

















168 Discussing Conversation Analysis

E.A.S.: This is not a question for me to answer, but a research program to be
pursued by many investigators (several contributions to the Ochs, Schegloff
and Thompson volume (1996) are addressed to such a research program,
including my own (Schegloff 1996)). It is a matter not of “perspective,” but of
analysis and the findings of sustained careful examination of data. A substantial
number of people have begun addressing themselves to such questions, and
doing so across a range of languages. It seems to me too early to offer “answers”
to these questions yet. In fact, it is probably too early to know yet whether these
are the right questions, or ones formulated in the most productive way. In
general, it has in the past proven best to start not with questions, but with
observations. If one starts with questions — especially ones not grounded in
data but in “the literature” or “theoretical imagination” — and they are not
formulated quite right, much time can be wasted in a search for answers which
fails and leaves one with nothing enduring. If one starts with observations
about data, one is already “ahead of the game” — there is already “news” in
hand. And the questions one may use the data to pose have the advantage that
they are grounded in observable reality, and so the questions too may turn out
to be about observable reality, and that enhances the chances that the answers
will be too.

C.L.P.: How do you consider the relations between CA and interactional
linguistics?

E.A.S.: I suppose that this is a “work in progress,” and it remains to be seen what
the relationship between the two will turn out to be. At present, “interactional
linguistics” seems to be quite close to CA, adopting its premises, grounding
much of its research and many of its problems.in past CA work, etc.. The
differentiation in name at the present time is, I suspect, to some degree an effort
to insist on the relevance of this work to Linguistics as a discipline within the
contemporary university structure, indeed, to its proper membership in the
canon of the field, and thereby to legitimate the conduct of this work within
Departments or Faculties of Linguistics — in teaching, in research, in the
training of students and the granting of degrees, and the hiring of faculty. It
seems to me outrageous that the sort of work in question, addressed as it is to
topics which have traditionally been part of Linguistics — whether in grammar,
in phonetics and phonology, in pragmatics, etc. — should have its legitimacy
called into question for turning attention to new sorts of data, new sorts of
findings about it, new modalities of research, all of which are clearly preoccupied
with language, its structure, its organization, and its realization and deployment
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in the natural world. Often such work is dismissed as “untheoretical,” but in fact
it is only responsive to different theoretical initiatives than are for the moment
predominant in the field. .

But there are several other sorts of issues that may be mvolved in the
differentiation, and these invite thought and discussion. One involves the
sociological roots of CA and linguists’ lack of interest in them. Another con-
cerns matters of traditional interest to linguists which have not found a place in
CA. These complementary divergences may appear to invite resolution by
pursuing a differently framed discipline or sub-discipline. I must confess some
misgivings about this solution, and I'll try to sketch them briefly. ; : St

As for the sociological roots of CA, it seems to me worth:the effort for
colleagues trained in other fields who find CA of serious relevance to their
interests to give some attention to its origins. The critical stance which CA
embodies towards Sociology’s intellectual legacy (some of it taken over from
Ethnomethodology, some distinctive to CA) has left an important mark on CA
itself, and underlies why CA is set up to work the way it does, and why we resist
the lines of working and theorizing which we resist. It underlies the centrality
of the very data that supply our focus and the theoretical import of such data
(beyond their mere accessibility). These choices and avoidances are not arbi-
trary or conventional or historical artifacts; they are the product of reasoned
engagement with serious past practices in sociology and other social sciences.
Those who want to build on CA work and to extend it, or, for that matter, to
alter it, would be well served by knowing its roots, its background, and its
rationale.

Indeed, it would be useful to subject the legacy of Linguistics to the same sort
of critical scrutiny that informed the emergence of CA as a distinct undertaking,
rather than to simply accept the legacy of the field — including its conventional
sub-divisions — as the shaper of contemporary work. Or will resources and
analytic discriminations be carried over from a Linguistics grounded in very
different data into the study of the varieties of naturally-occurring talk-in-
interaction which set our contemporary agenda? It is not only the data which are
very different, but what is taken to feature most centrally in our understanding
of the talk and its resources: action — what the parties are doing— comes to
figure centrally, in a way that had little place or precedent in the Linguistics of the
past. If there is any merit to this suggestion, then some interests derived from
training in traditional linguistic concerns might be better set aside as no longer
central or even viable, rather than becoming the raison d’étre for a separate sub-
discipline.
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It seems to me that one key desideratum now is the prospect of colleagues
coming from Linguistics trying increasingly to situate their past training within
abroader analytical preoccupation with the basic, formative sources and struc-
tures of interaction as we understand them. These focus most centrally on
action in interaction, and the social occasions and social relationships in which
they are embedded and which they in turn shape, more than on propositions,
information, sentences, etc.. As conversation analysts have tried to be respon-
sive to initiatives taken by linguists in exploring, for example, prosody in
conversation, so we look forward to linguists developing their research orienta-
tion to feature the action and interactional practices which are at the ground
level of the data of conversation and other talk-in-interaction. Is this prospect
enhanced or endangered by a separate interactional linguistics? As I said at the
outset, it is a work-in-progress; we shall see what develops.

Note

* To conclude this volume, Emanuel A. Schegloff kindly agreed to respond to the following
questions on the part of the editors; received 11th February 2001.
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