable, particularly within ambiguous actions, and this 
very potential for ambiguity and negotiability is itself evidence of the potential instability of 
discourse. 
 

7.1.2 How are categories of sexuality ascribed and resisted in repair sequences? 
In Chapter 5, I moved the discussion to a domain of sexual categories: ‘T’ (‘masculine’ lesbians), 
‘P’ (‘feminine’ lesbians), ‘V’ (gay men who can perform multiple sexual roles) and ‘H’ (lesbian 
women who can be both masculine and feminine or perform multiple sexual roles). I showed how 
these categories can be used to categorise co-participants of interactional sequences. However, 
the ascription of these categories, or the subjectification of co-participants to these categories, 
can be resisted via the interactional technique of repair. This itself is not a novel idea within CA 
(Widdicombe, 2008), but as I showed, interactional concerns of epistemics, progressivity and 
associations may be subtly oriented to and exploited to shift which party has epistemic authority 
over different categories. 
 
When the interactional data is considered in poststructuralist terms, it becomes evident that the 
categories are themselves produced by discourses. Chapter 5 made a powerful case for the 
poststructuralist claim that discourses are heterogeneous and locally produced. This heterogeneity 
is significant because, contrary to other understandings of power and Parsonian/classical 
sociological understandings of social structure (see Chapter 2), it suggests that members produce 
local discourses and local categories at the level of everyday talk. These discourses are not 
beamed down upon members, allowing them only to categorise and understand their realities in 
terms of a select few, homogenous discourses (e.g., a singular ‘discourse of sexuality’). Rather, the 
heterogeneity of these discourses, and the interaction of these diverse discourses at the local level, 
can potentially allow for new knowledges to be produced through interactional techniques such 
as repair. This local operation of discourse-in-action is, thus, the very mechanism through which 
(potentially new) categories of sexuality may both be ascribed and resisted. 
 

7.1.3 How are categories of gender performed in storytelling sequences? 
Chapter 6 explored how different categories of woman can be produced as objects of stances in 
storytelling sequences. I showed how the project of telling a story—including providing evidence 
for the tellability of the story; stance-taking; aligning, affiliating and inviting or accepting story 
consociate status—were important interactional techniques in achieving particular categories of 
woman. In corroboration with other CA work on storytelling (Stivers, 2008), my analysis showed 
that stories are thoroughly collaborative projects, and that the punchlines and stances produced 
are the result of both the storytelling party and the story recipient(s). 
 
Further, I showed that this storytelling is an on-the-ground example of performativity. While the 
example is not as obvious as Butler’s example of drag performance, it is arguably far more 
common and mundane, allowing for a constant and repetitive operation of discourse and 
discursive categories. When co-participants affiliate with particular stances (which happens 
often in, but not exclusively in, storytelling sequences), they are agreeing with a particular version 
of reality, a reality posited by discourse. In stories, the categories which participants produce do 
not need to be categories of co-present participants, but of possible subjects that exist within a 
discourse that is being collaboratively produced. Stances made about these categories, and 
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affiliation with these stances, is one potential technique through which these categories are either 
sustained or resisted. Given discourse typically posits both ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’ subject 
positions, stance-taking and affiliation are, reflexively, techniques through which present co-
participants can perform their ‘normal’ or ‘abnormal’ subjectivities.  
 

7.1.4 How do discourses operate in interaction? 
In answering the three sub-questions, I hope to have provided an answer to the main research 
question. Discourses of race, sexuality and gender are just three examples of discourses which 
clearly affect the lives and experiences of social members. I have suggested these discourses 
operate in a variety of sites in interaction: in ambiguous turns; repair sequences; and storytelling. 
In principle, these discourses may operate in a range of other sites, and many other discourses 
may operate in these and other sites.  
 
Throughout the thesis, I have argued that poststructuralist concepts—particularly surveillance, 
iterability, heterogeneity and local production of discourses, and performativity—are all 
mechanisms of power which can be observed to be operating in interaction. Foucault and Butler 
both suggest that discourses operate at the capillary level, and that all knowledge and 
subjectivities are produced by discourses. This thesis has advanced their theories by showing 
how this can be observed in interaction. Indeed, this thesis has attempted to show that the 
interaction order and discourses are interlinked. If and when discourses change, then this change 
can be seen manifesting at the micro-level of interaction, and operating within the tools provided 
by the interaction order. The following section discusses some of the potential arguments that 
may be made against the critical CA I have tried to develop in this thesis.  

7.2 Epistemological and methodological feasibility of critical CA 

This section contributes to the ongoing debate about whether or not CA and poststructuralism 
can be compatible. As I noted in Chapter 2, this debate has been ongoing at least since the mid-
1990s. In this section, I write about some specific aspects of EMCA and poststructuralism that 
have been previously argued to be not compatible, but that I hope I have shown in my thesis are 
indeed compatible. 
 

7.2.1 Analysts’ theories as participants’ actions 
Going into this work, I did have a political goal in mind—to find ways to reduce discrimination, 
especially discrimination based on race, sexuality and gender. I have learned several languages, 
and through learning them, especially Chinese, I have been able to communicate with different 
types of people. I feel that I gained a lot of experience regarding the fluidity of identities, especially 
ethnic identities. I also met many gay and lesbian Chinese people who were struggling to figure 
out how to deal with their situation, as Chinese and Australian societies seemed intent on 
marginalising them. I believed that language might be a tool or method through which people 
might open up or become more accepting, thus creating a more peaceful society. However, after 
reading research in socio- and applied linguistics I realised that it is not ‘languages’ per se that 
allow for communication of new ideas, but it is interaction. I studied CA and began applying it to 
casual conversations to see if people’s interaction could potentially alter the discourses they had 
been socialised into. As I wrote in Chapter 3, the sections of my recordings that I selected for 
Jefferson-style transcription were all about race, gender or sexuality; generally when they 
became overt topics of conversation. My politics did indeed influence the selection of my data and 
what kind of data I collected. 
 
However, I do not believe that this affected the CA analysis which was conducted. The data in all 
of my chapters was looked over by people other than me, in data sessions in Australia and the US, 
and presented at conferences and talks in various other places. I realised that the CA conclusions 
I was drawing were similar to the conclusions that my peers, colleagues and supervisors were 
drawing on my own data. CA is the sort of methodology which can be applied to any interactional 
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data and reveal something novel, and as the interaction order is simultaneously a context-free 
and context-sensitive level of social organisation, using CA to analyse any interaction (even a 
supposedly ‘contrived’ one) is valid. This has been shown time and time again in the vast library 
of CA and CA-inspired papers that have emerged since the 1970s.  
 
In the poststructuralist analysis that I have applied in each chapter, it was carefully and 
specifically tailored to the local discourses which emerged in each data segment. The participants 
themselves defined parameters of a discourse or categories within it, and it was these that I 
analysed. I certainly make no grand claims that the categories and discourses which were 
actioned in the fragments in this thesis are categories and discourses which affect everyone, let 
alone every lesbian Chinese migrant in Melbourne. Rather, they are local discourses which have 
been historically shaped, but are locally instantiated. In other words, as Butler points out, while 
norms (which circulate in and through discourse) are structures, they are only observable in 
operation in their situated use, but are not reducible to their situated use. It is not within an EMCA 
vein to suggest that members in society are not socialised into any structure, that they live in a 
vacuum, and that each time they co-achieve an action that the action is produced as if for the first 
time. Rather, even EMCA researchers acknowledge that knowledge is accumulated and forms the 
social norms in which people are socialised. This thesis has attempted to show that the norms 
that participants orient to and enact are also instantiations of discourses which happen to be the 
interest of feminists, race scholars, and others. 
 

7.2.2 Transcript as a site of poststructuralist analysis 
As I pointed out in Chapter 3, the concept of ‘data’ is different for conversation analysts and 
poststructuralists. For conversation analysts, data refers to audio(-visual) recordings of talk and 
the transcripts of these recordings; for poststructuralists, data may not even be a concept, 
although external commenters may say that archives, literary works and common social practices 
and events may be used as data, or something to be analysed.  
 
This critical CA does not engage in poststructuralist analysis in the same way that Foucault and 
Butler do. Rather, it takes the well-established theories and concepts they (and others, like 
Derrida and Althusser) have developed and applies them to recordings and transcripts. This in 
itself is not a new practice. Indeed, critical discourse analysis (Fairclough, 2013) and critical 
discursive psychology (Parker, 2002) have similar approaches. Critical CA is unique, however, as 
it must consolidate the conversation analytic approach to context. Schegloff suggests: 
 

“Demonstrable relevance to participants” continues to seem the most compelling warrant for 

claims on behalf of context. Any prospective context which can be so warranted—including 
the ones of both classical and contemporary social theory—earns its way into the arena of 

analysis. Otherwise, its status remains profoundly equivocal. (Schegloff, 1992a, p. 215) 

In Chapter 3, I pointed out how the ethnomethodologically-inspired CA approach views context 
not as a set of factors external to the interaction, but as something constructed within interaction. 
A key problem this poses for critical CA is how can discourses, typically considered a near-
omnirelevant force on subjects in poststructuralist and other critical strains of discourse analysis, 
be shown to be demonstrably relevant to participants. Throughout this thesis, I have shown that 
instances where discourses seem to be demonstrably relevant to participants are indeed possible 
to find, and are illuminating precisely because the discourses can be shown to be relevant. Critical 
CA follows feminist CA in this regard, focussing on instances where gender (and race and 
sexuality) are relevant to participants. This ensures that any poststructuralist analysis remains 
grounded in how discourses are relevant to, and operate among, real-life members of society. 
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7.2.3 An interpretive-empirical programme? 
I have shown that poststructuralism and CA can be epistemologically compatible, and I will 
expand on that here. Despite the persuasiveness of feminist CA and critical strains of CA-inspired 
DP, there is an argument that applying concepts such as subjectivity, discourse, and iterability to 
a CA analysis is premature. This is because CA has its own theories (partly informed by 
ethnomethodology) about how society and categories operate. The ethnomethodological study 
of Agnes, which resulted in the deeply radical proposal that gender is a cultural practice achieved 
by members (rather than a fixed biological trait), is evidence of the powerful theoretical potential 
of ethnomethodology, and in turn, CA. It seems, however, as CA has developed and diverged from 
ethnomethodology, that it does not develop radical, interpretive arguments.33 Chapter 2 showed 
how CA has developed into a refined and rigorous analysis of the interaction order.  
 
Although ethnomethodology revealed its radical potential in the Agnes study, the theories 
developed in poststructuralism arguably allow for a more targeted critique of social action and 
discourse. A key contribution of poststructuralism is the acknowledgement that discourses and 
sets of knowledges within discourses are arbitrary. Poststructuralism is, thus, a powerful critique 
against arguments of essentialism and biological determinism, which would perpetually 
normalise some subjects (e.g., white heterosexuals) and abnormalise others (e.g., Chinese 
homosexuals).  
 
For researchers interested in empirically demonstrating the possibilities and potential of this 
arbitrariness of discourse, CA seems to provide an ideal methodology. I suggested that CA has 
diverged from ethnomethodology, but the compatibility between poststructuralism and CA is 
due, in large part, to CA’s underpinnings in ethnomethodology. Ethnomethodology and 
conversation analysis (EMCA) propose that members’ social categories are repeatedly and 
collaboratively accomplished in interaction. CA advanced this proposal by developing an 
empirical programme which reveals the systematicities of the interaction order. CA shows that 
the tools of the interaction order are precisely what allow for social categories to be 
accomplished. Poststructuralism further proposes that these social categories are arbitrary, and 
that their iterative achievement at the capillary level (including interaction) is part of the 
formation of discourses which we are socialised into. An empirical and critical study of social 
categories involves aspects of EMCA and poststructuralism which, as I have argued, are not only 
compatible, but integrate to allow for more comprehensive analysis and critique.    

7.3 Conclusion 

This discussion chapter has articulated the two key aims of this thesis. First, I addressed in detail 
the main research question of how discourses operate in interaction. I reviewed how a discourse 
of race operates in ambiguous actions, a discourse of sexuality operates in repair sequences, and 
a discourse of gender operates in storytelling sequences. These cases have revealed operations 
of the discourses of race, sexuality and gender, and the possibility of these discourses—and the 
categories they produce—to be resisted and reshaped in interaction through techniques 
endogenous to the interaction order. 
 
I also addressed some of the main critiques that may be levelled at critical CA, in an attempt to 
develop the methodology in a manner that is sensitive to the epistemologies of EMCA and 
poststructuralism. In the next and final chapter, I summarise the thesis and discuss some of the 
limitations and the future directions which may address these limitations and develop the 
methodology of critical CA. 
 
  

 
33 Arguably, ethnomethodological work does not aim for radical arguments either. However, West and 
Fenstermaker (1995) and Rawls (2000) are two further examples (in addition to the Agnes study) of quite 
radical ethnomethodological publications which problematise social categories. 
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 

This thesis has attempted to answer the general question of how discourses operate in 
interaction. To do this, it has broken down the analysis to three specific discourses across three 
interactional domains: (1) a discourse of race in a delicate/improper ambiguous interaction, (2) 
a discourse of sexuality in repair sequences, and (3) a discourse of gender in storytelling. Chapter 
1 introduced the scope and aim of the thesis, as well as the gap in knowledge which this thesis 
aimed to address. Chapter 2 reviewed the fields of ethnomethodology, conversation analysis, 
MCA, discursive psychology, feminist CA, and the poststructuralism of Foucault and Butler. This 
review not only provided an epistemological backdrop to the thesis, but also justified the need 
for what I have called critical CA—the methodology utilised throughout this thesis to analyse how 
discourses are inscribed and resisted in interaction. Chapter 3 provided details about the specific 
methods of data collection and procedures of analysis, as well as a proposed programme of 
critical CA.  
 
Chapters 4, 5 and 6 were the main data analysis chapters of this thesis. In Chapter 4, I analysed a 
discourse of race, specifically a discourse of whiteness, as it emerged and was dealt with in a 
demonstrably ambiguous delicate/improper question. The chapter concluded that the 
surveillance and interpellation of the white subject, as produced by a discourse of whiteness, is 
not an inevitable process of power, but may be temporarily destabilised by interactional co-
achievements of participants. In Chapter 5, I analysed a discourse of sexuality, specifically Chinese 
discourses of gay men and lesbian women, and how the categories that they produce are 
contestable. I concluded that different discourses can emerge in different moments and that these 
conflicting discourses can potentially resignify some of the terms of the other discourses that 
simultaneously emerge. In Chapter 6, I analysed a discourse of gender, specifically a Chinese 
discourse of gender and the categories of woman that it produced. I argued that the interactants 
produced and performed categories of Chinese women to which they either affiliated or 
disaffiliated, resulting in the performance of subjectivities not available to some discourses of 
gender. I also argued that, in other moments, the participants did perform the normalised subject 
position within a Chinese discourse of gender, and in so doing, they further marginalised the 
position of ‘hairy white women,’ creating the possibility for all co-participants (even ones not 
interactionally positioned as Chinese women) to perform as categories of ‘Chinese women.’ 
Chapter 7 reiterated and discussed the answers to the main research questions of this thesis, and 
responded to some of the key critiques that may be levelled at a critical CA programme. 

8.1 Implications 

The analysis and arguments developed in this thesis have implications for multiple fields, 
including conversation analysis, poststructuralism, and applied linguistics.  My analysis goes 
some way in resolving the long-standing debate in discourse analysis regarding the compatibility 
of CA and poststructuralism. In fact, Schegloff hinted at this compatibility when he wrote “critical 
analysis and formal analysis are not competitors or alternatives. One presupposes the other; 
serious critical discourse analysis presupposes serious formal analysis, and is addressed by its 
product” (Schegloff, 1997, p. 184). Some feminist and critically-oriented CA researchers such as 
Speer, Stokoe and Whitehead have engaged productively with Schegloff’s suggestion. Extending 
on their work, I have argued that it is indeed possible to conduct critical or poststructuralist 
enquiry using CA as an empirical method to show the workings of discourse and power at the 
capillary level, where, as Foucault, Derrida and Butler have all suggested, it is constantly iterated 
and performed. I believe that, going forward, conversation analysts may have a bigger role to play 
in answering critical and political questions. Critical CA allows for different ways of thinking 
about the role of power and discourse in interaction.  
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On the other hand, this thesis, and the critical CA methodology it develops, may be of interest to 
poststructuralist researchers, particularly those interested in a more empirical approach.  As I 
noted in Chapter 2, a common critique against poststructuralist research, or critical discourse 
research, is that it is heavily interpretive, and does not necessarily provide empirical evidence of 
its claims. CA, with its half-century worth of empirical sociological findings, offers an empirical, 
data-driven method for developing theoretical poststructuralist claims, at least in the form of 
critical CA. Critical CA is a discourse-analytic addition to the types of impactful research already 
being conducted by feminists, critical race scholars, queer theorists and other critical scholars.   
 
Lastly, this thesis has implications for the burgeoning field of applied linguistics. More and more, 
some applied linguists are aligning with conversation analysts in terms of epistemology 
(McNamara, 2019); drawing on aspects of CA to better analyse instances of interaction (Bucholtz 
& Hall, 2008; Rampton, 2017); implementing CA to critique understandings of, and develop better 
tests of, interactional competence (Roever & Kasper, 2018); and drawing on or implementing CA 
to develop better ways of teaching language (Seedhouse, 2004; Wong & Waring, 2010). Some 
sociolinguists, like some discursive psychologists (e.g., Wetherell, 1998), consider a purely CA 
approach to be too limiting, not taking into account ethnography or other tools of linguistic 
analyses such as quantitative sociolinguistics. Rampton, for example, has suggested that CA 
prioritises identifying the underlying structures of interaction, and as such a pure CA approach 
misses out on many interpretive processes in conversation (Rampton, 2017, p. 6). The critical CA 
approach that has been developed in this thesis may provide applied linguists who are sceptical 
of the analytic possibilities of CA with a critical methodology to analyse language use. It may also 
open critical possibilities for applied linguists such as Roever and Kasper (2018) and Seedhouse 
(2004), who have shown CA to be highly beneficial to the development of language teaching and 
testing. Critical CA may be able to extend on their work, allowing researchers to consider how 
discourses operate in the settings of classrooms and tests, and specific policies that may be 
implemented to make those settings more equal. 

8.2 Limitations and future research 

A typical method for analysing data in CA is to develop sets or collections of interactional 
phenomena, to show how an interactional feature typically works, and any potential deviant 
cases (Sidnell, 2013). In this thesis, I was not able to implement this standard method for multiple 
reasons. Firstly, I selected fragments for transcription thematically, rather than based on 
interactional phenomena. Considering the wide variety of interactional features that may have 
been implemented in discussions of race, sexuality and gender, it made more sense to conduct 
careful analyses of a few select fragments, rather than search for interactional similarities when 
there may not have been any. This allowed me to develop the claim that discourses operate 
through a range of different interactional features and projects (ambiguity, repair and 
storytelling).  
 
Secondly, in the actual analysis, I prioritised preparing the reader for the analysis by discussing 
the interactional phenomena (pre-delicates and impropriety-affiliation in Chapter 4, repair and 
disagreement in Chapter 5 and storytelling in Chapter 6) over finding other instances of those 
phenomena in the corpus, which may not have been related to the discourses of race, sexuality or 
gender. Indeed, the possibility of not finding moments in data where these discourses are overly 
oriented to is a key reason why critical discourse analysts critique CA. In line with feminist 
conversation analysts, I suggest that finding the moments in the data where these concerns are 
oriented to, however few these may be, are precisely what we need for grounded critical analysis.  
 
Despite the above reasons for not developing collections of interactional phenomena, future work 
may benefit from implementing this typical CA method. If collections were developed, a more 
systematic argument could have been made for how particular interactional phenomena may be 
sites to manage discourses in particular ways. I do not foreclose the possibility that some specific 
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interactional phenomena may be vehicles for specific techniques of power; this remains to be 
studied. This technique has been implemented by Stokoe (2010), Whitehead (2012b) and others, 
and has effectively shown how gender and race can be made systematically relevant within 
specific interactional features. In the future, this more traditional CA method of analysis may be 
implemented, while also maintaining a critical lens, to discover common interactional sites where 
discourses operate. 
 
I made the argument in this thesis that categories are constantly ascribed to, and navigated by, 
all kinds of social members, and so analysing the interactions of Chinese lesbians produced an 
analysis that could be applicable to any population. However, as this stands, this is still only an 
in-principle claim. This invites a new line of research to apply a critical CA methodology to other 
contexts, such as intercultural communication between people of different races; interaction 
between straight and non-straight people from different cultures; or to languages other than 
Mandarin. Critical CA applied in these contexts would inevitably produce context-specific results 
which may have more impact for social members operating in that context.  
 
I discussed the possible problem of my own participation in the recordings in Chapter 3. I argued 
that my participation is not inherently a problem, because from a CA (and critical CA) approach, 
the researcher becomes part of the data. Moments when the subjectivities of the researcher 
become relevant (e.g., researcher, white, male, gay, non-Chinese, non-native Chinese speaker, 
etc.) are discussed and made relevant in the analysis, rather than glossed over or ignored. In 
saying that, the effects of my own presence on the interaction can never be fully known, and had 
I not been there, the discussions may have been very different. For the purpose of this research, 
the presence of the researcher allowed for cross-cultural interactions, but were nonetheless 
interactions with a researcher. In the future, critical CA research could collect data from 
interactions where the researcher is not present. Although there may still be some awareness of 
the interaction being recorded for research purposes, discourses may be oriented to differently. 
This may expand our understanding of the operation of discourses in situations where 
researchers are not present. 
 
Critical CA presents a new perspective and direction for analysing the operations of discourse 
and social categories in all of our societies. The methodology should be tested, validated and 
expanded, as I have attempted to do in this thesis. In the long-term, critical CA may be the much-
needed perspective for better understanding how social categories, which can be a cause of 
violence and discrimination, operate in interaction.  
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Appendices 

A.1 Transcription conventions and abbreviations 

 
Transcription conventions (based on Hepburn and Bolden (2013)) 

. - falling intonation 

? - rising intonation 

, - slight rising intonation 

?, - pitch rise weaker than, but stronger than ? 

x - stress 

X - loud talk 

° - soft talk 

: - extended sound 

: - pitch sliding up 

↑ - sharp pitch rise 

↓ - sharp pitch fall 

>x< - faster tempo 

<x> - slower tempo 

< - 'jump start' or 'left push', a "raced" first syllable 

x- - cut-off 

.h - inbreath 

h - outbreath  

= - latch onto next line (absence of any silence) 

(x) - uncertain transcription 

((x)) - glossing extra information 

 

Abbreviation and translation conventions 

C - classifier (e.g., a pair of shoes; a gaggle of geese) 

Q - question particle 

NOM - nominaliser (turning a part of speech into a noun) 

PAP – Perfective Aspectual Particle (e.g., I have eaten) 
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EAP – Experiential Aspectual Particle (e.g., I’ve been to Beijing [vs I went to Beijing]. Emphasis 

here is on the experience rather than time or sequence) 

DAP – Durative Aspectual Particle (e.g., I am coming) 

MOD - modal particle (e.g., words like ‘ne’ or ‘ba’ which indicate some mood or stance, such as 
presumption, hesitation, certainty etc.) 

DMP – descriptive modification particle (e.g., red de book (红色的书) → red book; quick de run 

(快地跑) → quickly run; sing de good (唱得好) → sing well; I de food (我的饭) → my food) 

NEG – negative (e.g., no, not) 

+ XXX + - text in the vernacular translation that has been added in English to be more readable to 

English readers, but is not present in the Mandarin. 

BA – the word ‘ba’  把 in Mandarin Chinese. This is a grammatical particle which transforms the 

word order from the typical ‘Subject Verb Object’ to ‘Subject Object Verb’ for the purpose of 

different emphasis. E.g.,  ‘wo (SUBJECT) chi diao (VERB) pingguo (OBJECT)’ (我吃掉苹果) vs ‘wo 

(SUBJECT) ba pingguo (OBJECT) chi diao (VERB)’ (我把苹果吃掉). Both of these sentences mean 

‘I eat up the apple’. 
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A.2 Prior talk to Fragment 6.3 

 
◦ ◦

有 一点 胸毛 啊 什么 的 我 觉的 很 帅

‘a little bit of chest hair or something, I think is very handsome’ 

哦 我 觉的

‘oh (0.6) I think: (0.2) ((knocking on table))’

（真的） 澳洲 女生 有 一点 留 （她） 毛

‘(really) Australian women keep their hair a bit’ 

 

啊 对 （那 种）

‘ah right that type’ 

不 理

‘they don’t manage/cut their body hair’ 
 

中国 人 就 亚洲 人 多 一 些 嘛

‘Chinese people, well, Asian people +mind+ a bit more’ 

 

你 觉的

‘you think=’ 

◦ ◦

我 觉的 也 挺 好 的

‘I think it’s pretty good’ 

 

是 吗

‘really?’ 
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是 吗 但 他们 都 会 刮 掉 啊 觉的 不 刮 掉

‘really? (.) >but they will all< shave it off, >+I+ think if they don’t shave off’ 

很 奇怪 啊 女生 毛 很 长 很 奇怪 啊

‘it’s very strange, women having l(h)ong body hair is very str(h)ange’ 
 

对 不 对

‘right?’ 

 

这么 长 啊

‘so long?’ 
   

就 没 有 这么 长 就 就 一点 点 绒毛 很 可爱

‘well not that long, just (.) just a bit of fine hair is very cute’ 
 

（哈 你 不 觉的 吗）

£ ‘(hah don’t you think?)’ £ 

而且 是 白 金 色 的

‘also it is white-gold coloured’ 
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A.3 Excerpt of topic and interactional feature notation 
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A.4 Plain Language Statement (amended) 

Plain Language Statement 简单语言介绍 
School of Languages and Linguistics, Faculty of Arts 
语言学院，文学部 
 

Project: How do multilingual language practices influence the identities of 
queer Chinese migrants? 
研究名称：多种语言的使用如何影响中国酷儿移民者的身份认同感？ 
 
Researchers 研究者: 

Professor Tim McNamara (Responsible Researcher 负责研究者)  

Tel 电话: 8344 4207    

Email 电邮: tfmcna@unimelb.edu.au 

 
Dr Chloé Diskin (Co-Researcher 合作研究者) 

Tel 电话: 8344 3676 

Email 电邮: cdiskin@unimelb.edu.au  
 

Mr Hayden Blain (PhD student 博士生) 

Email 电邮: hblain@student.unimelb.edu.au  
 
Introduction 介绍 
Thank you for your interest in participating in this research project. The following few 
pages will provide you with further information about the project, so that you can 
decide if you would like to take part in this research. 
感谢你对这项研究感兴趣。下面是本次研究的细节，你可以决定要不要参加这项研

究。 

 
Please take the time to read this information carefully. You may ask questions about 
anything you don’t understand or want to know more about. 
请详细地读这些信息。如果有任何不清楚或想更好地了解的地方，你可以随时向我咨

询。 
 
Your participation is voluntary. If you don’t wish to take part, you don’t have to. If you 
begin participating, you can also stop at any time. 
你的参加是完全自愿的。如果你不想参加，可以不参加。即使你已经开始了，也可以

随时退出。 

What is this research about? 研究目的 
This research is part of the requirements of a PhD at the School of Languages and 
Linguistics, University of Melbourne. It is about how multilingual language use shapes 
identities, particularly the identities of queer Chinese and English speakers in 
Melbourne. Queer Chinese-speaking people living in Australia generally have a large 
array of linguistic resources (e.g., vocabulary from Chinese and English) to draw on and 
are also likely to need to deal with issues like racism and homophobia. The project aims 
to show how particular ways of using language allow people to come to terms with their 

mailto:tfmcna@unimelb.edu.au
mailto:cdiskin@unimelb.edu.au
mailto:hblain@student.unimelb.edu.au


 
 

141 
 

identities but also deal with people’s attitudes about racism, homophobia and other 
prejudices. 
这项研究是符合墨尔本大学的语言学院的博士学位要求。研究是关于多种语言的使用

怎样影响人们的身份认同感，尤其是针对居住在墨尔本的使用中文和英文双语的中国

“酷儿”（这个定义包括同性恋、拉拉、双性恋、变性等）人群。住在澳洲中国“酷

儿”一般来说都有丰富语言资源（比如说中英文的单词），但同时他们很可能也要面

对种族偏见和同性恋恐惧症之类的问题。这项研究的目的是发现该类人群怎样使用语

言来理解和接受自己的身份，并且试图发现人们怎样用语言来面对种族偏见和同性恋

恐惧症之类的偏见。  
 
Who can take part? 研究对象 

 
We are looking for people who: 
Are over the age of 18 
Identify as having (or having had) Chinese nationality (including mainland China, Hong 
Kong or Taiwan) 
Speak Mandarin as a mother-tongue  
Use both Chinese (Mandarin and/or other dialect) and English on a daily (or near-daily) 
basis 
Identify as queer in some way – this could consist of identifying as gay, lesbian, bisexual, 
transgender, intersex or queer. 
 
参加者应该： 

年龄 18 岁以上’ 

自我认同为华人国籍（包括中国、香港或台湾） 

母语是普通话 

日常生活中需要使用中文和英文两种语言 

自我认同为“酷儿” – 这个定义可以包括同性恋、同志、拉拉、双性恋、变性、两性

等。 

 
What will I be asked to do? 研究内容 
 
Should you agree to participate, the student researcher (Hayden) would like to meet 
with you (and other participants) for two hours. You will be asked to allow Hayden to 
use a voice recorder during this time and he will make observational notes about your 
language use. After a short time, we hope that you will be able to forget about the voice-
recorder and speak as you normally would while you and Hayden hang out. If you 
would like to contribute further to the project, you may participate more than two 
hours.  
如果你决定参加的话，学生研究者（白海登）将与你和其他参加者见面两个小时，在

这两个小时之内也将参加访谈。白海登会用一台录音机来录下大家的对话记录，并且

他会对你的语言使用进行观察和记录。当然，我们希望在此期间你可以忽略录音机和

记录的事项，可以与白海登自然地交流。感兴趣的话，两个小时完了以后可以继续参

加。 
 
Within the two hours Hayden may also ask you to participate in individual or group 
interviews, asking questions about sexuality, ethnicity, identity, language and other 
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themes that emerge during the time you and he spend together. He will conduct around 
20 interviews, and you may be asked to participate more than once.  
在这两个小时之内，白海登也可能会请你参加个人或小组访谈，问题会涉及性、种

族、身份、语言等等。白海登将会组织 20 次左右的采访，而且他可能会多采访你几

次。 

 
What are the possible benefits? 研究意义 
 
You will help us shed light on very specific ways multilingualism can be used to 
negotiate and come to terms with one’s identity. You will also help us show how 
multilingualism can be used to position oneself differently in the eyes of others, and 
thus develop tools which might help migrants or people who are gender/sexually 
diverse to integrate into society without potentially compromising important aspects of 
their identity. Your participation may also directly or indirectly influence social policy 
both in Australia and internationally. 
本次研究将会帮助我们更好地理解多种语言的使用者是如何理解和接受自己的身份。

本次研究也会帮助我们理解多种语言的使用怎样可以帮助自己向别人表现出另一面。

这样我们制定政策或方式帮助移民、性多样或性别多样的人更好地接受自己的身份、

更好地融入社会。你的参加也可能会间接或直接影响到澳洲乃至国际上的社会政策。 

 
What are the possible risks? 研究顾虑 
 
There is a risk that you may somehow be identified by the quotes or descriptions 
written in publications. However, as noted below, this risk will be minimised by using 
pseudonyms (fake names of people and places) altering unique and identifiable 
characteristics. 
在发表里，我们会把任何名字（包括人的名字和地方的名字）用假名替代，也会改变

任何可认得出的特性，降低被认出的顾虑。 
 
There is a chance that Hayden’s presence or note-taking will make you feel 
uncomfortable. There is also a chance that discussing a sensitive issue such as ethnicity 
or sexuality, either when you are hanging out or are in an interview, might make you 
feel uncomfortable. However, you are free to ask Hayden to stop recording, or leave at 
any stage, or to delete the recordings or notes he has taken (up until two weeks after 
your meeting).  
另外一个顾虑是白海登记的会面和他记录的笔记会让你觉得不舒服。当谈到一个敏感

的话题（比如：种族或性向）的时候  （包括集体会面和采访的时候）可能也会让你觉

得不舒服。你可以随时让他停止采访、录音、记录甚至离开。 

 
Should any of the issues that arise make you feel uncomfortable or distressed, you may 
consider contacting Lifeline or the Victoria AIDS Council to speak with a trained 
counsellor. Please see contact details in the table below. 
如果以上的任何事情让你觉得不舒服或焦虑，你可以随时联系 Lifeline 或 Victoria 

AIDS Council 的咨询师跟他们谈谈。下面这两个组织的联系方式。 

 
Organisation 组织 Contact details 联系方式 

Lifeline  Phone 电话号码: 13 11 14 
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Victoria AIDS Council  Phone 电话号码: (03) 9865 6700 or 1800 
134 840 
Website 网站: http://vac.org.au/lgbti-
health/mental-health  

 
Do I have to take part? 我必须要参加吗？ 
 
No. Participation is completely voluntary. You are able to withdraw (quit) at any time. 
You are also able to withdraw any voice recordings (or transcripts of those recordings) 
that you have supplied within 2 weeks of the recordings being made. 
不必须。你的参加是完全自愿的。你可以随时退出。录音后的两周之内，你可以选择

退出有你声音的录音。 

 
Is there a conflict of interest? 有没有利益冲突？ 

 
There may be a conflict of interest if you are also friends with Hayden. This means you 
may feel an obligation to participate based on a prior relationship. As noted above, you 
are under no obligation to participate in this researched based on any prior relationship 
with any of the researchers listed on page 1. 
如果你是白海登的朋友可能会有利益冲突。利益冲突就是因为有过关系就觉得被勉强

参加研究。请知悉即使你跟白海登或者其他研究者（第一页中的两位）有过关系，并

不意味着你必须要参加这项研究。 
 
Based on a prior or developed relationship, you might also want to go beyond the 
requirements of this research to help Hayden further. Please know that during research 
time – when the voice recorder is active and/or Hayden is taking notes – the purpose of 
Hayden’s presence is to research. When Hayden is not recording or taking notes, then 
the research is no longer happening. It is important to keep a research and other 
relationship separate. 
如果有过关系，你可能就会想超过参加研究的要求， 帮助海登更多。请知道当进行研

究的时候 （当海登在使用录音机或记录），海登的目的是研究。当海登不用录音机或

记录时，他就不在研究。把研究关系和其他关系分开很重要。 

 
Will I hear about the results of this project? 研究的成果会公布吗？ 
 
Once the recordings are completed, we can provide you with a copy of the digital files 
and/or transcripts related to you if you wish (pending the approval of other 
participants whose voices were simultaneously captured). We can also send you a 
digital copy of the completed thesis. It is also possible that the results will be presented 
at academic conferences and published in scholarly journals. You may request at any 
time a copy of published articles related to you or the information you shared. 
录音完成了以后可以发给研究对象他本人的录音或研究记录 （只要在录音里所有的人

同意了）。我们也可以发给你已完成论文的电子版。成果也可能会在学术会议介绍或

在学术期刊发表。你可以随时要求我们发给你含有你的录音的文章的电子版。 

 
What will happen to my personal information and recordings and notes about me? 如何

处理我的个人信息和关于我的录音和记录？ 

http://vac.org.au/lgbti-health/mental-health
http://vac.org.au/lgbti-health/mental-health
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We intend to protect your anonymity and the confidentiality of your responses to the 
fullest possible extent, within the limits of the law. Your name and contact details will be 
kept in a password-protected file, separate from the recordings and transcripts, and this 
file will only be accessible by Hayden. In the transcripts themselves, any names of 
people (including your own) and places will be changed to pseudonyms (fake names 
and places), so no one other than Hayden should be able to link the information in the 
transcripts to you. 
我们将尽量合法地对你的个人信息进行保密。你的名字和联系方式以及你的录音和记

录会存储在密码保护的文件夹里。你的名字和联系方式会存储在没有录音或记录的地

方，并且只有白海登可以打开有名字和联系方式的文件。在文档里，我们会把任何名

字（包括人的名字和地方的名字）用假名替代 。只有白海登将知道假名对应的人是

谁。 

 
Like in the transcripts, in the thesis and any publications, you will be referred to by your 
fake name. We will remove any references to personal information that might allow 
someone to guess your identity. We will store the recordings and de-identified 
transcripts indefinitely in secure locations on Hayden’s computer and university 
storage. They will only ever be accessed by the researchers named on page 1 and 
potential future collaborators.  
和访谈记录一样，在论文和任何公开发表的地方，我们会使用你的假名。我们也不会

泄漏你任何的个人信息，极力减少别人认出你的可能性。我们会在白海登的电脑和大

学的存储用安全的电子设备存储你的录音和记录存储无限期。只有在第一页上列的研

究者和可能的以后的合作者才能看到这些文档。 

 
The findings from the research may be discussed with the media, but no quotes or 
specific information will be shared (for example, a sentence in the newspaper might 
look like: “data from research conducted in 2018 suggests…”). Sharing findings with the 
media expands the dissemination of findings, thus improving the potential to change 
prejudice.  
研究出来的结果可能会跟媒体分享，但是我们不会分享具体信息或引用之处 （比如在

新闻里的句子会这样：“从 2018 年的研究，成果表示。。。”）。 跟媒体分享研究

成果可以让跟多人知道这项研究，就提高改变偏见的可能性。 

 
Who is funding this project? 研究支持 
 
The project is funded by the Australian Government Research Training Program 
Scholarship. 
这项研究受澳大利亚政府的研究培训项目奖学金所支持。 

 
Where can I get further information? 更多信息 
 
If you would like more information about the project, please contact the researchers: 
Tim McNamara (tfmcna@unimelb.edu.au; 8344 4207), or Hayden Blain 
(hblain@student.unimelb.edu.au; 0432287309). 
如果你想要了解更多的研究相关信息，请联系研究者：Tim McNamara 

(tfmcna@unimelb.edu.au; 8344 4207), or Hayden Blain （白海登）

(hblain@student.unimelb.edu.au; 0432287309). 

mailto:tfmcna@unimelb.edu.au
mailto:hblain@student.unimelb.edu.au
mailto:tfmcna@unimelb.edu.au
mailto:hblain@student.unimelb.edu.au
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Who can I contact if I have any concerns about the project? 如果我对这项研究有意见，

可以联系谁？ 

 
This research project has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee of 
The University of Melbourne. If you have any concerns or complaints about the conduct 
of this research project, which you do not wish to discuss with the research team, you 
should contact the Manager, Human Research Ethics, Research Ethics and Integrity, 
University of Melbourne, VIC 3010. Tel: +61 3 8344 2073 or Email: HumanEthics-
complaints@unimelb.edu.au. All complaints will be treated confidentially. In any 
correspondence please provide the name of the research team or the name or ethics ID 
number of the research project. 
 
墨尔本大学的人类研究伦理委员会已经审核通了本项研究。如果你对这项研究的进行

有忧虑或诉状，并且不想跟研究者提出来，你可以联系墨尔本大学的人类研究伦理委

员会。联系方式是： 

邮件地址：Manager, Human Research Ethics, Research Ethics and Integrity, University 
of Melbourne, VIC 3010. 
电话号码: +61 3 8344 2073  

电子邮件地址: HumanEthics-complaints@unimelb.edu.au  

所有的诉状会保密。在任何通讯里，请包括研究者的名字、研究的名称或研究的伦理

号码。 
  

mailto:HumanEthics-complaints@unimelb.edu.au?subject=Complaint%20about%20a%20human%20research%20project&body=Ethics%20ID%20number%20or%20project%20name%3A%0AName%20of%20researcher%2Fs%3A%0ADetails%3A
mailto:HumanEthics-complaints@unimelb.edu.au?subject=Complaint%20about%20a%20human%20research%20project&body=Ethics%20ID%20number%20or%20project%20name%3A%0AName%20of%20researcher%2Fs%3A%0ADetails%3A
mailto:HumanEthics-complaints@unimelb.edu.au?subject=Complaints%20about%20human%20research%20ethics%20project&body=Ethics%20ID%20number%20of%20name%20of%20project%3A%0AName%20of%20researchers%3A
mailto:HumanEthics-complaints@unimelb.edu.au?subject=Complaint%20about%20a%20human%20research%20project&body=Ethics%20ID%20number%20or%20project%20name%3A%0AName%20of%20researcher%2Fs%3A%0ADetails%3A
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A.5 Consent Form (amended) 

Consent Form 同意书 
School of Languages and Linguistics, Faculty of Arts  
语言学院，文学部 
 
Project: How do multilingual language practices influence the identities of queer Chinese 
migrants?  
研究名称：多种语言的使用如何影响中国酷儿移民者的身份认同感？ 
 

Primary Researcher 负责研究者: Professor Tim McNamara 

Additional Researchers 其他研究者: Dr Chloé Diskin (Co-Researcher 合作研究者); Mr Hayden 

Blain (Student Researcher 学生研究者)   
 

Name of Participant 参加者名字:  
 
1. I consent to participate in this project, the details of which have been explained to me, and 
I have been provided with a written plain language statement and a copy of this consent form to 
keep.  

我同意参加本次研究。研究者对我说明了研究的细节，也给我了一份同意书和一份简单语言介

绍。 
 
2. I understand that the purpose of this research is to investigate how multilingual language 
use impacts identity.  
我了解本次研究的目的是研究多种语言的使用怎样影响人们的身份认同感。 
 
3. I understand that my participation in this project is for research purposes only.   
我了解我的参加只是为了研究而已。 
 
4. I acknowledge that the possible effects of participating in this research project have been 
explained to my satisfaction.  
我认同研究者对我足够地说明了本次研究的可能影响。 
 
5. In this project I will be asked to hang out and participate in interviews with the student 
researcher (Hayden) and other participants for two hours. I may continue contributing to the 
project if I wish.  

学生研究者（白海登）将与我和其他参加者见面两个小时，在这两个小时之内也将参加访谈。

感兴趣的话，两个小时完了以后可以继续参加。 
 
6. I understand that the times we hang out and my interviews may be audio-recorded. 
我了解白海登会用一台录音机来录下我和大家的对话记录。 
 
7. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw from this 
project anytime without explanation or prejudice and am free to withdraw any portions of 
recordings that I have provided within two weeks of the recording.  
我了解我的参加是完全自愿的。我可以不给借口就随时退出。录音后的两周之内，我可以选择

退出有我声音的录音或记录。 
 
8. I understand that the data from this research will be stored in secure locations for at least 
5 years and will remain accessible only to the researchers listed in this project and potential 
future collaborators.  
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我了解研究者会用安全的电子设备存储我的录音和记录存储至少五年。只有在第一页上列的研

究者和可能的以后的合作者才能看到这些文档。 
 
9. I have been informed that the confidentiality of the information I provide will be 
safeguarded subject to any legal requirements.  

研究者对我说明了他们会尽量合法地对我的个人信息进行保密。我的名字和联系方式以及我的

录音和记录会存储在密码保护的文件夹里。  
 
10. I understand that after I sign and return this consent form, it will be retained by the 
researcher.  
我了解在这份同意书签名了以后，研究者会把它存储。 
 
11. I understand that by providing my email address below, the researchers may contact me 
to provide copies of any publications that contain my data if I request them. I may also request 
recordings and/or transcripts that contain my data (pending the approval of other participants 
whose voices were simultaneously captured). It is not compulsory for me to provide my email 
address.  

我了解如果在下面写到我的电子邮件地址，研究者就可以发给我自己请求的有本人的录音或研

究记录的发表。我也可以请求本人的录音或研究记录（只要在录音里所有的人同意了）。我可

以不提供我的电子邮件地址。 
 
Participant Signature 签名:  Date 日期:  
 
Email address 电子邮件地址:  
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