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Abstract 

ThIs thesis IS an analysIs on the dIscursIve practices through whIch people make 

sense of and manage their membership m a particular age category. The data 

comprise of a corpus of over 800 pages of transcnbed talk from intervIews with 

Finnish men and women, all close to their 50th birthday. Throughout the analysis of 

these accounts I will be addressmg wider methodological and thematic issues and 

debates in discursive socIal psychology. These include arguments about how 

identities, the membership or non-membership in particular categories, are managed 

m talk; the analytic possibihties and relevance of discursIvely mappmg people's 

membership and categorisation work in mteractlon; and more specifically, the 

interactive processes through which partIcIpants m an interview sItuation display, 

apply, and mobilise notIOns and descnptions of age and agemg. The analytic focus is 

finnly on partIcipants' communicative and interpretative sense making: on the tacIt 

reasoning practices, and on the lands of interactlonal business achieved by age 

categorisation in action. The wider empincal focus throughout is on how people use 

categorisatIOns and self-descnptions to accomplish certain kinds of mteractional 

work. 

In the analYSIS of the interview data, empincally grounded observations are made 

(i) On how people orient to and display the factual nature of the human life 
course as a progreSSIOn, and how overlap in between age categories is 
managed 

(11) On the discursIve practices through which membership m an age category 
is either warranted or resisted 

(Ill) On the discursIve fonnulations of personal change and contmuity, and 

(iv) On the moral nature of age descriptIOn 

The analytic and theoretical contnbutions from this work are of immediate mterest 

to both dIscursive and agemg research. The work shows the benefits of discursIve 

theorismg and analysIs for understanding arguments and descriptions about age. 

Simultaneously it makes a contnbution to the existmg hterature on identity and 

categorisatIOn in talk and mteraction. 
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Part One: Re-Contextualizing Life Course Research 

Chapter One: Introduction 

This thesis is about the everyday dIscursive pracllces, by which people make sense 

of, accomplish and manage their membership in a parlicular age category. In 

partIcular, I focus on the accounts, anecdotes and stories produced by men and 

women who, by their chronological age, have, or are about to 'turn fifty'. 

Throughout the analysis of these accounts I wIll be addressmg wider methodological 

and thematic Issues and debates in dtscursive socIal psychology. These mclude 

arguments about how identilles; the membershIp or non-membership in parlicular 

categones are established, handled and warranted in talk (Antaki and Wlddtcombe 

1998a); the analytic posslbihties and relevance of discursIvely mapping people's 

membership and categorisation work in interaction (Edwards 1991, 1995; Hester and 

Eglin 1997a; Sacks 1992; Wlddicombe 1998a); and more specifically, the interactive 

processes through which participants in an mterview situation apply, mobilise, and 

manage nollons and descriptions of age and ageing. The thesIs focuses on the tacIt 

communicative competencIes through whIch notions of the human hfe course are 

constructed, managed and oriented to m talk, and provides detailed analyses on the 

practices by which membership in stage of hfe categories is ascribed and rejected, 

dIsplayed and refused m the course of mteraction. The wIder empmcal focus 

throughout is on how people use categorisatIons and self-descriptions to accomphsh 

certain kinds of interactional work. 

The data, upon whIch this thesIs IS based, comprise of a corpus of over 800 pages of 

transcnbed talk from interviews with Finmsh men and women, all close to their 50th 

birthday. In the analysis of thIS corpus of talk, participants' descnptions are not 

taken as straIghtforward mamfestations of 'age Identity': as delivenes of factual 

information, or as reflecllons of mental events that are simply conveyed m the 

mtervlew talk. In other words, although I am workmg WIth an intervIew corpus, the 

participants are nonetheless not treated as 'informants' (cf. Sacks 1992, VoU: 27; 

Antakt and Widdlcombe 1998b). The umt of analYSIS IS talk m the intervIew 

sltuallon Itself, not some mternal psychic entIty that hes 'behmd' the talk. 



Chapter One: IntroductIOn 

Consequently, the analytIc focus IS finnly on participants' commumcative and 

interpretatIve sense making: on the tacIt reasoning practices, and on the kinds of 

interactional business achIeved by age categorisation in action. 

The work presented here, as the title also clearly indtcates, seeks to contribute to 

what could be called the 'Identity In action' tradItion In dtscursive social psychology 

(e.g. Antaki and Wlddlcombe 1998a; Shotter and Gergen 1989; Widdicombe and 

Wooffitt 1995). In contrast to cognitive psychology that concerns itself with a more 

mechanical model of categonsatlon (c.f. Billig 1985, 1997), thIS dtscussion 

emphasises the prime importance of studying categorisation as situated and dynannc 

discursive practIce As a result, Identity In discursive social psychology is removed 

from the realm of cognitive processing and placed finnly into the social, everyday 

arena. In line wIth the arguments of 'the identity In action' tradttlon, I take 

categories of age, lIke any categories by which we understand and organize the 

world around us, to be for talking' (Edwards 1991, 1998). Given this, the key 

starting point for analysIs In this work IS the centrahty of age categorisatIOns 'in 

action', i.e. their analysis In various dIscursive and argumentative contexts. 

In addttion to participating and contnbuting to what has come to be known as 

dIscursive psychology (potter and Wetherell 1987; Edwards and Potter 1992; Potter, 

Edwards and Wetherell 1993), this work also particIpates in the broader ongoing 

dIscussions concerning the benefIts of approaching the life course from a qualItative 

language-centred perspective (e.g. Coupland and Nussbaum 1993; Gubnum, 

Holstein and Buckholdt 1994; Nlkander 2000a; Taylor 1992, 1994; Wood and 

Kroger 1995). DOing this, I WIsh to partIcIpate in buildtng human action and 

interaction more systematically into the practices of theorising about the life course 

(Dannefer 1989). The arguments and analyses presented in this thesis are, In other 

words, geared towards elucIdating the advantages resulting from the cross­

fertilization of dIscursive psychology and life course research. Whereas discursIve 

perspectives into identity and the 'Identity In actIOn' tradItion withIn social 

psychology themselves are not new, theIr detailed introductIOn to hfe course studies 

and to questions of age categonsatlon remains something of an uncharted temtory. 

2 



Chapter One: IntroductIOn 

Age as a topic for 'traditional' and discursive research 

The focus on age categories and age identity adopted in this work differs noticeably 

from some, 'more trawtional' social psychological research on age and ageing (e.g. 

Spacapan and Oscamp 1989). On the whole, one could claim that the majonty of 

social sCientific research on age is stilI marked by theoretical and analytic Cl 

priorism. This means that age is often treated as an unproblematic and independent 

background variable that exerts its Influence on the individual. Unlike research on 

other social categories in which membership is obhgatory, like gender (e.g. Butler 

1990; Skevington and Baker 1989; Stokoe 1998; Wetherell 1986), or race and 

national background for example (Rapley 1998; UIlah 1990; Wetherell and Potter 

1992), research on age and ageing has been somewhat slower to adopt language­

centred, wscurslve or Interactional approaches. Treating age as a variable among 

others, has instead afforded research that takes age as an autonomous social category 

and the ageing indiVidual under scrutiny as a bearer of a particular 'social fact' 

called age, the effects of which can then be observed or measured. 

The unfortunate oversight in many of the stuwes focusing on age Identity is that they 

overlook the central importance of occasioned language use In SitU. Thus they also 

fail to detrul the interactlOnal processes by which meamngs of age are mobilised In 

the mulntude of immediate local contexts that make up the everyday (see e g. 

Holstein 1990, and Murphy and Longino 1992, for a diSCUSSIOn). This oversight, as 

well as the ideal of identity measurement, is apparent in the follOWing quote from 

The Encyclopedia of Ageing under the heading' Age Idemtlfication' 

'Self-perceived age identification is a major component of one' s self-concept 
over the bfe course. Age identity is a personal assessment of one's relative 
position in an age-graded system. Operationalization of this widely used 
concept often takes place by means of adjective check-lists, semantic 
differentials, and self-selected descriptions of one's age. Multivariate analyses 
suggest age identity is composed of a number of subfeatures (Kastenbaum, 
Derbin, Sabatini & Arrt 1972). Among these are biological and physiological, 
psychological, demographic, socio-economic, and social-psychological (Barak 
& Stem 1986). This last measurement is usually elicited in response to some 
variation of the query "Would you describe yourself as young, middle-aged, or 
old?" OccaSIOnally, a comparative slant IS put to the question· "Compared with 
others your age, would you say you are younger, about the same, or older?'" 

(Hendricks 1995: 34) 

3 



Chapter One. IntroductIOn 

It seems then that the criticism put forward by discursive psychology vis-a-vIs 

cognitive, social and developmental psychology categories (e.g. Edwards 1991, 

1995) can be extended to the criticIsm of at least some ageing research. Similar to 

some social psychologists, social gerontologists, m other words, at times confuse the 

'the descriptive with the ontological' when treating age categories as unproblematic 

glvens (WethereII and Potter 1992: 146). In contrast to the apparent a priori srn and 

lack of mteractional considerations and perspectives in much of this literature, the 

focus in the current work is exclUSIvely on the communicative and dialogic 

processes in and through which sltuational meanings of age and ageing emerge in 

interaction. The focus IS thus less on 'components or measurement of IdentIty', and 

more on dynamic meamng-makmg, and on the interactional business achieved by 

age categorisation. SImultaneously, age categories, the processes of categorisation 

and 'tradttional hfe course' research are re-contextuahsed into a discursive 

framework (cf. Shotter 1993a). 

The perspective on age categorisation in this thesis IS not wIthout precedent, 

however. In fact, dIscursive work on age and the life course has been gaining 

momentum over recent years. Despite the fact that the relative number of SOCIal 

gerontological and agemg research approaching age from the point of vIew of 

situated action and communication is stili low, we now find examples of books 

(Coupland and Nussbaum 1993; Green 1993; Oubrium, Holstem and Buckholdt 

1994) and speCIal issues (e.g. Coupland and Ylanne-McEwen 1993; WiIIiams and 

McEwen 2000) that not only combine substantial contributions and examples of 

empirical projects on the way, but also discuss and point to future prospects and to 

the centrahty of research on age from the aspect of language, everyday 

communication and interaction (Coupland and Coupland 1990; Oubnum and 

WaIIace 1990; Light 1988). 

The emergence of terms hke 'discursive socIal gerontology', 'narrative gerontology' 

(e.g. Manhelmer 1989; Wall ace 1992), 'sociohnguistlc gerontology' (Coupland, 

Coupland and Olles 1989, 1991), or 'hfespan sociohngUlstics' (Coupland, Coupland 

and Nussbaum 1993) mdicate the variety of methodologIcal stances that have 

language use at the centre of theIr analytIc focus. There is also a growmg body of 

hterature buildmg on an ethnomethodologlcaIIy oriented version of social 

4 



Chapter One: IntroductIOn 

constructionism (e.g. Gubrium, Holstein and Buckholdt 1994; Paoletti 1998a, 

1998b) and of studIes focusing on age in both everyday and institutIonal interaction 

(e.g. BodIly 1994; Gubrium and Wall ace 1990; Henwood 1993; Holstein 1990; 

Yhinne-McEwen 1999). It would seem then, that not only qualitative research of 

age, but also discursive research on the same tOpIC is qUIckly 'coming of age' (cf. 

Gubnum 1992). Simultaneously discursIve studies into ageing are beginning to 

prove theIr innovative nature m reframing traditIOnal and ngid conceptualisations of 

life-stages and the life cycle. I would like to see my own work as a contribution to, 

and as part of this ongomg development. 

Aims of the study 

As previous sections clearly indicate, the scope of thIS thesis intersects WIth two 

different areas of research: discursively and ethnomethodologIcaIly oriented 

research on identity and categorisatIOn m action on the one hand, and life course or 

ageing research on the other. The rum IS to extend the methodological scope of the 

latter by followmg through an analysis that focuses on the detail of membershIp and 

categonsatIOn work m talk. As a reflection of this work intersecting with two 

different dISCIplinary fields, the aims can also be described as two-fold. 

FIrst, the mrun objective is to produce empmcally grounded observations on some 

communicative practices through which age identity and age categories are applied, 

modIfied, and challenged in talk. I WIll argue that the positIOned nature of stage of 

life categories (Sacks 1992), the fact that human ageing is commonsensically 

conceptualIsed as movement through a pre-set collectIOn of stage of life categories, 

gives age a particular, factual character (Atkinson 1980). GIven this special nature of 

age as a membershIp category, studying the on-the-ground, in-SItu features of 

people's active and sItuated age-categorisation functions as a case in pomt, which 

has WIder relevance to ethnomethodologIcally oriented work on interactional 

categonsatIOn processes more generally (e.g Hester and Eghn 1997a). 

Looking at my data then, I run interested m how people 'do age' in concrete 

interactIOnal SItuations. I ask questions like: how do people make themselves and 

5 



Chapter One: IntroductIon 

others available for specific categorical designatIOn in hfetime terms? How do they 

orient to and manage notions of facticity, progression, and age-appropriateness in 

their talk about age? How are identitIes ascribed and rejected, dtsplayed and refused 

in interaction? And finally, are there noticeable charactenstlcs to age talk that can 

Justifiably be approached and depIcted m terms of morality? 

In addttion to drawing on the Sackslan analytic tradition of membership 

categonsation, and contributing to earher ethonomethodologically oriented research 

on stage of hfe categories m talk (e.g. Atkinson 1980; Baker 1981, 1984, 1997a; 

Hester 1998; Paoletti 1998a; Sacks 1992), this work also draws upon and contnbutes 

to discursive studies on factuality and quantIfication (e.g. Potter 1995; 1996b), 

contrast structures in talk (Cuff 1994; Dlckerson 2000; Edwards 1997; Hester 1998; 

Smith 1978), dtscursive morality (e.g. JayyusI 1984; 1991; Bergmann 1992, 1997, 

1998), and the analySIS of emotion talk in social contexts (e.g. Edwards 1997, 1999). 

In the analYSIS of the interview data, empIrically grounded observations are made 

(i) On how people orient to, and display the factual nature of the human life 
course as a progression, and how overlap between age categones is 
managed 

(Ii) On the discursive practices through which membership m an age 
category is either warranted or resisted 

(iii) On the dIscursIve formulatIOns of personal change and continuity, and 

(IV) On the moral nature of age description 

The analytic and theoretical contributIOns from this work benefit and are of 

immedtate mterest to both discursive and ageing research. The diSCUSSIon on 

dtscursive moralIty - the detaIled analyses of participants' orientatlOns to possible 

moral interpretations of theIr self-descriptIons - IS one example of this. I aim at 

c1anfying and further elucidatmg the somewhat fuzzy concept of discursive moralIty 

on the one hand, and provide alternative perspectives and new analytIC angles into 

tradItional questions of age-appropriateness and age norms, on the other. Analytic 

observations on moralIty are then hnked back to discussions withm qualItative and 

cultural ageing research, with speCIal reference bemg made to postmodem 

theorisations of age. 

6 



Chapter One: IntroductIOn 

Before turning to detailed introductIOn on how these themes are treated in 

subsequent thematic and analytic chapters, I wIll say a few words on the data. 

Analyst's glosses on the data 

The data I will be working on consIst of talk jointly constructed in interview 

situations. This, however, IS but one possIble way of descnblng and constructing the 

origins of the data. Other characterisations might include already revealed contextual 

detaIl, hke the notion that the interviewees were all Flnmsh and shared the common 

characteristic of being, by their chronological age, in their fifties. New detatl, 

consisting of partIcIpants' socio-economlc background, the means by whIch 

intervIewees were contacted, or the detail of the interview location could sImilarly 

be included.1 An analyst's gloss on context could also read as follows. 

The interviewees were asked questions on how they viewed issues of aging and the 
passing of time, in sessions that typically lasted from an hour to two hours. The 
interviews were structured to the degree that the same set of questions formed a base 
from which the interview situation could unfold. The interviewer's role vaned from 
situation to situation. from a more active role (Holstein and Gubriurn 1995), to parts 
where the interviewees talked in length, illustrating their experiences or opinions with 
numerous anecdotes uninterrupted by the interviewer. (Nikander 2000a: 339) 

A multIplicity of other equally "correct," and constructed-as-relevant 

categorizations, exists. Among them one could note the interesting time period at 

which the interviews were conducted. A demographic contextuallsation would 

indicate that In 1997 the bIggest so-called baby boom cohort in Finnish history -

those born in 1947 - turned fifty, and that a part of the particIpants were members of 

this precIse cohort. A further analyst's contextuahsation on the data, this time on a 

more cultural note, could be the general pubhc vlsibihty of 'turning fifty' in Finland. 

Reference could, for instance be made to the somewhat peculiar and persistent 

traditton In dally broadsheets to print bIrthday intervIews WIth various prominent 

members of the society: pop singers and film directors (as in the examples below), 

businessmen, academICS, artIStS etc. 

1 A more tradItional and detaIled analyst's charactensalIon on IntervIewees and procedure can be 
found In appendIX 2 

7 



Chapter One: IntroductIon 

Oma persoona aina 

Tarinankertojia tarvitaan 

Examples of birthday Interviews from Helsingin Sanomat, a daily broadsheet with the 
largest circulation in Finland. In 1997, 168 interviews in all were published: 39 on women 
and 129 on men. In addItion to the interview, the genre also includes a brief summary of the 
interviewee's life course events: schooling, career moves, promotions etc. (in italics above). 

8 



Chapter One: IntroductIon 

Specifying and listing various identIty categories or cultural background detrul for 

the participants is not unproblematic, however. Instead, as Edwards (1998), and 

Schegloff (1997) among others POInt out, such information - relevant as it may 

sometImes be for reaching an understandIng of what goes on in the data - is also in 

danger of moving our attention away from the actual goings-on and orientations of 

the partICipants themselves. Therefore rather than startIng off with providIng readers 

with routine and constructed-as-neutral background information, or with necessanly 

selective, and therefore possibly misleadIng descnptions of context, researchers In 

the field of dISCUrsive and conversation analysis prefer to emphasize the Importance 

of starting With a sensItIve analysIs of participants' actIOns and onentations that in 

the end make up the context in question (c.f. Schegloff 1991; Sliverman 1999). 

This is very much the emphaSIS throughout the analysis provided in this work as 

well. Instead of impOSIng the relevance of cultural Items or analyst's descriptions 

onto the data and thereby fixing their meaning prior to actual analysis, the focus is 

on the detrul of the data and on participants' actions and orientations. The vanety of 

cultural 'texts of identIty' (Gergen and Shotter 1989), the constructions of identIty 

and age we are constantly surrounded by in our day-to-day life, undoubtedly proVide 

and ascribe potential materials and/or communicative genres for people's ways of 

self-referencing and self and other descriptIon. Journalistic and iconic calendar 

marking practices that culturally consolidate ntuals !Inked to age, hke the ones seen 

above, as well as hfespan representations In popular autobiographies (Gergen and 

Gergen 1993), In film (Manheimer 1989), in advertisement (Coupland 2000; 

Yhinne-McEwen 2000), or In TV (e.g. Bell 1992; Harwood and Glles 1992; 

Nlkander 1994) remain an area of research to itself. The centrality of such available 

cultural genres remains, in this study however, something that needs to be 

estabhshed and made relevant by the detail of speakers' actions, invocations and 

demonstrable orientatlOns.2 

2 The cultural detail and the day-to-day VISIbIlIty of 'tummg fifty' matenahsed m the chppmgs 
above, does however shed hght on the wIder background of the current study. TheIr reproduction m 
thIS context could be taken as detaIl that posmons the author's motlvatlons when choosmg an age 
range for her study, and the rhetonc and arguments m use when applymg for fundmg for 11. It IS m 
that capacIty that they are proVIded here, not as a gloss on the data themselves 

9 



Chapter One: IntroductIOn 

An un-apologetic interlude 

A final possible descriptive gloss on the data in this study is the obvious: the data's 

interview nature. The material used is, in other words, descnbable as non-naturally 

occurring and thus as subJectable to a negative evaluative gloss from a general 

discursive/conversation analytic perspective. Numerous writers have brought 

forward the hmitations and special properties of interview material. In a slIrular 

vein, the emphasis In textbook characterisations of SUitable and recommendable data 

within discursive psychology has moved from mentIOning Interview data alongside 

interactional, 'naturally occurring or 'naturalistic' data (e.g. Potter and Wetherell 

1987, 1995a), to the predominance of really recommending only the latter (potter 

1997; Potter and Edwards 2001; Potter and Wetherell 1995b; see also discussion In 

Gallois and Plttam 1995, and In Hamilton 1999). 

Given the increasing influence of more conversatIOn analytically onented discursive 

work in social psychology, the emphasis on naturally occumng data as well as the 

increasing practice of measunng the appropnateness of data by the level of 

researcher involvement, IS understandable. The gradual change in emphasis when 

setting standards and ideals for discursive data collection and productIOn is but an 

interesting reflection of thiS. According to Potter (forth.) for instance, the 

demonstrated success of conversation analytic research, which discursive 

psychology has Important areas of overlap with, is reflected in the move from 

research based on conversational interviews to studies using records of natural 

interaction. Therefore whereas much of the work done in the 1980s and early 90s 

stili used interview matenal (e.g. Bilhg 1992; Potter and Wetherell 1987; Wetherell 

and Potter 1992), more recent work resorts to naturahstlc materials and texts. 

Does this mean then, that there is cause for worry and for some extra accounting that 

explains and rationalIses the use of interviews In thiS study? Is the chosen mode of 

data collection/generation outdated, and should one therefore make an attempt at 

introducing the data In the shght apologetic mode detectable In some other work 

(Dickerson 2000; Wlddlcombe and Wooffitt 1995)? Before doing any of the above, 

let us have a closer look at the cntlClsm, and at the pros and cons of USing 

interviews. 

10 



Chapter One: IntroductIOn 

The central concerns put against using interviews in the discursive psychology 

literature include that they are based on a pre-allocated turn-system, and that the 

one-way flow of questions from the interviewer systematically constrains the talk of 

the participant (see e.g. Wlddlcombe and Wooffitt 1995 for a diSCUSSIOn). These 

concerns thus clearly reflect the interests and perspective of sequential 

(conversatIOn) analysIs. Interviews have also been seen as an environment that 

encourages general and normative formulations and self-monitored talk, as 

something of an environment for 'lnteractlonal performances' rather than for free 

flOWing talk. As a result, mterview talk is claimed to have features of a public 

performance to It (cf. Edwards 1997). Interview data is also charactensed as 

inappropriate and unhelpful because as a method It 'generates categories mstead of 

looking at how categories are ordinarily deployed' (Silverman 1998: 60). 

But it is not all bad news. For example, in a textbook introduction to analysing 

membership categonsation in interview accounts, Baker lays out some specific 

guidelines and prinCiples for the analyst to follow. Accordmg to Baker then, in order 

to use interview matenal to unfold categoncal work in mteraction, we need to 

consider the followmg three pomts (Baker 1997b: 131) 

1) Interviewmg IS understood as an interactional event in which members draw 
on their cultural knowledge, including their knowledge about how members 
of categories routinely speak; 

2) Questions are a central part of the data and cannot be viewed as neutral 
invitations to speak - rather, they shape how and as a member of which 
categones the respondents should speak; 

3) Interview responses are treated as accounts more than reports - that is, they 
are understood as the work of accountmg by a member of a category for 
activities attached to that category. This accounting work is the core of the 
analysis of data. In this accounting work, we look for the use of membership 
categorizatIOn deVices by the mtervlewer and the respondent, and show how 
both are involved m the generation of versions of social reality built around 
categones and actiVIties. 

On the whole then, my take on the analysis of mtervlew matenal recognises the 

general startmg points, outlined by Baker. I also follow the analytic stance adopted 

by Widdicombe and Wooffitt (1995). This means that I see the interview situation 

as a particular interactional arena for the practical business of identity work and as 
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a discursive site where social categories are refined and re-worked. In line with the 

often-cited charactensation on interview material wIthin discourse analysis I 

therefore analyse intervIews 'as Interaction in their own right' (e.g. Potter and 

Wetherell 1987; Wetherel and Potter 1992). This entails understanding questions as 

a central part of the data, and addressing and analysing particIpants' onentations to 

the relevance of theIr talk as interview talk. In a discursive analysis of interview 

material, the 'interviewness' of the data, as well as potential Interview onentations 

and constraints are, In other words, rendered analysable. Specifiable aspects of the 

intervIew context can be shown to shape the utterances and what actually happens in 

the interactIOn. Not wishing to go so far as to make the intervIew features of the 

interaction the primary focus of analysis (e g. Button 1992; Hester and Francis 1994; 

Houtkoop-Steenstra and Antaki 1997; Rapley and Antaki 1998), I nonetheless wish 

to raise Issues of how the things said bring forward the context (penikylli 1997: 213; 

see also Silvennan 1999) whenever the data clearly indicates the need to do so. 

So to a degree, I find It important to recognise, point to, and to take into account the 

hmited 'naturalness,' and the special characteristics of the data under analysis here. 

Throughout the analyses, I will therefore always be imphcltly and at times 

explicitly, prefacmg my claims WIth the phrase 'm this sIte of accountability the 

interviewee does X, Y or Z.' At the srune time, however, I acknowledge that 

characterisatIOns such as 'natural' or 'ordinary' language are problematIC and that 

the edges of 'ordmary' are blurred and hard to define. I therefore concur with 

SlIvennan who reminds us that 'we can become smug about the status of 'naturally­

occurring data." (SiIvennan 1993: 208; see also Potter 1997: 149; Jorgenson 1991; 

Potter and Wetherell 1995b).3 For despite the obvious hmitatlons of interviews as 

data, the fact remains that not only do interviews 'carry a really powerfull, 

compelhng nature' (Silvennan 1993: 209), but also that some of the most 

convincmg and mfluentlal empmcal analYSIS within discursive analysIs has 

onginated from studies relymg on interviews (e.g. BiIhg 1992: Wetherell and Potter 

3 At the tIme of wntmg thIs I am also collecung and analysing 'naturally occurnng', vldeotaped data 
as part of a research project focussmg on mter-professlOnal deciSIOn makmg m meeUngs Drawmg on 
that expenence I can see the benefits of such mteractlon as data, but also agree WIth Sllverman m that 
no data IS self-evIdently 'pure' nor natural In any SImple sense of the word Instead all data IS 
medIated, produced, and 'done' (Rester and FrancIs 1994) m one way or another. 
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1992; Widdlcombe and Wooffitt 1995; Wooffitt 1992; see also Gilbert and Mulkay 

1984). 

I also trust that the phenomena, the discursive devices and practices identified in this 

work, are not simply artefacts of the interview situation. As certain dtscursive 

features and communicative patterns re-appear in the course of the mterview 

material in analysable and summansable ways, I can presuppose that they have some 

currency outside the confines of the interview situation as well (cf. Baker 1984). 

Members have communicative recourses they use when engaging in any kind of 

talk. Therefore It does not seem likely that a special set of communicative 

competencies would apply and be set aSIde for interviews (Widdicombe and 

Wooffitt 1995: 73; cf. Atkinson and Silverman 1997). 

Havmg thus stated the charactenstics and potential limItatIOns of the material used 

m thIs work, and noted the means m whIch they are taken into account in the 

analysis of it, it is time to move on and to have a closer look at the contents of the 

chapters to come. 

Overview of the chapters 

Chapter Two: Theorising the Life Course in Discursive Terms sets the analytic 

starting pomts for this study. In it, I continue to position the perspective adopted in 

thIs thesIs in relation to the existing hterature on membership and categonsation 

work on the one hand, and to the traditions of qualitative ageing research on the 

other. This positioning allows me to further IdentIfy the methodological concerns, 

and what I find are the weaknesses and blind spots m the agemg studies hterature. 

The dISCUSSIOn also functions to posItion this study in terms of the Identities m 

actIOn tradttion. The chapter thus rhetorically builds up a justification for the 

concerns in this thesIs, and an argumentative niche for the analysIs to come. 

Chapter two also provIdes an account of the empirical stance pursued in the analytic 

chapters. I outline the Sacksian tradition for the analysis of membership work in 

talk, and show how Harvey Sacks' classical early treatment of identity categories 
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and descnption has been taken up and expanded on by Membership Categorisation 

AnalYSIS, and by representatives of the 'Manchester school'. Drawing on preVIous 

work on stage of life categories in talk and mteractlOn, I also provide an account of 

how similar concerns have featured m research on hfe course research. The work by 

Carolyn Baker on the dlscufSlve management of overlap in between hfetlme 

categories (1981, 1984), as well as her work focusing on membership categonsation 

in mterview accounts (1997b) will be of special interest here. 

Part Two: Age in Talk and Interaction 

The three analytic chapters in Part Two each focus on a particular analytic theme. 

Chapter three focuses on the management of the factual and posItioned nature of 

stage of hfe categories, chapter four outlines the practices of warrantmg and 

resistmg particular category ascriptIOns, whereas chapter five examines the kinds of 

mteractional work the mobilisation of descnptions of personal continuity or change 

achieve for the speakers in the local contexts of talk. 

Chapter Three: Managing the 'Natural Facticity' of the Life Course, begins the 

empirical mappmg out of stage of life categories and age identity in mteraction. The 

chapter works on two levels. The first part addresses the issue of cultural pre­

givenness or naturalness versus the indexical nature of stage of life categories, as 

descnbed by Sacks (1992) and others after him. Ethnomethodology's key concept, 

mdexicahty, IS discussed as a way into the factually gIven, ordered nature of stage of 

life categories on the one hand, and their situatlonally and locally occasioned usage 

on the other. 

The latter part of chapter three focuses on the empirical examination of the tacit 

communicative competencies through whIch the factual nature of the human hfe 

course is estabhshed and oriented to in talk. In the analysis, a dlstmctive discursive 

deVIce for doing provisional continuity IS identified. ThIs re-occumng feature based 

on an Identifiable A-B-but A -structure IS mtroduced as an argumentative device 

that produces acknowledgement of change, whIle at the same tIme affords the 

speaker to place him or herself beyond change. Examples from other empmcal 
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research are then presented to support the claim that the 'provisional continuity 

device' identified IS a more generic feature of talk and thus not simply restricted to 

talk about age and ageIng. 

Other communicative detail analysed in chapter three include the practices of 

factualisation through quantification, and facticlty as a default formulation for the 

interview as a context for talk. The analysis in this chapter IS thus also an example of 

how the thIngs saId in talk bring forward the interview context. The intervlew­

qualIty revealed by the organIsatIOn of exchanges between intervIewer and 

respondent in parts of the interactJon are focused on. The detaIls in the descriptJve 

activities are discussed through reference to the specificlty of the interviewer's 

actions, and by making reference to speakers' manifest orientations to the evolVIng 

discursive context. 

The vanety of ways in which age categories function as fleXIble sense-making 

resources for the participants - the discursive practices of doing the business of age 

and Identity - are discussed In detail in chapters four and five. Chapter Four: 

Warranting and Resisting a Category, contInues the examinatIon of ruscurslve 

actJon - the interpretative and reasoning practices - through which membership in a 

specIfic age category IS achieved. The analytIC focus is on the discursive detail of 

self-categorisatIOn, and on the organIsation of age descnptions. This clearly 

demonstrates their dynamIC, flUId and contradIctory nature (Antaki, Condor and 

Levine 1996; Coupland et. al 1991). The chapter provIdes further eVIdence on the 

benefits of approachIng identity negotJation and membership or non-membership in 

categories through a detailed analysis of the talk by which they are accomplished 

and managed The chapter not only examines the scope of commUnIcative features 

Involved in 'age in action', but also takes up the wider range of discursive practices 

to do with the organisation of descnptions and categorisatJon more generally. 

The empincal analysis In chapter four concentrates on the flexible usage of age 

labels as an intncate means of establishing warrant, of generalising and sometimes 

ironising the grounds for membershIp in age categories. In addition to single 

examples, one longer narrative is chosen for a step-by-step analYSIS to show how 

conflicting accounts and categonsations are negotiated and managed. The analysis 
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takes up and builds upon the notion of contrast structures in talk, and also shows the 

descnptive devIces through which people structure lengthy, monologic accounts. 

Descriptions of age - whether literary or everyday - typically centre on notIons of 

change and continuity. Chapter Five: Mobilising Change and Continuity, moves on 

to examine the kinds of discursive work descriptions of personal continUity or 

change do for the speakers in the local contexts of talk. Drawmg on the work on 

extreme case formulations m talk (e.g. Pomerantz 1986; Edwards 2000; 

WIddicombe and Wooffitt 1995), on Lena Jayyusi's (1984) concept of type 

categorisations, and on the dIscursive device of show concessions (Antala and 

Wetherell 1999), the chapter draws a detailed pIcture of the discursive mobilisation 

and negotiation of life course change and contmuity. 

In the analysis in this chapter, the mobilisatIOn of notions of change and contmUIty 

is treated as part of the discursive practIces and means of locally eVIdencing and 

displaying certain features of one's Identity. Again, necessary reference is made to 

the intervIew provenance of the data. The analysis on descnptions of personal 

change and contmUIty in the chapter focuses on three descnptive deVIces or 

culturally available resources that clearly permeated the action of doing age 

descnptIOn in the data: the construction of extreme personal continuity, the 

discursive mobilisation of type categorisations and the practIces of evoking 

axiomatic notions of change. 

Part Three: The Morality of Age Claims 

In the last two empincal chapters in Part Three, the analytic focus shifts. Instead of 

lookmg for variabIlity or for the specIficitIes of category mobilisation, I concentrate 

on elucidating a single feature of age talk: Its moral nature. The analytIc perspectIve 

and objectives set m chapters six and seven are thus sharply deliIruted. 

The objective m Chapter Six: Talkmg Against Linearity is to look mto the variety of 

ways m which 'morality' or 'moral dIscourse' have been conceptualised withm 

discursive and conversation analytic research. Looking into SOCIal interaction and 
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morality, I also explore some claims about the analysabllity of 'moral d!scourse', that 

IS, how analysts typically substannate their observanons of instances of 'moral 

discourse' or 'moral accountabIlity'. I will pomt to some conceptual and analytic 

problems WIth the use of the term 'morality', and to instances where It is used 

interchangeably with other terms lIke 'ratIOnalIty', 'sensitivity' or 'delicateness'. 

FoIlowmg the d!scusslOn and review into some empirical research on morality m 

discourse, the second objective in chapter SIX is to explore the kmd of analytIc 

mileage to be gained from adopting and utilIsing the term 'moral d!scourse' when 

looktng at the age data at hand. To do this, I present potential candidate examples of 

'moral accounting' or 'moral descriptive work' from my data. The key analytic task in 

the chapter is to consider whether sufficient a ground exist to grant an analysis that 

builds on the terminology of d!scursive moralIty, or moral work. 

FoIlowmg the somewhat more theorencal introduction to discursive morality m 

chapter six, Chapter Seven: Producing Morally Insulated Accounts, then moves on 

to enlarge on this discussion. Several additional examples on the ways in which 

morality comes to life in the mterview data are provIded in the chapter. WhIle the 

focus in the previous chapter was on the potential moralIty of age claims, the focus 

in chapter seven is on speakers' explicit mobilization of right and wrong, or 

appropriate and inappropriate behaVIOur. 

The analytic observations in this chapter are based on a variety of communicative 

features and descriptive detail by which speakers display, configure and manage the 

moralIty of their accounts. These include 1) Self-initiated qualifications of prior 

accounts, 2) Appealing to feelings and the inner reality of the speaker and 3) 

Momtoring the scenic features of accounts. 

The chapter approaches the discursive intricacy of morality m talk from several 

perspectives and bUIlds something of a hologram view on how accounts - parts of 

mterview interaction as well as talk m other pOSSIble interacnve sites - may be 

produced m ways that work to msulate them from moral reproach. Simultaneously, 

It draws upon and contnbutes to earlIer research on emotion talk and on the 

argumentative currency of reference to one's inner realIty. 
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In the concludmg Chapter Eight, I assess the contributions my work bnngs into the 

study of categorisation in interaction, on the one hand, and into the broader field of 

life course research, on the other. I revisit the analytic threads and promises outlined 

m the begmning chapters and evaluate the degree to whIch such promises of analytic 

and theoretical contributions were fulfilled. 

In addition to evaluating the contributIOns and implications to c1Iscurslve psychology 

and to bfe course research, the chapter also opens up a discussIon of the potential 

wider relevance and dIrections for further analYSIS that the discussIons presented m 

this work as a whole may offer. In thIS context postmodem theories of agemg are 

viewed in the light of the detatled analYSIS on the moralIty of age claims in chapters 

six and seven. The chapter then concludes with a discussion over potential issues 

and questions for further discursive research on agemg and stage of life 

categonsation. 
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'There is no researchable, discussable old age in the manifold 
of reality unless categories of language inscribe it there.' 

(Green 1993: 109) 

As the introductory chapter clearly indIcated, thIS study aims at the cross-fertIlisation 

in between 1) qualitative, language-centred life course research and 2) discursive, 

SOCIal psychological work on categonsation. In the current chapter, I set out to 

provide a more precise picture of the state of the art in both these fields, and to 

identify the analytic and theoretical resources drawn from both. 

Before moving on to the analysis of jomtly constructed interview accounts about age 

and ageing, three points of theoretIcal and methodological concern need to be 

covered. First, a further look at qualitative social sCIentIfic agemg research, to the 

vanety of methodological and analytic stances that IOform the field, IS needed. 

Second, general assumptions of dIscursIve analysis, discursive social psychology and 

the 'IdentIty in actIon' traditIOn 10 partIcular need addressing. Third, and most 

importantly, the SacksIan analytIC legacy of membership categonsatIon as an 

IOcreasingly influentIal field within ethnomethology needs to be considered. 

Towards the end of the chapter, I WIll also review some, both theoretical and 

empirical, work on stage of life categories in talk and interaction. In addition to the 

classic work by Harvey Sacks, these WIll include studIes by Atkinson, Baker, Green, 

Hester and Paoletti. 

In all, the current chapter works to pOSItion the theoretIcal perspectIve adopted, the 

methodological and conceptual choices made, and the analytic stance pursued in the 

five empirical chapters to follow. I wish not to present theoretical and analytic 

conSIderatIOns 10 a one-off manner, however. Instead, analytic and methodological 

arguments will be taken up, and revisited 10 subsequent chapters in a way that 

develops on, and further fleshes out the dISCUSSIOn 10 the current one. 
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Assessing qualitative and language-centred life course research 

Age functions as one central means of self-definition and self-categorisation 

throughout the life course. This self-definitIOn starts with a child clumsily puttmg up 

fingers to answer an adult's apparently important question: 'And how old are you?' 

and continues in various ways in our day-to-day interactIOn to the day we reach 

retirement age, and beyond. Straightforward descriptIOns in terms of chronological 

age are but one example of the ways in which agemg surfaces in the myriad of 

everyday interactIOn and our situated actiVities. On a closer look, day-to-day talk and 

mteractlOn is full of calendar and age marking, of subtle and more direct 'age­

telling,' and of mteractlOnal and mstItutlOnal displays and appraisals of life course 

pOSitIOns. These may take the form of tIcking boxes on a form, of conveying indexes 

like music or clothes preferences, of conversatIons, actions, topics, styles, and rituals 

with potential age-referencing, age-appropnate, or age and life course implicative 

meanmgs. Age categories and other mteractional formulations of age, in other 

words, surface, and are made relevant to us, m ImpliCit or explicit ways, as we 

position each other in lifespan implicatIve ways, or descnbe and account for our own 

and others' actIons in talk. 

Language use and routme, everyday descriptIve processes thus function as the key 

arena for the constructIon of our understanding and for our ways of conceptualising 

age and the life course. It seems all the more surpnsmg then, that qualitative and 

particularly discursively oriented research has only of late started to establish Itself 

as a distmctIve field withm agemg research. Instead, the theoretIcal and analytic It 

prionsm of much SOCial SCientIfic and social psychological research into age and 

ageing, has meant that this field has been somewhat slower to see the centrality of 

actIve language use, and to adopt discursive or interactional approaches. 

The theoretical and analytic myopia of much lifespan and agemg research has, in 

practice, meant overlooking the mteractional processes whereby age and its 

meanings are accomplished. Instead, research into human development and the life 

course has for long concentrated on the careful descnption and mappmg out of, what 

are conceptualised as, the predictable and rule-governed stages of our passage from 
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chIldhood to adulthood and old age. Developmental models of the human lifespan 

are often bUIlt on a nomothetic narratIve of indIvIduals gOlllg through distinct stages 

of human maturation, facing specIfic CriSIS and challenges and either fatling or 

succeeding in solving them. 

The normative and prescnptive nature of theorislllg in the field of ageing research IS 

nicely captured by the pronouncedly indIvidualistic notion 'successful ageing,' 

which III itself suggests a dIvision between, 'pathological' or 'deviant' and 'normal' 

ageing. Putting it a bIt sarcastically, this Western ideology of indIvidualIsm (Shotter 

1993a) constructs a picture of successful ageing where the autonomous and rational 

seIf-made-man manages the challenges set by ageing, travels through the 'seasons of 

a man's life' (Levlllson et. al 1987), and comes home a winner. The aversion to 

human interaction in much theory buIldIng has, in other words, meant reduclllg 

human beings to the status of passive, detenruned and predIctable objects of study 

(Dannefer 1989: 10). 

In the social psychological hterature on ageing, the human life course has typIcally 

been approached by eIther focuslllg on role transItions and soclalisation (e g. George 

1980) or by focusing on the inter-relationship between a person's hfe-situatlon and 

hislher internal psychologIcal states. Due to the 'socIal problems' origins of the field 

(Marshall 1986:10), research has tended to concentrate ItS efforts on seeking and 

measuring correlates and vanables that would best explain and predIct the 'life 

satisfaction,' 'well-being', 'happiness' or 'morale' of people III various stages and 

changing sItuations of theIr life. Much of the research is normative in nature III that 

it, for instance, views 'adjustment' to change, as a natural and self-evIdent goal that 

research efforts should also rum to support (e.g. Dannefer 1988, 1996).1 

The above cnticism should not be taken to mean that the analytic myopIa of hfespan 

research vis-a-vis sItuated language use and dynamic interactional processes is all 

I For cntlclsm of hfe satIsfactIon measurement, the ways m whIch Images of hfe and sallsfactlon are 
presented to the subjects, and then entered mto the process of measurement see Gubnum and Lynotl 
1983 For a d,scurs,ve cntlclsm on psychologIcal quahty of hfe mtervlews see Antala and Rapley 
1996. 
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encompassing. Instead, an extensive self-reflective hterature has emerged to unsettle 

and re-assess fundamental assumptions built into lifespan concepts and theorising 

(e.g. Andrews 1999; Coupland, Coupland and Gdes 1991; Dannefer 1989; Green 

1993, Iaffe and Miller 1994; Katz 1996; Levin and LeVin 1980; Marshall 1986; 

Nikander 1999a; Seltzer 1992; Tornstam 1992; Wershow 1981). Nor is the field 

insensitive to, or untouched by the 'discursive turn,' but rather, studies treating age 

as merely an unproblematic background variable are Increasingly giving way to 

quahtative, constructlOnIst, cntlcal and language-centred research on age. 

Practitioners of hfe course research have also Incorporated theories of rhetonc 

Hazan 1988, 1994), dIscourse (Wood and Kroger 1995), and narratIve (Gergen and 

Gergen 1993; Luborsky 1990) Into their methodologies, and language and socially 

grounded research IS rapIdly becoming more common In the hterature (see Coupland 

and Coupland 1990; Wood and Kroger 1995 for overviews). 

Assessment of three, partly overlapping strands of emerged and emerging fields of 

research is due here. I begin WIth a somewhat more general diSCUSSIOn on the 

Increase in qualItative research that focuses on participants' accounts. Second, I 

examine socIal constructlonism as an analytic stance and as a general theoretical 

undercurrent in much ageing research. ThIrd, I discuss recent sociolinguistic and 

dIscursive research Into age and ageing. 

The dIscussion In this section is not offered as a thorough overview of the long­

standing developments and debates in the field of ageing research. Instead, it 

provides a sketch of the research landscape, and helps me to identify and underline 

some key methodological concerns, and, what I find, are the potential weaknesses 

and blind spots in eXIsting literature. Although a wealth of both empIrical and 

theoretical work on language and the hfe course exists to draw upon, there IS also 

room, and a need to reconsIder and redirect theoretIcal and analytic foundations to 

move arguments and debates forward One way of achIeVing this IS, I propose, by 

looking at age categories 'in actIOn' . 
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The qualitative quest in ageing research 

The upsurge of qualitative research In the field of social scientific life course 

research has of late been combined with the increasing interest in participants' 

accounts, narratives and life stories. It seems then, that where something of an 

absence or a lack of qualitative members' accounts eXisted before, we now find a 

landslide of research focusing on narrative accounts and oral histories, and of studies 

utilising biographic and autobiographlc texts. 

What makes this upsurge In qualitative accounts of interest here is their advocative 

nature. This variant of research seeks in other words, at least in part~ to counter 

stereotypically negative Images of agemg by bringing forth more holistic and 

understanding narratives of later life. The focus on recollection and narrative - the 

'narrative quest' In ageing research - has, according to Manheimer (1989) for 

instance, resulted in research where the 'genuine voices of ageing participants' are 

used in order to make sense of, but also to pose Ideals on specific life stages, later 

life in particular. This quest for partiCipants' accounts also runs the risk of resulting 

In research literature, where 'the seerrungly negative becomes positive; lirrutatlOns 

becomes possibility' (op Clt.: 240). The upsurge of such work can, according to 

Manheimer, be explained by the somewhat romantic notion that tappmg into the 

recollection of the old, for instance, helps us replace the fragmented space of the 

meanmg and purpose of later life, increasingly vacated by religIOUS interpretatIOns. 

Smlilar romantic and advocative notIOns about story telling and narratives, this time 

as a means of achieVing purpose and a well-adjusted, healthy and normal ageing, can 

be found in much theorising around reminiscence. Bomat (1989, ref. Buchanan and 

Mlddleton 1993: 55-56) for example pOints out, how rerruniscence work has become 

a social movement with an agenda that is 'as much political as it is therapeutic or 

recreational', and how an increase in gerontological rerruniscence research and 

literature has helped to Inform and boost the movement. According to Buchanan and 

Middleton thiS literature has done little to establish the detailed grounds of 

beneficlality of renliniscence as social action, and 'Ignored the dlverslly of 
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conversational acts that rrught be so named' (Buchanan and Middleton 1993: 56; see 

also Saarenheimo 1994). 

One could claim then, that m some social research mto agemg, people's accounts are 

granted the unproblematic status of research eVidence. In such cases then, we can 

detect preconceived theoretical notions of language and memory (cf. Edwards & 

Mlddleton 1986; Edwards and Potter 1992; Middleton and Edwards 1990) and of 

their relationship to psychological well-bemg informing the research practice. At the 

same time, the beneficial nature of communicative practices such as story sharing, or 

remmiscence for example, that both target to deal with hfe course change or 

'adaptation' to it, is rarely grounded in detailed analysis of the pragmatics of talk and 

interaction. 

In addition to research into personal narrative and rerruniscence, several, both 

classical and more recent, ethnographic studies can be found, where the voice of the 

researcher offers convmcing and persuasive stones on agemg communities (e.g. 

Myerhoff 1978) or on mstltutlOnal narratives about age (e.g. Diamond 1992). Such 

narratives are often based on long-tenn fieldwork, on first-hand mvolvement With 

the partiCipants, andlor in-depth intefVlews. Due to their persuasive fonnat, such 

studies have often, and m important ways, proven influential in affecting pubhc 

policy or the views of the larger pUblic. The means of providing and secunng 

crediblhty for the findings in qualitative work that rehes extensively on participants' 

narratives, leaves much to be desired, however. According to Manheimer (1989: 

239): 

However the storytellmg is done, the aim of the qualitative methodologist is 
snnilar: to let the mdividual instances, the vOIces of actual older people or literary 
depictions of aging, stand for general truths of later life. In a sense their narrative 
methods are linguistic structures that aim to show that about which they speak. 

One should not conclude from the above, that all quahtative or narrative life course 

research overlooks the sltuational and actIOn-oriented nature of language use and 

story telhng. The problem With studies that do, however, IS two-fold. First, their 

persuasIveness often rehes on the extensive illustrative function of the narrative data 

gathered, rather than on detailed analysis. When based on the wntten down 

impressions of a researcher, the reader has no direct access to the data and to the 

24 



Chapter Two: Theonsmg the LIfe Course m DIScurSIve Terms 

actual goings-on the descriptions are about. Instead, she is left to take on trust that 

the descriptions and observatIons, the choices and words of the researcher, do justice 

to the 'reality' and to the initial mteractIOns. This immediately rlllses questions of 

explanatory adequacy.2 Second, qualitatIve research of this genre often relies on the 

romantic notion of authenticIty and trusts that 'pure experience', or underlymg 

psychological processes are sImply conveyed and transmitted through talk. 

Contrary to the illustratIve and persuasive functIon given to participants' accounts in 

the research genre described above, the present study wIshes to bUIld notions of 

discursive actIon more systematically into the terms whereby age is analysed and 

theorised (c.f. Dannefer 1988, 1989). The mterview accounts are not measured in 

terms of theIr authenticity, or in terms of the truth-value of what participants choose 

to 'reveal' to the interviewer. In contrast to the romantIc notion of talk revealing, or 

standing in for inner truths or experiences, the analytic interests here IS solely on 

participants' joint meanmg making, and on the detlllled analysis of situationally 

unfoldmg categorisatIon and descnption.3 To further establish analytic and 

theoretical anchorage for the discursive analysis of participants' action,let us have a 

bnef look at social constructiomst and dIscursive life course research. 

Constructionist re-framings of aging research 

During the past few decades, various, both theoretical and cultural, developments 

have worked as catalysts m the process whereby narve notIOns of authentICIty, also m 

the field of biographical and ethnographic studies, have been called into question. 

SOCIal constructIOmsm has extended its mfluence over a variety of qualItative work 

to the extent that It can be said to functIOn as a broad umbrella term: as something of 

a theoretical background canvas, referred to in a variety of qualitative empincal 

2 For a dISCUSSIon on the rhetoncal construclIon and selectIon of field notes see e g. Atkmson 1992, 
Warren 1988 For questIons of valIdIty when workmg with field notes as opposed to recorded and 
transcnbed data, see Perfikyla 1998; Seale 1999). 
3 It should perhaps be pomted out that thIS analytIC stance adopted VIs-a-VIS the data does not equate 
With rmstrustmg, lromsmg or disbelieVIng partiCipants' accounts. 

25 



Chapter Two' TheorISing the Life Course In DIScursIve Terms 

research, qualitative ageing research included (e.g. Gergen 1994; 1999; Nlkander 

2001; Shotter and Gergen 1989). 

With constructionism, strictly romantic notions of language use have changed, and, 

as a result, Iifespan Issues of 'maturity', 'stages', 'development', 'old age', 

'childhood' etc. conceptualised qUite differently from earlier work. Instead of 

treating age categones as self-evident starting points for research, constructionist 

notions recast them as products of interpretative practice (e.g. WaUace 1992, see also 

Dannefer 1989). The aim then is, to analyse 'how these thmgs are produced through 

interactIOn and how they are used to make sense of expenence' (Gubnum, Holstein 

and Buckholdt 1994: 3). Social constructlOmsm thus functions as a basic startmg 

point for much empirical research interested m exphcating the ordmary, academic, 

and institutional activities and mterpretatlve practices that are key to the constitution 

of meanings of age and the hfe course. Consequently, it is also one mgredient and a 

(largely mvisible) theoretical undercurrent for the analysis in the present study. 

Social constructiomst influences can be detected in studies that approach age as a 

historically constructed and changing concept (Covey 1988, 1992; Kirk 1992; 

Roebock 1978), and as the backdrop for much of the self-reflective and self-critical 

work on acaderruc knowledge production concerning age (e.g. Burman 1994; Green 

1993; Hazan 1994; Katz 1996; Raz 1995). Constructionism also functions as a 

theoretical springboard for empirical research focusing on the relationship in 

between lay and acaderruc theonsing (e.g. Gubrium and WaUace 1990), for a vanety 

of research on situated language use like story telling (e.g. Van Langenhove and 

Ham 1993; Wall ace 1992) and for studies interested in age in everyday (e.g. 

Gubrium, Holstein and Buckholdt 1994; Kearl and Hoag 1984) and institutional 

settmgs (e.g. Bodily 1994; Grainger 1993). 

In sum, SOCial constructionism has provided a new basis for rethmking old 

assumptions in hfespan studies. It has challenged the assumptIOn that ageing is the 

same 'for all people, at all times, and in all situations' (WaUace 1992, see also 

Kaufman 1994) and recast ageing as a topic to be studied as an interactional, 

sltuational and SOCial process (e.g. Bytheway 1997; Luken 1987; Ward 1984). At the 
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same ttme the focus of analysIs has moved towards the ways m whIch age IS 

established in everyday descripttve practices, and to the detailed analysis of 

ciIscursive action. While providing general starting points and analytic assumptIOns 

(see e.g. Gubrium, Holstem and Buckholdt 1994, chapter 2), constructionism does 

not, however, provIde any specific method for the detaIled analysis of sItuated 

interaction practices (c.f. discussion in Potter 1996a, see also Burr 1995; Greenwood 

1994; Nlkander 2001). This means that work carned out under its general rubric IS 

often couched m theorettcal terms, and that, m empIrical studies, the practices of 

actual analysis vary consIderably accordmg to the analytic approach adopted. 

Discursive research on ageing 

One area where constructtonist conceptual concerns have successfuIly been 

translated into an empincal research programme is language-centred research, 

particularly ciIscursive analysis. Wlthm qualitattve life course research, stuciIes under 

the general rubric 'dIscursIve', vary from a Foucauldian perspective on ciIscourse as 

a disciplIning, regulatmg and controlling power (e.g. Latimer 1997; Katz 1996), to 

the analytical and methodological perspecttves developed and summarized within 

socIolinguistics and discursive psychology (e.g. Coupland, Coupland and GJles 

1991; Coupland and Nussbaum 1993, see also Giles and Coupland 1989). 

A common thread running through most ciIscursive research into ageing IS the WIsh 

to focus on how cultural, mstttutional, and sltuatlonal meanmgs of age are worked 

into bemg in and through our everyday ciIscursive practices and texts. With thIS 

common ground as the startmg pomt, dIscursive research mto ageing can be said to 

cover a wide range of tOpICS that include age identity (Henwood 1993; Jolanki et, 

Hervonen and Jylhil 2000; Paoletti 1998a; Shotter 1993a; Yhinne-McEwen 1999), 

the morality of age categonsation (Nlkander 2000a), institutional discourse and 

decision making (Coupland and Coupland 1998; Grainger 1993; Holstem 1990; 

Nussbaum 1991), the discurSive production offrailty (Kaufman 1994; Taylor 1992, 

1994), intergenerational discourse (Coupland, Coupland and Grainger 1991; 

Coupland et al. 1988; Ng 1998) the role of life course metaphors (Hockey and James 
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1993; Kenyon, BlITen and Schroots 1991), identity functions of reminiscence 

(Buchanan and Middleton 1995; Middleton and Buchanan 1993), age stereotypes 

and discourse of ageism (BodIly 1994; Coupland and Coupland 1993; 1999; 

Coupland, Nussbaum and Coupland 1991; Harwood and Giles 1992; Ng and 

McCreanor 1999), and the discursive and textual production of gerontological 

knowledge (Green 1993; Hazan 1994; Katz 1996; Raz 1995). 

The list above already bnngs forward the variety in theoretical and disciplinary 

background in ageing research potentially listing the term discourse in its title. In 

order to throw some light on this disciplinary and analytic variety, I choose here to 

dIscuss some of the research done in the language sCiences: in the fields of language 

and social psychology and sociolinguistics in particular. All through this discussion, 

the aim is to compare and contrast the analysis typical to these fields to the markedly 

discursive SOCial psychological stance adopted in this work. 

Age and language 

One starting point for a review of this area of research IS to state the obVIOUS 

common field of interest to Issues of age and ageing shared by social psychological 

and sociolinguistic studIes. The fact that ageing, and the dynarmcs of everyday age 

description and categonsation In particular, have for long remained an under­

researched temtory In discursive psychology, makes language sciences and 

SOCIOlinguistic discourse analysis clear forerunners in this field. More recent 

developments that show linguistic, social scientific, and interactionist contributions 

engaging in genuine interdIsciplinary diSCUSSion (e.g. Coupland and Nussbaun 

1993), make research in this collaborative field an obvIOUS and important starting 

point for the current study. 

Startmg with more traditional sociolingUistic research on age and language use, we 

can note, first of all, that extensive research in this area has focused on the 

relationship between different social statuses or categones (like age, gender, class) 

and language. The analytiC perspective adopted in such studIes, is on language and 
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communication styles: on the mappmg and companson of specific speech practices 

or codes m cross-cultural, inter-gender or mter-generational situations for instance. 

Other, more specific topics dominating the research on language and age include the 

focus on acoustic and articulatory charactensttcs, voice qualIty, sentence production, 

or vocabulary choice, and patterns of infonnatton seeking and delivery (see 

Coupland, Coupland and Giles 1991, for an overview and evaluation). Research on 

intergenerational communication IS another donunant area of mterest. This field 

consists predominantly of studIes on the use of sImplified addressee regtsters lIke 

patronising talk (Harwood and Giles 1996; Ryan, Hummert and Boich 1995), 

elderspeak (Kemper et a!. 1995, 1998), or mfantilismg talk (e.g. Whitmer and 

Whltboume 1997), but also on self-dIsclosure (e g. Coupland, Coupland and Giles 

1991). The work on commumcation features has also sought to identify possible 

consequences and effects of age specific commumcation practices. Encounters 

between generations have, for instance, been examined for their effects for optimal 

health care efforts, and for their supportIve functIOn. Singlmg out particular stylistic 

detail of talk to the elderly, Identifying the variety of parameters of dysfunctional or 

potentIally ageist commumcation, and tummg such findmgs into schematised 

typology fonns, lies very much at the heart of this research. 

In sum, one could say, that the focus m commUnication studies on age, has been less 

on the unfolding processes of mteractlOn, and more on the discovery and detail of 

communicattve practice and rituals. Many of the stuciJes have also typIcally taken 

place in laboratory or other test-like cIrcumstances. Consequently, situated language 

use IS seldom approached in itself, but rather, exammed for the correspondence in 

tenns of separately and from-the-outset conceptualised phenomena (Maynard and 

Whalen 1995; Watson 1992). One could say then, that whereas Iinguisttc discourse 

analYSIS starts with analyst's notions and theoretical categories, and from there 

proceeds to see how communicattve items so labelled functton in various 

interactional 'infonnation games' (Coupland et al. 1988), the perspective in this 

work, seeks in more emphattc ways to focus on members' own orientattons. 
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Lifespan sociolinguistics 

More recent sociolinguistic work on age and ageing has moved distinctively beyond 

the traditional realms of research outhne above. In this emerging work m 

'sociolinguistic discourse analysis', that antIdate the current study, the constitutive 

role of language, and the interactive and relational formulation of hfe positions IS 

both recognised and emphasised (e.g. Coupland, Coupland and Odes 1991: 8). 

Consequently, the leap from sociolinguistic research to more interactionally framed 

analysis may prove smaller that anticipated. The development toward 

interdisciplinary cross-fertilIsation has, among other things, meant adopting and 

utihsing perspectives and vocabulary from other nelghbounng fields, and engaging 

in discussions and conceptualisation that cut across disciplInary boundaries m 

frUItful and exiting ways (e.g. Coupland 1988; Coupland and Nussbaum 1993). 

These contributions emphasize the need for a recontextuahzation of lifespan 

research and its embeddmg mto a discursive context ThiS can, according to Shotter 

for instance, only be achieved by concentrating on the 'hving utterances of particular 

mdividuals voiced m concrete social contexts' (1993a: 7). Important analytic and 

empincal extensions in this direction have been made in studies that focus on 

interactIOn in different interactional and institutional sites: in geriatric medical 

consultations, and other health and canng interactions (e.g. Coupland and Coupland 

1998; Orainger 1993; Wood and Kroger 1993) at the travel agents (YIimne-McEwen 

1999) and m conversatIons between the elderly (Boden and Bielby 1983, 1986). 

The developments lIsted here are proof of sociolinguistic discursive research on 

agemg moving out of laboratory confines on the one hand, and of the 

interdisciplInary common ground within mteractlOnal conversation analytic and 

discursive research on age, on the other. Simultaneously, the exclusive focus on talk 

to the elderly that has, m some cases, worked to distort the activity and agency 

aspect of people m mteractlOn, IS enriched by social psychological research 

genuinely focussed on contextual and interactional social processes. As a result, 

detenninistic assumptions about SOCial categories and their effects upon lIngUIstic 
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perfonnance are starting to be replaced with Interactional analyses on language use 

and age In situ. 

Summing up the discussion In the sections so far, we could conclude that the 

research variants and the theoretical underpinnings discussed offer valuable starting 

points and insight into what qualitative and language-centred approaches into human 

life course issues may look bke. It is also obVIOUS that the longer analytic tradition In 

commumcation sciences and social psychology of language feeds into and implicItly 

or explicitly Infonns other dIscursive approaches (see Oallois and Plttarn 1995; Oiles 

and Coupland 1989 for a dIscussion). In the current work, the lessons learnt from 

existing research traditIOns focusing on age and communication, are expanded and 

bUIlt upon, by adopting perspectives developed in dlscuTSlve psychology and 

ethonomethodology. This combination takes us to a more detaIled dIscussion on the 

methodological and theoretical starting points of the current study. 

Methodological and theoretical starting points of the study 

The key theoretical and analytic tradItions informing the perspective adopted in this 

work, come from two distinct directions. First, discursive socIal psychology and the 

Identlty-in-action research as a dIstinct theme wIthin this tradition IS a major 

influence. Second, the analysis draws and bUIlds on the ethnomethodological, and 

particularly Sacksian tradItIOn of membershIp categonsation and the analysis of 

members' use of categones in talk. These two analytic and theoretical starting points 

do not stand as separate from, or as indIfferent to each other, but rather 

ethnomethodology fonns one of the pIllars upon whIch dIscursive work in SOCIal 

psychology builds on. For reasons no other than clarity, I dIscuss these starting 

points in turn. 

Discursive social psychology 

The label 'discourse analysis' as a broad umbrella tenn is appbed in different ways 

In the socIal sciences. Also wIthin social psychology several dIscourses of dIscourse 
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analysIs with different theoretical underpInnings exist sIde by side. The two most 

commonly Identified analytic strands are those associated with the tradItion started 

by Potter and Wetherell's (1987) book Discourse and Social Psychology: Beyond 

Attitudes and Behaviour on the one hand, and wIth the writings of lan Parker, on the 

other (1992; also Parker and Burman 1993).4 The dIfferent theoretical ongins and 

therefore different analytic punctuations and levels of analysis, are obvious in the 

commentIng, criticIzing and debate that representatives of these two strands have, 

particularly in the past, partiCIpated in (e.g. Parker 1990a, 1990b, 1998; Edwards, 

Ashmore and Potter 1995; Potter et al. 1990; see Nlkander 1995, 1997 for 

overviews). 

Given that excellent summaries and revIews on the dIfferences and debate in 

between these two types of social psychological dIscourse analYSIS exists elsewhere 

(e.g. GIll 1995; Widdlcombe 1995; Widdlcombe and Wooffitt 1995, see also Burr 

1995; Parker 1998), suffice It to say here, that when dIscussing 'dIscursIve' work In 

social psychology, I am not refemng to Foucauldian ways of conceptualIsing and 

understanding 'discourse'. This variant, that seeks to examine the power 

implicatIOns of vanous transIndivldual discourses, and consequently Informs an 

explIcitly polItical frame and reason for doing dIscourse analysis, is associated WIth 

Parker's work in particular. Instead, I share some of the concerns and concepts 

evolved within the analytIC and theoretical work associated with Edwards and Potter 

(1992) and Potter and Wetherell (1987), particularly those featured in the 

continuously evolving work on categonsation (e.g. Antaki and WiddIcombe 1998a; 

Edwards 1997) 

The dIstinguishing features and the theoretical background of discursive socIal 

psychology, as It is referred to in this work then, developed from sociological studIes 

of scientific knowledge (GIlbert and Mulkay 1984; Potter and Mulkay 1985), but has 

4 The story about 'two camps', re-enforced here, seems to be the one clrculatmg m descnptlons of the 
field (see Wlddlcombe and Wooffitt 1995, chapter 3 for an excellent overvIew) One could eaSIly, 
however, raIse the number of vanants and the analytic nchness of dIscursIve work wlthm socIal 
psychology by mcludmg and acknowledgmg semmal femmlst contnbutlons wlthm thIS field (e g 
WIlkmson and Kltzmger 1995). 
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smce been strongly influenced by the developments within ethnomethodology, 

conversation analysIs (e.g. Atkinson and Hentage 1984; Garfinkel 1967), and 

rhetonc (e.g. BlIIig 1996). In the course of the past 15 years, central psychological 

concepts ranging from remembering, categonzation, attltudes, and Identity have 

been reworked from thIS discursive perspectlve to the extent that "discourse analysis 

can fonn the basIs of a distmctive discursive psychology" (potter, Edwards and 

WetherelI 1993: 384). The focus of attention in empirical, dIscursive analysis shifts 

from internal psychic or cogrutlve structures to the relatIonal, interactional and 

cultural processes between people, i.e. to the action orientation of talk-in-interaction 

(potter and WetherelI 1987; Potter, Edwards and WetherelI 1993; Wooffitt 1993). 

The wealth and analytIc strength of research conducted wlthm this variant of 

discursive psychology is obvious also in the way it continues to generate diSCUSSIons 

across disciplinary boundanes (e.g. Wood and Kroger 1995). 

DIscourse analysis provides means for the analysis of SOCIal processes and language 

practices, and of the actions that constitute them. It provides an alternative to the 

cognitivist paradigm dominant in psychology and social psychology. Thereby it also 

bnngs in a shIft m fonner epIstemological and ontologIcal assumptions (potter, 

Edwards, and WetherelI 1993). The quotation in the beginmng of thIS chapter, 

although from a somewhat different source, can be used to illustrate such a shift. The 

quote: 'There is no researchable, discussable old age in the manifold of reality 

unless categories of language inscribe it there' (Green 1993: 109), can first of all, be 

interpreted as underlining the centrality of language use as action, and the notion that 

we only come' to understand and construct age by the means it is referenced and 

inferred m the myriad of sOCIal, everyday arenas. The quote can also be heard as 

refemng to the multltude of possIble ways in which a person can be categorised, age 

bemg only one amongst many available. Consequently, Green's words also question 

the possIbIlity of any simple, neutral, or from-the-outset fixed means of descriptlon, 

and problematise the eXIstence of a pnvIleged epistemological basis - acadenuc or 

otherwise - for engaging in such descnption. 

DespIte the somewhat extreme and perhaps exaggerated emphasIs on language, the 

quote from Green encapsulates the startmg pomts for the analyses m this work. The 
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quote, or rather its reproductIOn in this context, should not be taken as an outright 

denial of the existence of biology-based, matenally, psychologically and physically 

eVidenced and concretely experienced age and ageing. Instead, what the quote 

conveys is, that in order to make sense of, or to share meanings, conceptualise or 

theonse age and agemg, we need to step into the worlds of language and to mscribe 

meanings via the categories it provides us. 

Categories and identities in action 

From the above it becomes obvious, that the theorettcal assumptions about 

categorisatton and Identtty - the Identity m actton tradition - as a part of the way in 

which social psychological concepts have, and continue to be reformulated within 

discursive psychology, are of central importance to my analysIs (e.g. Antaki, Condor 

and Levine 1996; Antaki and Widdtcombe 1998a; Edwards 1997; Shotter and 

Gergen 1989; Widdicombe and Wooffitt 1995). In contrast to the more mechanical 

model of categonsation, typical to cogmttve psychology (c.f. Billig 1985, 1996, 

1997), the dtscussIOn and analysis on the mterview data in this work, underhne the 

importance of studymg categorisation as situated and dynamic discursive practice. In 

line with the arguments of 'the identtty in action' tradition, I take stage of life 

categones, as other categories we use to orgamze the world around us, to be 'for 

talking' (Edwards 1991, 1998). Given this, the key starting point is the centrality of 

age categorisations 'in action', I.e. their analysis m discursive and argumentative 

contexts. 

In a semmal article on cognitive and discursive bases of categonsatIOn (1991), and m 

numerous elaborations thereafter (1997, 1998), Edwards shows the importance of 

examimng categorisatIOn as a social practtce, as a form of social action. Accordtng 

to him: 

Categorization IS something we do, in talk, in order to accomplish social actions 
(persuasion, blamings, demals, refutatIOns, accusations, etc) From this 
perspective, we would expect language's 'recourses' not to come ready-made from 
the process in which people are trying their best to understand the world ... but 
rather, or at least additionally, to be shaped for their functions in talk, for the 
business of doing situated social actions" 

(Edwards 1991: 517, emphasis in the original) 
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Edwards also lIsts implications that a discursive starting pomt to everyday 

categonsation processes bnngs With it (op.cit.: 517-18) He pomts out, among other 

things, that categorisatIOn does not happen 'in the abstract', but rather as a part of 

utterances, texts, arguments, descnptlOns, accounts etc. Therefore categonsatlOn is 

understandable only as a part of accomplIshing a social action, like a blaming, or a 

justification, for example. Edwards also points to the ways m which situated 

categorisation perfonns moral work on the world descnbed, on the interaction and 

on the participants producmg and receiving the description. Given all this, 

categonsation is most fruitfully examined in tenns of the interactIonal work It 

accomplishes for speakers in locally unfolding social mteractIon. 

Another focal and mfluential cntIcism against cogmtIve and simplified 

conceptualisatlOns of categonsation comes from rhetorical social psychology. 

Billig's classic treatment of categonsation and partlculansation (Bilhg 1985, 1996, 

first published 1987) shows how people do not mechanistIcally, and according to 

some ineVitability of mental processmg, Simply place objects mto categories. Social 

stereotyping and prejudice then, for instance, are not automatic results of people's 

cognitive and perceptual machmatlons. Instead, in addition to stereotypical 

categorisation, people also engage in distmguishing and differentiating between 

thmgs. ParticularisatIOn - drawing attentIOn to particulars and exceptIOns -

unavOIdably includes the deployment of categones and argumentation Via actively 

using words and verbal categones (BlIlig 1996: 170-85). 

Drawing our attentIOn to the rhetoncal orgamsatlOn of everyday talk and to the mter­

relatedness of categonsation and particularisation, Bilhg's work simultaneously 

strongly suggests the centrality of systematic empirical study of people's 

argumentation (see e g. Billig 1989; BiIlIg et al. 1988). In the case of the interviews 

on turning fifty then, we have speakers entering a discurSive or argumentative space 

with shared resources for defimng age. Rhetoric and Justification are central 

incumbents of the space, and statements of opinions or attitudes, as well as 

participants' descnptions, often include a readiness to argue matters of some 

controversy (BiIIig 1997: 44, also 1989, 1992). Dlalogic arguments and counter-
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arguments - a variety of dIscursive practices of manoeuvnng within a contrary 

theme - are, ID other words, an inescapable part of the rhetorical busIDess at hand. 

As a basis for empirical analysIs, discursive and rhetorical social psychology draw 

our attention to people's situated and occasioned descnptlve action and to the detail 

in which categories are mobilised, justified, warranted, or contrasted with each other 

ID arenas of unfolding interaction. Categories do not simply display our abstract 

understandIng of the world. Rather, they are used to constitute states of affair, to 

imply specific personal motives, qualities, responsibilities, blame and stake, to 

warrant actions, or to normalise, generalise and to factuallse accounts and 

descriptions (e.g. Potter 1996b; Watson 1978; Wooffitt 1991, 1992, 1993). 

Categorisation IS also of immediate interest to any attempt at examming the various 

ways in which identities become attached, displayed and ascnbed in the course of 

people's ongoing descnptlve practice (Antaki and Widdlcombe 1998b; Schenkem 

1978; Watson and Weinberg 1982). Identities are ascnbed by and for us largely as 

speakers affirm, reject, avow, allude to, and display their own or other people's 

charactenstlcs, and thereby, membership in specific categories. Therefore, analysing 

the practical and tacit communIcative means of doing membership or non­

membership and the detailed analysis of category affiliatIOn is also a key to the 

examination of Identities in action (e.g. Wlddlcombe 1998a; 1998b). 

To further elucidate the theoretical and analytic starting points for the analyses in 

this work, a more detailed review of the ethnomethodological and particularly 

Sacksian tradItIOn of membership categorisation analysis needs to be included. For 

the remainder of this chapter, I Will therefore first show how, drawmg upon the 

much longer tradition of ethnomethodology and conversatIOn analysis, and 

particularly on the notion of membership categorization (Sacks 1974, 1992), 

discurSive psychology has produced research focusing on the deployment and use of 

categories in talk. I will discuss some of the central themes and concepts mtroduced 

by Sacks, and show how the Sackslan tradItion for the analysis of membership work 

ID talk, and hiS classical treatment of identity categones and descnptions, were taken 

up and expanded on by representatives of the 'Manchester school' and others. 
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Drawing on previous work and empirical examples on stage of life categories in talk 

and interaction, I will then sketch a picture of the research landscape to which my 

own analyses seek to contribute. The work by Carolyn Baker on the discursive 

management of overlap in between lifetime categones (1981; 1984), as well studies 

by Atkinson, Hester and Paoletti are of special Interest here. 

The Sacksian traditIOn of Membership Categorisation 

In his early work and lectures, Harvey Sacks (1979, 1992) was particularly interested 

In people's ways of using categories in InteractIon. Dealing with conversatIOnal data, 

he noticed, for Instance, that first-tIme conversatIons were characterised by questions 

like 'What do you do?', 'Where do you come from?' etc. (1992, VoU: 40). SettIng 

out to descnbe what thiS type of exchanges were about, and to systematically 

describe people's ways of USIng particular 'category sets,' led to an extensive and 

influential treatment of categones In talk. 

ContinuIng the ethnomethodologlcal programme of research proposed by Garfinkel, 

Sacks sought to descnbe 'the methods persons use in dOIng SOCial life' (1984a: 21; 

cf. Garfinkel 1967; Heritage 1984a). Doing this, he also introduces the notIons of 

membership categoTlzatlOn device and category bound activity, and, central to the 

concerns of the current analYSIS, distinguished features and uses of, of what he 

referred to as, the stage-oJ-life collection (Sacks 1974, 1992). The aim for Sacks was 

to describe the cultural 'machInery' - a set of rules - by which members produce 

recognisable descriptIons and category selections. 

Membership categories, as defined by Sacks, are classificatIOns or social types that 

may be used to describe persons. By way of illustratIon, culturally available 

resources for the identification and description of people lTIlght Include 'politician,' 

'born-again Chnstian,' 'fonner convict,' 'grandmother of three,' or 'young black 

female. ' Sacks also notes that for any person there may be an endless number of 

categories that 'correctly' describe her. CategorisatIon therefore always includes 

selection, and, via that selection, simultaneous constItutIOn of the context, of the 

nature of the occasion at hand (e.g. Schegloff 1991). 
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Sacks also clrumed that membership categones may be grouped mto collecuons, that 

he called membership categonzation devices. The device 'family' mcludes 

categories like mother, father, son, daughter etc., whereas the 'stage-of-hfe device' 

covers categories hke 'baby', 'toddler', 'Child', 'adolescent', 'teenager', 'young 

woman', 'middle aged man', and 'old woman'. Accordmg to Sacks, categorisation 

devices (referred to, in earlier lectures as 'category sets) are 'which types.' As Sacks 

put it (1992, Vol.l: 40): 

I call them which-type sets because questions about anyone of these can be 
formulated as, "Which, for some set, are you?," and "None" is not a presumptive 
member of any of these categories. 

When doing descnbing, or answering quesuons typical to first-encounters, for 

example, members need to select a single category from a cluster of possible 

alternatives makIng up the deVice. Categones within a deVice are mutually exclusive 

in the sense that once idenufied by one category within a set: male, elderly 

psychologIst for instance, further categories form the same collections: sex, stage of 

hfe or occupation, are simultaneously excluded. 

By category boundedness, Sacks referred to the notion that categones come with 

strong expectations and conventions associated with them. Members of a particular 

category are, for mstance, expected to engage m particular activities (e.g. baby-cry, 

doctor-cure). This means that conventIOnal expectaUons about typical and proper 

activities, about the nghts and obligaUons of mcumbents in a particular category 

typically follow the vOlcmg out of, or mobihsation of membership in a category. 

This characteristic of categories is encapsulated m the tenn 'inference rich' (1992, 

Vol.1: 40). By this tenn Sacks sought to underline that when we use a single 

category-tenn or descnption like 'he's seventy' for instance, we also receive a 

multitude of 'extra' culture-specific knowledge stored into that category. In addition 

to activities, categories can invoke other characterisucs such as knowledge, or 

competencies. This IS clear in the way we routinely link specific competencies, or 

knowledge to professional categories like chef, teacher, or nurse, for example. 

Just as categories are bound to, and mobilise notions of activities typically linked to 

them, activiUes, on their own, can be described in ways that make relevant the 

38 



Chapter Two· TheorlSmg the Life Course in DIScursive Terms 

membership in a partIcular category. For instance, seeing someone workIng in 

overalls in a garage filled with cars makes relevant the category 'car mechanIc'. 

SlInilarly, when hearing that someone has been rushed to the hOSPItal, we hear this 

activity as having been done by 'paramedlcs'. LInking activities to categories may 

include much more subtle inferenttal work however. Going to pub for Instance, may, 

with certain exceptions, be an anybody's activIty, a thing that an 'ordinary person' 

might do. IncludIng inferences into the descnptlon that convey the kind of a pub is in 

question, the age or gender of the pub-goer, the location of the pub (as in the red 

lIght dIstrict or elsewhere), or the frequency and length of the vIsits already adds 

addItional layers as to what kInd of an activity, and what kind of a pub-goer is being 

descnbed. Simple descnptlOn thus sometimes goes together with ascription of 

(moral) meanIngs (e g. Jayyusl 1984, see also Watson 1983). 

The ways in which the mobilIsation of membershIp categones immediately invokes 

cultural and conventional knowledge about the qualities, motivations, or actions of 

the incumbents so categonsed, can be made clearer by a further example. In earlIer 

femInist and women studies lIterature the author often prefaced her text with an 

Identity-rich characterisatIOn of herself. ThIS descnptlOn mIght read as for instance: 

'as a white, heterosexual, middle-class woman and a mother of two, I .. .' ThIs co­

selection of descriptors dehvers at least two things for the reader. FIrst, each of the 

categories and descnptions provided, brings along, and refers to, a list of potenttal, 

unvoiced characteristtcs of the wnter: to her motives and access to knowledge not 

only as an acadeInic, but also as mother, for instance, to her interest, the bases and 

IiInits of her understandIng, her polItics etc. USIng such categories, the author, in 

other words, simultaneously mobIlises what is conventionally known about, and 

expected from a member in them. The selection thus helps the reader to pigeonhole 

the author as one in a set of people conventIOnally shanng the characteristics inferred 

to. 

Second, the author's actions, the chums and conceptual choices she later makes in 
( 

her wntIng for example, can be understood in tenns of her Incumbency in the 

categones prevIOusly listed her actIOns become understandable in the lIght of them. 

In addition, while providIng warrant for specific actIOns, the deployment of 
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membership categories also rhetorically attends to, and rules out, alternattve 

categorisations and inferences (Sacks 1992, Vol.1: 206, 307; Edwards 1995). 

A further charactenstic of categories, whIch will be looked mto in more detail in 

chapter three, IS their indexical and occasioned nature. This means that categories do 

not come with a set of fixed-and-ready definitions. Instead, all language is indexical, 

i.e. the understandability of an utterance, a category etc. depends and gains its 

definition in the circumstances and occasion of its use (Garfinkel and Sacks 1970). 

The categorisation and charactensatlOn 'old', for mstance may receive different 

cIrcumstantial meanmgs accordmg to whether we are talking about wine, about 

furniture, about a person gettmg mamed, or a person who just wed, as well as, 

sometimes, on the age of the person doing the descnbmg (see chapter three for a full 

discussion). The indexical and occasioned nature of language thus makes objective, 

context-free and universal categories an impossibility, and guIdes our analysis 

towards the methods whereby orderliness in everyday language practice is achieved 

'as an ongoing, practical accomplishment of every actual occasIOn of commonplace 

speech and conduct' (op.cit.: 341). 

To reiterate bnefly, Sacks' work showed the methodIcal ways in which members 

make sense of contextual particulars, and how they make sensible and 

understandable selections, categonsatlOns and descnptions (e.g. 1992, Vol.1: 588). 

He also identified a set of pOSSIble rules for the application of membership 

categorisation devices in talk (see Sllverman 1998; Hester and Eglin 1997a for 

overviews). HIs foundatlonal work on membership categorisatIOn devices IS 

pertment to thIS study in two ways. First, he revealed the analysabllity of recorded 

and transcribed conversation as the domain where traditIOnal 'face-sheet' variables 

like gender, age and class (Sllverman 1998: 182) become analysable in action, i.e. in 

the locality of their use. This means approaching such categories, not as made-up 

starting points pIcked up and decided upon by the SCIentist, but rather, as member's 

categones (Sacks 1992, Vol.1: 40-48, 243-251). 

Second and relatedly, Sacks discussed the stage-of-life device speCIfically, and 

pointed to Its positioned and hierarchical construction By posItIOned, Sacks referred 
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to how the next category in the device can be heard as higher (as in baby - toddler­

adolescent) than the preceding one (1992, VoU: 585, also 1974: 222). He also 

referred to how the positIOned nature of lIfetime categories opens up descriptions 

using these terms for potential prruse or complaint, for evaluations and assessment in 

terms of conventionally age-bound actIvities and characteristics, for example. 

The centralIty and detail of Sacks' work, its vital importance for discursive work, as 

well as the positioned nature of stage-of-life categories will be reVIsited repeatedly In 

subsequent chapters. At this POInt however, it is time to move on to address some 

later developments that took Sacks' fundamental work and developed It further. The 

emphasis, in the follOWIng then, is on assessments, and on empincal and theoretical 

re-workings on Sacks legacy. This discussion also moves us closer to empirical and 

theoretical studies that focus on stage of life categories In interaction. 

Assessing Sacks' legacy 

MembershIp categorisation, very bnefly outlIned above, represents only a part of 

Sacks' much wider project and influence. He introduced and discussed categorical 

orgamsatlOn of talk-in-interactlOn partIcularly during the beginning parts of his, what 

was to be a short career. This has opened up the floodgates to a debate over the 

centralIty of categonsation as part of his legacy. While the overall status, merits, and 

differences in analytIc emphasis In between different strands of ethnomethodology 

remain an issue under continuous debate (see e.g. Coulon 1995; Maynard and 

Clayman 1991; Sharrock and Anderson 1986; Ruusuvuon 2001), WIde discussIOn 

also prevails over the relative slgmficance of investigatIOns into the organisation and 

the use of categories, on the one hand, and sequential, conversation analysis, on the 

other (e.g. Schegloff 1992; SIIverman 1998; Watson 1997). 

The theoretical and methodological debate over sequential and categoncal aspects of 

interaction ranges from an outnght demal of worth, and an exclUSIOn of concern wIth 

membershIp categonsatlOn (Schegloff 1992), to claims that seek to document the 

also later signIficance of categorisation in Sacks' work (e.g. McHoul 2001) and to 
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claims of mutual constitutiveness (Rester and Eglin 1997a; Silvennan 1998; Watson 

1997). Schegloffs introductIOn to Sacks' lectures, where he also assesses, comments 

upon and evaluates hIs work, constitutes one influential line m the much longer 

chain of debate. In the introduction to volume one of 'Lectures on Conversation', 

Schegloff for instance claims that Sacks abandoned the notion of category-bound 

activitJes. Accordmg to Schegloff this happened: 

"because of an IncIpient 'promiscuous' use of them, (i e. that some activity was 
bound to some category) as an element of an account on the invesllgator's authority, 
without derivIng from it in any analytic pay-off other than the claimed account for the 
data which motivated its introduction in the first place." (1992: xhi) 

According to Schegloff then, analysis focusmg purely on categorisation is m 

jeopardy of lapsing mto purely commonsense observations. Therefore, accordmg to 

Schegloff, Sacks gave up upon categorisallon analysis, and ItS place was taken up by 

an mcreasing interest m sequentIal analYSIS. These claims have been countered 

particularly by Watson (1997) and by Silvennan (1998). Renunding us of the 

'foldmg back effect' of utterance production (Clcourel 1970), Watson sees 

sequential and categoncal aspects as mutually and reciprocally elaborative. He, m 

other words, pomts out that both speakers and analysts operate a 'back-and-forth' 

procedure between these aspects when makmg sense of talk (1997: 54) Both 

Watson and SIIvennan thus refuse the OppOSItion and duahsms set up by Schegloff 

as unhelpful, and support notions of coIIaborallon as opposed to war (see also 

SIIvennan 1999). Both also emphaSIse that the alleged 'promiscUIty' of research 

centring on categorisation is a risk, which can be solved by embedding the analysis 

of categorisation m a simultaneous address of sequential concerns (SIIvennan 1998: 

129). 

A somewhat stronger emphaSIS on 'young Sacks' and on categorical processes at the 

expense of sequential analysis is put forward in the ethnomethdological strand of 

inquiry referred to as Membership Categorisation Analysis, MCA (Eglin and Hester 

1992; Hester and Eglin 1997a, 1997b; Hester 1998). ThIS thread of mquiry starts 

WIth the notion that the conversation analytIC focus on sequentJal features has 

resided at the expense of categorical aspects Starting WIth an emphatJc Sackslan 

focus on categorisation processes membershIp categorisatIon analysis: 
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'directs attention to the locally used, invoked and organized 'presumed common­
sense knowledge of social structures' which members are oriented to in the conduct 
of their everyday affairs' (Hester and Eglin 1997a: 3). 

In addition to predominantly Sackslan overtones on categories, membership 

categorisation devices and category bound attributes, this strand of categoncal analysis 

also draws attention to Implications not topical!sed by Sacks. According to Hester 

and Eglin (1997a: 20) for example, Sacks' emphasis on the local use of categories 

not only brings forward the practIces whereby members use cultural concepts to do 

things, but also that culture becomes constituted and eXists only in action. 

Taking up these concerns and debates over the slgmficance of attending to sequential 

andlor categorical organisation of accounts, the current analyses can be descnbed as 

taking the Sacksian analysis of categorisatIon at heart, without seeking to downplay 

the Importance of sequential concerns. In addition to categorical organisation, 

however, I make extensive use of other parallel analytic topics raised in social 

scientific and SOCial psychological discursive analysis. These include processes of 

factuahsation, the construCtion of category contrasts, concessIOn structure in talk, the 

ascnptive functions of categorisation, as well as the analysis of emotion talk in 

social contexts. On the whole, the 'sequence - categorisation ratio' in this work 

(Watson 1997: 51), is one where the focus IS predominantly on the practices of 

categonsation, without sequential aspects of talk receding to the background 

altogether. Instead, as already emphasised In chapter one, the effects of the pre­

allocated question-answer turn-system, for instance, wIll repeatedly be taken up in 

the course of the analyses. 

Extending and re-working Sacks' legacy 

Despite ongoing debate on the significance of categoncal analysIs, Sacks' imtial 

notions of category devices and category bound activities have also been taken up, 

extended and further developed by subsequent researchers. In a discussion on the 

relevance and Imphcations of Sacks' work to social psychology, Edwards, for 

example sees his writings of central significance to anyone interested In 
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understanding the workings of language and action, their relatIOnship to everyday 

knowledge, categorisation and communicative practices (1995: 580). Despite the 

fact that Sacks' work was mamly oriented towards the re-establishment of 

sociology's foundational assumptions, it is also of wider analytIc and theoretical 

interest. As Edwards puts it: 

'if we are interested in categories as conceptual and cultural tools, it will not be 
enough to base psychology on conceptual analysis and decontextualizing methods of 
investigation. We shaIl also have to foIlow Sacks and look at how people use 
categories interactively. (1995: 582) 

Edwards notes that denvmg a psychology from Sacks' work is not a straightforward 

matter (op Cl!.: 580). Edwards' own empIrical work, on counselling interaction for 

example (1998), works as a showcase example, however, on how Sackslan interests 

m categonsatlOn can be translated into robust social psychologIcal analysis. 

Other significant, and somewhat earlier re-workings on Sacks origInal work on 

categorisation include those by members of the so-called Manchester school. 

Sharrock's 'On owning knowledge' (1974), for instance showed how knowledge, 

just like activities, can become linked to categories, Lee's classical analysis of the 

headline 'Girl Guide, aged 14 raped at Hell's Angels convention' (1984), worked as 

a compact example on category-bound activIties and attnbutes, and Cuffs work on 

radio talk show data extended Sacks' imtial machmery of categonsation (1994, 

originally 1980). Cuff showed that not only do we have devices like 'the farmly' or 

standard relational patrs like parent - child, but that rather, several versions of such 

deVIces or category pairs may m employed in naturally occurring social interaction. 

In studies from the same tIme period, Payne and Hustler (1980) explored 

categorisation work in classroom situations, and Atkmson and hIS colleagues (1978) 

the re-commencement of a meeting. In both studies mteractans' practices of treating 

relevant membership categones and action-selections are shown to mutually 

constItute meanings. Working with the Sacksian apparatus, Watson, in a senes of 

articles (e g. 1978, 1983, 1986, 1990; Watson and Wemberg 1982) studied category 

relevancies, practices of categonsation, authonsation and blame negotiation as well 

as the categones of 'victim' and 'offender' in police mterrogations. 
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These later developments of categonzation analysis extended Sacks' thinkIng and 

moved categonsation analysis beyond the 'apparatus' he imtially identified. 

Extensions to hiS work meant, for example, that category-bound activities were now 

seen as just one type of predicate, which can be imputed and mobilised on the baSIS 

of a particular membership category. Other category-bound predicates, according to 

the extensive re-workings include nghts, oblIgatIOns, knowledge, competencies etc. 

Finally, the work by Lena Jayyusi (1984, 1991), as something I draw upon in later 

analysis, deserves a special mentIOn. Her book 'Categorisation and the Moral 

Order' (1984), gathered, discussed and developed Sacks' initial thoughts and also 

introduced several important new concepts. Jayyusi's work represents a remarkable 

and systematic elaboration of Sacks' ideas and a thorough development of the 

'socio-logic' of members' practical activities of descnbing, Inferring and Judging 

(see Eglin and Rester 1992, for a review). The concept 'type-categorisation' 

Introduced by J ayyusi, as well as her way of Viewing the relationshIp between 

categorisation and moral ascriptIOn, makes her work central to the analyses 

presented in this work. 

Stage of life categories in talk 

As the final area of analytic work discussed In thiS chapter, I will have a bnef look at 

research that directly focuses its empirical and theoretical ambitions on stage of life 

categories in interactIOn It has already been mentioned that Sacks was careful 

enough always to include age into his treatment of categorisation. The detail of his 

treatment of stage of hfe categories, and the examples he used, will be discussed in 

more detail in chapter three. What IS noteworthy though, is that despite the wealth of 

research into categorisation, membership and identity Inspired by Sacks work, age 

still remains a relatively untouched area of empmcal research. 

Some empirical studies can be lIsted, however. Direct attention to stage of lIfe 

categonsatlOn practices In talk have - In Sackslan tenns - been raised In Paolettl's 

work on older women's age and gender identities and categonsation processes 
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(1998a, 1988b), in Green's work on academic categonsation and establishment of 

gerontological expertise (1993), and m Hester's work on the construction of the 

institutional category 'devIant' m referral meetings in between teachers and 

educational psychologists (1998). In this work, Hester examines categorical 

organisatIOnal features of situated descriptions, and throws light on how notions of 

matunty or immatunty of the chIldren in question were mobilised and used as a 

means of building category contrasts and of making decisions. Notions of matunty, 

and the ways in which matunty and Immaturity can be 'mapped onto the stage of 

life' (1998: 140), wJlI be re-visited in subsequent analysis in thIs work. 

In a somewhat earlIer publication: 'Some practical uses of a 'a natural lifetime', 

Atkmson (1980) elaborated and extended upon Sacks' notions of stage-of-Iife 

device. Usmg mainly examples from literary sources, Atkinson discusses the 

category-sensitivity of identificatIOns of actIOn. Followmg Sacks, he also alms to 

show the practical reasomng 'whereby members produce and wItness normal 

'lifetime' behavIOur WIthout obvious plan or effort' (Op.Clt.: 34), and how the stage 

of life device is methodIcally used to accomplish commonsense recognitions. 

Atkmson also developed Sacks' notions of stage of life positionness further in ways 

that raised issues of the natural facti city of lIfetime categories to the centre stage of 

analytic interest. These themes: the ways in which speakers orient to the positioned 

nature of age categories, and the practices whereby notions of ineVItable and factual 

lIfetime change are mobilised m speakers' accounts, will be taken up and developed 

upon particularly m chapter three. 

Finally, Baker's work on membership work in adolescent-adult talk (1981, 1984), as 

well as her other empIrical work developing notions and concepts of membershIp 

categorisation (l997a, 1997b), are of central interest to me. Looking at the 

conversational practices of 'adolescents' talking to an 'adult', Baker, for example 

(1984) reminds us of the practical uses of the stage of life device. She pomts out that 

the wscufSlve work that speakers do with devices such as 'stage of life' IS always 

done by already pOSitIOned members, who, at the same time, can be charactensed as 

'transitional' WIthin the deVIce (op.cit.: 301-2). Her study also shows, m detail, the 
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difficulty adolescents have in achieVIng a position in the 'stage of hfe' devIce when 

talking to an adult interviewer. 

According to Baker, adolescence, as a socIal category, is by definition charactensed 

by In-betweenness, marginality, and transltionality. This means that achieving a 

positIOn may involve managing the overlap with "childhood" on the one hand, and 

WIth "adulthood," on the other. DraWIng lines in between adultness or chIldness in 

the adolescent is thus part of the practical work being done, by both participants in 

the interview situatIOns analysed by Baker. One of the many examples she gives is 

the follOWIng (1984: 302-3). 

Are there any ways in which you consider yourself to be a child in some ways? 
To have some leftovers of childhood still in your personality? 

Yeah. 
What kinds of things? 

WeIl there's stilI things I like doing like y'know, exploring, maybe going down to 
the creek, y'know having a rock fight or something lIke that ((laughs». Still things 
like that 

Do you thmk that those kmds of mterests are ones you'll always have or ones that you're 
going to drop, as you get older? 

Why? 
Probably have to drop them, as I get older. 

WeIl, like there's, there's other more responsible things that you have to do, you 
won't have time to do any of those things. 

Baker points out how notions of stage of life categones and activittes bound to them 

function as conversational resources to both speakers. She also POInts out that 

dealing with residue form 'earher' stages of life, and dealing WIth overlap in 

between lifetime categories, IS an issue particularly in 'adolescence talk'. 

What Baker's seminal work (see also Baker 1997a, 1997b) shows us, IS that 

interactants acttvely manage the accomplishment of category-boundness or non­

boundness of actiVIties in their talk, and that in-between-ness, margmahty, and 

transltlOnallty were analysable conversatIOnal 'problems' for the Interactants. WhIle 

Baker sees and treats transltlOnallty and overlap as features specific to adolescent 

talk, the analYSIS in this work wIll show, that dealing with overlap in between stage 

of life categones is a more common, or a potential feature of any situated talk 

centring on age. DealIng with overlap, and the discursIve practices of coming to a 

deciSIOn on the criteria for what constttutes membership or non-membership in a 
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particular category, are thus one of the dIstinctive themes discussed throughout the 

analysis In this study. 

Discussion and summary 

In this chapter, I set out to review and dIscuss a range of theoretical and analytical 

concerns that Inform the stance adopted in upcoming analyses. The aim, in other 

words, was to position the theoretical and analytic perspective adopted in this thesis 

In relation to the existing literature on membership and categonsation work, on the 

one hand, and in relation to the traditions of qualitative and discursive ageing, 

research on the other. 

Two general observations can be made on the basis of the discussion in the sections 

above. FIrSt, it became obvious that earlier qualitative research on ageing, especially 

the empirical work withIn language and ageing, offer important starting and 

comparison POInts for the current work. Second, It became clear that the Sacksian 

project of membership categorisation and its later developments, make its status In, 

what can only be characterised as, 'the vanety of ethnomethodologIcal work' 

somewhat unclear and under contInuously debate (Maynard and Clayman 1991). 

Consequently, navigatIng an accessible and clear path based on the original Sackslan 

way of charactensing categonsation and turning this into a practical research method 

can prove problematic as a range of recommendations eXist that all seek to outline 

how to go about dOIng this sort of analysIs (see. Antaki and WlddIcombe 1998b}.5 

Amongst all this, I take solace in the excellent examples of empirical work 

conducted both within social psychology and withIn life course research reviewed 

above. For in the end, as SiIverman (1998: 48) wntes: 

What looks like a complicated theoretical solution turns out, however, to involve a 
quite straightforward drrection for research. We must give up defining social 
phenomena at the outset. .. Instead, we must simply focus on what people do. 

S Recent textbooks on 'Categones m Text and Talk' (Lepper 2000) seem surpnsmgly unhelpful in thiS 
respect Lepper's 'Practlcal mtroductlon to categonzatlon analysIs' seems not to hve up to lis title and 
despite helpful examples and exerCises, does not, at least m an accessible manner, fill m what seems 
an obVIOUS gap in the methodology hterature 
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Chapter Three: Managing the 'Natural Facticity' of the Life Course 

'We were too old to rock and roll and too young to die' (Jethro Tull) 

'I was so much older then 1 am younger than that now' (The Byrds) 

This chapter begins the empirical mappmg out of stage of life categories and age 

identity m interactIOn. The analytIc goal in chapters from hereon is to produce 

empIrically grounded observations on the communicative practices through which 

age identity and age categones are applied, modIfied, and challenged In talk. The 

task then, is to describe how the 'stage of life device' is put to use In talk, and how 

notJons of age and the potential membership in a particular age category are 

managed both as a resource and tOPIC for conversatIOn. 

The variety of ways in whIch age categones functIOn as flexible sense-malang 

resources for the participants - the discursive practices of doing the bUSIness of age 

and identJty - are dIscussed in detail In chapters four and five. As a way into, and in 

support of the detail of later analyses, I WIsh, however, to start by discussing the 

ways in which lay notJons of the staged nature of age categories - notJons of change 

and progressIOn throughout life - functIOn as tacit, common sense resources for the 

partIcipants in the interviews. The first part of the chapter therefore addresses the 

Issue of cultural pre-givenness or naturalness, versus the indeXIcal nature of stage of 

life categones, as descnbed by Sacks (1992) and others after hIm. The latter part of 

the chapter focuses on the empirical examination of the tacit communicative 

competencIes through which factual notIOns of the human hfe course are established 

and oriented to in talk. Through the analYSIS of extracts from parts of the interaction 

where the interVIewees were eIther asked to descn be theIr current age, or to descnbe 

situations where they come to notIce theIr age, I wish to demonstrate how the 

facti CIty of the life course - notIOns of ordered movement through age categories, 
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notIons of progressIOn from birth to death, and of change - are oriented to and put to 

use by participants. 

The analysis in this chapter establishes how vanous factual charactenstics of the life 

course become established, re-enforced and preserved in the exchanges between the 

intervIewer and the respondents. Congruent to the ethnomethodological take on 

analysing categonsation In talk, the central point put forward in this chapter IS that 

both the orderlIness of stage of lIfe categones, and the notion of progression are to 

be viewed as an ongoing practIcal interactIonal accomplIshment (Garfinkel and 

Sacks 1970; Hester and EglIn 1997a). In the analysis, the intervIew materials are 

treated as a set of locally managed occasions, where notIOns of facticity are JOIntly 

produced in the course of the interaction (c.f. Hester and Francis 1994; Rapley and 

Antaki 1998). A further analytic point raised in thIS chapter is that the recognition 

and rehearsal of such common-sense 'facts of life' functions both as the startIng 

point for the whole Interview SItuation and as the backdrop against which competing 

or deviant versions and descriptIOns can later be fonnulated (c.f. Atkinson 1980). 

Tacit cultural knowledge and the life course 

As a part of hIS early studIes on categonsation, membership categorisation devices 

and category-bound actiVIties Harvey Sacks also ruscussed the uses of the 'stage of 

life' collection (Sacks 1974; 1992). As already mentioned In chapter two, Sacks 

referred to stage-of-life categories as ''positioned categories." By positioned he 

means "that 'B' could be said to be higher than 'A,' and if 'B' is lower than 'C' then 

'A' is lower than 'C' etc." (1992, VoU: 585, also 1974: 222). As a collection of 

pOSItioned categories (A<13<C), the stage of hfe device also prOVIdes members with 

the means of maJang, or attenrung to pOSItive or negative evaluations or judgements. 

A 'child' can for instance be praised for 'being mature for her age' or for 'behaving 

almost like a grown up.' Similarly for someone who IS an 'adult', 'being childIsh,' 

'plaYIng In a rock and roll band,' or 'belIeVIng In the Easter Bunny' is a potential 

cause for disapproval and further explanatIOn In some SItuatIons, however, a child 

can be judged to be 'too mature for her years', and an adult commended for 
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'youthful appearance and vigour.' (Sacks 1974, 1992; Hester 1998; Baker 1984, 

1997, 1998; Nikander 2000a). Age categories thus furnish speakers With common­

sense notions of progressIOn and With conventional expectatIOns on behavIOur, rights 

and obligatIOns concernmg the activities of a member of a particular category (e.g. 

Cuff and Payne 1984; Hutchby and Wooffitt 1998; Silverman 1998; Watson 1986). 

In the interesting complement to Sacks' work on stage of life categorisation, 

Atkinson (1980, see also Baker 1984; Gubriurn and Buckholdt 1977) draws our 

attention to the 'practical uses of a natural lifetime.' Accordmg to Atkinson, 

members presuppose the facticlty of the life course, and treat 'the natural lifetime' as 

a real-worldly process that "begins" at birth and "ends" with death. The period "in 
between" is charactenzed as "growing-up" such that barring "premature death" 
one moves "from" chtldhood "mto" adolescence and "then into" adulthood. 
Members regard thiS version of "a lifetime" as a seriously incontrovertible 
given .. that is the way the world is whether we will or no." 

(Atkinson 1980: 33, emphasis in origmal) 

Accordmg to Atkinson, the 'what everyone knows' given nature of natural lifetime 

categones as staged then allows for 'escapes' from It to be treated as exceptions, as 

pretence, or as playful talk. For example an adult can momentarily pretend to be a 

child, and thus escape from what everyone knows, 'in fact' to be the case. Escape IS, 

however, accepted only as long as the adult knows when to 'return.' Otherwise the 

person easily becomes placed m categones like 'immature', 'simple-minded', or 

'sick' (op.cit.: 34). DeviatIOns to the notion of 'natural lifetime' such as 

Wordsworth's statement 'the child is the father of a man' (Ibid.), or song lyrics, hke 

those cited above '1 was so much older then 1 am younger than that now,' are 

recogmsed not as literal or factual depictions of reahty, but rather as conveying 

playfulness or 'metaphorical' meamng. 

It would seem rufficult then, to refute the idea that people do posses knowledge of, 

and use stage of life categones as ordered (A<IkC), and that this knowledge forms a 

part of what anyone routinely takes to be an indisputable, culturally given fact. In 

other words, whereas some objects, concepts, or categones may be constituted in 

different ways through linking them to numbers, (cf. Potter, Wetherell and Chitty 
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1991)1, age, as a concept in itself relies on and is built upon, the notion of 

quantification and progression, and derives its particularly factual, common-sense 

nature thereof. 

Let us now take a time-out to briefly view how common-sense notions of age and 

nme are mobilised, that IS, how participants establish notions of progression and 

change as part of the of interview interaction. The above mentioned shared cultural 

notions of age and the human life course functioned as the starting point for the 

interview situation, and the mterviewees did not have any difficulty recogmsing the 

topic as a valid or worthwhIle one. Analysing the following two extracts, I want to 

point to how the interview format, the 'interview-ness' of the situation, at times in 

itself elicited reference to general, common-sense, and shared knowledge, and how 

this, in part, establishes and marks the exchange as an interview (e.g. Potter and 

Wetherell 1995b; Rapley and Antaki 1998; Widdicombe and Wooffitt 1995; also 

Heritage and Greatbatch 1991). In extract one, the participant IS asked what 

motivated her to participate in the study. 

Extract 1. 

1. PN: 
2. 
3. 
4 
5 
6 A. 

--? 7. A: 
8. 
9. 

--? 10. 
11. 
12. 
13 
14. 

--? 15 

PN: WIO Anu (Cas 1, A: 2.6-3.7)2 

Was thIS theme thIS (.) age or 
hke as a theme something that 
that Interested you m particular 
for some reason 
or [was I there anythmg hke thIS 

[we 11) 
Of course It's mterestmg 
cause you're nght 111 the nnddle of 
It all hke (.) hke 111 thIS bIg (.) 
tranSlllon pomt when you ( ) 
notIce that (0 6) a bIgger part of 
your hfe IS hke behmd you and 
I've hke suddenly (0 2) f really 
reahsed that I'm 111 thIS (.) bIg 
(06) tranSItIon pomt in f my hfe 

Ohks tU teema taa ( ) Ika tal 
tlimm~nen teema nim Jotenkm sellanen Joka 
Joka kunnoslI sua 
Jostam syysta entYlSeslI 
IaI [ohksl suna nntlilin tillasta 

[n:o I 
Ilman muuta se on kitnnostava 
koska Itse on Just tlUlasessa polttoplSteessa 
ettH (.) et tamm~sessa suuressa (.) 
taltekohdassa kun (.) 
huomaa etta (0 6) suurempl osa 
elamasta on nnnku takanapl!m Ja sen on 
nunku yks kaks (0.2) ftodella 
taJunnu elta on on sellasessa ( ) suuressa 
(0 6) murrosvalheessa f oman eHunansH 

I ConSIder, for example that a posSIble deSCription by a North American, on hIS or her IdentIty as 'an 
American' could be the followlllg' 'I'm 25 % Insh Cathohc, 25 % Pohsh. In addItIon, there's at least 
some Cherokee and French ancestry m our famIly'. 

2 Each extract IS marked with IdentificatIon. ThIS starts WIth the IIIterviewer's llIltlals followed by a 
letter IIIdlcatmg whether the IIItervlewee was a man (M), or a woman (W), and the number and 
pseudonym of the IIItervlewee (111 thIS extract PN. WIO Anu) The rest of the IdentIficatIon refers to 
where the extract IS to be found on the tape. For further detaIl on transcriptIon and translatIon, see 
AppendIX 1. 
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16 that like what what have the suhteen ettli et rmtlt rmkli on ollut 
17. past tIme been and (0 2) se mennyt alka Ja (0.2) 
18. that land of a tIme thIs really IS rmtli alkaa todella tHH on 
19. cause somehow everythmg ku Jotenki kalkkt 

~ 20. changes WIth your (0.2) WIth your muuttuu oman (0.2) ormen 
21. own !ll!rents WIth your own chIld vanhemplen oman lapsen 
22 WIth your own (0.2) life (0 6) like oman (0 2) elHmHn (0.6) ttimOllta etta 
23. although nothmg SpecIal valkkel rmtlilm Ihmeelhsta 
24 (0 2) IS gomg on (02) 00 tapahturnassa 
25. but stdl a lot happens mutta slltl tapahtuu palJon 
26 PN. Yes Joo 

~ 27. A: So Just thIS tIme (.) th,S ttme thmg Et Ihan taa alka ( ) alka-asla 
28 like changes nIln muuttaa 
29 PN. mm [mml mm [mml 

~ 30. A- The bIologIcal clock IS [tlcklmg TilH blOlogmen (.) kello [tllatltaa 
31. m many ways monella tavalla 

This extract comes from the beginning parts of the mterview exchange. We can see, 

first of all, the participant doing work to acknowledge and justify the question put 

forward by the interviewer, and to warrant both the question and the tOpIC of the 

mterview as reasonable and worthwhile (line 7: of course it's interesting). More 

central to the point I want to make here, IS that as grounds for this acknowledgement, 

she draws on and mobIlises a vanety of common-sense notions of progression and 

change. This is done through reference to her own posItion in time (lines 11-12: a 

bigger part of your life like behind you), through reference to different generatIOns 

(lines 19-22: everything changes with your (0.2) WIth your own parents with your 

own chzld with your own (0.2) life), and by uSing lay terms from developmental 

psychology (transition, hnes 10 and 15 and biological clock, line 30), 

It is worth remembenng that the interviewees were approached as members of a 

particular age group and that chronological, or clock age as such was built into the 

topic of discussion. So the "speaking identity"(Hadden and Lester 1978; Baker 

1997b, see also Fnth 1998), or the category assigned to the participants from the 

outset was one of 'a person around fifty'. The intervIewees, once asked to speak 

from thIS pOSItion, had to mobIlise available resources of cultural knowledge in 

order to partiCIpate in the intervIew, mainly on the interviewer's and the situation's 

terms (see Baker 1997b). 

Anu, In extract one can be heard as producmg something of a 'token list' of 

charactenstics that works to estabhsh the area of potential Interest for the intervIew, 
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and herself as 'a good mtervIewee'. This mcludes the usage of lay academic tenus 

such as 'transitIon' and 'biologtcal clock', that work to warrant her account and to 

establish Anu not only as a good intervIewee, but also, as someone who possesses 

knowledge of and specIfic tenus for the treatment of the topic (c.f. Gergen 1989). 

Glossing her own turn on lInes 27-28 she also makes Implicit reference to the themes 

of the interview WIth So just this time (.) this time thing like changes. EstablIshing, 

or listing parameters of the topic at hand, especially in the beginning of the 

interview, thus acknowledges it as a factual and a valid one and simultaneously 

marks the talk as mterview talk (cf. Widdicombe and Wooffitt 1995). 

Let's look at another example where the relevance of talk as 'intervIew talk', IS 

mamfest in the data, this time with a rather surprismg outcome. 

Extract 2. PN: W2: Anita (Cas 1, A: 17.4.17.8) 

1 PN: Wen (0.2) so If we talk about the No (0 2) tota JOs puhutaan tosta 
2. hke about ( ) agemg and time nunkun ( ) lkaantynusesta tal aJan 
3. passmg then what do you hke ( ) kulunusesta min rmUi nunku () 
4. what sorts of thlOgs do you thmk mlt! kalkkee saa aattelet 
5 when you think about time passlOg ku saa aattelet nhnku yhpaansa 
6. 10 general we've already talked aJan kulumista tlisson ny! 
7. [about) hke: tullu lJo ) semmoset mmku= 
8. A: [mm ) [mm) 
9. PN. = hke becommg more mdependent =t!mm~set mlOku I!senaistynusta 
10 A- mm mm 
11. PN. but hke what else does mut et rmta muuta mlnku 
12. time passlOg mean (0 2) to you aJan kulurmnen sulle (0 2) merlatsee 
13. (1.0) (1.0) 
14. A: You mean time passmg m general Sus yleensa aJan kuJuminen 
15. PN. iThat's tight iNun 
16. A. Well the thmg that (.) No se ettli ( ) 

~ 17. well I've got no fear of l!vmg no kuolemanpelkoo mullel 00 

18 PN mm-m mm-m 
19 (02) (02) 
20 A: et cetera and sometimes I like thmk sun muuta Ja Joskus m! nunku aattelen 
21. «goes on to talk about possible «(jatkaa kuvaamalla mahdolllS13 
22. future scenarIOs» tulevalsuudenkuvla» 

In the beginning of the extract, the intervIewer is summing up earlier discussion on 

what the intervIewee has said about agemg and the notion of time passing. She 

mentIons markedly positive topics already covered (lInes 6-9: we've already talked 

[about] like like becoming more independent) and then moves on to pursue the 

theme and to elICIt further description on the same theme. The fact that the 

interviewer treats the talk so far as not yet sufficient or exhaustive is marked by the 
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use of but (line 11: but like what else does). A second's pause then follows, after 

which the respondent echos the mterviewer's mitial question. It is somewhat 

surpnsing, however, that although the question is couched in general tenns, the 

respondent comes up with a very specific claim: well ['ve got no fear of dying Oine 

17). 

One pOSSible explanation as to why the participant chooses to say this here is again 

in the set-up of the interview situatIOn itself. The interviewee can be heard as 

anticipating or second-guessmg the kinds of answers expected from her. From the 

pre-allocated position of an mterviewee, she can be heard as proposing that the 

interviewer may have made the inference that she possibly might be starting to worry 

about her own mortality. So the preoccupatIOn with death and one's mortality, as a 

potential feature of people in the 50+-age category, is both mobilised and 

subsequently denied.3 

A further readmg of the extract is, that the mterviewer's summary of prior, markedly 

positive tOpICS already covered m the discussion, in Itself sets the stage for the 

opposIte to be produced next. 'Becoming more independent' (line 9) is mentioned as 

an example as the type of items covered so far, which marks the interviewer's 

elicItation of further description as refemng to something different, other or opposite 

to earlier talk. After asking for a clarification to the question (line 14), the 

interviewee then proceeds to proVide exactly this. 

What I'm noting here IS that death, in thiS context, is offered as a speCific, 'par 

excellence' example from a larger group of markedly negative descnbables. The 'et 

cetera' (line 20) can, in other words be heard as refemng to, or markmg the 

eXistence of a Wider variety of listable items. Although this list IS never produced, 

the et cetera works as shorthand for cultural commonplaces for 'things in that general 

negative category'. It is, m other words, an economical, way of makmg reference to a 

larger category of negative phenomena that are potentially, or in general (Ime 14), 

3 The extract bears some InterestIng famIly resemblance to the example used by Sacks, where 
Inferences to sexual problems or homosexuahty were based on occupatIOnal categones hke 'haIr 
styhst' and 'fashIon' (1992, Vol. I' 46-47) 
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linked to increasing age while only mentioning one. In thIs sense the use of et cetera 

also does similar work to general knowledge tokens like y' know (see Schiffrin 

1987), in that the listener is left to complete or fiU in the potentially longer lIst 

referred to in the speakers tum.4 Note also that, formulated m this way; the 

interviewee's answer also manages to fulfil the requirements set up m the 

reformulated question (line 14) in that the answer combines specificity with 

generality. 

Having looked at the extracts above, I hope to have established that notions of 

change, progression, mortalIty and death functIOn as readily available cultural 

resources through which participants talk about themselves when asked about age 

and ageing.5 Some of their usage, as we have just seen, may be prompted by the 

interview context. ThIS does not mean, however, that their use could somehow be 

seen as a distmctive characteristic of 'mterview talk.' It seems hIghly implausible 

that people would have a separate set of communicatIVe competencies set aSIde for 

mtervlew use (cf. Widdicombe and Wooffitt 1995; WethereU and Potter 1992). 

Instead, snnilar usage and acknowledgement of irreversIble change, and gradual 

progression IS undoubtedly also a feature of everyday talk. 

4 In thIS sense the 'et cetera' marks the account as "relevantly Incomplete" (Jefferson 1990 68, also 
Hutchby and Wooffitt 1998. 235-237). AccordIng to Jefferson's semmal artIcle on lIst constructIOn, 2 
Item lIsts followed by a generalIzed completer (lIke or something, or things lIke that) may be 
relevantly Incomplete I e. "not only do the named Items not exhaust the poSSIble array of nameables, 
but a thIrd item would not do such work; I e., there are "many more" relevant nameables whIch Will 
not, and need not, be specIfied" (Jefferson 1990 68) Compared to the examples proVIded by 
Jeffereson, the speaker In the extract In question here, only produces one Item of potentially relevant 
nameables, and then moves on WIthout trymg to exhaust the array of "many more" nameables For 
dISCUSSIon over the 'Et cetera assumptIOn' as a more general tendency to fill In, or assume that a 
shared, SOCIally d,str,buted knowledge eXISts, see Clcourel 1970' 148-9, for an overvIew see Coulon 
1995) 

5 StudIes on the concept oftlme (e g Adams 1995) pomt out how the role and name of time IS rarely 
raIsed In everyday conversatIon In intervIew SItuations, however, the tOP'C of death repeatedly 
emerges as an unexpected feature of respondents' reflectIons, Irrespective of theIr age or personal 
sItuatIon. AccordIng to Adams (1995 5) 'that whIch IS rarely thought about thus constItutes a central 
component In our taCit knowledge-base.' Numerous SOCIOlogIcal stud,es on death (e g Bauman 1992, 
Seale 1998a, 1998b) have concentrated on establIshIng how notIOns of death, mortalIty and 
ImmonalIry functIOn as pan of the SOCIal orgamsatlon of the postmodern society. 
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Facticity of the life course: Contextually derived vs. culturally pre·existent 

Does the existence of cultural resources and the notion of 'natural lifetime' then lead 

us to the conclusIon that such notions, and the everyday use of age categories is 

based on pre-fixed, culturally encoded meanmgs, or on cognitive categories with a 

decontextual and transsltuational signification? Are notions of change, progression, 

and death and the ordered movement through stage of life categories somehow 

culturally pre-programmed to the point that these notions 'shine' or are 'spoken 

through' us every time a relevant topic is touched upon? In order to answer such 

questions, and to understand the factually gIven, ordered nature of stage of hfe 

categories on the one hand, and their sltuationally and locally occasioned usage on 

the other, we need to re-VIsit one of ethnomethodology's key concepts: mdexlcahty. 

According to Hester and Eghn, Sacks' extensive work on membershIp categonsatlon 

devIces, membership categories and category preillcates enables several pOSSIble 

reaillngs on indexicality, to the extent that 'an ambigUIty between a decontextualized 

model on the one hand and an ethonomethodological approach on the other hand, 

can be illscemed in Sacks' work.' (1997a: 13). From the ethnomethodologlcal pomt 

of view, all natural language is indexical, which means that the meaning and 

understandabiIity of an utterance, rather than being pre-fixed by some abstract and 

independent cultural definition, is reflexIvely related to the circumstances in which It 

appears.6 Hester and Eghn pomt out, however, that although a careful reaillng of 

Sacks' work reveals his focused attention to the contextual (mdexical) illmensions of 

categorisation, support can also be found to claim that he was not totally opposed to 

the de-contextual model of categonsation. 

As a first proof of a de-contextual flavour m Sacks' work, Hester and Eglin pomt to 

his analytIC model that dlstmguishes 'between recognIsable, common-sense, 

vernacular descriptions and a machinery or apparatus whIch accounts for, or 

• The term indexlcahty was OflglDally borrowed from lIngUIstIcs and refers to the notion that despIte 
transsltuatlOnal slgmficatlon, a word also has a sltuatlOnal slgmficance ID each partIcular context ID 
whIch It IS used. Words take theIf complete sense ID the sItuatIon of theIf uttenng 'as they are IDdexed 
ID a SItuatIon of lIngUIstIc exchange' (Coulon 1995: 17) 
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generates such descriptions' (1997a: 14, see also Schegloff 1992; Silvennan 1998). 

His work, and the somewhat mechanistic terminology he uses, thus allows a reading 

of membership categorisatIon devices as thing-like, pre-existent 'machinery' that 

makes understanding pOSSible. Sacks also made some statements and comments 

about the make-up of categorisation devIces that can be used as eVidence for a de­

contextualised reading of his work. These comments Include descnptions of devices 

as collectIOns of categories in a 'once-and-for-all manner' (Rester and Eglin 1997a: 

16). For example, talking about categones lIke sex and age Sacks (1972a: 33) states: 

It is our task to show that for any population N (where N is equal to or 
larger than 1) there are at least two categorization devices available to 
Members, each of which ... (a) can categorize each Member of the 
population N in such a way that one does not get for any Member of the 
population the pairing (population Member + no category member), where 
(b) no member of either device is a member of the other. Any device, that 
satisfies constraint (a) will hereafter be called a Pn-adequate device ... 
While many devices ... are not Pn-adequate ones, it is perfectly obvious that 
there are at least two Pn-adequate devices that Members do have available 
to them and do use. For example, there are the devices whose collections 
are (I) sex (male, female), and (2) age (young, old). 

Here Sacks seems to establish sex and age as somehow more pervasive or 

fundamental in companson to other pOSSIble categones used to describe members. 

He can also be heard to be claimmg that the categones that make up sex and age 

devices are none other than male-female and young-old, respectively. (Rester and 

Eghn 1997a: 16).' 

A third point that can be raised as evidence of Sacks' understanding of membership 

categories as de-contextual, is the dIstinction he makes between 'natural' and 'tOPIC­

occasioned' collections or categones (Sacks 1992, Vol. 1: 752-763). The test that he 

suggests distinguishes natural devices from occasioned ones was to see whether 

members, given the name of the deVIce, say 'stages of life,' would then be able to 

name the members belonging to that device. One can easily see how the stage of hfe 

collection might pass the test with members 'correctly' producing categones such as 

7 
In footnote 7 (1972: 430), Sacks further underlmes the speCIal nature of age as a membershIp 

category by statmg. 'I choose the example of the collectIOn "age" ID order to notIce a feature that It 
and some other collectIons have' 'The deVIce IS Pn-adequate over a vanety of formulatIOns of the 
categones that are Its members. Categones may be replaced from the collectIon WIthout affectmg Its 
ab,hty to categonze any populatIon N ' 
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'child', 'adolescent', 'adult', 'elderly', and how the stage of hfe device could 

therefore be named 'natural.' TopIc-occasioned categones or devices, by contrast are 

those that members would have difficulty nanung without knowing the topic of 

relevance to the devlce.8 

We begin to see, then, how Sacks' work might be read to support the de­

contextuaIised and natural view of categonsation, even If this takes the attention 

away, and goes against the ethnomethodological notIOn of indexicality. Elsewhere in 

his writing, Sacks hImself, however, provides us with ample examples of the 

occasIOned and local quality of categorisation, as well as examples that further 

estabhsh the situatlOnal 'for-this-tlme' signIfication of age categories. Two examples 

can be mentioned here. 

FIrst, Sacks' texts can be used to back up both the claim that stage of life categories 

belong to the 'natural' as well as the 'topic-occasioned' type of collectIOns. In his 

lecture on 'Topic' (V 01. 1: 752-763), he claims that the age class that a person is 

placed mto is mdependent of his or her actual age, and that the choice of an age 

class (young - old), depends on the topic of the chscussion at hand. He gives the 

following example: 

A: She's qUIte a young woman, only in her fifties. 

Sacks pomts out that the above characterisation is sensIble by vIrtue of the 

knowledge that the woman in question has just ched ProVIded the topic: death, 

instead of say having a baby, the woman can therefore be described as 'a young 

woman.' According to Sacks then, although age itself cannot be selected, the age 

class that persons are assigned to depend on the topic. Therefore: 'for that 

occurrence, select X age class as an appropriate way to charactenze a person. "Quite 

8 The well-known example Sacks (1992. Voll 757) used to show what he meant by 'top.c­
occasIOned' .s the followmg: 

A: I have a fourteen-year-old kId 
B. Well that's alrIght. 
A: I also have a dog. 
B Oh, I'm sorry. 

Here the exchange and the relevance of the categorIes 'kIds' and 'dogs' remams puzzhng unt.l we are 
told that the top.c of the exchange.s 'rentmg an apartment'. 
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young" (15 years old). "Quite Old" (six years old). Both of which are perfectly 

usable sorts of statements turning on what is being talked of (Vo!. 1: 754). 

Another example of the indexical usage of age categories found in Sacks' lectures IS 

the distinction he makes between the categories sex and race compared to age and 

social class. According to Sacks (Vo!. 1: 45; see also S!lverman 1998: 96): 

What you have with these latter sorts of categories is a rather lovely series 
of things going on. If any Member hears another categorize someone else or 
themselves on one of these items, then the way the Member hearing this 
decides what category is appropriate, is by themselves categorizing the 
categorizer according to the same set of categories. So if you hear B 
categorize C as 'old,' then you would categorize B to decide how you 
would categorize C. 

So if someone calls somebody 'old,' the exact meaning of that depends on how I as 

the listener of such a descnption would categorise the person providing the 

categonsatlOn. If the speaker is lO-years-old then the person in question could be 

anything from 20 onwards, that is, in other words, qUIte young. If, however, the 

speaker is 30 years old, the person being described might be 70 years old. The 

situational meaning of 'old' depends on who IS dOing the categorising. Sacks then 

sums up the indexical nature of age categorisation. 

One wouldn't then find that somebody carries around an identity, which is 
stable for any environment they come into; for example, that they would be 
'old' no matter who it IS that's around them. Nor would it be the case that 
for each of the persons around them they would be seen as the same person 
that they have to see themselves as. There is no supposition of agreement 
on any categorization for such persons all categonzing each other. 
(1992: Vol 1: 46) 

Despite the ambigUIties In parts of Sacks' work, discussed above, his texts can be 

read as clear support for the local and occasIOnal nature of talk-in-interaction. His 

own wntings show strong eVIdence against the notion that attaching culturally 

encoded pre-existent meamngs to people or their actions IS a sufficient way of 

descnbing human action. Instead, the local and sltuatlOnal nature - the social 

embeddedness and the indexical and occasioned nature - of our commumcative 

practices IS a prevalent and repeated topic in his lectures. (Hester and Eglin 1997a; 

Edwards 1995; SIlverman 1998). 
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To sum up, then, contrary to the de-contextuallsed conception of language and 

category use as based on pre-existent structures or devices, the ethomethodologIcal 

approach stresses the contingent and occasioned nature of language use. This does 

not mean, however, that we should deny the eXIstence of culturally encoded 

meanings altogether. Instead, as Maynard and Clayman (1991: 399) also state: 

'Indexical expressIOns are a window, then, through which to gaze upon the bedrock 

of social order.' Cultural devices do not have transcendental or transsituational 

relevance, however. Therefore, as we now move to look at further extracts from the 

age interview data, the analytic task IS to descnbe and locate the practical reasoning 

through which versions of the facti cIty of ageing and the human life course are 

accomplished and managed by participants m-situ, and for this occasion. Starting 

from the notion that speakers do possess knowledge of the factual and positioned 

nature of lifetime categones, my task, as the analyst with similar cultural knowledge, 

IS to Identify the sorts of devices and practices participants use to establish that 

facticity, and to locate the ways III which factual versions of age and ageing are put 

to use in their reasoning. In other words, the task of the analyst is to describe 'how 

people do the transparently obvIOUS' (Sacks 1974). 

Doing provisional continuity 

Let's start by consldenng the following account, where the participant has been 

asked to descnbe hIS current age. 

Extract 3. PN: M4: Kimmo (Cas 1, A: 3.2-3.9) 

1. PN' How would you otheJ"WIse If (.) M,ten muutenJos (.) 
2 If hke (0 2) I mean If thIS JOs nllnku (0 2) toi mm 
3 certam msecunty to do wIth kun tyoh5n Illttyvli ( ) tlimm5nen eplivannuus 
4 ( ) work IS one thing but how'd on yks aSla mut mtten 
5. you otheJ"WIse (0 2) descnbe muuten (0.2) sa kuVlUSit 
6 thIS (0 2) thIS fifty ( ) one tata (0 2) tammbsta vlldenkymmenen ( ) yhden 
7. () year age (.) vuoden tkaa 

~ 8. K: Well I'd () thIS IS stIli qUIte No mall ( ) taahan on vlela Ihan 
9. a good age when you're healthy hyva Ika kun on terve 
10 PN. mm mm 

~ 11. K' There's hke nothmg ~ Elhan tassa vlela mttaan 00 

12. ( ) otherWIse to worry about (.) muute hataa 00 

13. PN' ye·es JOO-O 
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~ 14 K mm (0 2) you of course (.) httle mm (0 2) Sltli tietysn ( ) plkkuhIlJaahan Sltli 
15. by httle start to calm down and rupee ihmmen vahan rauhotturnaanJa 
16 (04) WIth the ~ but hke (0.4) ku Ikaa tulee mutta tuota 

~ 17. (0.2) I wouldn't otherwIse see It (0.2) en mll muuten nfus tassli 
18. as any sort of a problem rrunkaanlalsena probleemana 
19. thIS l!M. of rrune yet= tlitll Ikhhm vlela= 
20. PN. °yesO °Jooo 

21. K: =as long as you have your health =nlln kauan kum ettli terveytta on 

Here the respondent has been talking about ageing and his work, after which the 

mterviewer elIcits further descnptIons with a follow-up questIOn. The speaker's 

usage of 'still' (line 8-9: This is still quite a good age when you're healthy) can be 

heard as doing temporal marking (cf. Schiffrin 1987: 228-266), whereby the state of 

the speaker's present situatIon and health is descnbed as transitory, as open to 

ineVItable change In the future. Through his 'health-in-age fOImulation' (Coupland 

and Coup land 1999), the speaker can, in other words, be heard as rehearsing and 

pOinting to possible problems that increasing age normally brings along WIth It. 

Simultaneously he none the less underlines that he himself does not yet need to 

worry about such changes. On lines 14-16 the speaker further acknowledges the 

notion that changes are an inevitable part of life (you of course (.) little by little start 

to calm down and (0.4) with the years), but states that he himself has not 

expenenced any other significant change yet (hnes 17-19). 

So what I am noting here IS the way in WhICh the usage of 'still' and especIally the 

reIteration of 'yet' (lines 11 and 19) simultaneously both acknowledges the 

inevItability and factuahty of change and pushes it outside the immedIate expenence 

of the speaker. The inevitability and factuah ty of change with age is treated in a 

similar way in extract 4 below, where Leena descnbes her age through the notion of 

crisis. Pomts of special analytIC Interest are, again, marked wIth side arrows. 

Extract 4. 

1. L: 
~ 2. 

3 
4. PN 
5 L-
6 
7. 
8 
9. 

PN: W12: Leena (Cas 1, A: 3.6-4.6) 

I must put It thIS way that 
I haven't (.) so far at least had 
any sort of a £!ill.!.= 
mm 
=at.!!!!X stage hke wIth thIS tIme 
hke somehow WIth agemg 
for example ( ) hke I thmk I've 
somehow hke (0 2) 
D1cely adapted to It 
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el mulla (.) toistaseks amakaan 00 vlel tullu 
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etta Jotenlo SIlS vanhenerrusen kanssa 
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10 
11. 
12 
13. 
14. 
15. 
16 
17. 
18. 
19. 
20. 
21. 
22. 
23 
24. 
25. 
26. 
27. 
28 
29. 
30 
31. 

...; 32. 
33. 
34. 

...; 35 
36 
37. 
38. 

...; 39 
40 

PN: 
L· 

PN: 
L. 

PN: 

L· 

PN: 
L: 
PN: 
L: 
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hke you often hear people say 
that you always feel hke you're 
hvmg the best tlme= 
mm 
= of your hfe hke for mstance 
now at.t!!ll moment hke (0.2) as a 
fifty·year·old so I feel hke ( ) 
thiS IS (.) a great sltualIon 
to be hvmg this kmd of lIme 
hke I've got (.) m pnnciple m hfe 
all IS possIble but hke on the other 
hand this hfe expenence that you 
don't go along WIthJili! (.) hke 
anythmg= 
mm 
=hke when you were young you 
rrught've (.) done hke WIthout 
thmkIng done some stuff so 
mm 
(02) 
so maybe thIS hke ((laughs» 
hke bnngs some (0 6) so but hke 
>It hasn't eIther been a< reason 
for £I!lli for me personally (.) 
for the IIme-bemg don't know If It 
turns mto one some day but hke 
mm 
growmg old and age 
mm 
It'S hke (0.2) at least at thiS 
moment (.) I don't feel that way 

nllnku usem sanotaan 
etta ama tuntuu etta ehm 
slta parasta alkaa= 
mm 
=elamassaan et nllnku eSlmerlaks 
ny! t~lIa hetkellli nlln (0 2) tammosenli 
vllsky!npplsenli nlln tuntuu sllta etta ( ) 
talihlin on (.) mahtava tdanne 
ellia tlillasta alkaa 
et mulla on kaddo (04) penaattees elamlIs 
maholhsta mut et kUltenlan semmosta 
ellimankokemusta et Ihan 
mlhin tahansa ei rumkun (.) 
ryhdy= 
mm 
=nllnku nuorena sltte 
OIS (.) saattanu rumkun 
aJattelematta tehdli JotakInJuttuJa etta 
mm 
(02) 
etta ehk~ taa rumkun «nauraa» 
SIlS tuo Slm sellasta (0 6) et mut et 
>se eI 00 myaskalm ollu 
mlkaan< kriIsm aIhe mulle Itselle ( ) 
tOlstalseks vIelli en tIedli 
valkka tulee SIt JOskus mut eM 
mm 
vanhenerrunenJaIkli 
mm 
et tola (0 2) amakaan tlUlli 
hetkellli (.) en koe SIm 

Similar to extract 3, having problems or going through changes, thiS time 'a crisis' IS 

described here as something that is a candidate option to happen with increasing age, 

but one that the speaker herself has no expenence of yet. This is followed by Leena's 

acknowledgement that she might have such a crisis at a later date (lines 33-34: for 

the time-being don't know if It turns into one some day), and by a re-statement that 

this, however, IS not the case 'at this moment' (lines 38-39). 

As a general observation on these two sequences, then, one could say, that the 

respondents, Kimmo and Leena, both invoke and make reference to possible 

candidate problems - physical health problems (extract 3) and a psychological crisis 

(extract 4) - that agemg can possibly bnng along with it. They are, in other words, 

displaying knowledge of change as a pan of human ageing as inevitable. While 

acknowledgmg and orienting to this rhetoncal other through negation (see BIlhg 

1985, 1996, also BIllig et al. 1988), the speakers simultaneously temporally dzstance 

(cf. Baker 1984) themselves from it Note, for example, how Leena, after 
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establishing the possibility of a crisis (lines 1-3), immedtately sets herself as an 

exception to this, by mobdising notions of adaptation (line 9) and by restating (hnes 

32-33) that for her 'personally' age has not been a cause for crisis. The eXistence of 

change thus becomes established as imminent, as something that is not here yet, but 

possibly will be one day, Rather than denytng the existence of change as a part of 

ageing, the participants, in other words, acknowledge decrement and change as 

something that is impending.9 Let us look at a final example of this. 

Extract 5. 

~ J. 
2 
3. 
4. 
5. 

~ 6. 
7. 
8. 

~ 9 
10. 

L: 

PN: 
L-

PN: Wl: Laura 1 (Cas 1, A: 10.3-10.4) 

So there's hke nothmg (.) 
that would've clearly marked 
(.) that now your age comes ID 
the way 
yeah 
I mean It WIll surely sta(h)rt 
httle by httle when you start to 
ache here and there 
But not hke (2 0) I can't 
say that ~ at least 

Ettel 00 nllnkun mltaan (.) 
t~mm(jlstlI Jossa OIS selkeesti 
tuUu vlel~ eM (.) et nyt se lka 
halttals 
JOO 
Et kyl nllta varmaan Sit 
I1LkkuhilJaa rupeen tulema(h)an 
kun rupee kolottaan sieltllJa taaltll 
Mut el nllnkun (2.0) en amakaan 
vtela osaa sanoa 

There are some obvious differences in content and length in between the three 

extracts shown above. The Intriguing commonality In their argumentative structure 

however, is, In how notions of personal continUity (In the present day) and 

impending change and decrement (possibly in the future) are bUilt up through the use 

of a three-component A • B ·but A discursive format. This three-part format In the 

talk can be seen as establishing personal continuity as a provisional feature of the 

present day. 

In the first part of this format, the personal meaning of age or ageing is denied, often 

by using an extreme case formulation (pomerantz 1986) of the type: 'nothing has 

changed. ' ThiS statement IS followed by an account that works to soften, or qualify 

the extrenuty of the previous claim, by acknowledging the impending possibility of 

change, or by acknowledging that some change may have happened (cf. Edwards 

2000 on extreme case formulations and softeners). The third part then reiterates the 

imtlal claim in the format: but + imtlal claim repeated: 'but nothing has changed.' 

• One should add that acknowledgmg decrement and change IS not a decontextuahsed concern, but 
rather a possible onentatlon to the mtervlewer's concerns, that may mclude decrement 
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Below we can see in detail, how these three components functIon in the extracts 

shown in entirety earlier, 

Doing provisional continuity through an A - B- but A -formulation: 

(from extract 3) 

... There's like nothing,R! (.) otherwise to worry about A 

, .. You of course ( ) little by little start to calm down B 

... but like I wouldn't otherwise see it as any sort of a problem 

this age of mine yet but A 

(from extract 4) 

.. .I haven't (.) so far atIeast had any sort of crisis A 

... forthe time-bemg don't know if it turns into one some day B 

.. but Iike ... atIeast at this moment (.) I don't feel that way but A 

(from extract 5) 

... So there's like nothing (.) that would've clearly marked 

... it will surely start little by h{h)ttle when you start to ache 

.. but lIke (2.0) I can't say that not yet at least 

A 

B 

but A 

Notice how part B that establIshes that the speaker is aware of the mevitabihty of 

change, also typically mcludes such acknowledgement tokens as 'of course', or 

'surely'. ThIS second part can therefore be seen as estabhshing the facticny of 

change as a feature of ageing It also works to qualIfy the former extreme claim, by 

includmg restrictions to It (cf. Edwards 2000). Parts A, and but A, on the other hand, 

both typically include temporal formulations that echo each other: yet-yet, or so far 

at least - at least this moment. 

What makes the A-B-but A -format so mtrigumg then, is that ItS use establishes the 

speaker as a ratIOnal person, who is aware of the 'facts of life' such as they are 

relevant to the tOpIC at hand, and depIcts hnnlher as someone who isn't likely to 

deny such facts. The skilful use of thIS argumentative devIce thus produces an 
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acknowledgement of change, but at the same time allows the speaker to place him or 

herself beyond It. The acknowledgement of gradual and inevItable change, as an 

added qualifier to the initial clrum of 'no-personal-change,' works to construct an 

account that is rhetorically and interactionally more robust, and dtfficult to 

challenge. This makes the A - B - but A-format an excellent practical tool for the 

discursIve mobilisation and management of facticity. 

What then is the setting-specificity of the argumentative structure Identified here? To 

what extent can we clrum that the A - B - but A devIce is a generic cultural resource 

that speakers draw on when talkIng about, describing, or arguing about age or 

change? Are we rather dealmg with a dIscursive format that merely reflects the 

constraints and orientations to recipiency m the intervIew settmg, i.e. with a type of 

description that does work to manage the interviewee's accountability in this 

particular SItuatIOn? 

Establishing the generic nature of any discursive structure identIfied, be it a special 

kind of turn format in talk on "talk-radio" (Hutchby 1992, 1996), or a means of 

malang 'show concessIOns' (Antaki and Wetherell 1999), IS routinely done by 

collecting a corpus of examples (see Hutchby and Wooffitt 1998: 110, for a basic 

three-stage model for buildtng analytic accounts, for a discussion see Antaki 1994, 

and Coulter 1990a). Some general points in support of the clrum that the 'provisional 

continuity device' identified above is a more generic feature of talk can also be made 

here. We can, for instance, note that 'doing provisional continuity' via an A - B - but 

A -format is by no means restncted to talk about age and agemg. To establish this, 

let's look at the following example taken from Widdlcombe and Wooffitt's (1995, 

168) study on youth subcultures. In the followmg an interviewee who identifies 

himself as 'a punk rocker', is descnbing what membership m that category means to 

him. 

1. I: 
2. 
3. R: 
4. 
5 
6. 

is being a punk very 
important for you? 
yeah very indeed 
I couldn't imagine myself being 
straight at all 
( ) lIke dressing neatly in tidy 
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7. 
8. 
9. 
10. 
11. 
12. 
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nice clothes an' having my hair 
down and all that hh 
na I can't imagine=probably 
in a couple of years times 
I'll be like that but I-I-
at the moment I can't imagine it at all 

B 

but A 

In this extract, the interVIewee first rejects the posSIbility of ever dressing differently 

from his current punk-style. SImilar to the examples from my age data, this 

rejection/dIstancing IS produced in a somewhat extreme form 'I couldn't imagine 

myself being straight at all'. This is rapidly followed by a temporal formulation, 

whereby the speaker indIcates that although change is difficult to fathom at the 

moment, it IS nonetheless a pOSSIbility in the future (hnes 9-10: probably in a couple 

of years times I'll be like that). Similar to extracts seen earlier, the account also 

closes with the initial statement being reIterated through a 'but +A format': but I-I at 

the moment I can't imagine it at all (lines 11-12). This example shows, that the A - B 

- but A provisional continuity deVIce can be put to SImilar kinds of interactional 

work in other than age related talk settings. In fact, It seems probable that thIS type of 

argumentatIOn may be typical to a vanety of settings where some kind of personal 

trajectory is Invoked InteractlOnally. Building a more solid analytic case may, 

however, require collectmg and/or analysing other types of data. 10 

Establishing the 'out-there-ness' of age: Factualisation through quantification 

Earlier in this chapter, I pointed out, how the measurable, clock-time nature of age -

the fact that people are taught to both descnbe themselves as so-and-so many years 

old, and to evaluate others on the same basis - lends a particularly factual common­

sense nature to age as a membership category.1I Numbers are, in other words, used 

as a routine, rehable and objective way of descnbing someone, whether or not we 

10 There would seem to be somethmg of a shared common·sense understandmg about the recurrent, or 
cultural nature of the deVIce though ThIS has been obVIOUS when presentmg prelnrunary findmgs on 
the 'provIsIonal continUIty deVIce' to other acadetrucs m the field (Nlkander 2000b) On the 
relattonshlp between commonsense and deVIce IdentIficatIOn, see Hutchby and Wooffitt 1998' Ill). 

11 On the 'mathematlcahsable nature' of objects and descnpttons, see Sacks 1992, Vol 1 57-65, on 
usmg numbers ID mstttuttonal settmgs see Pomerantz 1987 
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have actually met the person in questton or not. Numbers can also function as a 

bottom-line argument, as the last resort for checking someone's 'objective' age­

category. 

Refening to people through quanttfiable, measures like: '/ think he's around 45 or 

46,' also refers to, and mvokes mferences and culturally shared Images and 

expectations of what someone belonging to that category is like, and of other 

possible charactenstics, actIvities or potentIal interests of that person. This being the 

case, describing yourself solely through your age is sometimes avoided, or when 

'revealmg' your age, or the age of someone else, a list of modifiers may be added 

The following example IS from Sacks (1992, Vol. 1: 44). 

A' How old are you Mr Bergstein? 
B. I'm 48, I look much younger. I look about 35, and I'm quite ambitious 
and quite idealistic and very inventive and conscientious and responsible. 

Here the speaker's added list of mollifiers to the mfonnation 'I'm 48', works to pre­

empt possible negative attnbutes applied to someone m that age category (that 

someone who is 48 IS past their prime, over the hill etc.). Using calendar age when 

descnbmg oneself makes people vulnerable to pOSSible negative and stereotypical 

attnbutions, but also to positIve praise, and this is often onented to by people m their 

talk. 

Quantification then, IS a routine and taken-to-be factual way of self-descriptIon. In 

the following, I want to discuss two extracts - one by a male, one by a female 

participant - where quantIficatIOn is used to establIsh age not only as a natural fact, 

but also as one that applIes more generally to all people. Quantification, in other 

words, functions here as a means of downgrading the personal significance of 

chronological age by turning it into a more general 'out-there feature' that applies 

equally to others, instead of only to the person doing the talking (on factual 

description see Potter 1996, for achievmg nonnalization see Lawrence 1996). 
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1. 
2. 
3. 
4 
5 
6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 
10 
11. 
12. 
13. 
14. 
15. 
16. 
17. 
18. 
19. 

PN' 

A 

PN: 
k 
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PN: M2: Anssi (Cass 1, A: 14.2-14.6) 

Well, If we talk about hke (0 8) 
y'know about the present day or (.) 
about th,S (1 2) urn turnmg fifty 
for mstance then hke (.) what 
what kInds of meamngs you hke 
what dId you thmk for mstance 
when the 50th birthday grew close 
(.) was It 
(32) 
I dl- (0.8) first of all I've 
taken It to be (.) normal that 
people grow older 
yes 
LIke y'know I'm now lIke 30 years 
older than when I fimshed school 
and ( ) and and 25 years older 
than when I got mamed and a lot of 
other thmgs so lIke (0 2) and 
so (0 6) i,t's simply more 

No JOs puhutaan tota (0 8) nunku tast 
p~lvast~ tal (.) t~stlt tota (1.2) ee vudenkym­
menen vuoden taltteesta 
eSlmerkIks nun tota ( ) mll! 
mIll! merkItylCSl~ s~a Ite suhen nunkun 
mit~ s~ mellt sIllon eslmerkIlcs 
kun vudenkympm synlllIn lilhestyy 
() ohks se 
(3.2) 
erunll SIS- (0 8) ensmnMdn ma oon 
plt~nyt (.) luonnolhsena aSIana 
etta Ihmnen vanhenee 
JOO 
ett ett m~ oon nunkun nyt 30 vuotta 
vanhempI kun koulun lopettaessam 
Ja ( ) Ja ja kakskytvlis vuotta vanhempI 
nanrusnnmenosta Ja monesta 
muusta aSlasta e~ elta (0 2) ja 
elta (0 6) i se on nyt vaan enemml," 

In this extract, the Interviewer fonnulates a question, where the respondent is 

posItioned to the category of 50+ through reference to hIS 50th birthday as something 

that has taken place in the present time (line 2). The intervIewer's question IS 

targeted to elicit an account of how the participant feels about entenng the age 

category fifty. The question is left unfinished In a fashion that inVItes a completion 

by the interviewee. 

After a long (3.2) pause, the intervIewee, Anssi, provIdes an evasive, even defensive 

answer, that, instead of fonnulating an answer to the question asked, works to turn 

the personahsed fonnat in the question into a more general one (cf. Lawrence 1996). 

He can, In other words, be heard to be reworking the dtscourse identity aSSIgned for 

hIm In the question (see also Widdicombe 1998a). The inappropriateness or delicate 

sensitiVIty of the questIOn is thus produced In the (delayed) uptake by the 

respondent. Anssl's account (hne 10 onwards): '[ di (O.8)jirst of all ['ve taken it to 

be normal that people grow older' then works to move the attentIon from him 

personally to the notion of ageing as a fact of hfe more generally. From thereon the 

topic no longer is that the speaker, Anssi, IS SO-years-old or ageing, but rather, that 

people grow old. The specifIc category 'SO-years-old' expliCItly ascnbed for Anssi in 

the Interviewer's question, is, in other words, reworked into the more general and 

broad category deVIce 'people who grow older' which can also be heard as 
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'everybody'. The account is also delivered in a way to convey that this statement is 

not something that the speaker has come up with or produced only for this occasion. 

Anssi has in fact felt the same way for some time, and thus has no special stake m 

the question in this interview situation. 

Having estabhshed that people in general grow older, Anssi then goes on to list 

events from his own hfe. Doing this, he seems merely to be usmg his own hfe as a 

more general example of the normal flow of events m a person's hfe in general. His 

former shift from personal to general mode, in other words, allows his life events to 

function as an example of people's hfe course more generally. 

The list in Anssi's subsequent account takes on a three-part form, which is a 

common feature in conversatIOnal discourse (Jefferson 1990). In this case the three­

item list finishes with what Jefferson (Op.Clt.: 67-68) calls a " general list completer": 

finished school. .. got manied ... and a lot of other things (line 15 onwards). What is 

more noteworthy here though, is that the list IS built around a factual chronology of 

numbers. Talking in terms of numbers of years in between the events of his hfe 

course, the focus of Anssl' s account moves from ageing as such into a matter-of-fact 

question of quantity, of what is more and what IS less, to what came first and what 

followed (line 19). The focus in Anssi's account is therefore on the orderedness of 

life course events as parts of a factual and quantifiable continuum, not on the 

personal meanmgs of his ageing as such. 

Quantification is used, then, both to generalise the importance of age and to 

downplay ItS personal significance. Through quantification, Anssi moves the focus 

of attention provided in the mterviewer's question (personal) into a generalised and 

matter-of-fact way of talking about age, agemg, and the hfe course. Smular usage of 

quantification as a matter-of-fact device can be seen in extract seven. Snnilar to the 

prevIOus account, this extract also follows the interviewer's question about the 

meaning of the respondent's chronological age. 
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Extract 7. PN: Wl: Laura 2 (Cas 1, A: 21.5-22.1) 

I. L' And you don't bke (1 2) really Ja sllll el minkun (1.2) todella 
2 04) bke call yourselfy'know (0.4) nunkun itsealin osaa sdlel tota 
3. at least on yourself you wouldn't amakaan Itseslllim el kaytthls 
4. lilll the term ~ ((laughs» numtysllllkaantynyt «nauraa» 
5 PN: mm mm 
6. L: bu(h)t r bke mIddle-aged mU(h)t maa nunknn kesla-lkanen 
7. r do say qUite happily: ma hi sanon Ihan dOlsestl= 
8. PN: yes Joo 
9 V =cause tlli!! r do adnut bemg =koska se mn myOnmln olevani 
10. r remember for long r used to mUlstan ma pltkMn 
11. or as a matter of fact r qUIte often tal1tseaslassa ma alka usem 
12. have bke camp- hhh whIch IS qUIte oon nunkun ver- hhh nukli on man 
13. true cause It always makes more or totta koska suta tulee aIDa suunn 
14. less a sImilar land of equation ( ) purtem samanlamen yhtalll ( ) 
15. compared to my grandmother mun lso~i1tdt ama verrannu slta 
16. cause r remember when she was koska ma mUlstan slllom kun han oh 
17. ( ) elghty-somethmg then r was ( ) kaheksankymppmen nun ma 0110 

18 forty-somethmg and now smce nehkymppmenJa nyt kun 
19. she's turntng hundred then I'm fifty han tayttlla sata mm maa oon vuskymppmen 
20. r always say MM amasanon 

-) 21 >that smce my grandmother IS >etta kun mun ISoallInt on 
22. fthat age then I'm fton Iklimen nim ma olen 
23. nu(h)ddle-age(h)d ke(h)sla-Ikh(h)nen 

The extract begins with the speaker, Laura distancing herself from the age label 

elderly (line 4) and ahgning herself, instead, with the age-category middle-aged 

(lines 6-7). Adopting this category is from thereon Justified by invoking quantified 

comparisons between Laura and her twice-as-old grandmother. What I want to clrum 

then IS, that like m extract 6, age in Laura's account, gains, once agrun, an out-there 

nature that affects everyone, and that this 'matter-of-fact out-there-ness' IS 

estabhshed through the use of quantification (cf. Potter, Wetherell and ChItty 1991). 

There are some differences between the extracts prOVIded. Note however, how 

Laura's way of justifying her belongmg to the category middle-aged, is established 

through mathematlzatlOn ID a similar manner as m extract 6 and that despite her 

more personal mode, the account has the sense of working as an example of the flow 

of time and of the factual nature of dIfferent generations foIlowing each other. 

Quantification works to add a matter-of-fact, generahsed tone to Laura's account in a 

since x, then y -format: 'since my grandmother is ithat age then I'm mi(h)ddle­

age(h)d' (lines 21-23). Adopting the category middle-aged is thus turned into a 

factual mathematical equatIon (hnes 13-14: it always makes more or less a sImilar 
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kind of equation), whereby age and membership In a specific age category is 

rendered into something that 'just IS.' 12 

Facticity as a default formulation 

To close up the analysIs on the management of facti city, I would lIke to discuss some 

further features of the Interview exchanges as locally organised and mutually 

accomplished (e.g. Hester and Francis 1994; Rapley and Antaki 1998; Watson and 

Weinberg 1982). In the begInmng of the chapter, I established how shared common­

sense, factual notions of the life course were mobilised, and how the interview as the 

context for talk, in Itself, elicited participants to list, or In their talk, acknowledge 

notions of change, progressIOn and death (see extracts I and 2). In the remrumng 

section of thiS chapter, I would lIke to pursue the question of the interviewer's 

actIOns In the production of 'good and satisfactory accounts.' To do thiS, I will look 

at two extracts where the interviewer, either by repeatedly challenging the 

interviewee, or by asking particular follow-up questions, marks the accounts 

provided as not fitting, as Invalid, or as somehow lacking. In the first extract, below, 

the interviewee has been asked to describe 'middle-age'. 

Extract 8. PN: M7: Tapani (Cas I,A: 15.7-16.4) 

1. T: I guess you could say that (.) I SIlI~ tavalla VOlS sanoa ettli ( ) elan 
2. lead hke yes you could say that nnn kun no VOl sanoa eM 

~ 3. I lead a very hke youthful hfe minkun varsin !!!!Qrekkaasti 
4. PN: yes yes What does [that mean ] Joo Joo MI~ [se tarkottaa] 
5. T: [maybe a bIt] [e~ vaban] 
6. wI(h)ld e(h)ven va(h)lIat(h)tomastIlan 

~ 7. PN: What does th,S youthfulness M,ta t~ma nuorekkuus ((hymYlleva 
8 ((smlley vOIce» youthfulness mean fifim» nuorekkuus tarkottaa 
9. What does It entaIl MI~ se pltl1~ slsallfifin 
10. T: ((coughs» Well (0.8) freedom perhaps ((yslm» No (0 8) ehka vapautta 
11 It's maybe easIest to descnbe ehka se on nllnku helpo1O kuvata 
12. to desmbe (04) as you know () free kuvata (04) nnn kun () vapaana 
13. J th10k () there's th,S (.) It'S () Mun mleles~D1 (.) sIllaban on on () 
14 hke a ~type 10 my nllnku sehan on tmmkuva mun 

12 I am not alone 10 thIS observatIOn Wlddlcombe and Wooffitt (1995: Chapter 8) po1Ot out how 
membershIp and 1Ovolvement 10 a subculture was often descnbed as a 'Just IS' - feature of the 
respondents,' as someth1Og 'for whIch measures of Importance are SImply lITelevant' (,b,d 166) 
Note, however, how Laura's subscnptlon to the age category 'mlddle.aged' IS repeatedly marked by 
laughter (hnes 6 and 23), whIch would po1Ot to some trouble 10 the dehvery of the descnpllon. 
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IS. rrund hke for hke (.) youth m Itself rruelestani nun kun ( ) nuoruudelle smansa 
16 that m a(h) way that doors are elta niin kun Ilety(h)nlamen ovet 
17. o(h)pen and one has dIfferent on a(h)vOlrrua Ja vahttavlssa 
18. posslblhtles to choose from enlalsla mahdolhsuuksia 
19. PN' Yes Joo 
20 T. and and very free m that sense JaJa sllla tavalla hyvin vapaa 
21. (08) (08) 
22. T' So I guess I'd (0 2) descnbe It Nun ehka ma sen (0.2) kuvalsm 
23 that way nun. 
24. PN. Yes so you hke hve wlth thIs thIS Joo et sa elilt sen sen 
25. hke (0 2) wIth these open doors= sen nunkun (0 2) tammosen aVOlmlen oVlen= 
26 T. Yes Joo 
27. PN: =all the tIme =kautta kalken alkaa 
28 T: Yes yes Kyllli kyllli 
29 PN. I mean that m a way goes agams- Koska tuohan menee tavallaan vast-
30. hke (.) contradIcts WIth the Idea nun kun menee (.) nsttin sen kans 
31. that that when a person grows l!!! et et kun Ihminen rukulStuu 
32. then one ( ) becomes staid rum SIt se (.) Jlimahtlili 
33. one way or another tavalla tal tOlsella 
34 that's what they say sltllhlin puhutaan 

Note how the partIcIpant's formulatIOn '[ lead a very like youthful life ... wi(hld 

e(h)ven)' (hnes 3 and 6) is followed by the Interviewer's repeated request for 

cIanfication: 'what does that mean', line 4, and 'what does this youthfulness ((smiley 

voice» youtlifulness mean' (lines 7-8). The smiley voice, as well as Tapani's laughter 

when descnbing his hfe as 'wild', can both be interpreted as marking some potential 

trouble in the account provided, that is, as orientIng to a discrepancy between 

categories like 'middle-age' and predIcates like 'youthful' and 'wiId.'13 Note also 

how the IntroductIon of the term 'youthful' is brought in through a Bakhtiman 

dialoglc form, wIth the speaker engaging In somethIng of a dialogue wIth hImself (on 

the dialogic nature ofIanguage see e.g. Bakhtin 1981). 

Continuing his account after this display of self reflexivity and searching, Tapani 

moves to a generalised and impersonal formulation as he provides the Interviewer 

with an elaboration of youthfulness as 'free' (line 13) and as a time when one has 

various options and possibilitIes to choose from (lines 13-18). The intervIewer's 

uptake (hnes 24-27) then echos parts of Tapani's account, but also reformulates It, 

and moves it back into a more personalIsed and extreme mode: Yes, so you like live 

With this like (0.2) with these open doors ... all the time'. After this, the interviewer 

brings in and compares Tapam' s account with some common-sense notions of human 

13 Another possIble readmg of the data IS heanng Tapam's formulatIon as fhrtmg WIth the mtervtewer 
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development, and points to a contradICtion m Tapam's descnption (lines 29-34: '1 

mean that in a way goes agams- like (.) contradicts with the idea that .. .'). The 

noticeable feature of talk here, in addJtion to the self-correction from 'going against' 

to the more formal 'contradicts', IS that the intervIewer chooses to mitigate her 

challenge by groundJng her claims in more commonly held opinions and behefs. So, 

instead of 'owning' (cf. Sharrock 1974) the claims about ageing stated earher, by 

saymg 'that's how 1 see If,' she changes footing, and evokes a more generalised and 

shared formulation 'that's what they say' (line 34). Her former formulation thus 

becomes personally disengaged, that is, put across not as her opinion or as the hard 

facts of 'what happens when you grow old,' but as one possible way of talking about 

It; that is if 'they say that', maybe some other people includJng the intervIewee want 

to say differently. So the dehcate change of footmg here resonates with the discursive 

practices identified m, for example news intervIew situations (e.g. Clayman 1992). 

What I want to clrum then is, that, despite the display of searchmg and the 

modahsation in Tapam's account (lines 1-2: 1 guess you could say that (.) 1 lead like 

yes you could say that ... ) the interviewer can be heard as repeatedly pointing to the 

respondent's failure to talk about the topic at hand in 'appropnate' terms, and as 

making Tapam accountable for this frulure. The interviewer is, in other words, clearly 

drawing on, and bnnging into the interview situation, some commonsense notions of 

how 'bemg a fifty-something, and middle-aged' should be done in thIS context and 

treats the answers provided accordJngly. 

According to Baker (1984: 316, also 1981), the fact that mterviewers aren't 

traditionally trained to make remarks on the quality of the answers makes 'occasions 

on which this does occur ... instructive.' She also provides examples from her 

adolescent-adult interviews, where the initial answers proVIded by adolescents are not 

treated as satisfactory descriptions or answers, to the question put forward by the 

adult interviewer. Here's one of the example she gives. 

From Baker 1984,316: 

Are there any ways in which you conSIder yourself to stdl be panly a child? 
Well, I like to watch T.V. and, uh, 

Well adults do that. 
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Yeah, I still read comics ((laugh» 
Adults do that. 

That's about, only thing I can think of. 

According to Baker, the IntervIewer In the extract pronounces the Interviewee's 

nomInations as invalid and indIcates that a valId response would involve noting 

something chIldren do and adults do not. In the extract WIth Tapam above, the 

quesllon is not so much about category-bound actlV1ties but rather, about the kinds of 

predicates the Interviewee can link to the age category 'middle-age' without eliclllng 

comments from or being challenged by the intervIewer. The default formulation 

seems to be a set of common-sensically congruent and acceptable predicates that fit 

the factual, what-everyone-knows- notions of stage of life categones. Below we have 

another example of how certain default fonnulations surface as the expected model 

for talkIng about age. In extract 9, Saara is asked about the relationshIp between age 

and her work. 

Extract 9, 

1. 
2 
3. 

-+ 4. 
5. 
6 
7. 
8. 
9. 
10 
11. 
12. 
13 
14. 

-+ 15 
16 
17. 
18. 
19 
20. 
21. 
22. 
23. 

-+ 24. 
25. 
26. 

-+ 27 
28 
29. 
30 
31. 

PN 
S. 

s: 

PN. 

s: 

s· 

PN' 
S. 

PN 
S 

PN. 
s· 

PN: Wl1: Saara (Cas I, A: 19,7-20.6) 

How about at work how ( ) how 
Well I'd say that m my opmlon 
m hke teach10g it's an asset 
(04) 
It IS ( ) WIthout doubt 
when I th10k that I-I sure 
have ~ been as ~ 
and as strong as nOw m [this) age 

[mm) 
yes 
cause you're not hke!scared (.) 
of anyth10g and and you can take 
th10gs >you relate to the young 
completely< dIfferently 
(0 8) 
so so It's 10 my OpInIOn 
WIthOut doubt an asset (0 2) 
though more generally m workmg 
hfe fifty-someth1Ogs aren't 
partIcularly Itke ( ) preferred 
but I'd say that hke m teach10g 
then (.) It IS undoubtedly m my 
mmd an asset 
yes 
Cause you can hke pass on 
your own hfe expertence also 

Entas tyoelamassa mtten ( ) mtten ru10ku 
No kylla se on mun mtelestli tommoses 
opetustyossa nkkaus 
(0.4) 
Kylla se on (.) dman muuta 
kun ma aattelen elta e-en ma 00 varmaan 
koskaan 00 min yarma 
Ja vahvlmmtllam ku m! [tlissa)lassa 

[mm) 
JOo 
koska ei Slta ru10ku !pelkaa (.) 
mttlian jaja osaa suhtautua 
aslOlh1O >nuonm osaa suhtautua 
Ihan< en tavalla 
(08) 
et et kylla se mun mtelestli on 
Ilman muuta nkkaus (0 2) 
vazkka yleisesll tyoelarnassa 
el nyt vitskymppIset nun 
hlrveestl 00 nunku (.) SUOSlOssa 
mut kyl ma sanon et kylla opetustyossa 
nnn ( ) se on Ilman muuta mun 
mielesta nkkaus 
JOo 
Koska pystyy ru10ku vahttilmiian 
slta omaa elamankokemustaankm myoslan 

I mean you can gIve more than Just eh antamaan muutak10 kun 
hke facts slta tietoa 
yes joo 
so yes yes It IS hke (.) et kylla kylla se nun kun on (.) 
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32. I mean that In a way you adopt eh sIIla tavalla tulee nnnkun 
33. thIS hke broader approach (.) to semmonen 1l!ruempI suhtautumInen (.) 
34. things to hke book learnIng (0 4) nnhin aslolhin tavallaan larJatietoon (0.4) 
35. cause you can sImply teach what's kun VOI Ihan vaan opettaa sen 
36 In the books and so on but from lDlta larJolssa sanotaan Ja nam mutta slinaMn 
37. completely dIfferent POInts of tulee nnnku Ihan en 
38 view nakOkulmia 

--+ 39. PN: yes JOo 
40 S' So I do thInk It'S an asset Et on se mun lDlelesta Ihan nkkaus 

--+ 41. PN: Is there anythIng negatIve Onks snna SIt 
42. about It then mltaan negallivlsta 

Contrary to extract 8, the intervIewer does not directly challenge the account 

provided. Instead, I would lIke to draw attention to the interviewer's use of pauses 

and minimal response as a means of elIciting further descriptions. The pauses can be 

heard as marking the descnptions thus far provided as unsatisfactory, or as 

incomplete (cf. Puchta 1999). The interviewee's turns also orient to this, as they are 

typically structured around an upgrade of what was said, and of what went on before. 

The interviewee, Saara, has initIally been asked to describe sItuations where she 

notIces her age. In the beginnIng of the extract, she is asked more specifically to 

describe whether work proVides any such situations. Saara beginS her account by 

describing age as an asset in the field of teaching (lInes 2-3). After a pause (line 4), 

she then elaborates her account by descnbing how she has become more sure about 

herself, and how she now relates better to the young (lInes 5-14). By the end of line 

14, Saara provides a second hearable end to her account. When the interviewer once 

again fails to come In WIth a comment or wIth a further question, Saara proceeds, 

after another pause (line 15), to provide a gloss formulation. Note how she upgrades 

her initIal description 'it's an asset' (line 3) into 'so so it's in my opinion without 

doubt an asset' (lines 16-17). This tIme her description is however, accompanIed by 

an acknowledgement that her account could possibly be heard as going against more 

general notIOns of 50-somethings and work ('though more generally in work life 

fifty-somethings aren't particularly like (.) preferred but I'd say that like in teaching 

then (.) it is undoubtedly an asset'). Saara can be heard as establishing teaching as a 

specIal case and as thus Justifying her inItial description. On lines 25-26, 28-29, and 

31-37 Saara proVIdes further detailed evidence to back her claim of age as an asset In 

teaching and a final repeat of this clatm IS given on line 40 ('so I do think it's an 

asset'). 
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On hnes 41-42 the Interviewer comes in for the first tJme with more than minimal 

feedback. Her questJon 'Is there anything negatIve about it then' can be heard as 

marking Saara's account as lacking not In length, detail or In accurate vocabulary, but 

as lackmg a more complete description of age as having both posItive and negatJve 

elements in It. The intervIewer's delayed uptake question thus treats Saara's lengthy 

account that revolved and repeated the undeniably posItive notion of age as an asset 

as lacking a suffiCIently strong sense of negative descriptions. 'Doing middle­

agedness' in an acceptable, plausIble and satisfactory ways is, in thIS exchange, 

Judged against a default formulation according to whIch age should be acknowledged 

for the fact that it bnngs negative changes with it. 

Summary 

To summarise then, in thIS chapter, I have been concerned to identify some 

communicative practices and devices through which both parties in the interview 

situation orient to, mobIlise and re-enforce factual or 'natural' notions of the human 

lifespan. In addJtlOn to the discussion over the positioned nature of stage of lIfe 

categories, the analytic focus of this chapter has been on the practices through which 

notions of change and progression become hearable parts of the Interview interactIOn. 

The analysIs established how speakers mobihsed and managed notions of facticity 1) 

through the usage of A - B - but A provisional contmuity device, 2) through the use 

of quantification, and 3) through mobiliSing default stage-oJ-life descriptions that 

were made locally relevant. The analysis also shows how cultural common-sense 

notIOns are jointly carned Into the interaction at dIfferent points of the interactIOn, 

and defined in terms of what these shared notions mean in-and-for thIS occasion. 

It was also established that the factual nature of change, the notion of age categones 

as pOSItioned, and the shared notions of the human life course as a progression, 

functioned as more general starting points for the interaction. Notions of 'the natural' 

or 'the factual' thus function as central conversatIOnal resources that both partIes 

bnng into the intervIew situation. Once established and acknowledged, thIS shared 

common sense understandJng of ageing and change then functIOns as the backdrop 

77 



Chapter Three. Managmg the 'Natural Facticlty' of the LIfe Course 

against whIch competmg or deviant categorisations and descriptions can be made. 

This becomes clear as we now move forwards m the detaIled analysis of age 

categories in talk. 
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'I'm not a Dirty Old Man -I'm a Sexy Senior Citizen' 

(A bumper sticker spotted in Florida, USA) 

Given the factual common sense nature of age as a self-descriptor, outlIned In the 

last chapter, categorisation in age tenns can be a potenttally sensitive business. In 

this chapter I wIll therefore be looking at the discursive action - the Interpretattve 

and reasoning practices - through whIch belongIng to a specIfic age category is 

achieved, and at how membershIp in an age category is eIther warranted or resisted. I 

will focus on the discursIve detrul of self-categorisation, and on the organisation of 

age descnptions, to demonstrate their dynamic, fluid and contradictory nature 

(Antaki, Condor and Levine 1996), as they are put to use locally within the course of 

interaction. The chapter continues to build upon the recent work in discursive 

psychology (see chapter 2). ThIs work suggests that Identity negotiauon and 

membership or non-membershIp in categories IS to be examined by detruled analysIs 

of the talk through which they are accomplished (Edwards 1991; Edwards and Potter 

1992; Potter and Wetherelll987; also Hadden and Lester 1978). 

As already established, the mobIlisation of parUcular age categorisation as part of 

one's situated self-description also invokes and displays a host of conventional 

prechcates: notIOns of attnbutes, actions, rights, and competencies of the person so 

categorised. The sense of categories IS thus temporally and locally contingent (Hester 

and Eglin 1997a; Sacks 1972a; Schegloff 1972: Watson and WeInberg 1982; 

Widchcombe and Wooffitt 1995). 

Accorchng to Wlddlcombe and Wooffitt (1995, 103-104): 

.,. by virtue of a category membership (either attributed by others or offered by the 
mdividual), a person's own behaviour can be glossed, interpreted and characterised 
in terms of what is known and expected about that category. It is therefore always 
potentially the case that the sense or purpose of a person's actions, beliefs, opinions 
and so on, may be understood by virtue of what is known commonly about the 
category to which the mdividual can be seen to be affihated. 



Chapter Four' Warrantzng and ReslSllng a Category 

This relatIOnship between categorisation and identity - the practical Identity 

functions of age labels -IS given centre stage m this chapterl
• The analytical focus is 

on how the interviewees' descnptions, and the mobilisation of membership or non­

membership in a particular age category are done, and how speakers simultaneously 

attend to the ImplicatIOns, or possible hearings of their categorisanons. The starting 

point in this chapter is, that category entitlement is 'not a fact of nature' (potter 

1997: l37), but rather something that has to be worked at, negotiated, and managed. 

Despite the factual nature of age, discussed in the previous chapter, meanmgs of 

agemg were not automatically, or in some foreseeable or consistent way present in 

the interview situation. Instead, age, like any other discursively mvoked identity, 

functioned as a 'fleXible resource' (Antala, Condor and Levine 1996; McKmlay and 

Dunnett 1998; Potter and Wetherell 1987) to be deployed to various argumentative 

ends in the course of the conversation. The chapter demonstrates not only the scope 

of communicanve features involved in 'age m acnon', but also the wider range of 

discursive practices to do with the organisatIOn of descnptions and categorisatIOn 

more generally. 

Looking for the right word 

Let us start With a couple of examples, where parucipants' talk circles around 

alternative age categorisanons, or age labels. In the first one, Arto reflects on the 

notion of his age. 

Extract 1. 

1. 
2 
3. 
4 

A. 

PN: Ml: Arto (Cas 1, A: 14.5-15.6) 

AND 1 MEAN It'S ( ) thIS of course 
thIS concept ofome that you can't that 
you can't get nd of thIS hnear Idea 
(04) 

JA SIIS SIINA on () taa oetenlan 
taa alkakasltys ku el ku el 
paase Irtl tagt Imeaansesta 
(04) 

I The practIcal IdentIty funcllons of age labels also become clear m the pubhc and pohllcaI debate 
over whIch age terms should be recommended for use, when refemng to specIfic age groups. Part of 
the work of specIal mterest groups and orgamsalIons hke the Grey Panthers or Age Concern IS, for 
mstance, to resIst pejOralIve or homogemsIng age labels when talkmg about 'the elderly.' Other means 
of reslstmg or lromsmg pejoratIve age category ascnptlOn range from magazme pubhshIng (e g. The 
OldIe Magazme, edIted by the former Pnvate Eye edItor RIchard Ingrams), to web sItes hke 'I don't 
feel fifty' (http I/www.ldf50couklhomeasp), to book projects (e g. The Hen Co-op 1993) and 
bumper stIckers (e g quote m the begInmng of thIS chapter) Research has also pOInted out, how 
euphetnlsms (often referrmg to colours as m 'evergreen' or 'sdver') are used to by-pass the potentIal 
negatIve connotalIons of old age (e.g. Coupland, Coupland and Glles 1991; Nlkander 1999b). 
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mm 
«coughs» except m ~ ways 
of course If you define hke your 
~ of age and not age as such 
>hke am laId or young or 
nuddle-aged< (0 6) then It 
somehow () feels that It's 
the middle-age ( ) that 
doesn't SUIt me 
yeah 
Like bemg a rascal SUits me and 
then of course I'd hke to be a 
Wise old man .hhh «coughs» 
[heh heh heh heh heh ) 
[thiS archety(h)pe land) (.) >Wlse 
old man< but thiS middle age (.) 
and beIng nuddle-aged ( ) and 
middle class and mediocre is hke (.) 
somehow repulsive to me 
yeah 
and that's the land of world 
I hve in none the less and so hke 
I don't feel at home m the nud-
(0 8) In the nu(h)ddle (.) of all this 
yeah 
«coughs» m nuddle-age (0 8) 
In nuddle-class and In mediocnty 
(02) which IS none the less where 
I have to hve 
mm 
hhh so in that sense I try to hang 
onto the (.) scraps of the 
rascal a(h)nd= 
mm 
= ( ) m me and then you try to 
pretend to be the wise old man 
but I thmk It'S a bl! (1.0) maybe 
(04) a s-sham thiS Wisdom 

mm 
«ysku» paitsl sus JQ!lrun tavalla 
tietenkin eltJos mallnttelee rumku omaa 
Ikaisyyttfifin elkfi Ikfifinsfi rumkMn 
>slis olenko nunfi vanha val nuon val 
kesla-Ikfimen< (0 6) nun 
Jotenkm ( ) tuntuu et se 
keskl-lka on mulle (.) se 
nukfi el IStU 
JOo 
Et mulle sopu nuhkkamalsuus ja 
sllten tletysu halurusin olla vanha 
vusas nues hhh «yslai» 
[heh heh heh heh heh heh ) 
[SIlS tallanen arklatyyppme(h») () >vanha 
vlIsas nues< mutta SIlS se kesla-Ikfi (.) 
Ja kesla-lkliIsyysja (.) keskiluokkasuus Ja 
keslankertalsuus rum se on ruInku (.) 
mulle jotenlan vasteIllJllehslli 
joo 
Ja ~osessa marulmassa mfi 
kultenkin elfin koko aJan Ja SIlS 
en mfi ny! vllhdy tassfi kesla-
(0 8) kalkenlalsessa (.) kalken keskell(h)fi 
Joo 
«yskll» kesla-lfissfi (0 8) 
keslaluokassa Ja keslonkertasuudessa 
(0 2) nussfi SIlS Joudun kUltenlan 
elamaan 
mm 
hhh et shs sllnfi IDieless!! m~ yntltn 
el.tella (.) nuhkkamaisuuden 
nppelta ja(h)= 
mm 
=(.) IltessfimJa sllten ynttM 
teeskennella vanhaa VIISasta IDiesta 
mut kyl se ny! vah!!n (I 0) ehkfi 
(04) hUlJaa-huiJaanusta on taa vlIsaus 

The extract starts with Alto chstInguishIng between two separate concepts of tIme: 

'this linear Idea' (line 3), and 'your §f!J1l!l. of age and not age as such' (lines 6-7). 

Starting with the notion of one's sense of age, Alto then mobilises two categories: 

that of 'a rascal' (line 15), and that of 'a wise old man' (lines 16-17). 

Simultaneously notions of mIddle-age, as well as attnbutes linked to it, are marked 

with dislike (lines: 21-23: being middle-aged (.) and middle-class and mediocre is 

like (.) somehow repulsive to me). One possible way of interpreting Alto's 

deliverance of the alternatIve categones is to hear It as abstract 'interview talk' in 

the course of which the categones 'rascal' and 'wise old man' offer exemplIficatIOn 

and elaboratIOn of the features of middle-aged that Arto IS resisting. At the same 
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time, however, the alternative categorisation does personal descriptive work, the 

detail of whIch is of particular interest to the analysis. 

First of all, at no point are 'rascal' or 'wise old man' talked about as firm, or as 

from-now-on, factual self-categorisations. Instead, they are mtroduced through the 

formulations 'being a rascal suits me' (line 15), and 'of course I'd like to be a wise 

old man'. Both formulations are brought into the interaction through what seems 

very detached, for-an-audience reflection, almost as If the speaker is in the process 

of window-shopping for a sUItable age label. Claimmg that a category 'SUItS' the 

speaker mobihses notions, not of a psychologIcal state, or a category that the 

speaker claims ownership of (Sacks 1992), but rather estabhshes the 

characterisatIOn as an outsIder's label or description. Using the category, 'rascal' 

also delivers potentially negative packaging in a non-negative way. In other words, 

It delivers a sanitised, or a fond description of badness, or wickedness. 

The category 'wise old man,' on the other hand, becomes introduced as a more 

generally sought-after age categonsation, that the speaker, hke many others, would 

want to claim membership in. The appeal here, particularly through the use of 'of 

course' (line 15) works as reference to a shared nature of this type of response (cf. 

'obviously' in Baruch 1981). The shared nature of the interviewee's response is 

further strengthened by 'this archet(h)ype kind (.) wise old man' (lines 18-19). A 

more general positive cultural image of old age is, m other words, invoked as well 

as the notIOn that anyone m the intervIewee's place would prefer being able to 

categorise themselves m this same way. The formulation of liking to be a member 

m this category also manages 'bemg a wIse old man' as an avowal while warding 

off the potential of being heard as boasting. 

Similar delicate features of implicit boastmg can be detected towards the end of the 

extract, as Arto revisits the notIOn of a WIse old man and redefines the claims to thIS 

category as pretence (line 35), and as sham (line 38). In sum then, the mobilisation 

of 'rascal' and 'wise old man' are done m a way that allows room for doubt as to 

whether suffiCIent warrant exists for c1aImmg membership m eIther of these 
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categories The self-descriptIOns are also, to some extent, done in a jocular and 

ironised fashion, or at least, acknowledged as such by the Interviewer (line 18). 

Another noteworthy feature of extract one is, that not only does Arto avoid directly 

claiming or owning the alternative categones 'rascal' and 'wise old man.' Instead, 

the mobihsation of these categories alternates with reference to lInear time and the 

'reality' of his life situation. The dIscursive moves between acknowledging 'the 

reality' of his age, dictated by the notIOn of hneanty, on the one hand, and the 

wishful, jocular and ironised self-categorisations 'rascal' and 'wise old man' on the 

other, marks Arto's talk with fascinating duality. Through this dual, or dtlemmatIc 

organisation his descripllon refutes the notIOn that chronological age would be the 

only decisive feature of the speaker's idenllty. The formulation 'the scraps of the 

rascal in me' (line 35) works to do exactly thiS whtle, at the same time, It 

establishes and produces the speaker as a rational and senSible person, capable of 

acknowledging the 'facts of life' (see chapter three). Arto's acknowledgement of 

chronological, linear time, and his way of dIstinguishing these from a personal 

sense of age thus work to give him a more acceptable basis to mobilise alternative 

categories.2 

In the next extract, the category 'Madame' is beIng discussed with Laura. She IS 

descnbing coming across an apparently age-targeted magazIne by this name at a 

supermarket, and continues to claim that the title is an unsuitable descnptlon of her 

current or future age. Resisting an age category IS again accompamed by laughter. 

In addition, the speaker can be heard as onenting to the potential sensitivity of 

refUSIng an age category by mOVIng to generalise her claim. 

Extract 2. 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 

L: 

PN: WI: Laura (Cas 1, A: 17.1·18.0) 

The thmg I notIce is that I'm lIke 
(04) uh (0 4) I don't know If thIS 
has anythmg to do WIth the to-tOPIC 
But I 100- saw these (0.2) 
at the check-out these adds 

Sen ma huomaan et mua nunkun 
(04) urn (0 4) en ma tled~ IlIttyyks 
rn~ rnh-tilhan alheeseen yhWn 
Mut ma kat- nam tuolla nOlta (0 2) 
makslkorelssa nOlta ( ) l(j(jppeJ~ 

2 A word on translalIon should be added here The Fmmsh translated here mto 'the scraps of the 
rascal m me' would, ID a more lIteral translatIon read as 'the remnants of rascal-lIkeness'. The Fmmsh 
word 'nulIkka' IS a fond descnpuon that refers typIcally to a young mIschIevous boy (or someUmes to 
chIldren m general) who IS up to tricks and who IS constantly runnmg mto dIfficulty. 
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for Beauty and Health's 
latest Issue that was called Madame 
And I thought that can't be true 
hke surely we can't be 
Madames m this age 
And 1 Just thought about what a 
Madame is I've started to 
really thmk about hke ma·madame 
hke what does It bnng to mmd 
And you thmk about thIS (.) 
qUIte a fat 
Then 1 started to thmk 
that ihow old IS she 
1 thought ok she's SIXty years old 
Then 1 thought that at sIxty 
1 would certamly say 
that I'm n(h)o (.) ma(h)dame 
«(jomt laughter» 
LIke th(h)at a(h)lso ra(h)lses 
WIth your own age 
SO II'S funny 
that there are certam words 
that you don't hke () want to 
attach to yourself= 

[mml 
=[andl 1 thought that 1 wonder who 
(.) wants to 
1 mean the magazme ( ) may be 
a perfectly good one and 1 checked 
what tOpICS It had >so I'm 
sure It was qUIte a good Issue<= 
yeah 
=1 Just thought the MlM wasn't 
necessartly of the type that 
It would appeal to you 
1 dunno i what It should have been 

ton Kauneuden Ja Terveyden 
nllS numero Jonka rumi oh Madame 
J a ma aattehn elta ei VOl olla totla 
et elMn me nyt tassa lassa mtll!an 
madameJa olla 
Ma Just aattelm etll! mtka tommomen 
Madame ma. oon ruvennu 
OIkem mtetllmaan SIll! elta ma·madame 
et mtta se tuo sulle mteleen 
Ja se tuo Just jonkun semmOlsen (.) 
alka hhavan 
SIt ma rupesm mtettun 
et i minka Iklimen se on 
MlIa aattehn etJaa se on kuuskytvuollas 
SIt maa aattehn et maa kylla 
varmaan kuuskytvuotlaana sanOlsm et 
en mtna ( ) mtka(h)an ma(h)da(h)me ol(h)e 
«nauravat yhdessa») 
Et se(h)km va(h)rmaan ru(h)m et se 
nousls SIll! mukaa kun se oma Ika nousee 
Et se on nunkunjannaa 
et on ttettYJlI tilllalSla sanoja 
JOIIa saa et nunkun (.) haJua 
luttaa Itsees= 

[mml 
=[maal Just aattehn elta kukakohan 
(.) haluaa 
et se lehtt (.) VOI olla 
Ihan hn:!Ja mll katom 
mtta alhella suna oh >Et se 
varmaan oh Ihan hyva numero<= 
JOO 
=ma mletm vaan et se mmI el 
valttamatta ollu semmomen 
et se nllnkun vetOaIS smuun 
mli en tua i mtka sen ois pllany olla 

Note how, when rejecting the category 'Madame,' Laura uses a generalised pronoun 

fonn 'we'. Laura can be heard as spealong as a representative of women in her age 

group and as rejecting the age label as unsuitable for thiS stage of their life (lines 9-

10: like surely we can't be Madames in this age). The unsUitability of the category is 

established through reference to category-bound attributes like fat (line 16), and by 

posllloning the category on the age scale (Ime 19: ok she's sixty years old). 

The beginning part of Laura's account IS built on a detailed descnption of her initial 

thoughts at the time of first commg across the tenn 'Madame.'3 She quotes her 

3 Note also that the ways m whIch the speaker imttally came across the term IS m Itself carefully 
momtored The self-repaIr on hne 4 changes from the actIve form 'I looked' mto the more passIve 
formulatton 'I saw' (for self-correctIon m talk see Schegloff, Jefferson and Sacks 1977) 
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thought process m some length and detail for the mterviewer (and [ Just 

thought ... then [ started to think ... and [ thought ok). The analytic questlOn then is 

why does the speaker go to all that trouble? Why does Laura not simply state the 

unsuitability of the age label m question, but instead engages in thIS elaborate 

description of her tram of thought on what seems a very mundane occurrence? 

Two analytIc pomts can be rrused here. FIrst of all the active voicing (Wooffitt 1992; 

see also Potter 1996: 160-162) in Laura's descnptJon of her initial thought process 

can be heard as the speaker engaging in ratIOnal and public testing of the 

applicability of the age label in question. The account, delivered in a non-emotional, 

distanced and factual manner, Simultaneously Implies that the speaker has no reason 

to be emotional about the issues at hand. The second analytIc pomt IS that having 

mtroduced her own initial thought process, this manner of thinkmg then becomes 

generalised mto somethmg that reports the experience or opinion of a range of 

people. 

Note how thiS happens step by step. After attaching 'Madame' to the chronological 

age of sixty, Laura goes on to state that she personally would probably object to the 

usage of the category at that age as well. The laughter that accompames the 

statement '[ would certamly say that I'm n(h)o Ma(h)dame' (lines 21-22), does two 

kmds of work. FIrst, it can be heard as playmg down the seventy of the cIrum being 

made. Second, the laughter can be heard as onentmg the hearer to the notJon, that 

such demal of age labels is a more general feature of people's ways of talking about 

themselves. ThiS interpretatJon is consistent with the detrul of what follows. That is, 

Laura moving to a more generalised 'you' fonn: 'Like tha(h)t a(h)lso ra(h)ises with 

your own age' (lines 24-25) and particularly when summing up on lines 26-29: 'So 

it's funny that there are certain words that you don't like (.) want to attach to 

yourself· 

Baruch (1981: 289, see also Sacks 1992, Vol. 1) has drawn our attention to how the 

use of 'you' functions as an appeal to the intersubjectJve nature of the claim bemg 

made. In the example m questJon here, the repeated use of 'you', in other words, 

generalises Laura's unwillingness to use certain tenns, and turns It into anybody's 
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concern. In his lecture on 'You', Sacks caIls 'you' an example of a 'this-or-that' 

device. By this he means that 'you' builds rich ambIguity mto what exactly is bemg 

referred to, and that 'when a person hears 'you' they then go through a procedure of 

decIding what It refers to.' (1992, VoU: 165). Note how, in addItion to using the 

generalised 'you' Laura's account also does further work to discount the potential 

psychologised interpretation that she personaIly is reluctant towards or avoidIng 

certain age labels. Instead the listener is left to answer her ambiguous question 

'[andl I thought that I wonder who (.) wants to' (line 31). 

In summary then, the analysis of both Alto's and Laura's resistance of specific age 

labels shows us the dIscursIve detaIl of the sensItive management of age 

categorisation, and the intricacy of establishing warrant, of generalising and 

sometimes iromsmg the grounds for membership. There are some dIfferences in 

between the extracts. Arto manages the introduction of alternative age categories 

through repeated reference that makes clear that he is aware of hIS actual 

chronological age and life sItuation. Extract one also provides an example of how 

age categonsatlOn is done in an indirect, non-solid fashIOn that simultaneously wards 

of potential negative heanngs, such as boasting. Laura's narration, on the other 

hand, can be heard as tailored to manage the potential sensitivIty of her age claims 

particularly through the use of generalIsation. Although she does not offer a better or 

more accurate description to 'Madame' that she would feel comfortable with, her 

talk nonetheless skilfuIly manages and generalises the rejectIOn of this age label. 

The use of category contrasts 

The remaining space in thIs chapter wIll be devoted to the analysis of one longer 

extract. There are several reasons for this. First, choosmg a longer extract for 

analysis further establishes how the relevance and irrelevance of a category - the 

means of warranting or resisting an age label - are not SImply announced, but rather, 

imbedded in the fine-grained deSIgn and flow of narration. Second, focusmg on a 

longer spate of talk by the same speaker affords the analysis of how mutually 

contradIctory age labels and categories are mobilIsed. As a result, a more active 
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notton of age m action starts to emerge. Third, the analysIs of a longer extract also 

brings forward the interactional dynamics between the interviewer and the 

mterviewee, develops the analytic themes and topics of you-form generalisation and 

laughter dIscussed so far, and takes up issues and questtons that will be further 

developed in later chapters. 

The longer one-stretch analysis that follows is not meant to be taken as a singular, 

sui generis case study of features of age categorisation. Rather, the analysIs builds on 

and points to the general features and devices at work in the tum-by-tum 

accomplIshment of warranting and resisting age categorisations. It identifies the 

reasomng processes through whIch speakers move in between explanations and 

arguments (cf. Antaki 1994), and how they negotiate multtple and conflicttng age 

categorisations and identittes for themselves in the course of the interview 

mteractt on. 

Special emphasis in the analysis is on the use of category contrasts. The 

construction of category contrasts will be examined as a crucial dIscursive feature 

used to amve at an Identtty within talk. In addItton to this, contrast structures, as 'a 

powerful, general-purpose diSCUrsIve deVIce' (Edwards 1996: 237) have been 

approached from a multitude of perspecttves. The coining of the term took place in 

Dorothy Smith's (1978), seminal article' K is Mentally Ill', where Srmth used It to 

examine pathologizing accounts concerning a third party. Since then, discursive and 

conversation analytic work has explored 'contrast structures' as a feature of 

discurSIve realIty construction (potter 1997), as a rhetorical tool for mviting audience 

applause (Atkinson 1984), as feature of political (Heritage and Greatbatch 1986), 

court room (Drew 1992), and ideological dIscourse (Billig at al. 1988), as a practtcal 

tool in selling (pinch and Clark 1986), as a means of categorising chIldren as 

'deviant' (Hester 1998), as a means of accomplishing being average (McKmlay and 

Dunnett 1998), and as a central feature of ruscursIVe Identity constructton (Antaki 

and WiddIcombe 1998a; Dlckerson 2000; Edwards 1997; Sacks 1979; for a 

dIscussion see Wooffitt 1993). 
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Exploring one longer stretch of talk by the same speaker, my wish is to establish 

how comparisons and contrasts are used as flexIble conversational resources for 

arriving at versions of discursIve identIty. The analysis of the longer account to 

follow, affords looking not only at instances where speakers draw a direct contrast 

between themselves and others (cf. Dickerson 2000), but also to investIgate the 

fascinating dilemmatic fashion in which different versions of the speaker herself are 

constructed and managed. Towards the end of the chapter, I will extend my 

observations to a more general dIscussion on the ciIscursive practices that display an 

orientation to the sensitIVIty of dOIng membership and non-membership by applymg 

similarity or contrast.4 

'Old' versus 'Little Girl' 

In the following then, I will be looking at one lengthy extract from an intervIew WIth 

a soon to be 50-year-old Interviewee called Laura. The extract comes from the 

beginning of the intervIew. As we are about to see, Laura's narration follows a two­

fold structure based on a contrastIve age-categorisation 'old' vs. 'little girl.' 

Numerous other examples of contrastive use of age categones could be found in the 

data, but It was the partIcular structure of Laura's account that made me want to 

explore the discursive intncacy through which being both 'old' and 'a little girl' are 

managed and accounted for, and to analyse how, despite such apparent contraciIction, 

her narrative is rendered coherent. Towards the end of my analysIs, I will show how 

the interviewee herself also attends to the sensitIve nature of her account, and treats 

parts of it as requiring further explIcation. 

The reader should, again, be reminded that partIcipants' talk is analysed here without 

commitment to any 'fact', 'truth' or 'actual experience' of which it is an account. 

Instead, all talk is analysed as action-oriented (e.g. Edwards 1997; Edwards and 

Potter 1992). ThIs means, that the logic of accounting - the productIOn of sets of 

cnteria for membershIp or non-membershIp In particular categones or groups, and 

4 Parts of he diSCUSSion and analysIs presented m thiS chapter have been publIshed m Nlkander 2000. 
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the ways in which activities and predicates become attached to categones - form the 

focus of analysis. 

We join the Interview at a point where the interviewer is introducing her research 

and asking what made the interviewee want to participate. The question is then 

followed by a lengthy exchange In which the interviewer's turns are reduced to a 

minimum. I include the initial Introduction and question to my analysIs as an integral 

Interactional move that does more than simply opens up the exchange (for a 

discussion on Interview interaction see e.g. Baker 1997; Holstein and Gubrium 

1995; Potter 1997b). These first turns can be heard as cementing the roles of the 

interactants as ones of interviewer and Interviewee. This allocation of roles started 

before the actual face-to-face situation, as Laura was one of the interviewees to 

contact me after reading the feature on ageing in a women's magazine that also 

stated that I was looking for research intervlewees.5 In the first extract, the 

interviewer opens the interaction by referring to the letter she subsequently sent to 

participants who were willing to be interviewed. I will introduce the longer extract In 

shorter sequences. 

Extract 3. PN: WI: Laura (Cas I, A: 2.6-) 

1. PN. urn (1.2) hke I thmk (0 2) I may umm (1.2) tOla nlln kUls (0 2) mlili lalsm 
2. have saId m the letter ( ) when 1 brJeessA (.) kun milA IAhelln nAlta kIrJellA 
3. sent letters to those of you who tOla nun tellle jotka otll 
4. [con)lacted me: muhun [yhte )yua= 
5. L: [mm) [mm) 
6 PN· =1 thmk 1 must have (.) mentioned =nun mA sllna varmaan ( ) totesm Jolam 
7. that that 1 was mterested m what ettA eM mail oon kimnostunu ylipAfinsA 
8. people in general thmk or nIlnkun Ihmisen IklilinJa lkaantynnseen 
9. [feel ) about age and agemg IIIttYVlslA [aJat)ukslsla Ja tuntemukSISla 
10 L [yeah) (joo) 
11. PN: but do you remember w-what mut mUIstaks saa Ite m-rruka sal sut 
12. mlllally made you (.) reply slllon nllnkun alkuJaan (.) vastaaIDaan 
13. to the feature m (.) Anna suhen Annassa olleeseen (.) Juttuun 
14. L: It was mamly Ihls that No IAhmnA Just taA SIlS kun maA 
15 I'm (0.4) maybe simply that thiS oon (04) ehka just taA kun lahestyy 
16. fiftieth birthday IS commg so (1.0) laa vllskytvuotlspAJVII m (1.0) 
17. so I was hke (I 0) uh >naturally nIln mua nllnkun (1 0) uh >lIetYSll 
18. the Idea m itself IS one se aJatuksena se on Just semmomen et se 
19. to sort of hke< (0 2) makes you nllnkun< (0.2) panee sut 
20. thmk about~ = alatlelemaan lAlA Ik~a= 
21. PN mm mm 

S See Appendix 2 for details on IDtemewees and procedure. 
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22. 
23. 
24. 
25. 

L: =but I thmk there's (.) I've felt 
that there's a real bIg dIfference ( ) 
m how I feel about myself at work 
and how I feel at other tImes 

=mut musta mmkun on ( ) mU oon kokenu 
et snna on hrrveen ISO era (.) 
mIten ma koen itseni tOlssa 
Ja mIten koen Itseni muuten 

What is noteworthy here is how, while introducmg her interests in general tenns, the 

researcher (PN) implicItly places Laura into the larger category of interviewees (lines 

2-4: when I sent letters to those of you who [conltacted me). By this the interviewer 

describes the relationshIp between herself and Laura as one of an interviewer and an 

interviewee, and the mterview situation as a voluntary action on Laura's part. This 

opemng sequence thus does some complicated management of the participants' pnor 

agency and sImultaneously establishes the distnbution of rights (to ask questions) 

and oblIgations (to provide answers) withm the interview situation Itself. In other 

words, the mterview is constituted in situ as based on a particular distnbution of turn 

types (cf. Hester and Eglin 1997b), and the speakers can be heard as "tacItly 

perfonning common sense 'membershIp analysis' upon each other" (Watson and 

Weinberg 1982: 60). This also includes the distribution of the categories 

'intervIewer' and 'respondent.' 

Studies of the beginnmg of school classes (payne 1976, also Payne and Hustler 

1980), and of meetings (Atkinson et al. 1978) have shown how mteractants build on 

the establishment of standard relational pairs, such as chainnan-member, teacher­

student, and here, interviewer-interviewee, when establIshing the recognisability of 

relevant action and identity. In this beginning spate of talk, the interviewer is, for 

instance utilismg shared mteractional indexicals lIke reference to 'the feature in 

Anna' (line 13), to a letter she sent to potential partiCIpants (lines 2-4), and to the 

contents of what was said in the letter (lines 6-9). All this works to establish the 

mteractional baSIS for the interview situation. 

The Interviewer's way of constructing both the introduction and her initial question 

is marked by false starts heSItation and pauses (lInes 1-2: mm (1.2) like I think (0.2) I 

may have said, and line 6: I think I must have (.) mentioned) and she introduces her 

research m general tenns as bemg mterested In "what people in general think or feel 

about age and ageing" (lInes 7-9) Her mltlal questIOn is fonnulated to reduce the 

accountabilIty of the indIVIdual, and to afford her own posIlIonmg vis-a-VIs the tOpIC 
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of ageing. The infonnahty and the searching nature of her style of questtoning can be 

taken to be a more general and intrinsic feature of qualitative intervIewing, that 

functions as discursive scene-setting for the forthcoming Interaction (see Puchta and 

Potter 1999 for a diSCUSSIOn, and Lawrence 1996, on faclhtattve news interviews). 

The question'S generalised and de-personahsed mode is echoed In Laura's reply 

(hnes 18-20: > naturally the idea in itself is one to sort of like< (0.2) makes you 

thmk about W. ThIS can be interpreted as dOing inter-subjective marking that 

justtfies the question put forward by the Interviewer warranting it as a reasonable 

one, and thus as further establishing the intervIew sItuatIOn. 

The de-personahsed fonnulation and especially Laura's self-repmr (hnes 14-16: It 

was mainly this that I'm (0.4) maybe simply that this fiftieth birthday is coming, and 

lines 17-18: so I was like (1.0) uh> naturally the idea in itself) can be heard as 

downgrading any notton of the speaker haVing a special or personal stake (Edwards 

and Potter 1992; Potter 1997) In questIOns of ageing. Laura anchors her reasons for 

wanting to partiCIpate in the research into events (line 16: this fiftieth birthday) 

rather than on herself. This also works to naturalIse her account. Turning fifty, and 

this fiftieth birthday are talked about in abstract, as thing-like cultural institutions 

that are hkely to put pressure on anyone, and that anyone, not just Laura, would 

therefore naturally be interested in talIang about them. As discussed in the prevIOus 

section of this chapter, the use of the generalised fonn 'you' can be heard as 

'anybody.' ThIs de-personalised and generalised fonn IS a recurrent feature of 

Laura's talk and WIll be mscussed further later. 

Lines 22-25 are of particular Interest to the analysis. It IS here that Laura mtroduces a 

dilemma or contrast between how she feels at work and at other ttmes. 

22 
23 
24. 
25. 

L: =but I thmk there's (.) I've felt 
that there's a real bIg dIfference ( ) 
m how I feel about myself at work 
and how I feel at other tImes 

=mut musta nunkun on ( ) mlia oon kokenu 
et suna on hlfVeen ISO ero (.) 
mIten ma koen Itsem t51ssa 
Ja mlten koen Itsem muuten 

After this Laura's narration takes up a line of argumentation based on thIS contrast as 

she goes on to descnbe herself at work and outside work. Both accounts speCIfically 

illuminate and centre on issues and categories of age. 
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Work equals 'old' 

Having introduced the Idea of a contrast between how she feels at work and at other 

times, Laura begins to describe her job In an advertising company. In the following 

she describes her work, and marks the fact that she's going to hold the floor by 

saying that her feeling old at work "i-is (.) is due to maybe (.) several (.) several 

things." 

Extract 4: 

26. 
~ 27 

28. 
29. 
30. 
31 
32 

PN: 
L: 

Work = Old 

LIke here at work I really 
feel hke I'm told 
°uhhuho 
and I mean that I-IS ( ) IS due to 
maybe (.) several (.) several thmgs 
but one of the mam reasons 
of course IS that 

Et taallfi t(jlssa mlla todella 
tunnen olevam nnnku t vanba 
°ahao 

J a se tota se-e ( ) Johtuu 
ehlai ( ) monestala ( ) monestala aslasta 
mut se on et yks pailasla on 
tletystl se et 

After this, Laura builds her narration out of anecdotes and stones, each of which 

provides the listener with more detailed evidence of 'the several things' that make It 

so that she feels old at work. 'Feeling old' (line 27) is treated as accountable and 

Laura's narration builds a catalogue of features of her job and of the requirements 

she is forced to deal with. Her subsequent accounts also buIld on a vanety of 

categonsations and category contrasts (e g. Smith 1978; Hester 1998) that work to 

warrant the imtial category entitlement of 'feeling old at work.' In extract 5 below, 

Laura starts by descnbing the nature of advertising as 'a job for the young' (line 33). 

After this, she provides the interviewer with a variety of anecdotes and descriptions 

of her work to further explIcate this chum. The use of different personae In her 

descnptlons is particularly interesting. 

Extract 5: 

31. L 
32. 

~ 33 
34 
35. 
36. 
37 
38. 
49. 
40 
41. 

Category Contrast 1: 'Young' - 'Our middle-aged generation' 
(Continues from extract 4 with lines 31-32 repeated) 

but one of the mam reasons mut se on et yks pilaasla on 
of course IS that tletysll se et 
thIS IS hke a Job for the young Ilifi on nnnkun nuorten ala 
and (1 4) and It'S hke tefflbly Ja sltten (14) Ja tota SIIli hlrveesll 
in a way emphaSIzed () hke slllei korostetaan (.) fUlnkun 
from the customers SIde as well aSlakkalttenkm puolelta tehllivlssfi 
LIke no matter what Et nnnkun rrulai tahansa vanba 
old product >say well-known tuotekm >sanotaan Ihan sus 
coffee brands brands kahvlmerkttkm nU tutut 
brands hke Juhlamokka and kahvlmerktt Juhlamokka Ja 
Pressa<= Pressa<= 
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42 PN: mm mm 
44 L: =that are uh (.) I mean coffee =nun totajota () sus kahvlahan 
44. IS (.) mamlyconsumed by (.) klJyttiia emtenJust tU 

~ 45. our nuddle-aged= melJan kesla-lklIlsten= 
46. PN. mm mm 
47. L: =generatlon and they are lIke (0 2) =sukupolvl Ja ne on alvan sns (0.2) 
48. when you look at (0 2) sales ku katotaan nnta (0 2) myyntitJlastoJalan 
49 records or what at consumptIon tal keta nuta kuluttaJatIlastoJa nun ne on 
50. records thIs IS the case ( ) but but on just ",la (.) mutta mut 
51. all customers have thIS fear that kaJkllla aslakkaIlla on ilia pelko etlll 
52. once thIS bunch dIes then sltten kun tlla porukka kuolee mm SIt 
53 theIr brand WIll dIe WIth It heldan merkkmsalan kuolee 
54 So they have a tremendous Etta nulla on blJ'vee tarve koko 
55. need to attract these new consumers alka saada nHltll !!!!Sla kuluttaJla 
56. and therefore lIke Sen talaa kaIldden mmlam tllllalsten 
57. advertJSJng for lIke (0 3) let's say nunkun (0 3) sanotaan Ihan 
58. for usual brands and for tavalhstenlan Ja tavallIsIlle IhnusIlle 
59. usual people is dIrected tarkOltettuJen merklaen maJnonta 
60 (0.2) they want to dIrect It to a nnn suunnataan (0.2) halutaan 
61. consIderably younger group suunnata huomattavastl nuoremnulle 

Laura starts by descnbing the busmess she's a part of as more suitable for a young 

person (line 33). A detailed account of advertising for coffee is given as an example 

of how advertIsing works in general. A category contrast IS built in between 'our 

middle-aged generatIOn' (hnes 45-47) and 'them' the customers who, despite 

everything, want to direct all advertising to a young audience (lines 60-61). 'Our 

middle-aged generatIOn' estabhshes afflhatlOn, and clearly marks the speaker (and 

possibly the mterviewer) as members of a specific age group. This type of reference 

to age-related categories has m earher research been identified as a way of doing 

age-marking m talk (e.g. Coupland, Coupland and Odes 1991). What is analytically 

interesting here though, is not so much identifying markers of age in a simple, 

lexical sense. The analytIC mterest IS more WIth the Implications the choice of 

category fonnulatlOns has in any particular context, and on how the categonzations 

are taken up and further developed m the talk that follows. 

For instance, having estabhshed the category 'our middle-aged generation' and 

contrasted it WIth advertising 'as a job for the young', Laura then pursues this 

contrast. In extract 6 below, she does this by relatmg what happens when one 

(belongmg to the middle-aged generation) IS "placed to do advertising for some twen 

(.) twenty-five-year-old". ThIS move IS marked by "and then (0.2) when" (hne 62). 
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Extract 6. 

62. 
63. 
64 
65 
66. 
67. 
68 
69 
70. 
71 
72 
73 
74. 
75. 
76 
77. 
78 
79. 

Chapter Four: Warrantzng and Reslstzng a Category 

Category Contrast 2: Laura - '25-30-year old customers' 

And then (0 2) when you are ID 

a SItuatIon where you're placed 
to do advertISing for some twen (.) 
twenty-five-year-old ( ) twenty­
five thIrty-year old even then Irke 
and the brand manager may 
well be thlrty-somethmg 
or under hImself (0.2) then you 
Just hke (.) reahse that (.) that (.) 
this IS hke thIS IS no longer 
under my control plus you 
also see that the customer's 
stanng at you who may be ( ) 
well maybe not tWIce hIS age 
but anyway clearly twenty years 
older then he also hke 
thmks that that one IS no 
longer on top of thmgs 

Ja sllten (0.2) slllom kun 
IlimmOlsessa ttlanteessa kun sut pannaan 
tekemaan mamontaa Jollelan kaks (.) 
kaksvltoselle ( ) kaksvltonen 
kolrrukympplsellelan ruin tuota 
Ja se tuoteplilllhkkO saattaa 
Itse olla kolmekymppmen tat 
allelan (0 2) nlln sllli vaan 
mmkun () tamaa sen (.) et (.) 
taa el 00 mmkun taa el 00 

mulla em!a hallussa plus elta 
sa naat senlan etta se asiakas 
kun se tutJottaa sua Joka VOlt olla ( ) 
et sa nyt kaks ket1aa vanhempI 
mut kuttenlan selkeestl pankyt vuotta 
vanhempi nim sekm mmkun 
apltelee ettel Ilia homma 00 entia 
tolla hallussa 

Laura seems to orient to some category features of age that serve as evidence that 

she, as a member of the middle-aged generatIOn, IS in fact (too) old. She mobilises 

the notIOn of age difference and sets a contrast between 'a thirty-somethmg brand 

manager' and herself as someone almost twice his age. Note how the chronological 

age of both the client (the brand manager, lme 67), the target group (some twen (.) 

twenty-five-year-old, lines 65-66), and Laura (lines 75-77: well maybe not twice his 

age but anyway clearly twenty years older) are referred to and compared throughout 

the extract. Thus membership in an age category agam becomes warranted in a 

matter-of-fact manner, by usmg quantified description (see chapter 3, Potter 1996; 

Potter, Wetherell and Chitty 1991). 

Another noteworthy detail is, again, Laura's use of the impersonal pronoun 'you'. 

Instead of saYing, "when I am placed to do advertlsmg," Laura uses the de­

personalised pronommal form 'you'. This usage of 'you' can be interpreted as a 

distancing device (Baker 1984) that functions to underline the idea that although 

Laura's account, in part, has a personal tone, she IS also describing advertising and 

the business logic it follows in general. The de-personalised 'you', m other words, 

does not mark clear affiliation. Instead, Laura can be heard as descnbing her work m 

terms that make it clear that anyone of Laura's age would have to face the 

difficultIes of 'not being on top of things' should they find themselves in the 
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situation and the business being described.6 Laura thus manages to both warrant 

feelIng old at work, and to mitigate and soften the force of her descnption through 

the de-personalised delivery. The powerful logic of the situations she finds herself in 

is accentuated by the fonnulatlon then you just like (.) realise that (lines 69-70). 

The theme of contrast is further and more sharply developed in extract 7, where 

Laura tells an anecdote of a specific situation where she was described, by her boss 

to a client, as ten years younger than her age. Laura builds up a contrast between her 

honest self and her boss who represents the logIc of the advertising business. 

Extract 7. 'Young and dynamic' vs. 'Honestly oneself' 

80. And thiS maybe makes It (1 0) Ja se ehka tekee sen eM tota (1.0) 
81. plus thal th,S place has ways plus elta llillllli muulenkm JOlenlan 
82. I remember> I remember very Mli mUlSlan >sus htrveen 
83. well for example thiS hyvm mUlstan eSlmerlaks sellalSen 
84. Slluallon thal look place some IdanleenJoka tapahtuJoskus 
85. five years back< thal we had vus vuolta sllten< et media oh 
86 a new customer (0 2) and my boss uus asiakas (0 2) lullu Ja tota mun eSlImehem 
87. ( ) sold him thiS learn ( ) my I sllle nunkun IlIn lekevan lumm 
88. The cUSlomer had (0 2) asked for Se aslakas oh (0.2) 100vonut 
89. thiS young and dynaInlc touch JUSI tallalsta nuorekasta oletta 
90. and I was sold then Ja mul myytun slllom 

-+ 91. as someone more or less len years JusI suunn purtem kymmenen vuotta 
-+ 92. younger Ihan my age nuorempana kun mli oHn 

93. PN heh heh hehheh 
94. L' Llk(h)e he more or less E(h)t hlln suunn purtem 
95. Introduced hke [here) we: eSltteh el [mlmli) nyt nama= 
96. PN: [yeah) (joo ) 
97. L' =have these [thlrty)-five-year= =[kolme)vllosel tassa= 
98 PN' [mm ) [mm ) 
99. L: =olds and [I was) forty-[five) =Ja mil [olm) nelJiI[vllonen) slllom 
100. PN: [mm) [mm) [mm) [mm ) 
101. L: really al the lime so II feltjusl Olkeesll Ja se tuntu Jusl 
102. hke thal you can'l honestly sllta el saa el VOl nunkun rehelhsesll 
103. be yourself olla oma Itses 
104. (04) (04) 
105. PN: Yeah Joo 

Here Laura descnbes advertlsmg as puttmg outer demands on her that are in conflict 

WIth her inner, honest self. The account is delivered in the fonn of personal 

remimscence that begms by a story preface that marks that a longer turn is to follow 

(Jefferson 1978; Polanyi 1985) I remember >1 remember very well' (lines 82-83). 

The speaker also uses active voicmg when describing the words of the boss (lines 

• See Sacks 1992, and Wlddlcombe and Wooffitt (1995' 127-128) for a sllrular usage of 'everybody 
descnptlons. ' 
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94-98: he more or less introduced like here we have these thirty-jive-year-olds).7 

Both work to add rhetorical eyewitness crembility to the account. The story can 

almost be heard as having characters of a spoken moralIty play, as Laura msplays 

and aligns with the need to 'be honestly oneself.' In contrast, her work environment 

is depicted as forcing her Into the dIshonesty of trymg to pass for someone ten years 

younger. Laura's story and its moral quality thus also encourage the hstener to 

empathIse with her difficulties at work (cf. the dIscussion on moral tales in Baruch 

1981 and in Silverman 1993). Laura's display of honesty (or the confession of forced 

dishonesty) and the way she draws upon her inner feelings gives her account rhetoric 

persuasiveness, and the account remains unchallenged by the intervIewer (cf. 

Edwards 1997 and Widdicombe and Wooffitt 1995 on 'msplays of authenticity,).8 

In her talk so far, Laura has mobilIsed several sets of age categories and used them to 

warrant and Justify her claim of feeling old at work. In extracts 6 and 7 membership 

in an age category was accomplished through quantified description and through the 

construction of contrasts between number categories (e.g. lines 97-100 in Extract 7: 

thirty-five-year-olds - forty-five reaJly). In what follows, Laura does not, however, 

stay with this quantItatIve vocabulary. Instead, she moves on to mobihse a more 

qualitative age category: that of 'a grandmother.' In this anecdote, that further bwlds 

on the theme honest self vs. outer force, Laura describes how she has to hIde age­

related Information about herself at work. The category 'normal granny' is invoked 

through such category-relevant actIvities as talking about your grandchIldren, an 

activity Laura cannot engage in, m this 'business for the young'. 

Extract 8. 

106. 
107. 
108 

L: 

Category Contrast 3: Laura - 'Normal granny' 

For example thmgs hke I haven't 
really talked (0 4) I thmk 
that llQ...rmally grandmothers or 

ESlmerlaksl Ihan sellamenlan et mM en 
00 kauheestl puhunu (0 4) ma aJatlelen 
ett normaal,stl varmaan ,soh,d,t 

7 Fmmsh language does not have gender speCIfic pronouns hke he-she. Translatmg thIS part of 
Laura's talk mto Enghsh, I have therefore needed to 'choose' a gender for Laura's boss See 
AppendIX 1 for further notes on transcnptlon and translatIOn. 

8 Another mterestmg feature of Laura's account IS that It can be heard as domg Imphclt boastmg, that 
IS, the account establIshes her as someone, who can credIbly pass for someone ten years younger than 
her actual chronologIcal age. 
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109. 
110. 
II!. 
112. 
113. 
114. 
115. 
116. 
117. 
118. 
119. PN: 

Chapter Four: Warrantmg and ReslStmg a Category 

grannIes ate probably real proud 
of theIr grandchildren but the hke 
(.) feehng that here you don't 
really want to (.) go on and on 
about It here cause (0 2) cause 
(02) generally people's reaCUon 
to my tellmg that I have 
grandchildren IS to look 
at me m shock hke 
I can't beheve I(h)t 
tmIn 

tu mUrnInot on hIrVeen ylpelll! 
lapsenlapslstaan mut et Just semInonen 
et (.) semInonen tunoe et saa et nyt 
taalla kauheesu Vutsl (.) nulla 
revltellll kun (0.2) kun 
(02) yleensa IhrnIsten reakuo 
on se kun ma kerron et mulla on 
lapsenlapsIa Sit ne kattoo kauheen 
.Jl!!:kyttyneenaJa sanoo em 
el voi olla totta(h). 
tmIn 

In summary then, Laura's ways of organising her account of her work in advertIsmg 

is built on institutional work role categories (the boss, the customer, the thtrty­

something brand manager). The account of her Job also seems shot-through with age, 

as she links these work categories with stage of life categories and attnbutes. Her 

story becomes more fine graIned as she goes on, startmg with a general description 

of advertismg (extract 5) and endmg With more personal and detailed recollections 

of particular instances where she has come across age specific requirements or 

qualitles (extracts 7 and 8). 

According to Baker (1997b), tracing members' use of categones and devices m 

interview settmgs not only shows us how identities and social relationships are 

constructed in talk, but also, how institutions are produced as part of descriptlve 

activitles. Lookmg at Laura's mterview account so far, we can see her active sense­

making as orgamsmg charactensatlOns of people, typical actlons and attributes of 

people, and while domg thiS, as also producing advertising as an institutional setting 

with its own particular age-specific characteristics and logic. 

The complex discursive layers and category contrasts that Laura builds on top of 

each other in her account hook and orient to the mam idea of advertising's age 

dimenSIOn. They thus work, not only to warrant 'feeling old at work' but also to 

explicate what is meant by 'feeling old' m this context. Laura's de-personalised and 

generalised description also works to establish advertismg as a field where anyone in 

Laura's age or Situation would have to face the difficulties and problems depicted. 

Laura's turns and self-categonsations are, in other words, action-onented to perform 

certain actiVltles, such as managing her ratIOnality, authentlclty, and stake within the 

actlvlties and the work scene set up m the talk (e.g Edwards 1997; Potter, Edwards 
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and Wetherell 1993; Widdicombe and Wooffitt 1995). The anecdotes she tells are 

not random Items she happens to produce for the interviewer, but rather analysable 

as lInks in a cham of an argumentative whole. Before moving on in the analysis, let 

us look at how Laura finishes and glosses her whole work narration. 

Extract 9. 

120. L- So (04) so thIS feels funny Et (0 4) et tlia tuntuu hullulta 
121 but somehow I really have mut mull. on todella 
122 thIS feehng that at work one sellamen tunne ettajotenkm 
123. really can't qUIte honestly !(jlssa el VOI Ihan rehelhsestl 
124. ( ) be oneself hke that you should ( ) olla oma Itsensll et sun PltlilS 
125. all the lime try to be hke koko alka ynttllll olla rumkun 
126. (04) more ru;rky and more (04) pall on Jll[!eempi la pallon 
127. (04) everythmg (04) kalkkee 
128 PN: mm mm 
129. (08) (08) 
130. L- that you are not Jota ei 00 

This gloss echos Laura's earlier evaluation (extract 7, lInes 101-103) by repeating 

the idea of honesty and dtshonesty, and by constructing a contrast between the outer 

force of the SOCial setting of her work and her inner (honest) self. Some category­

bound features and attributes ("more perky and more (0.4) everything." lines 122-

127) are mentioned. On line 130, Laura detaches herself from these attributes and 

can be heard to simultaneously distance herself from the category 'young' in the 

form that it becomes characterised in this her descnptlon of the institutIOnal work 

setting. 

Laura's second account: "But then when I think about ••• " 

What we have seen m the analysis so far then, is how Laura describes her work 

scene largely by mobilIsing contrast cases between categories lIke 'young' vs. 'our 

1ll1ddle-aged generation', herself vs. '25-30-year-old customer', herself vs. 'a normal 

granny', and between 'being honestly oneself vs. 'being forced to be young and 

dynamic'. It is at this point that Laura moves to the second part of her two-fold 

narration. In the begmning of the interview Laura oriented her listener to the fact that 

a second half was to come (I've felt that there's a real big difference (.) In how I feel 
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about myself at work and how I feel at other times, Extract 1, lines 22-25). The idea 

that what IS to follow fonns a contrast to her description of her work is, in the 

followmg, made clear by a contrast marker (Schiffrin 1987) "But then again I when 

1(.) if I think about what It's like". 

The second part of her two-part narration describes Laura in settmgs outside work, 

when one is 'o-on one's own or let's say with one's friends'. Category contrasts are 

m use again, but this tJme with a different outcome. In other words, the 'leading 

lady' in the story remains the same, but the orgamsation of description seems to 

increasmgly orient to the potentially sensitive nature of the categorisations put 

forward. 

Extract 10. 'Little girl' - 'Turning fifty' 

~ 131 L: But then agam when I (.) If I Kun SIt taas kun ma ( ) JOs trui 
132 thmk ltke what Its ltke aattelen nttnkun et mmkalamen on 
133. (1.2) urn (.) when when one IS (1.2) oh (.) nimkun slllel kun on 
134 a-on one's own or let's say o-otntssa oloissa tal sanotaan 
135 WIth one's frtends then (10) ystavaplinssa lahlnRa nlln (1 0) 
136 I actually thought about thIS ma OIkem tntetm slta et 
137. I thmk It was at Christmas tIme OIsko se ollu joulun alkaan 
138 when I urn (0 8) when I was kun ma tota (0 8) oltn 
139 home alone and (0 4) I somehow yksm kotona Ja (0.4) Jotenktn 

~ 140. I reahsed that ( ) really that ma taJUsm sen (.) et todella sen 
141. I WIll be fifty soon >and et ma taytan plan VIISkyt >Slt 
142. I thought ltke thIS ma aattelm et el taa VOI 
143. can't be true< (0 4) hke I'm () alIa totta< (0 4) et mahim oon ( ) 

~ 144. the fee1mg that ltke I'm a sellamen tunne et mahan oon 
~ 145. ltttle gIrl and It was Just the pikkutytto Ja vastaban ma 

146 other day I got marrIed and had merun naltntslmJa vastaban lapset 
147. my chtldren ltke how is thIS synty et mlten W on 
148. possIble and ltke where dId the mahdolhsta et mlhm nU vuodet on 
149. years go and I can't possIbly ( ) menny Ja enban ma nyt ( ) 
150. hke fifty I can't possIbly SIlS vllskymmenta enhim ma nyt vllskyt 

~ 151. be turm(h)ng lli!llf!v= vo(h)1 tay(h)ttaa= 
152. PN heh heh hehheh 

Laura starts by constructing a discrepancy between life course events, turnmg fifty In 

partIcular, and her inner self. Here a contrast between age categories, of feeling like 

a 'little girl' (line 145) and 'turning fifty,' IS mentJoned for the first time, and Laura 

expresses disbelief over the passing of time (This can't be true, hnes 142-143, and I 

can't possibly be tuml(h)ng fi(/tlfty hnes 150-151). The idea of surprise and dIsbelief 

is enforced In the story line by the idea of sudden realisation as a result of actually 

thmking about her age (lines 139-140). 
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Two observations can be made here. First, constructing her awareness of age as a 

specifically timed realisation can be interpreted as Laura trying to avoid being heard 

as someone who is constantly preoccupied with the notion of ageing or as someone 

for whom ageing is a personal problem. Constructed In the way it is done here, age 

becomes something that Laura has to in fact specifically think about, and only then 

come to a realIsation of it. 9 Another feature of the extract is that Laura's account of 

turning fifty, and the interviewer's reactions are, again, marked by laughter (hnes 

151-152). The laughter, in this context, can be analysed as orienting to potential 

identity dangers, and as Laura attending to the possible sensitivity of being heard as 

wanting to deny her chronological age. So laughter IS especIally recIpient designed 

to offer a candIdate interpretation for the way an utterance should be heard, and to 

InItigate the seriousness of what is being said (for analysis of laughter see Iefferson 

1979; 1985). 

Having estabhshed that she has difficulty believing she is fifty, Laura goes on to 

further elaborate the alternative category 'little gtrl.' She draws a contrast between 

general Images of the categories of "someone (0.8) really old and muldle aged" and 

herself. HaVing mobIlised two contrastive categories, and placed herself Into the 

category 'little girl', Laura can then be heard as attending to the potential 

implications of her own descriptIOn. I claim then, that in the extract below, Laura 

treats invoking the category 'little girl' and descnbing category bound activitIes 

linked to It as potentially sensitive and as requIring extra accounting. 

Extract 11. 

153. L-
154. 
155 
156 

4 157. 
4 158 

159 
160 
161. 
162. 

'Little girl' as an alternative category 

=you get hke thIS totally hke 
thIS hke crazy feehng (0 2) when 
you then suddenly start thmkmg 
about what fifty IS hke then you 
have thIS picture in your nund 
of someone (0 8) really 
old and nuddle aged and you 
Just don't put yourself Into It (I 2) 
It'S hke you can't i place yourself 
mto that frame 

=sl1n~ tulee nnnkun ihan sellamen alvan 
semmonen nnnkun hullu tunne (0.2) et SIt 
nilnkun yhtakku rupee aatteleen 
et mlka sltten on vuskyt et suJla 
on nnnkun semmoisesta nueltkuva 
todella Jostam semmOlsesta (0.8) hyvm 
vanhasta Ja keskt-lkalsesta Ja Slta el 
vaan nimkun Itsefifin PISta suhen (1.2) 
sa et nunkun osaa i sovlttaa Itteas 
sllhen raamnn 

9 One could almost claIm that Laura's way of descnbmg the sudden reahsalIon of her age turns the 
agemg expenence mto somethmg vergmg on the paranonnal. Her descnptlon, m other words, comes 
close to the deVIce IdentIfied by Wooffitt (1991; 1992). 'I was Just domg X when Y , 
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163. 
164. 
165. 
166. 
167. 
168. 
169. 
170. 
171. 
112-
173 
174. 
175. 
176. 
177. 
178. 
179. 
180 
181. 
182. 
183. 
184. 
185. 
186. 
187. 
188. 
189 
190. 
191. 
192. 
193. 
194. 
195. 

PN: 
L: 

PN: 
L: 

PN. 
V 

PN 
V 

PN: 

Chapter Four Warrantmg and ReslStmg a Category 

mm 
Somehow one IS (1.2) I've 
often (.) lIke thought that 
have I ever hke m a way 
I've got thiS feelmg that mSlde (.) 
that In a way Inside one is thiS 
(0.2) somehow a httle gIrl sllll= 
mm 
=that you haven't necessarIly 
qUIte grown to be a mature 
!:mman yet (1.4) lIke one (04) 
wants to somellmes lIke ( ) 
play the fool and somehow even 
(.) act chIldishly and (2 4) and 
then you nollce that your friends 
are dOIng exactly the same 
Like I thmk it's tembly typical 
to y'know to say that we're 
going there and here With 
the gIrls and but It may well be 
that seventy-year- olds 
do the [same 1= 

[mm I 
=that no one says that I'm 
gomg With my (.) auntie 
fnends some(h)whe(h)re= 
heh heh 
=so It must be that hke the way 
you relate (0 4) to people's 
age lIke It must move upwards 
With your own age 
mm 
(10) 

mm 
EttaJotenkm slta on (12) maa 
oon monta kertaa (.) nllnkun l!!!tellukm 
slta et onks ma Ikma et mulla on nllnkun 
tavallaan semmomen turme et slsfillfi ( ) 
et tavallaan ~filmfin on semmomen 
(02) Jotenlan tytt5 viela= 
mm 
=ettel 00 nllnkun man kasvanu 
valttamattfi alkUlseksl 
1!l!!sekskaan et (1.4) et Slm (0 4) 
haluu tlet)'lssfi aSIOlS nllnkun (.) 
helttaytyy sIlleen hullutella Ja Jotenlan 
(.) olla alka lapsellmenkmJa (2.4) Ja 
Sit huomaa et ystiivat 
tekeelhan~ 
Et Just must seldn on kaubeen tyypIlhsm 
etm et slm nunkun puhutaan et 
mennaan tyttoJen kanssa slnne 
Ja tfinne mut voi olla ett 
nlln tekee seltsemankytvuotl8atIan 
sanoo [nllnl= 

[mml 
=nlln et ei knkaan sano et 
menen nyt nOltten ( ) mtlystavleru 
kanssa Jo(h)nne(h)Ian= 
hehheh 
=et se vannaan SllS se wten 
sa subtaudut (0 4) kanssaIhnusten 
lkaan DUD se varmaan sen oman lful 
myota koko 8lka se nousee se 
mm 
(1.0) 

There are of course, once again, several things going on here, all of which cannot be 

analysed in detail. The key contrast put forward, however, is the idea of an age frame 

that Laura introduces in Ime 162, and the category - the inner feeling - of bemg a 

'httle girl' (line 169). Laura draws upon several categories from the stage-of-life 

membershIp categorisation device, fOrming a continuum between different stages of 

maturatIOn: 'little gIrl', 'middle-aged,' 'mature woman' and places herself into the 

category 'httle girl'. 'LIttle gIrl' IS introduced as an alternative category to being fifty 

and middle-aged, and, having mtroduced the alternative, Laura treats her claim as 

requiring further explication. lO 

10 In some ways It was the unexpected nature of Laura's self-categorISatIOn throughout the entire 
narration that Initially made me look Into thiS longer stretch of talk in more detail. For me as the 
Interviewer/analyst the contrast case 'old at work' - 'somethmg else at other times' set up an 
Interactlonalloglc or expectation that Laura's second self categonsatlOn would be bUIlt on what she IS 
demed 'honest' membership m at work. That IS, smce Laura IS forced to 'act younger than her age' at 
work, the expectation for the contrast case 'outSide work' was that It would somehow center on Laura's 
honest mallmty or mlddle-ageness. ThiS, as we can see, IS not how Laura contInues. 
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The specific detail of Laura's account is once again of interest here. Instead of 

straightforwardly claiming to be a lIttle girl, she bases her category entItlement on 

somewhat extensive descriptIons of her 'inner reality.' Laura, in other words, refers 

to her privileged access knowledge of getting this like crazyfeeling (line 154) and on 

having this feeling (line 167).1l Both work to make claiming the category 'lIttle girl' 

and resisting the category 'fIfty' more difficult to be contested. Laura seems, In other 

words, to be attendIng to the notIOn that a fifty-year-old speaker claiming the 

category 'little girl' can be seen as open to potential cnticism. Her utterance "I've 

got this feelmg that mside (.) that in a way inside one is this (0.2) somehow a little 

girl still" works to mitigate the possible hearing of It as a total and outright denial of 

her actual chronological age, and to dIsarm a range of possible Immediate refutatIons 

of her chum. The overarchmg application of the category 'little gIrl' is also mitigated 

by the usage of 'somehow a little girl still' (line 169) and Laura's account IS thereby 

rendered dIfficult to rebut. 

Note also, how, on lines 175-176, belongmg to the category 'little girl' and not being 

a 'mature woman' IS first accounted for by reference to such category-bound 

actiVIties as playing the fool and acting childishly. This IS followed by a 2.4 second 

pause that marks some dIfficulty within Laura's account (line 176). After the pause, 

she can be heard to be attending to notions of age-appropnate behavIOur such as 

'actIng one's age' mvoked in her previous turn. ThIS IS clear in the way Laura works 

to suspend the category bound implication of the activities 'playing the fool' and 

'acting childIshly', by moving, once again, to a generalIsed mode (lines 173-174: 

like one (0.4) wants to sometimes like (.) play the fool), and m how she anchors the 

activities to wanting, mstead of providing accounts of actually personally engaging 

in these actiVItIes. 

The potential delicacy of claiming membership m the alternative category 'lIttle 

girl,' of not bemg mature, and of acting in chIldish and whImsical ways IS further 

played down through generalisatIOn (lInes 176-177: and then you notice that your 

friends are doing exactly the ~). Referring to the standardised relatIonal paIr 

11 The use offeehng and lOner reahty m category entitlement wIll be dIscussed further m chapter 7. 
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friend-fnend, Laura is invoking same-ageness and similanty, and claims that the 

behavIOur and activittes described, are common among people of her own age. This 

is followed by another example (lines 183-184), where the idea of adopting the label 

'girl' is descnbed as a more generally common feature of talk, not only among 

people of Laura's age, but possibly among seventy-year-olds as well (lines 182-184: 

but It may well be that seventy-year-olds do the same). The potential threat of 

claiming the label of a 'little girl' and behaving childishly at the age of fifty IS thus 

pushed further away through widening the range of categories of people engaging in 

similar behaviour. In the end, thiS behaviour becomes further elaborated through an 

extreme generalisatIOn "no one says that I'm going with my (.) auntie friends" (lines 

186-188). 

Summing up then, Laura's generalised fonnulation provides a nice example of a 

move from personal speCifics to behaviour universals. In contrast to the 

differenttation talk she repeatedly engaged ID when descnbing her work setttng via 

category contrasts discussed in earlier sections, an opposite course of actIOn IS 

adopted here. It is worth noting that Laura's elaboration through generalisation has 

some resonance with findings in other discurSive work on contrast and comparison. 

Similar to what Buttny (1993) found with his couple therapy data for example, 

alignment with others here also works to normalise Laura's behaviour. 

NonnaiIsation, in other words, functions to build a consensus (Edwards and Potter 

1992) in the sense that the speaker mobilises images of what 'most people', and, 

towards the end of the generalisatton chain, 'all people' think or do. To close up the 

analysis in this chapter, we Will bnefly look more closely at this constructton of 

consensus through extreme fonnulatlOns. 

Warrant through extreme generalisation 

Let us stop to further consider the practices through which Laura resists the category 

fifty and how the category 'lIttle girl' becomes established as an acceptable 

alternative category in this interaction. One discursive feature already mentioned IS 

the extremity of "no one says that I'm going wzth my (.) auntie friends" (lines 186-
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188). According to Pomerantz extreme case formulation IS one way of legJtnmsing 

claims, one common usage being 'to propose that some behaviour is not wrong, or IS 

right, by virtue of Its status as frequently occumng or commonly done' (1986, 220, 

see also Edwards 1994, 2000). 

Laura's formulation also bears a family resemblance With an example that Sack used 

when discussing an example of police officers eliciting accounts with the use of 

correction-invitation device (Sacks 1992, LCl, 21-25, also in Pomerantz 1986). The 

well-known example was the following: 

A: Do you have a gun at home? 
B: A forty-five. 
A: You do have a forty-five. 
B' Uh huh, loaded 
A: What's It domg there. Whose is It. 
B: It's sitting there. 
A: Is it yours? 
B. It's Dave's 
A: It's your husband's huh. 
B. I know how to shoot it. 
A: He Isn't a police officer. 
B: No 
A- He Just has one. 
B: Everyone has one, don't they. 

The point Sacks wanted to raise when using this example was how, by naming, in 

question form, one member, one can eliCit accounts that use another member (for 

example: is It yours - it's Dave's, in the example above). What is central to the 

discussion here, however, is the last line in the example above: Everyone has one, 

don't they. Sacks referred to this 'as one of the most fabulous things I've ever seen' 

(Op.Clt.: 23) and pOIDted out how such a formulatlOnl2 'cuts off the basis for the 

search for an account.' 

Turning back to Laura's account then, we can see something of a snmlar thing going 

on. Her extreme and generalised formulation "no one says that I'm going with my (.) 

auntie friends" (lines 186-188) works to cut off any further accountabliity for the 

clrums and descnptlons made: for 'if, indeed, such situations are general, no further 

12 Sacks admitted not havmg 'a ternbly elegant name fOf It' (Le!, 23) and called thiS formulation an 
'account apparently appropnate, negatlvef'. Of A3N. 
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account can be called for' (Silvennan 1998, 96). Laura's account, in other words, 

appeals and builds up a consensus for how people descnbe themselves. The 

extraordinary feature of refening to everybody (or no one), is that it works to 

dimimsh the accountabIlity no matter what kind of an account we are dealing wIth 

(Sacks 1992 Vol. 1: 24). According to Sacks, this type of device functions in a 

sImilar fashion to proverbs (cf. Drew and Holt 1988) m that they are rarely undercut, 

because when undercut, 'one doesn't know exactly how we can continue talking' 

(VoU: 25). 

Discussion and summary 

This chapter focused on the discursive processes - the interpretative and reasoning 

procedures - through which belonging to a specific age category IS eIther estabhshed 

or resisted m talk. In addition to smgle examples, one longer narrative was chosen 

for a step-by-step analysIs to show how conflicting accounts and categonsations are 

negotiated and managed. In the longer extract, we saw two conflicting age­

categorisatIOns: 'old' vs. 'httle gIrl' bemg constructed by the interviewee, Laura. 

Two separate stages (or tOPICS) were set up: her work scene and her hfe outside 

work. Having set up these stages, Laura populated them WIth casts of characters, 

their activities and behaVIOur, and provided the listener with further category 

contrasts, stones of incidents, circumstances, and evaluations that served as warrants 

for the initial categorisations made by her. Her work narration was constructed on 

the discrepancy between the age-specific requirements of the workplace and Laura's 

honest inner self. In the second half of Laura's narration, the inner-outer divide was 

between a more general Image of middle age and, once again, what was described as 

Laura's mner feeling of age. 

Age, bemg young or old, functioned in quite different ways in the settings descnbed 

by Laura. On the work scene, age became an objective, quantifiable category, and a 

part of the mner logic of advertismg. Talking about herself outSIde work, non­

membership in a partIcular chronologIcal age category was invoked through 

gendered categories, and personal detail. The contrast between the ways in whIch 
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being young or old became constructed in the two-fold narration work to lend 

rhetoncal strength to Laura's account. 

In additIOn to the general focus on contrast structures, the significant diSCUrsive 

feature analysed in this chapter, was the ways In which speakers move between a 

personal narrative mode and a generalIsed mode marked by you, one, or we. In the 
/ 

analYSIS, I pointed out how this continuous move between personal and 

general/universal served several different functions In the talk. First of all, moving to 

the general served to undennine any speCific personal stake the speaker could be 

heard as haVing, and thus to fend off potential unfavourable Interpretations (extracts 

2, 4 and 7). General descnptions were also used as a normaliszng or generalising 

device, especially in parts of the Interaction, where the speakers were attending to the 

potential senSitivity of their descnptions (e.g. extracts 11-12). The use of generalised 

fonnulations, and extreme appeals to consensus, thus Illustrate how violations in 

category use, and the delicacy of resisting a category, are actually oriented to and 

recognised in Interaction (cf. Sacks 1992; Silvennan 1998). 

Third, moving between personal and general accounts also tells us somethmg about 

the interview situation itself. The interviewees, in thiS study, were approached as 

members of a certain age group. Age was then made into the tOPIC of talk, and the 

interview situation became a site for displaYing cultural knowledge and lOgIC about 

the subject matter (Baker 1997), and the descnptions and stories were specially 

recipient designed to an audience (see Sacks 1992, Vol 1: 580; Polanyi 1985). One 

central goal of the interviewees' descnptive practices in any interview situation IS to 

produce themselves as 'responsible' and 'senSible' persons (see Silvennan 1997). 

This does not necessarily mean, however, that the discursive features analysed here 

could somehow be seen as distinctively characteristic of 'interview talk.' Instead 

similar usage of humour, generahsation, and contrast structures are undoubtedly also 

a feature of everyday talk. 

The analytical and conceptual point to be made from the observations made in this 

chapter IS how membership and non-membership in an age category, as well as the 

management of conflIcting categories, is clearly a discursive achievement that is 
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routinely worked up, and negottated in talk. This negotiation may, at times, involve 

having to deal with the potentially delIcate and sensitive outcomes of the 

categorisations made. The analYSIS showed, for instance, how positioning oneself 

outside maturity (e.g. 'rascal' In extract 1), and descnbing oneself as behaving 

childishly (e.g. 'little girl' In extract 11), consequently raised the need to generalise 

or mitigate the descripttons made and the need to ward off potential negative 

hearings. Analysing the discursive practtces of doing membership and non­

membership in the interview material thus proved to offer one way of analysing the 

sensitiVity of age identity in talk and action. 13 

The theoretical approach and the discursive vocabulary discussed in this chapter also 

provide new analytic perspectives into former concepts and topics within the field of 

qualitative ageing research. Starting with people's accounts - the ways in which age 

categories are mobilIsed, warranted and resisted In talk - sensitises us to the ways in 

which speakers themselves orient to issues of age (cf. Coupland, Coupland and 

Nussbaum 1993). Instead of reading data through a ready-made theoretical and 

analytical template that forces our observations into already existing coding frames 

and categories chosen by the researcher, discurSive analysIs starts off with 

participants' onentations and formulations. This may, in itself, help to bring forward 

the variability within the description and conceptualisatlOn of ageing (Dannefer 

1988). 

The analysis in this chapter offers new ways of approaching and thinking about at 

least three eXisting research topics within the field of ageing research: age­

appropnateness, age norms (e.g. Dannefer 1996; Foner 1996, Lawrence 1996) and 

'denial of age' (e.g. Spacapan and Oskamp 1989; Bultena and Bowers 1978). From a 

discursive perspective, age norms, or notIOns of age-appropnate behaviour cease to 

be understood as situated 'outside' interaction and as simply guiding, causing, or 

explaining certain types of behaVIOurs (cf. Sacks 1972a: 39). Instead, the analysis in 

this chapter showed the benefits of focusing on how participants themselves orient to 

13 ThIS tOPIC WIll be further dIscussed and developed In chapters SIX and seven 
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the eXIstence of age-specific expectations or evaluatJons, and on how people actively 

challenge or re-define the criteria for membership In an age category. 

Similarly, from a discursIve perspective, the notIOn of 'denial of age' ceases to be 

conceptualised as a perceptual-cogmtJve reality of the speaker. Rather the analysis of 

discourse starts to dIstinguish the kinds of social interactive work performed through 

refusing an age category WIthin the speCIfic Interactional context at hand. A 

discursive approach can thus move us away from former static understandings of age 

identJty, and, instead, show us how membership and denial of membership are 

achieved in talk. 
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'Every age has its springs which give it movement; but man is always the 
same. At ten years old he is led by sweetmeats; at twenty by a mistress; 
at thirty by pleasure; at forty by ambition; at fifty by avarice; after that 
what is left for him to run after but wisdom?' 

(Rousseau, Moral letters, 1757) 

'The years between fifty and seventy are the hardest. You are always 
asked to do things, and yet you are not decrepit enough to turn them 
down.' (T.S. Eliot, 23 October 1959) 

'It's like I hit an oil patch at 35, and now I'm just skidding towards 
the grave, darling.' 

(Edina, in the BBC-series 'Absolutely Fabulous') 

The last two chapters explored several dIscursive devices and communIcative 

practices through which partIcipants theorise age and ageing, and how they negotiate 

membership and non-membershIp in speCIfic age-related categories. The analysis in 

chapter three established how speakers make reference to, and actively orient to the 

facticlty of hfetime change by USIng what was identIfied as 'the provisional 

continuity device'. Chapter four focused on how resiSting specific age labels or age 

trajectories sometimes proves a sensitive and/or dehcate business that, at tImes, 

requires extra dIscurSIve work. BuildIng on the dIscussion on categonsation and 

contrast structures, In the last chapter, and on the dIscussion on the factualIty of 

ageing In chapter three, this chapter focuses, in more detrul, on how personal change 

and continUIty are mobIlised and made sense of during interaction. Centre stage WIll 

be given to interactlonal instances where the local practices of self-categorisation 

and self-descnption in Interview talk merge with notIOns of change and continuity. 

The analytic focus is on the kmds of work the mobilisatIOn and descriptions of 

personal contmuity or change do for the speakers in the local contexts of talk. 

Change, Continuity and Age 

Descriptions of age - whether lIterary, like some of the examples In the beginning of 

thIS chapter, or everyday - typically centre on notions of change and continUIty. 
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Change and continuity also occupy a central place in sociological and social 

psychological theories of agemg. As many critIcs have noted, social research into 

ageing has typically reflected theories of biological and physical change, as well as 

lay, common sense and politIcal assumptions about human ageing (e.g. Green 1993). 

The classic theories of ageing studies offer an excellent example of this. They reflect 

various normative notions and political agendas of their day, suggesting that later 

hfe, for instance, should be marked by natural, gradual change, followed by 

withdrawal from social interaction, on the one hand, or by continuous activity on the 

other. Consequently, the largest theoretical debate within the field of gerontology 

has m the past been in between 'disengagement theory' (e.g. Cumrning and Henry 

1961; Cumrning 1964; Maddox 1964) and 'activity theory' (e.g. Havighurst et al. 

1963; Maddox and Eisdorfer 1962; Loeb 1973). The unsurprising outcome of this 

debate was the development of the third optIOn often referred to as 'continuity 

theory' (e.g. Atchley 1971; 1989. 

By contrast to the classical social scientIfic or psychological research on hfe course 

change and continUIty, the analytic approach adopted In this chapter again starts With 

the local use of language and the Importance of a fine detail analysis of participants' 

descriptions. Instead of invoking hypothetical or psychological processes either as 

explanatory constructs, or as the starting point for analysis, the chapter focuses on 

how change and continuity are discursively 'done' and theonsed In talk. In this 

regard, hfetIme change IS not approached via some comprehensive framework from 

the outset, but rather in terms of how people mobilise, theonse and present lifetIme 

change or continuity to each other. In the following then, mobilising notions of 

change and continUIty is treated as part of the discursive practices within the locality 

of talk and interaction: as means of locally displaymg, evidencing and making 

relevant certain features of one's identity. Talk about change and continUIty does 

not, In other words, Simply reflect some folk theory manifestations of the 

participants in questIOn, but rather estabhshes, and is put to use to establish 

somethmg InteractlOnally and locally. 

I will focus on three descriptIve resources that clearly permeated the practIces of age 

descriptIOn in the data: 1) the construction of extreme personal continuity, 2) the 

mobilisation of type categonsations or specific category labels, and finally 3) the 
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practices of conceding and evaluating change. Numerous examples of consistent 

usage of each could be found in the data, and I WIll also include examples of deviant 

usage. 

Doing extreme continuity 

In their research into youth subcultures, Wlddicombe and Wooffitt (1995, 137-159; 

also Widdicombe and Wooffitt 1990; Widdicombe 1993) describe the dlscursive 

delicacy through which their participants account for becoming a member (a punk, a 

hippy, a gothic etc.) in a subcultural group. They also discuss In detail how such 

accounts can be heard as produced against negative lay and academic assumptions 

about reasons for affilIation. Widdicombe and Wooffitt show how their partiCIpants 

minimise negative interpretations of sudden change, of shallowness, and how they 

ward off interpretatIOns suggesting that joining a subculture group can be seen as 

Just going through a normal phase of adolescence 1. 

One of the features of talk, dIscussed by Widdlcombe and Wooffitt In this context, is 

the use of extreme case formulations (Pomerantz 1986; Edwards 2000; see also 

chapter 4). These were used by adolescents to construct their Interest In particular 

ways of dressing, or in particular subculture-specific actIvities, as an endunng part 

of their intnnsic self-identIty, and thus to play down the suddenness of change when 

becoming a member In a subculture. 

One of the examples of extreme case formulation in use, provided by Widdicombe 

and Wooffitt is the following (1995, 140-141, emphaSIS added): 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 

I: 

R: 

wh-when and how dId you sort of 
get inta ( 8) being a hippy 
(1) 
err dunno someone lent me an Iron Maiden 
tape yeah? (.) and I really liked it so (.) 

1 SImIlar themes to those raIsed by Wlddlcombe and Wooffitt can also be found m McKmley and 
Dunnelt's study (1998) where they look IOta how 'gun-owners' dIfferentIate themselves from other 
groups depIcted as 'cflmmals', 'fflnge groups' etc, and how thIS 'normallSes a potentIally stlgmallsed 
practIce' (cf Lawrence 1996). 
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6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 
10 
11. 
12. 
13. 
14. 
15. 

I: 
R: 

Chapter F,ve: MoblllSlng Change and ContinUIty 

an: then I got into Rush an' stuff, 
then I started to go to concerts (.1) 
an' sort of g'W everyone around you 
and you didn't really.fit in at the concerts 
an' that (.4) an' it (.) jus felt H-
I've always felt like growing my hair long 
since I was little (.) 
>mrnhm< 
so I jus decided to grow it long 
much against my gad's will n everything 

In thIS extract, the speaker uses an extreme case formulatIOn to describe the change 

in appearance 'as an expression of a deep-rooted and persIstent inclination' (op. Clt.: 

143). The mobilisatIOn of a deeply felt commitment (lInes 11-12) IS, in other words 

used to ward of mterpretatlOns of flImsy, superficIal or sudden change. 

At first sight, it may seem strange to compare adolescents' accounts about joining a 

subculture to accounts about ageing. The discursive practices of my interviewees do, 

however, bear noticeable sinnlantIes to those of the adolescents described by 

Widdlcombe and Wooffitt. One major difference could be detected though. Whereas 

members of subcultures used extreme formulations to account for personal change, 

and to play down ItS suddenness, my interviewees used sl1nilar formulations to 

underline and construct extreme personal continUIty and 'not-change'. There was, in 

other words no ImmedIate, or in the same sense, obvious evidence of sudden change 

that the speakers treated as accountable and/or defendable. 

In addition, extreme case formulatIons in my data were frequently combined with 

descnption sequences where long-standing, consistent and continumg personal 

features became further establIshed by self-descnptions based on a type 

categorisation, or by reference to a more generic category (we, a person etc). This 

contrast was typically constructed to depict the speaker in partIcularly favourable 

lIght, but self-deprecatmg contrasts were also in use (cf. discussion m Dickerson 

2000). In the following, I will start by analysing examples of the discursive 

mobilisation of extreme continuity. After this I WIll show how the use of extreme 

case formulations combmed with the mobilisation of type categorisatIons (J ayyusi 

1984, see also dIscussion in chapter 2). 
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In the first extract, the interviewer mvites Helena to compare herself to other women 

of her age. 

Extract 1. 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6 
7. 
8. 
9 
10 
11. 
12. 
13 
14. 
15 
16 
17. 
18. 
19. 

PN: 

H: 
PN: 

H: 

PN: 
H: 

PN 

PN: W7: Helena (Cas 1, A: 17.0·17.4) 

What If you compare yourself to 
hke WIth women of your age to 
other women of you age 
[for] example= 
[mm] 
=then ( ) how do you see yourself 
( ) as (0.2) well ( ) if we use the 
term Inlddle-aged woman as a 
woman of fifty so 
I do always feel hke I'm one of 
the youngest somehow smce 
I've always been ternbly aellve 
yeah 
and I've had a lot of energy 
eertamly stdl have thiS moment 
so I often feel hke younger 
even If by age I wouldn't 
be the youngest m the group 
yeah 

Mltas JOs sa vertaat Iltees nunku 
saman-samarukaslln mUlhm flat­

mUlhm nalSU 
[esim]erlaksl= 
[mm] 
=nun (.) Inlten sa nal1t lites 
(.) mmmosena (0.2) no (.) JOs kaytetaan 
nyt kesla-lkasena nalsena 
vllskymPPlsena nalsena ni 
Ma koen kylla suna ama 
olevanl nunku nuoremmasta paasta JotenIan 
elta ku ma oon oIlu ama h,rveen ~ 
joo 
Ja mulla on ollu palJon energtaa 
varmastl on vlela tlilla hetkellaki 
nnn ma koen nllnku Itteni monestl 
nuoremmaks valkka ma en lliltam 
ohskaan salassa nuonn 
JOo 

The extract starts wIth a question that, despite some rusplay of searching, blandly 

imposes or suggests a membership category on the respondent (lines 8-9: 'middle­

aged woman', 'woman of fifty'). The interviewer also proVides an explicit 

comparison pomt as she inVites the respondent to charactense how she sees herself 

as a member of thiS category. On line 10, the respondent makes a shift in knowledge 

claims by startmg, instead, to descnbe ways she always feels like. 

Making reference to one's feelings is, once agam, similar to the accounting work of 

the interviewees m Widdicombe and Wooffitt's study. The authors (1995:143) point 

out how social scientists and 'lay people' alike, draw on the rustincuon between 

cognition (such as thoughts, beliefs, atutudes), and emotIOns (such as feelings, 

desires, Impulses). Cognitive processes are conventionally thought to be under 

conscious control, and directed by rational thought and decision-making. Emotions, 

on the other hand, are taken as potenually beyond rationality and conscious control. 

The implicauons of each as the baSIS for self-description or as a basis for one's 

aCt10ns are thus very different. In extract one, we see how, by portraying her claims 

as based on feelings, the speaker makes reference to long-stanrung, consistent and 

authentic personal qualiues that are beyond conscIOus control or deliberation. 

113 



Chapter F,ve: MobIlISIng Change and Contmulty 

Simultaneously she efficiently rebuts potentially taken-for-granted assumptions or 

ascnbed predicates conveyed in the question. 

There is something of an equation-like quality to Relena's account that follows. 

'Always feeling like one of the youngest' (lines 10-11), is first evidenced by 

describing the extreme contmuity of activllies in the past, and then by attaching and 

extending these same features to apply to 'me-today'. The argument, that works to 

construct a 'consistent self,' thus follows a fonnat based on temporal mdexicals in 

the following way. 

Always terribly active =} lot of energy still today =} so I often feel like younger 

The use of 'so' (line 16) marks the outcome-claim as a natural upshot of the 

speaker's prior talk and description (see Rentage and Watson 1979). Note that the 

equation-like argumentation also bears sirnilanties to the example from Widdicombe 

and Wooffitt's study shown earlier. We saw how 'always feeling like growing one's 

hair long since little' worked as an explanation for aClivllies today, and how these 

aClivities were then offered as a natural outcome of the speaker's prior descriptIOn. 

The extreme fonnulation 'I've always', In both these cases, works as the warrant or 

basis for the descnption In the here-and-now. 

Note, that the speaker also makes explicit reference to her chronological age (lines 

17-18: even if by age I wouldn't be the youngest in the group). The facticity of 

chronological age is thus, once again, brought in, and onented to, in the description 

provided. Simultaneously, however, the long-standing personal qualities: energetic­

ness and an active way of life are offered as something that overrides the (f)actual, 

age of the speaker. 

In the next extract, extreme case fonnulalions are again used to warrant the 

description of personal continuity and persistent and long-standing qualities of the 

speaker. ThiS time, the respondent seeks to persuade her listener that she has always 

accepted change and that she thus, In fact, embraces her age. Pnor to the extract, the 

Interviewee has been asked whether she has anything to add to the ruscusslOn that 

has taken place. 
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Extract 2. PN: W9: Briitta (Cas 1, B: 22.9-23.5) 

1. B: I dunno Just the thing when you saId Emma tlla lQi vaan ettli ku sa sanOlt 
2. that everythIng seems so ternbly Sllta ettli kaddct n~yttaa nlln hrrveen 
3. posItive so like (0 2) ((laughs» hyvaIllI ruIn tota (0.2) «naurahtaa» 
4. I hke don't () qUIte honestly I can't maa en rumku (.) Ihan Olkeestl ~ en 
5 hke thmk of anythmg that hke nllnku IDIlIaan keksi rulnku 
6. that really that that sellasta Olkee ettli ettli 
7. f what could It honestly be that f mlka mua nllnku Olkeen nyt niin 
8. somehow hke bugged me In thIS Jotenktn JurpPIS ruinku tlIssa 
9. PN' mm mm 
10. (0.2) (02) 
11. B or somehow that I'd be hke worned lal Jolenkm etlll mua Illi!nas nllnku 
12 about or that I somehow tassa tal etta ma Jotenkt 
13. hke felt so nim tuota tuntlsm Ittem minku 
14. ternbly old or something Ihan alyttoman vanhaks tal muuta 
15. PN: mm mm 
16. B maybe It'S because the the thIDg that ehka se on sllna ettli etta ma en 

~ 17. I've hke never (.) urn 00 nllnku koskaan (.) bmm olIukka 
18. thought that (.) that hke youth Slta mlellll ettli (.) ettli JOku nuoruus 
19 would be some like (.) Ideal ohs rulnkujoku semmoneh (.) .!hanoe 
20. or that thIDgs thIDgs hke (.) looks taIJokuJoku tlImmOnen () ulkonakd 
21. or somethIDg else would be hke tal muu ohs nllnku semmonen JUttu 
22. the thIDg that you should hke Jonka perassa kanoatlas rulnku ru 
23 lernbly [run) after so It'S hke hlrveestl [ hID )kudla ettli Iota ruID 
24 PN [mm) [mm) 
25. B fmaybe It'S exactly that (.) fehka se SltaJUun on etta (.) 
26 Ihat you somehow accept the fact elta Slta hyvakayy JOlenktn sen loslaslan 
27. that you sImply like J!r£ thIS age etta Slta nyt ruinku on tan Ikanen 

Here, Briitta can be heard as trying to convince the interviewer that her former 

positive descnptions have been an 'honest and accurate' account of how she thinks 

about age and agemg. Questtons of authenttclty are thus, once agam, an issue for the 

mteractlOn. The sense of not being 'bugged' (hne 8), or 'worned' (hne 11) about 

ageing IS constructed as a more pefSlstent, long-standing characteristic of the 

speaker, and thIS is done by descnbmg oneself as someone who has 'never (.) um 

thought that (.) that like youth would be some like ideal' (lines 17-19). Constructing 

conttnuity through an extreme case formulatton constructs Briltta as someone who 

has, in fact, always accepted her age, which in turn explains the lack of wornes ~ 

expressed in the here-and-now. The speaker's description can also be heard as 

mobIlising, makmg implicit reference and comparison to some unnamed group of 

'others' that potentially are bugged and worned, or who run after eternal youth. The 

speaker uses thIS implicit comparison to positton herself favourably, as something of 

an exceptIOn to a more general rule. 
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In the follOWIng extract, the speaker resorts to a much more explicit generalisation 

about others and subsequently sets herself as an exception to the rule. The extract 

also shares the qualIties of logical, equation-lIke argumentation and rhetoric of 

extract 1. This time, more information and personal detail to do with appearance and 

personality are offered to establish extreme continuity. 

Extract 3. PN: Wl: Laura (Cas 1, B: 12.4-13.2) 

1. L: LIke maybe If you had the (.) Et se ehkll et jos sulla ois tlImmOmen ( ) 
2. need hke ( ) for a relatIOnshIp tarve nunkun ( ) pansuhteeseen 
3. and for gettmg mto a relallonshlp Ja panutUlTI1Seen 
4. hke then maybe you'd feel rum slllom VOI olla etlll kolos 
5. that this age IS really stopping you et taa da! on todella este 
6 and maybe especIally for a woman Ja mmenomaan ehkll musella 
7. hke you'd get tembly Just etlll sulle tuhs rumkun hlrveen 
8. preoccupIed wIth your looks ulkon.kOfiksOltunu 

~ 9 But hke I've (1 2) I've never Mut tota m .. (1 2) mll en 00 

10 been one to (0.4) one to use a lot lion. ollu semmoinen (0 4) kova 
~ I!. of make-up and I've never hke (.) melkkaamaan enkllllonll 00 minkun ( ) 

12. somehow (2.5) ItJUSt hasn't been JotenIon (2.5) se el vaan 00 ollu semmonen 
13. hke (3 0) hke the area that I've nl1nkun (3.0) semmomen alue Jolla 

~ 14 > I've never used a thmg hke that< >ma:l en 00 mnll semmOlsella< 
15. ( ) to prove my worth (.) sdlll pateny 
16. Maybe because I've had EhklI sen talaa et mulla on ollu 

~ 17. glasses hke always smce I was httle sllm.lasit ruinkun ama plenesllllllhten 
18. > I thmk maybe because hke >Mall Just aattelen ehkll senkin taloa 
19 many people feel It'S another kun monet kokee senIon 
20. bIg step that they have to buy Isona askeleena et ne joutuu hankkim 
21. hke< (.) readmg glasses= nhnkun< (.) lukulaslt= 
22. PN: yeah Joo 
23. L: = but smce I've had a real = mut kun mulla on ollu mm kauheesll 
24. strong prescnption and I've vahvasll mnnusta et mll;! vasta 
25. only hke (.) half a year back I niinkun (.) puol vuotta sltten SIt 
26. hke had the hke (.) the (.) niinkun otm hlukan suhen ( ) sllll ( ) 
27. hke >I now have blfocals< nl1nkun >et mulla on ny! kaksteho< 
28. But you can't nollce that Sltakaan el mlnkun Inlsslllln huomaa 

~ 29. It'S hke all the same Et se on oikeestaan Ihan sama 
~ 30 You always wear glasses anyway S1I kulJet kultenIon aina laslt pUlla 

SiITIllar to the extracts already discussed, extreme case formulations are again used 

to establish a sense of personal contInuity. The speaker starts by establishing looks 

as a potential worry for some people, and then further specifies this characterisation 

to apply to women in particular. LInes 1-8 thus construct a generalIsed and 

Impersonal account that works to acknowledge what the sItuation might be for 

someone, or for the speaker herself, for that matter, should her personal 

circumstances happen to change. After thIS delicate dJsplay of acknowledging the 

multitude of possIble life sItuations, and the potential feminine preoccupation with 
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changing appearance, attractiveness, and age, the speaker then moves to offer a 

contrastive account (marked by but, on line 9) in which she establishes herself as an 

exception. 

Not being personally 'terribly preoccupied with looks' IS again conveyed via 

reference to long-standing, consistent and continuing features of one's self. This IS 

done via repeated use of extreme formulations: 'I've never been one to (0.4) one to 

use a lot of make-up (lines 9-11), '>I've never used a thing like that< (.) to prove my 

wonh' (lines 14-15). The use of 'just' (line 12-13: it just hasn't been like (3.0) the 

area that 1) does addtttonal work to estabhsh the simple stratghtforwardness of the 

explanatton offered. It also further tnvialises the personal importance of Issues like 

personal appearance to the speaker (for the analysis of 'just', see Lee 1987). 

Let us stop here for a while to reconsider the contrasts drawn in Laura's description. 

An implicit contrast is first of all drawn in between Laura and people, particularly 

women, who have the need to be, or get into a relattonshlp. A more explicit contrast 

IS then drawn between women who are therefore 'tembly preoccupied with looks' 

and the speaker who is positioned as always haVing differed from this: always 

having been Indtfferent about her looks. Let us look at the delicate way in which thiS 

contrast is drawn, and the nuances that It smuggles Into the interaction. 

The choice of words and the pauses in the delivery are of specific interest here. The 

difference between Laura and other women is established through unspeCified and 

vague expressions such as 'the area' (line 13) and 'a thing like that' (line 14). Both 

seem to mark key points and make reference to some specifics of general 

stereotypical female behaviour from which Laura differs. Note how pauses occur in 

the deltvery of the contrast, especially as the speaker moves into establishing It 

(lines 12 and 13). In addition to being vague, these expressions hint at, and mobilise 

potenttally pejorative connotattons and offer veiled evaluations of women who do 

consider 'the area' to be central to them and who subsequently 'use their looks'. 

Note also, how the speaker immediately moves to defuse her evaluattve descnptton 

by shifting the talk to a relatively non-threatening, practtcal and everyday topic. 

HaVing to wear readtng classes, or to buy bifocals (line 27) is brought up as an 
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additional, non-threatenmg and non-gendered marker of change that comes with 

one's age, and which 'many people,' not just women (lme 19) may consider a 'big 

step' (line 20). The speaker thus moves from a potentially delicate area of gendered 

description and comparison, mto a more everyday, straightforward one. As someone 

who has 'always wore glasses, since little', the personal sigmficance of this more 

general change is then also played down (hnes 28-30). 

The extract can also be seen as providing another example of the rhetoncal means of 

using generalisations and particularisations in descriptions (Billig 1987, 1996, see 

also McKinlay and Dunnett 1998). Referring to a 'on the average, gendered image' 

of female behaviour and values, the speaker moves to position herself as a particular 

case, as an exception that stands outside the rules. The speaker not only manages to 

systematically mitigate the personal, 'for-me' slgmficance of the change of the age 

markers established for the mteraction, and constructs a consistent self and an image 

of personal continuity, she also carefully manages potential negative hearings of the 

discrete generahsatlOns and particularisatlons apphed. 

Similar reference to generalised categones is in use in the followmg extract, where 

Juha sets himself as different from other men of his age. 

Extract 4. 

I. J: 
2 
3 
4. 
5. 
6. PN: 
7. 
8. J: 
9 
10. 
11. PN' 
12. J 

~ 13. 
~ 14 

PN: MS: Juha 2 (Cas I:A, 16.7-18.9) 

I wonder If thIS IS why 
when people talk about men 
havmg a IIlld-hfe flmg 
that they try to prove to themselves 
[( ) some ]thing 
[mm] mm 
(04) 
and get mterested m thmgs 
and start runmng about 
I dunno If It'S thIS 
mm 
well I haven't notIced It 
I haven't changed mto anythmg 
I've always been the sa(h)me(h) 

Sntllkbhan se sltten johtuu 
kun puhutaan etta lIllehllla 
on vndenkympm vllhtys 
et ne ynttlla todlstella Itselleen 
[(.) Jo]tam 
[mm] mm 
(04) 
Ja alkaa knnnostaa aSlat 
Juoksee tuolla meneen 
en tna sltten onko se sitll 
mm 
no ma en 00 Sltl huomannu 
ma en 00 IIllkskalm muuttunu 
ma oon ollu ama samanlal(h)ne(h)n 

In this extract 'men' as a genenc category is used as a contrastive other, against 

which the speaker is then positioned. The charactensation of this generic category IS 

brought in as somethmg 'people' talk about. This creates rhetorical distance from the 

actual words or claims uttered, and reduces the speaker's own accountabihty for 
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uttering them. The speaker acts merely as an animator, and not as the author of the 

message (on change of foot1Og see Clayman 1992; Potter 1996, 143-149; Abel and 

Stokoe 1999). 

Juha's means of establishing the contrast between himself and 'men' shares some 

interestmg similanties to extract 3 where Laura set herself as different from 

'women'. In extract 3, we saw Laura making vague reference to 'the area' and 'a 

thing like that'. It was pointed out how her choice of words functioned both as the 

key to the contrast and particulansation established, and offered veiled evaluations 

of the contrastive other. The 'it' (line 12) m Juha's account does something similar to 

thiS. In both cases, euphemistic formulations function as shorthand for a potentially 

pejorative descnption of the 'others' simultaneously implied. 

In extract 4, Juha's construction of contrast and the extreme personal continuity '[ 

haven't changed into anything I've always been the sa(h)me(h)' (lines 13-14) can be 

heard as Implicit boasting. He establishes himself as different from 'mId-life men' as 

a general category and depicts himself as not having any of the stereotypical 

symptoms of a 'mid-life crisis' which could be heard as a euphemistically referring 

to sudden interests in the opposite sex. Instead, the account constructs him as 

someone who has, in fact always been something of a ladies' man, and has therefore 

not noticed any change with age. 

In sum then, the extracts we have looked at so far show speakers emploY1Og extreme 

case formulations as a resource to warrant their claims for personal continuity as a 

natural outcome of deeper, long-term personal znclznations and dispositions. In 

extracts 1 and 3, we saw personal continUity conveyed by an equation-like 

descnptlon of the form: I've never/l've always been X => therefore I'm Xl I'm not 

Y today. Snrular to the find10gs in Wlddicombe and Wooffitt's work on membership 

m youth subcultures (1995), extreme formulations help to make the speaker 

unavailable for particular categorical designation. In the extracts, we saw speakers 

differentiating themselves from be10g 'someone without energy' (extract 1), from 

'runmng after youth and looks' (extract 2), from be10g 'someone preoccupied with 

one's looks' (extract 3), or from 'having a mid-life f11Og' (extract 4). 
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Simultaneously, the speakers managed positioning themselves as a counter case to 

such generic and/or gendered fonnulatlons. 

MobIlising extreme contmuity also works as a dIscursive strategy, by which the 

speaker can warrant not havmg noticed X, for not domg Y, or for not being Z. At the 

same time other people are made potentially available for pejorative categorisations 

and descriptions. 'I've always,' followed by a positive description, and 'I've never,' 

followed by a negatIve one, as fonnulations work to afford the heanng that, in fact, 

other people more generally may engage in the negatively descnbed activities, or 

possess the negative attnbutes described. Mobilising extreme continuity thus works 

to establish a sense of personal excepuonality for the speaker. 

Panicking women, beach types and exercise freaks 

In this section, I move to analyse three further descriptIVe sequences, where extreme 

case fonnulations are used to mobIlIse personal continuIty. Extending upon the 

analYSIS m this chapter so far, the following focuses on the combmation of extreme 

fonnulations and mobilisation and construction of particular category label or type 

categorisation. Analysing the next three stretches of talk then, I'll make use of Lena 

Jayyusi's work (1984; 1991). As already discussed in chapter two, Jayyusi re­

worked and enlarged the framework of Sacks' mitial notions on categorisation 

analysis, and introduced several new concepts. Her work is thus a seminal part of the 

later developments of categonsation analysis, whIch extended beyond the initial 

'apparatus' , identified by Sacks. 

Pomtmg to workings of membership categonsations m talk, one of the conceptual 

dIfferentiatIOns made by Jayyusl (1984:20) was that between membership categories 

and membership categonsatlOns. By the fonner she is referring to culturally 

available category-concepts; like 'doctor', 'poet', 'child', or 'murdered', that 

members routinely use m the accomplIshment of various practical tasks. Accordmg 

to J ayyusi, however, the use of such concepts does not exhaust the conduct of 

members' categorisatlonal work. In addition to category concepts, people also use 

other categonsatlOns like 'a nice man', 'a nervous person', 'a pretty gIrl', 'an 
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intelligent man', 'a dangerous dnver', 'a hippy type' etc. Such categorisation are 

typically put together of 'Adjective-plus-a-category' (Jayyusi 1984: 20). Type 

categorisations thus include some detailed descnptIon of the persons concerned, 

assessment of the actions they may perfonn, of their character etc. 

According to Jayyusi, (1984: 24) type construction, as a means of categonsation, is 

interesting exactly because of the noticeable consequences it brings into the 

interaction. FIrst of all, doing description In tenns of specIfic types always makes 

guarded prescnptions and projects actions that are embedded In the features of the 

categonsation used. For example, 'the Hell's Angel type', or 'the intellectual type', 

already encapsulate particular sets of both present and future actIvities and practices 

of the incumbents in the type described. Type descnptlons and categorisation thus 

display a more general set of features of a perceived class of persons. They achIeve 

transpersonal projection of attnbutes and of expectable actions. In addition to 

projecting potential attributes, actions, wishes, motivations etc. onto particular 

indivIduals, type categonsations can also be used to make guarded inferences, 

assessments, and Judgements of the group thus nominated. 

The ways in which type categonsations work as a practical means of ascnbing 

features and potentIal actions and attnbutes to people becomes clearer when 100Iang 

at some examples. In the follOWing three extracts, type categorisations both of the 

fonn adjective + a category (e.g. 'a slow developer' below), and noun + a type (e g. 

'the beach type', in extract 6) are In use. 

In the first extract, Anna is descnbing her feelIngs about age. 

Extract 5. 

1. A 
2. 
3. 

-+ 4 
5 
6. 
7 PN' 
8 A 

-+ 9 
10 
11. 

PN: W8: Anna (Cas 1, A: 4.4-6.1) 

I thmk I told you that to me age is 
Just a number all the way but hke 
so (1.2) I know hke thIS pame 
that some ( ) women have WIth 
regards to agemg hke 
I don't have that kmd of= 
mm 
=feehng at all so hke (0 4) 
I've hke always felt 
that I haven't felt at home at all 
been hke I've been If 1 thmk about 
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Ma talsm sanoakm et mulle se Ik~ on 
slta numerOlta sItten vaan mutta tuota min 
(12) rme tlllm mmkn aIka panlllanomasesll 
Jotku (.) nalset mmku suhtautuu sllhen 
Ikaantyrmseen et 
el mulla nimku semmosta= 
mm 
=tunnetta ale ollenkaan ett! tuota (0 4) 
ma oon nllnku kokenu l!!!li\ 
et m~ en 00 vnhtyny ollenkaan ollu 
et ma oon nnku JOs m~ aattelen 



12. 
13 
14 
IS. 
16. 
17 
18. 
19. 
20 
21. 
22. 
23. 
24. 

-+ 25 
26 

PN' 
A: 

PN: 
A: 

PN: 
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when I was twenty for mstance 
(0.2) so then I wanted to be 
!h!.C!ll!y then 
hke you can see a bIt 
backwards and know where you 
are !!illY and what hes ahead 
[and I] thmk It was a ternbly () 
[mm ] 
dIfficult tIme and te'rnbl~ insecure 
under no CIrcumstances would I 
want to be twe(h)nty or ( ) hke 
mm 
so hke (0.2) I must be hke 
a ternbly ( ) slow de(h)velo(h)per 
yes 

vaddca kakskymppIsena 
(0.2) nun ma halusm sIllon olla 
kolmeky(h)mmenta sIllon 
nunku VOI naha vkhan 
~pamJa l1etlia IDIU 
on .!!~!Ja IDlka on edess"pam 
(Ja m]usta se oh nllnku kaubean ( ) 
[mm] 
hankalaa alkaaJa hI rveen epavarma 
en IDISSkan mmessa haluals olla kylla 
ka(h)ksky(h)mppmen tal (.) Sltli 
mm 
et tuota (0.2) et kyl ma oon varmaan mmku 
hirveen ( ) hltaasl1 ky(h)psy(h)va 
Joo 

Anna's account bears several similarittes to the extracts dIscussed in the previous 

section. An extreme case formulation 'I've like always felt' (lme 9) is used to 

mobihse a sense of personal contmuity, and a reference to 'some women' (line 4), 

works to bUIld a sense of Anna being an exception to a more common rule. But 

Anna's account does something m addition to this. She starts off by downplaymg the 

personal significance of age by referring to it as merely a number (Ime 2). This is 

followed by an immediate display of sensIbility and rationahty, that shows the 

listener that the speaker is aware that age is a potenttally difficult Issue to some: '/ 

know like this panic that some {.} women have with regards to ageing' (lines 3-6). 

Claiming that she personally does not have 'that kind of feeling at all' (hnes 6 and 

8), and that she, in fact, feels something to the contrary, is then established by the 

extreme formulation on line 9: 'I've like always felt.' ThIS IS followed by further 

biographical eVIdence, as Anna describes how she has always - since she was 

twenty - wanted to be older than her age, and how she would 'under no 

circumstances' want to be twenty (lines 21-22). Towards the end of the extract, she 

sums up her claim by mobilismg the type categonsatlOn 'slow developer' (line 25). 

What does the moblhsatlOn of particular type categorisation then add to the personal 

continUIty established by extreme formulations? In the extract above, the 

mobilisation of 'a slow developer' works, first of all, to bUIld an oppositional 

comparison to 'panickmg women' and to establish Anna's positton towards ageing 

as a long-standmg and a consistent one. 'Being a particular type of person' 

ImmedIately mobilises notions of constant behaVIOur, of stablhty, and of 'natural' 

character. The interestmg feature of this extract IS, however, that both category 

labels 'panicking women' and 'a slow developer' have the potential for being heard 
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in a derogative sense. Panic, taken to its extreme may refer to irrational, even 

pathologIcal behaviour patterns, whereas 'bemg a slow developer' may be mterpreted 

as equally non-desirable and self-derogative. Here one IS nonetheless used to counter 

the other. 

Combming an extreme formulatIOn with the mobIlIsation of a specific descriptive 

type also works as an upgrade rejection of the pOSSIbility that the reCIpient might 

hear the descnption as an on-the-spot, just-for-the-mterviewer -type account. Anna 

is, m other words not SImply descnbmg separate examples of times when she, 

momentarily, wished that she would be older. The combmation of extreme forms 

and the mobilisation of the type 'slow developer' thus works to provide un­

rebuttable evidence that 'wanting to be older' is a more long-standing, personal 

qualIty and not snnply a locally produced and worked-up description. 

In the next extract, Anita uses a snmlar combmation of extreme and type 

formulatIOns when descnbmg her figure. 

Extract 6. PN: W2: Anita (Cas 1, A: 22.9 - 23.4) 

l. A Well It'S hke I've really No ku rna oon Olkeestaan 
-+ 2. I've ruways been fat m~ oon ollu l!!na hhava 

3. PN: mm mm 
4. A: etcetera It'S hke I haven't sun muuta et mulla el 00 

5. had thIS hke (.) that thIS busmess sellasta rumku ( ) et 
6. WIth one's figure has not become kroppahommaa 00 paassy tulemaan 
7. hke that at thIrty et kolmekymppiseml rum 
8 I lost thIrty Iolos m~ lalhutm kolkyt Ioloa 
9. I've gamed twenty-five of It back ma oon hhonu Slit kakskytVllS takasm 

-+ 10 LIke I've ruways yo-yoed et m~ oon l!!na sahannu 
1l. I've never been m~ en 00 koskaan 

-+ 12. the beach type: ollu se UlmarantatyyppI= 
13 PN: mm mm 
14 A- hke m 1Iill! respect ( ) the only et slln suhteessa (.) amoo 
15 dlsappomtment WIth my figure pettymys lDlU kroppaan tuh 
16. came after the first child when enslmm~lsen lapsen Jalkeen ku 
17. «goes on to descnbe her figure «()atkaa kuvaamalla ulkomuotoaan 
18 after gIVIng birth to her first child» ensimmalsen lapsen syntymanJalkeen» 

Similar to the prevIOus extract, Anita can also be heard as onenting to a normative 

expectation that change WIth age bnngs decay, and that thIS is a potential worry to 

people. Her formulatIOn 'this business with one'sfigure' (lines 5-6), although not as 

explICIt as that by Anna m extract 7, can still be heard as carrying mdtrect reference 
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to others for whom this 'busmess' as 'an issue,' may be a source of disappomtment. 

Anita establishes herself as an exception through the extreme claim 'I've always 

been/at' (line 2), and by estabhshmg that her weight has always fluctuated (line 10). 

Amta's account is vulnerable to two kinds of potenttal rejection. FIrst of all, hke 

Anna in extract 5, she could be heard as providing an account of not bemg womed 

about her figure, simply with the here-and-now, local intervIew sItuation in mind. 

Second, her extreme formulation 'I've always yo-yoed' (line 10), to some extent 

contradIcts her earher claim 'I've always been fat.' A further source of contradiction 

is prOVIded by the informatIOn that at one pomt in her life Anita lost thirty kilos (line 

8). Parts of Anita's account could therefore also be heard as evidence of her being a 

person for whom body weight has, in fact, been something of a permanent worry, 

and who - for that reason -IS constantly yo-yo dieting for instance. 

Anita's self-descnption 'I've never been the beach type' (lines 11-12) works to rebut 

both these hearings. The question about worrying about one's figure is rendered 

lITelevant by establishmg non-alliance with the category label 'beach type'. Note, 

that it IS not immediately clear how the categorisation 'beach type' should be 

understood or mterpreted here. Not being the beach type could for instance SImply 

refer to a person's body shape. From the context where the type construction 

emerges, however, it becomes clear that more than mere body shape is bemg 

referred to. Rather, the beach type in thIS context works to project personal 

motivations, attributes and interests as central propertIes of incumbents in the 

category worked up. The negatton then - Anita as the 'not-the-beach-type' - thus 

becomes hearable as a description of someone with speCIfic longer-term interests, 

preference structures, values etc. The evocation of the beach type, invokes the notion 

that Amta has come to terms WIth her appearance that she has had all her life. Her 

formulatIOn 'in that respect (.) the only disappointment with my figure came after 

the first child' (lines 14-16), does some further work to establish that she is not 

womed about changes in her figure, but rather has only momentarily noticed and 

womed about such matters. 
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In the third example of the combination of extreme continuity and the mobilisation 

of type categorisations, Esa has been asked about sItuatIOns where he notices his 

age. 

Extract 7. 

l. 
2. 
3. 
4 
5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 
10 
1l. 
12. 
13. 
14. 
15 
16 
17. 
18. 
19. 

E: 

PN. 
E 

PN: 
E: 

PN: 
E: 

PN: MS Esa 2, Cas 1, A (16.5·17.3) 

I have no (.) urge to go and 
run a marathon or somethmg 
I haven't run one when I was younger 
and I dunno () so I don't have the 
urge to do It ~ either It's hke= 
nght 
=I've hved my own my own hfe 
and I've never been a ( ) ID 1hl!1 way 
a huge exercIse (.) freak or WIld 
or I've exercIsed qUIte normally 
of course hke you do and walk (.) 
even today [andl= 

[mml 
=stuffbut I've never been aJog 
( ) the Joggmg-type of a person 
[everl so 
[mm I yes 
(02) 
more of a house ( ) a househusband 

mulla 00 IDltaan ( ) tarvetta Illhtea 
maratoma Juoksee tal J otam 
en ma 00 nuorempanakaan JUOSSU 

enka IIIli tta (.) elU muIlanvttenUa 00 

suhen SIt tarvetta etta= 
nun 
=ma oon elany Slm omaa omaa elamaani 
enU olIu Ikma IDIkaan (.) sllIa latlla 
hrrvee lukunta(.)hullu Ja V1lh 
tal lukkunu Ihan nyt t1etenkm normaahsti 
IDIm lukutaanJa bvelen () 
tanalan palviiml [ Ja 1= 

[mml 
=tollal mut en ma nukaan semmonen hlllkka 
( ) hblkkiilhlDlnen 
ollu [Ilanal etta 

[mml Joo 
(02) 
enempl koti (.) enempi kotl-Isl 

The extract offers yet another example of the mobilisation of type categorisatIOns, of 

typical actiVIties hnked to these, and of the construction of extreme continuity_ 

'Running a marathon or something' (line 2) IS introduced as an example of the 

speaker not wantmg to suddenly change his habIts when growing older. Note, how 

'my urges today' become equated with 'those I had when I was younger' (lines 3 

and 5), and how the speaker's lack of interest in actiVIties, hke running a marathon 

thus becomes grounded m his long-standmg personal qualIties and preferences. Esa 

distingUishes hIS preferences and his way of hfe as fomung an oppositional contrast 

to those of the 'exercise freak' (lme 9) or the 'jogging type of a person' (line 15)2. 

He then heightens this contrastive effect by mobihsmg the alternative type 'house 

husband' (line 18). The label househusband is invoked in contrast to the predicates, 

notions of preferences and actiVIties of those invoked by 'exercise freak' and 'the 

Jogging type of a person'. 

2 The Fmmsh translated mto 'exercIse freak' translates hterally mto 'exercIse mad'. It IS used, 
however m the noun form to refer to a parllcular type of a person 
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The statement 'I've lived my own my own life' (hne 7), can be heard as 

accomphshing three things. First, it further constructs Esa's consistency and 

integnty through time. Esa can be heard as someone who IS 'his own person,' and as 

someone who is not easIly influenced or sidetracked into dOIng things. Snnilar to the 

extracts looked at so far, 'hving one's own life and therefore never engaging in 

certain activities' again functIOns as an upgrade rejection of the account being heard 

as made up for the occasIOn. ThIrd, 'beIng a house husband' and 'hving one's own 

life' also imply that the contrast types invoked, the 'marathon runners' and 'exercIse 

freaks' out there, are potentially people who tend to get sudden urges to change their 

habits In order to fight the effects of ageing.3 

To reiterate then very briefly, the combIned mobilisation of extreme formulations 

and self-descnption In terms of type categorisations dIscussed in this section can be 

seen as accomplishing a range of local mteractional business. First of all, the 

mobihsation of specific type categorisations functions as an additional way of 

discursively bolstering what extreme formulations also accomplish. That IS, they 

work as upgrade rejections agaInst the potentIal accusatIon that the speaker is 

simply coming up with descriptions for the intervIewer in the local here-and-now. 

CharacterisIng oneself as a particular type means speaking from the pOInt of 

authonty gIven by the membershIp descnbed. The membership within a particular 

group of people nominated by the type categonsation or a negation of a type 

categonsatIon also invokes predicates that render the reported chums, behavIour and 

stable personal qualities acceptable. Never having engaged in certain actIvities, or 

not havIng had any worries starts making sense, and is warranted, because such 

worries are moved outside of my type, and instead descnbed as qualities of beach 

types, exercise freaks or panicking women. In this sense, the dIscursive mobilisation 

of type categonsations SImultaneously trades off and constitutes motivational 

predIcates or lack of motivational predicates. 

3 Note how talk about exercIse almost gets Esa 1010 dIfficulty Havmg dlsassocIalmg hImself from 
excesSIve exerCIse he then hurrIes to add a descrIptIOn that constItutes hIs habIts as nonnal (hnes 31-
33) The speaker IS thus clearly orIentmg to the nonn that exerCIse IS good for you, and wardmg off 
the possIble heanng of hIm not domg hIs share. 
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Inter-locking extreme formulations analysed also in the previous section of this 

chapter, to descripttons of self as a specific type, thus helps the speaker to build a 

case that is proof against rebuttal. Establishing oneself via type characterisations in­

and-through talk does some highly economical work In establishing evidence, and 

JustifYIng the activities and descripttons offered. The interacttonal locale where 

membership In particular types becomes mobilised is typically one, where a space 

for a rebuttal could potentially open up. 

Second, the mobilisation of social types functtons as explicit (extracts 5 and 7) or 

more implicit (extract 6) folk theory comparison. Descnptions are, in other words, 

selected to underline and establish categorical oppositions between types, or labels. 

On the basis of such comparisons, speakers can then establish themselves as 

exceptIOns to the more generally denved model. There may be a more generalisable 

point to be made here: when talking about themselves, people tend to underline 

personal exceptionallty. The combination of extreme formulations and the 

constructton of type categonsations thus works to establish what people are like in 

general, or to establish that certain kind of change happens as people get older. 

Simultaneously this combination also enables the speaker to establish herlherself as 

not follOWing, or as different from such generalised scenarios. 

A further point to be made about the extracts discussed In thiS section is that In each 

case, the mobilisation of a type categorisatton also projects negative assessment and 

establishes doubt as to the authenttclty of the oppositional types descnbed. They 

thus make guarded Inferences, assessments and judgements of the group nominated 

by the contrasttve type categorisation. The descripttons, in other words, undermine 

the credibility or authenticity of the contrast case while deplcttng it, and the 

acttvities this type of person typically engages in, In a negative and derogatory light: 

as potentially shallow (the beach type), irrattonal (panlckmg women), or ludicrous 

(the exercise freak). The contrast case is bUilt against the derogatory such-and-such 

type, agrunst the category 'they' Sacks 1992, Vol. 1: 179). Panicking women, 

exercise freaks and beach types are thus types who have chfficulties With their 

ageing,' and who therefore possibly resort to desperate, extreme and ludicrous 

activIties. But that becomes understandable as 'they do such things' (op.CIt.). 
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The thIrd point we can now make about doing extreme continuity on the basis of the 

extracts in thIs and the prevIous section is that it is not an abstract, for-its-own-sake 

exercise. Rather, constructing personal contInuity also helps the participants' 

accountability within the intervIew situation. Speakers, in other words, without fail, 

do work to acknowledge common sense knowledge about change, and make sure 

that they are heard as beIng aware of change with age being a potential problem to 

some people. Simultaneously to these displays of sensibility and rationality, 

however, participants, at least in the cases analysed here, manage to establIsh theIr 

own personal exceptionality vis-a-vis the image of change. 

Means of conceding and evaluating change 

In this chapter so far, I have focused on the dIscursive practices by which 

participants mobIlise and construct personal continuity, and on how implicit notIOns 

of personal change are rebutted In thIS sectIOn, I move on to examples of descnptive 

sequences where notions of lIfe course change are directly invoked. The analysis of 

the extracts to follow has been inspired by Antaki and Wetherell's work on 'show 

concessions' (1999, also Finlay and KItzinger, under review). 

Contrary to the predomInantly fonnal research on concessions in conversatIOn, 

Antaki and Wetherell's treatment of concessIOn-making focuses on the variety of 

rhetorical effects concedIng may have in talk-in-interactlOn. They identify a three­

part structure, oriented to by participants, that is used to rhetoncally bolster speakers' 

claims. In contrast to earlier lIteral understandings, whIch treat concessions in 

conversation as 'a partIcIpant agreeing to the central issue after his or her pnor 

dIsagreement' (Kotthoff 1993: 147, ref. Antaki and Wetherell 1999: 7), Antaki and 

Wetherell note that speakers can make a 'show' of concessIOn and to use it to enforce 

and protect their claims against suspicion or attack. They then uncover a basIc 

conversatIOnal structure that consists of a three-part proposition - concession -

reprise structure. 

Here IS one of the numerous examples that they provide (1999: 8): 
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1. Resp there's no way I can influence proposition 
2. the federation of Labour 
3. I might [h,qte them you know 
4. Int [yeah 
5. Resp [willing to go out and shoot the concession 
6 Int [yeah 
7. Resp whole lot of them [But reprise 
8. 1nl. [«explosive 
9. laughter» 
10. Resp I can't influence them 

Antaki and Wetherell note, how more than mere agreement is going on here. The 

speaker first proposes something: that IS, that he has no means of influencing the 

federation of Labour. After this he concedes counter evidence of possible ways of 

influence and thus orients to the fact that his prior statement IS open to challenge in 

various ways. The third part of the three-part structure then reprises the onginal 

statement. It is this explicit show of conceding something to the opposite of the 

original statement that works to bolster the speaker's original claims. 

Antaki and Wetherell then outline the concession structure as having (1999:13): 

1. Material that could reasonably be cast as being a challengeable proposition, or having 
disputable implications 
2. Okay I alright I of course I you know or other concessionary marker, plus material 
countable as evidence against the challengeable proposition, or its implications 
3. But I nevertheless or other contrastive conjunction plus (some recognizable version of) 
the original proposition 

The authors then go on to Identify and detail the ways in which this three-part 

structure can be exploited in conversation, and map the variety of Its potential usage. 

Instead of gOing to the ample detail prOVided by their treatment of the issue, let me 

however, shift the focus back to the data at hand. 

BUIlding on the c1tscusslOn on the concession structure, bnefly described, I wish to 

explore the discufSlve and descriptive practices of conceding personal hfetime 

change in my interview data. The analysis that follows will show that the concessIOn 

structure, Identified by Antala and Wetherell, IS a recurrent feature of conversational 

data also in Flnmsh. In addition to the analysis of complete proposition, concession, 

reprise structures in the data, the analysis also moves to consider examples where 

closure to the' three-part fonnat is established not via reasserting the imtial 

propositIOn or claim, but rather by adcltng an extended elaboration or evaluative 
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sequence to the concessIOn made. ThIs is where my analysis moves away from the 

onginal emphasis of the rhetorical effect of 'making a show' of conceding. 

Two points wIll be raised in the analysis to follow. First, I will provIde examples 

where speakers concede to axiomatic notions of change. In these cases the 

concessIOn is, m other words, made vIa general reference to everybody, or generic 

categories such as 'one', or 'a person'. What I wish to establish, IS that describing and 

conceding change in axiomattc tenns does work to undennme the specIfic personal 

stake in conceding it (Edwards and Potter 1992; Potter 1997). Second, I will draw 

our attentIOn to cases where conceding personal change is Immediately followed by 

an evaluation of such change. In these cases the three-part concession structure 

identified by Antaki and Wetherell lacks closure in the sense that the reassertion of 

the mitial chum becomes replaced by an explicit, and sometimes extensive 

evaluation of the concession made preVIOusly. In these cases the act of concedmg 

change also functions as a show of personal rationality, reflexivity and/or matunty 

of character. 

Conceding axiomatic change 

One typIcal means of moblhsmg change m the data was by conceptuallsmg It as an 

'on-average' observation of how thmgs proceed. The examples to follow show how 

axIomatic and general notions of change are achieved in descriptive accounts where 

generic plurals hke 'we' or non-specific categories like 'a person' are used. In both 

extracts, partIcipants are asked about situations where they come to nottce theIr age. 

Note how, m both cases, personal change is conceded vIa maIong reference to more 

general and nonnative notIOns of age. 

Extract S. 

I. 
2 
3. 
4 
5. 
6 
7 
8 

PN. 

PN: MS Esa2 (Cas I,A: 16.9-17.3) 

Are there then any ( ) partlcula r 
(0 2) are there partIcular sltuallons 
lIke m addItIon to thIS (.) thIS ( ) 
thIs busmess wIth the blood 
pressure where you come to notIce 
that ( ) how old you are 
Ca-can you thmk of any sItuatIons 
(I 0) 
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p~ 9. E: Well no' well (1.2) no en nun (1.2) 
C~ 10. oh well one of course nun no elhan Slta nyt 

11. can't keep up anymore ID tletenkaan jaksa sIlla tavalla 
12. the way (0 4) one used to and stuff enaH (04) huseeraaJa nom 
13 so hke it clearly hke (.) you do: etta kylla se nyt selva ettll (.) ky'lla 
14. ID that way of course notIce It hke: sen sllla Il11lla tletenkIn huomaa ettll= 
15. PN: mm mm 
16 E: =1 mean we can't help It =elhan me nuttlla sllle voida 
17. that we're=: etta tassa= 
18. PN: mm mm 
19. E: =when age comes and =kun se Ika IklI tulee 
20. causes a bIt a bIt of decay Ja v.ha v.h'EruJeuttaa 

R~ 21. but hke (0 2) 1 wouldn't otherWIse mutta tota (0.2) en mfi muuten 

This extract is an example of a complete proposItion - concession - reprise structure. 

The extract starts, wIth the intervIewer's question first bemg followed by a 

disprefered answer: no. This establishes that the speaker has not noticed his age in 

any other situation, or that he cannot think of any such situatIOns. After a 1.2 pause 

the respondent moves to conceding counter-evidence to the proposition Just made. 

The concession IS constructed on reference to how things publicly and common­

sensicallyare ('oh well one of course can't keep up anymore'lines 10-11). 

'Oh well' resembles the concession markers identified by Antaki and Wetherell 

(1999: 13), which include 'sure', 'ok', 'fair enough' and 'obVIously'. The use of 'oh 

well' works to mark Esa's concession as resulting from a shift in hIS orientation to 

the Information conveyed. The interactlonal usage of 'oh' has been characterised as 

marking information management (Schlffrin 1987), m the sense that 'oh' as a 

partIcle is 'used to propose that its producer has undergone some kind of change in 

his or her locally current state of knowledge, information, onentation, or awareness' 

(Rentage 1984b: 299). In the concession above, 'oh well' can be heard then, as 

demonstrating that the speaker is aware, and has knowledge of, how things generally 

go; that he is not spealang out of ignorance. 'Oh well,' - especially combined with 

'of course' and the general completer 'and stuff on line 12 (Jefferson 1990) - In 

other words, moves hIS descriptIOn onto a more general level of axioms about 

human agemg and mobilIses the sense that publicly known, and common 

information is being referred to. 

Note also, how Esa moves to elaborate and qualify the concessIOn by using the 

genenc pronominal form 'we' (lines 16-17 and 19-20: '/ mean we can't help it that 

we're ... when age comes and causes a bit a bit of decay'). It is unclear as to whIch 
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group of peoples the vague 'we' exactly refers to. Esa could be speaking as a human 

being, and thus extending the 'we' to include people in general, the mterviewer 

included; he could be refening to hiS profession as a metal worker as a job that, 

more so than other Jobs, inevitably causes decay etc. 

After the generalised and axiomatic concession Esa repnses the initial claim of not 

noticing change (lines 20-21: 'but like (0.2) I wouldn't otherwise'). The reassertion 

IS, in thiS case, delivered m the recognisable fonn of a negation repeated (see Antaki 

and Wetherell 1995: 14, for details on reprise markers and closure). His account thus 

has the typical structure of a show concession where the initial proposition is 

qualified by a concession, after which the imtial claim is reasserted. The concession 

in Esa's account can be interpreted as onenting to his noticeable failure to point to 

life course change (line 9), and to demonstrate that the speaker none the less is 

aware of change as a nonn. 

AXiomatic and general notions of change are also a key to the description m the next 

extract, where K1mmo IS provldmg an answer to the same question as Esa. In 

contrast to extract 8, the concessIOn does not achieve hearable closure. Instead the 

speaker's concession, that again mobilises axIOmatic change, is followed by 

repeated elaboration (El, E2, E3) of the initial concessIOn. 

Extract 9. PN: M4: Kimmo (Cas 1, A: 6.6-7.1) 

1. PN: In which other situations (.) Missa mUlssa Illantels (.) 
2. are there sltuallons where you onks Jotam semmOsla Illantelta JOlssa 
3 come to notice hke your own age sa tuut huomanneeks rumku oman Ikas 
4. If hke at work you notice It jos nunku tbissa sa huomaat sen 
5. in ce·certam thmgs but hke Jos-Jolssam lletylssaJutUls mut elta 
6. what about otherwise enU Sit muuten 
7. (0.2) (02) 

Cl.~ 8. K' WeU of course you're no longer No tolta kal elhan Slta enU 
9 the same as (.) say hke when semmonen 00 ku ( ) sanotaan 
10 you were young ((laughs» so nuorena «nauraa» rum 
11. sure there are always differences onhan suna ama eroJa 
12 PN. mm mm 

El.~ 13 K. But °one can 'to () a person can't Mut °elhan SIUo (.) elhan Slta Ihnunen 
14 ever be the same agam VOl mlllomkaan oUa ~ enaa 
15. PN' mm mm 

E.2.~ 16 K: Sure you nollce It m many thmgs Kyllahiln sen huomaa monessa aSlassa 
17. you gel Ilred more easily vilsyy palJon helpomnun 
18. PN tuh-mm tuh·mm 

E.3.~ 19 K: and you don't always have the () elka semmosta ( ) kunnostusta 00 
20. interest ID thmgs kalkkeen ama 
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The mterviewer' ~ question is agam followed by a more general formulation that 

establishes that the speaker is conveymg something consensual and commonly 

known. Lines 8-10: 'Well of course you're no longer the same as (.) say like when 

you were young' can, in other words, be heard as statmg everyday, shared 

information about change. Having conceded change, the speaker then moves to 

elaborate hIs concession by using a generic formulatIOn (lines 13-14: 'But one can 'to 

(.) a person can '1 ever be the ~ agam'. ThIs again wIdens the scope of change to 

people in general, and moves the focus away from the speaker. While the 

intervIewer only offers mInImal response, further elaborations are then brought in 

(lines 13, 16 and 19). All of these: the implicit notion of time ('ever bemg the same 

again' on line 14), as well as singular axiomatic predIcates (tiredness, lack of 

mterest, lines 17 and 20) are delivered in the generalised you-form. This works to 

further strengthen the axIOmatic nature of the speaker's initial concessIon. 

The two extracts looked at so far have sirmlar concessionary elements in them. 

Contrary to extract 8, the example above does not have the complete show 

concession structure. Antaki and Wetherell note, that the distance between the 

ongmal claim and the reprise may vary, and that the effect of the structure generally 

becomes more muffled the greater the distance (1999: 23). In extract 9, however, no 

propoSItion IS made, as the speaker starts off by concedIng change. A reprise is also 

lackmg and becomes substituted by repeated elaborations of the initial concession. 

The common feature in the extracts above, however, is that in both, the speakers 

establish and concede change as a more general and axiomatic part of agemg. In 

both 'well of course' is followed by a generic formulation that invokes shared 

common-sense notions of change with age. Characterised in thIs universal fashIon, 

there is actually no great concession in acknowledging that change affects also me 

personally. Instead, both speakers merely establish being members in a category 

(,we', 'a person'), for whom change IS an mevitable part of bfe. In addition to 

minimlsmg any potential personal stake (Edwards and Potter 1992; Potter 1996) in 

concedIng change, the generalised concession is also in servIce of the speakers' 

accountability as It establishes the speaker as a full and knowledgeable member. 
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Concessions followed by an evaluation 

There are other examples m the data where a concession structure is clearly started, 

but where the proposition - concession - reprise structure, however, remains 

unfimshed. ThIs IS the case in the two extracts produced below. In both, mstead of 

reprismg the imtJal proposition (P), speakers move to evaluate (E) the concessions 

made earlier. 

Extract 10. 

P-7 1 
2. 
3. 

C-7 4 
5. 
6. 

C2-7 7. 
8. 
9. 
10 
11. 
12. 
13. 

C3-7 14. 
15 
16 
17. 
18 
19 
20. 
21. 
22 
23 

E-7 24. 
25. 
26 
27. 
28. 

E-7 29. 
30 

E -7 31. 
32. 
33. 
34 
35. 

PN 
L' 

PN. 

PN: W4: Liisa (Cas 1, A: 9.6.-9.8) 

Like I don't m that way 
(2 0) feel hke I'd be somehow 
(06) agemg 
Well maybe the thmg that I can't 
stay up late anymore 
mm 
That's maybe one It's the only thmg 
that I have that has hke (.) 
that I can't keep up the way 
I used to when I was young 
Like I've always been very energetic 
and had several Irons m the fIre 
Like I've done loads of thmgs 
but now I can't anymore 
Like I've ( ) slowed down 
slowed down so so hke I don't 
fancy staymg up late thmgs hke 
that don't interest me (2 0) 
°how should I put ItO vlsltmg people 
or somethmg hke >well I've never 
been one to Sit m restaurants 
but hke< but hke gomg out and stuff 
doesn't hke Interest me 
Like I love qUiet (.) 
evemngs at home Wlth my husband 
We dnnk wme or somethmg else 
lovely hke that 
Like (I 4) that maybe m that way 
thmgs have (.) but It'S not 
hke a bad thmg 
It's I thmk It's (02) m some ways 
a wonderful thmg 
Then on the other hand when 
you accept that thiS IS how It IS 
Mm mm 

Et en mH nnnku sllhn 
(2 0) tunne etm mH nnnku Jotenkm 
(0 6) vanhemsm 
No ehkli ~ et ma en 
Jaksa enHa valvoa 
mm 
Se on ehka semmonen se on amoa 
IDIkli mulla on sellanen tota ( ) 
et mH en Jaksa enM samalla 
lallla ku nuorena 
Et mH oon alka energmen ollu ama 
Ja mulla on ollu monta rautaa tulessa 
et mH oon tehny hrrveen monta aslaa 
mut nyt mH en enaH Jaksa 
Et mul on nnnku ( ) vanhti hdjenny 
hdJentyny et et tota 
el ollenkaan kunnosta se valvolDlnen 
ei knnnosta tavallaan semmonen (2.0) 
°mltes mH sanosmo kylassH olelDlnen 
tal JOku >no ravmtolassa mH 
en 00 koskaan Istunut 
mut et< et semmonen 
menelDlnen nllnku el khnnosta 
MmH rakastan nnnku rauhalllSla (.) 
kOb-lltoJa mun lDIehen kans 
J uodaan vnmH tai Jotam 
tHmmOsta Ihanaa 
Et tota (1.4) et sdlai ehkH kylla 
on (.) mut se el 00 

nllnku paha aSla 
Se on must se on (0 2) Jotenkm 
vaan thana asia 
Sit tOlsaalta nnn kun sen 
hyvHksyy et nam se on 
Mm mm 

This extract is a part of a longer answer to the questIOn 'when do you become aware 

of age'. In lInes 1-3, the speaker states that she does not feel lIke she's agemg. Her 

propositIOn is then immedIately followed by a concession. Note how the concessIOn 

IS done in parts, and how the first concession (lme 4-5) is immediately produced 
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again and reformulated on lines 9-10. The initial concession, which in this case starts 

by the thinlang token 'well,' consists, of the predIcate 'not beIng able stay up late' 

(lInes 4-5). This is later elaborated Into 'not keeping up the same as when younger' 

(lines 9-10). These signs or age-specIfIc activities are mentIOned as sIngled out by 

the speaker, and estabhshed as the 'only thIng' (lIne 7) that the respondent has 

noticed. 

A self-description In the form of extreme personal continuity then follows, this time 

in the form of a three-part list (Jefferson 1990): 'always been very energetic ... had 

several irons in the fire ... done loads of things' (hnes 11-13). What makes LIisa's 

account interesting for analYSIS, however, is what follows. Instead of using her 

extreme formulatIOns as evidence for 'beIng energetic and active' also today, and as 

a basis for reprisIng her imtial propOSItiOn, the speaker goes on to produce a contrast 

between me, when I was young (line 10), and me, at the moment (line 15). The 

contrast marker but on lIne 14, is followed by an explicit temporally framed 

concession of change (hne 14: but now I can't anymore). After thIS, the speaker goes 

on to unpack what the contrast case of 'slOWIng down' means in more detail. The 

concessionary structure of proposltlon - concession - repnse thus remruns 

incomplete as the speaker repeatedly establishes a change having taken place. 

Two further analytic points can be raised here. FIrst, note that concedIng change is 

immediately followed by an evaluation. So when the speaker, on lines 28-29, sums 

up her account by: 'Like (lA) that maybe in that way things have (.)' (and we might 

complete her sentence by hearing It as miSSIng 'changed' from the end), she then 

immediately evaluates this as 'not a bad thing' (line 30), and produces the contrary 

evaluation: 'I think it's (0.2) in some ways a wonder:fitl thing' (lines 31-32). 

Conceding change is, In other words done by first onentIng to some default negative 

interpretatIOn, which is immediately countered by a positive evaluation. 

Note also, how the acknowledgement of change IS established in terms that 

underhne the voluntary actiVIty of the speaker, and In terms that simultaneously 

mInimIse notions of forced change. Change In activities IS thus described as having 

taken place because the speaker no longer 'fancies' (lIne 17), or 'is interested' (lIne 

18) in them, or because she has grown to 'love' (lIne 24) other activities. These 
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fonnulations can immediately be heard as packaging change in positive tenns, as 

conveying having 'moved on' to other things with age instead of having been forced 

to do so. 

Countering notions of forced change and underhning voluntary changed action, was 

a more common feature in the data. Consider the following account where a 

complete concessIOn structure, In the fonn Identified by Antaki and WethereIl 

(1999) is again missing, as the speaker moves directly into conceding personal 

change. Similar to extract 10, she then immedIately moves to evaluate change in 

emphatically pOSItIve tenns. 

Extract 11. PN: W9: Briitta 2 (Cas 1, B: 6.8-7-6) 

c~ 1. B: Well yes I guess It has somethmg Nun no kylla se JotenIan 
2. to do WIth age as well that (.) Ikfiankin vannaan luttyy elta (.) 
3. that you i don't feel lIke ettll i el Jaksa nunku 
4. °fllrtmg too much any moreo °fllrttallla hlrveeslI enfiao 
5. PN' mm mm 
6 (02) (02) 
7. B: LIke If someone should come Et JOs JOku nyt tulee Ihan 
8. right to you then [lIke] °sure you tfihlm nam [min]ku °kyllllMn Sltll Sllten 
9. PN' [mm] [mm] 
10. B' rrught lIke Joke around a bltO VOl mmku Jonkun huulen helttafiO 
11. but [lIke] ( ) you mutta [min]ku ( ) 
12. PN: [mm] [mm] 
13. B: don't necessarIly have to el vlllttllmfiltfi tarvli 

E~ 14. ! thmk It'S (.) a huge advantage minusta se on (.) kylla hirveen suun etu 
15. () that you don't iHA VE to (.) ettel iT ARvlkkaan 
16 PN. uh-mm uh-mm 

E~ 17 B: I mean m the way that you're nunku Just sllleen elta on 
18 lIke set FREE lIke from nunkun V APAUtunut nuku suta 
19. [from] that thIS IS where I should [etta] mun pltals mlnku 
20. PN: [mm] 1J00] 
21. B' tembly lIke hombly kauheesll tlissa minkun hrrveestl 
22. PN. mm mm 
23 B. flIrt lIke WIth everyone fllrttallla nllnkun Iaukkten kans 
24 or lIke WIth someone tal nuku Jonkun kanssa 
25. and [ be ] tembly smart and able Ja [olla] hlrmu fiksuJa pateva 
26. PN: [mm] [mm] 
27 B: and somethmg JaJotakm 

E~ 28 I find It'S a huge musta se on suunnaton 
29. freedom that you don't ihave to vapaus kun el i tarvu 
30. PN: yes Joo 

E~ 31. B' I'm actually lIke qUIte amused Ihan suorastaan mlnku hauska 
32. when lookmg on It's lIke oh my kattoo SIVUSta eM 
33 Go(h)d they're trymg so hard hl(h)rvee ku nOl ynltaa kovastl 
34 ((laughs» «nauraa)) 
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Similar to extract 11, Briitta concedes personal change but nnmediately moves to 

emphatic evaluative description, whereby change is depicted as denving from 

voluntary personal choice that can, at any point, be countered at will (' °sure you 

might like joke around a bit O lines 7-10). Not doing something, like fllrtmg, is, in 

other words, descnbed as dependent on what the person happens to feel like at any 

particular point in tJme (line 3). Note also how changing your actions and habIts IS 

characterised in pronouncedly posItive terms: as 'a huge advantage' (lme 14), as 

being 'set FREE' (line 18) and as 'freedom' (line 28). 

The initial concession in the beginning of the extract IS followed by repeated 

evaluations. Most of these take the form of a personalised evaluation such as '[ 

mean, [ think, [find.' Towards the end of the extract the speaker offers yet another 

evaluatIOn by posltiomng herself In the role of an onlooker of other people's 

behaVIOur. Here, people (still) engaging in the flIrtatious behaviour, that the speaker 

herself has already abandoned, are depicted in a humorous light (lines 30-33). The 

change In one's personal behaviour is thus depIcted as having' something to do with 

age as well' (lines 1-2), but In the end, the account constructs the speaker as being in 

charge of the actual implications and personal signIficance of that change. 

In this sectIOn, I have focused on participants' wscufSlve means of concewng and 

evaluating change. Examples of conceding to axiomatJc and general notions of 

change were found to function as a means of undermining any potentIal personal 

stake in the actual concession of It. Second, examples of concessions that were 

Immediately followed by evaluation were examined. In these cases the three-part 

concession structure in the form uncovered by Antakl and Wetherell (1999) was 

lacking. Instead, the speakers (In extracts 10 and 11) focused on descriptIOn and 

subsequent, and sometimes extensive and emphatic, evaluation of the particularised 

and for-the-interaction mobilised age-specific activities (staying up, flirting etc.). In 

these cases the act of conceding and subsequently evaluating personal change 

functJoned as a 'show' of personal rationality, reflexivIty and/or maturity of 

character. 
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Continuity as a trap 

The last extract I wIsh to dISCUSS in this chapter is an example of a descriptive 

sequence where a speaker's self-descriptIOn mobilises both acceptance of change, 

and notions of personal contmuity. ThIs time, however, the speaker's self­

categorisation that builds on the continuity of hIS actiVIties and preferences threatens 

to turn against, and trap the speaker. What I wish to focus on, are the ways in which 

the speaker himself can be seen to actively orient to, and seek to remedy the 

motivational predIcates that his account affords. 

Extract 12. 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6 
7. 
8. 
9 
10. 
11. 
12. 
13. 
14. 
15 
16. 
17 
18. 
19. 
20. 
21. 
22. 
23 
24. 
25. 
26 
27. 
28. 
29. 
30. 

A. 

PN: 

A. 

PN 
A: 

PN: M2: Anssi (Cas 1, A: 29.7-30.1 ) 

No I mean I (.) have saId 
that I hve my hfe and accept 
that I'm (0.2) fifty years old 
and () that I'm Just as old as 
I ( ) happen to be at a ume and 
I don't (.) Imagme bemg (0 4) 
younger or older 
but hke I don't () nonetheless 
behave the way m whIch a fifty­
year-old should (.) behave hke 
I don't go to symphony concerts 
heh heh 
(10) 
I rather IlSlen to rock and roll and 
(0 4) but hke that has nothmg to 
do WIth t ~ (0.2) rock was IS 
(02) way back as a kld I hstened 
to old dance mUSIc so rock 
IS now ( ) old dance musl(h)c 
heh heh 
Chuck Berry recorded ( ) the 
claSSICS m the fiftIes hke the ones 
my boys sull hsten to now that 
they've the new records (.) CD's 
bought so (1.0) It doesn't neeces· 
>should we say that< (02) one 
Isn't necessarIly mto the klnds of 
thmgs that a fifty·year-old (0 4) 
er petty bourgeOIs should be mto 
(I 0) but nonetheless one IS fifty 

No el kun mali ( ) oon sanonu 
ettN maa elNn elamaNm Ja hyvllksyn 
sen ettN mNN oon (0 2) !llb1vuouas 
Ja ( ) ett mN oon JUun nlln vanha 
kum maN ( ) kullomkm olen 
enkN maN (.) kuvlttele olevani (04) 
nuorempl talkka vanbempl 
mutta em en maN ( ) SIIIa huohmatla 
Stltl ~taydy slllal mm kun vliskytvuotlaana 
PlllllS ( ) kNytlaytyN eM en mmH kNy 
smfomakonsertelssa 
hoh heh 
(1.0) 
mtelununm kuuntelen rokkta ja 
(0 4) mut SIlS el stlloo t INn kanssa 
mttUn tekemtsta (0 2) rock oh on 
(02) alkomaan lapsena 

kuuntehn radlosla vanbaa lansslmusitkkta 
nlln rock on ID:! (.) vanbaa tansslmusl(h)lkkta 
hehheh 
Chuck Berry levytti ( ) klasslkot 
vllskytluvulla mm JOIIaJOIIa pOJat 
edelleen kuuntelee kun nyt on uusla 
levyjN ( ) CD-levYJH ostanu eM 
(1 0) ettel se nyt vllltt-
>SIlS sanOlaanko em< (0 2) el 
valttHmatta harrasla SltH mtta 
Vllskyvuotlaan (0 4) 
oh poroporvann pltNls harrastaa 
(1.0) mut Sllta huohmatta on Vllskytvuotlas 

Lines 1-7 establish the speaker first of all, as someone who IS 'at peace' and satisfied 

WIth hIS age and as someone who does not have fantasies about being any other age. 

By line seven then, we are faced with a well-balanced, sensible man who does not 

have problems with his age or WIth bemg fifty. This 'acceptance sequence' is then 

followed by the speaker distancing himself from typIcal actiVIties, or from 
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normative Imperatives that he sees as attached to the age fifty. His formulatlon 'but 

like ] don't (.) nonetheless behave the way in which a fifty-year-old should (.) 

behave' (lines 8-10) can be heard as referring to a multltude of possible activities, 

each of which carry relevance to certain, or to some degree, different sense of fifty­

year-old-ness. The typical activity and normative imperative that Anssi then 

mobilises as constituting fifty-year-oldness, is that of 'going to symphony concerts.' 

By 'like] don't go to symphony concerts' (lines 10-11) he thus distances himself 

from a particular type of age characterisation that has something to do with gentility 

indexed by musical tastes.4 

By line 13 then, we have a man who acknowledges his membership m an age 

category, but who establishes that the inferences, which are potentially associated 

with that category, do not apply in his instance. In thiS sense the extract resembles 

the example by Sacks discussed m chapter three: 

A: How old are you Mr. Bergstein? 
B: I'm 48, I look much younger. I look about 35, and I'm quite ambitious 
and quite idealistic and very inventive and conscientious and responsible. 

Sacks (1992, Vol. 1: 44). 

By accepting personal age-descnptors (] have said that I...accept that I'm (02) fifty 

years old, lines 1-3), while disregarding certain age-specific actlvity-descriptors, the 

speaker m extract twelve establishes himself as someone who is not a cultural dope, 

who IS not locked mto age, and as someone whose actlvities and preferences are 

therefore not dictated by stereotypical age-specifics. 

At line 14, the speaker then introduces listening to rock and roll as the basiS for the 

alternative type of fifty-year-old, that he personally belongs to. His delivery from 

there on becomes marked by some trouble, which indicates that the speaker himself 

treats the activity 'listening to rock and roll' as potentially problematic. Anssi starts 

by adding, that his activities have 'nothing to do with 1age' (lines 15-16), but are 

rather a reflection of contmuous personal preferences. The speaker IS specifically 

orienting to the pOSSibility that his chum: '] rather listen to rock and roll' (line 14) 

4 Note that thIS charactensatlOn of a speCIfic, sIngled-out actIVIty can, however, be heard as a short­
hand reference to a WIder culturally avaIlable vanety of age-specIfic actIvItIes and predIcates that 'a 
50-year-old who goes to symphony concerts' mIght also engage In 
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be heard as an mdication of conservatism. Someone IIstemng to the same music now 

as 30 years ago could easily be interpreted as something of 'a chnosaur' or as 'being 

stuck in the past'. In fact, converse claims like 'I haven't listened to stuff like that in 

years, my musical taste has broadened, and I have moved along; I now go to 

classical concerts quite frequently', can easily be thought up, and the speaker can be 

head as orienting to these kinds of hearings. 

The fact that Anssi's descnptions of activIties and preferences as conSIstent and 

continuous through time may have caused some potential chfficulties for him, is 

obvious in the heSItation and false starts on lines 15-19. HIs self-correction 'rock 

was is' (line 16) shows that the speaker struggles to depict hIS taste in mUSIC as 

contemporary, although hIS self-description as someone who has always been 

interested In 'old dance music' does work to move him to the opposite direction. 

From line 21 onwards the speaker recasts his music taste as 'classic.' 

21 A- Chuck Beny recorded ( ) the 
~ 22 claSSICS m the fift,es lIke the ones 
~ 23. my boys stIli lIsten to now that 

24. they've the new records (.) CD's 
25. bought so (I 0) It doesn't necces-
26 >should we say that< (0 2) one 
27. isn't necessanly mto the kInds of 
28. thmgs that a fifty-year-old (0 4) 
29 er petty bourgeOIS should be mto 
30. (1.0) but nonetheless one IS fifty 

Referring to the music he lIstens to as classic, helps the speaker to ward off notIOns 

of conservatism, and to Introduce notions of agelessness and contemporariness 

instead. Being contemporary and up to date is further established by descnbing rock 

and roll as something that the younger generation (his sons, line 23) also listen to. 

The extract then closes with Anssl glossing hIS earlier chstinction between person (or 

age) descriptions and activity descriptions. 

In sum, extract 12 shows, how speakers can balance notIOns of change and 

continuity within a short spate of talk. Anssl' s account simultaneously 

acknowledges his membership in a particular age category, but also inchcates that 

common knowledge about the activities or the conventional expectations, about 

actiVIties of members in that category do not necessarily apply m hIS case. ThIS is 

done by SinglIng out and by refuting specIfic typIcal activities that are potentially 
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and somehow immediately available and bound to the age category in question. The 

extract also shows how mobilIsing contmuity may open potentially negative 

interpretations lIke hearing the speaker as stuck m his ways, or as showing his age. 

In this case Anssi solves this problem by replacing connotatIOns of conservatism by 

those of contemporary agelessness. 

Change, continuity and facticity 

This chapter has focused on the discursive mobilisation of lIfe course change and 

continuity. The analytic focus has been on how practices of self-categonsatlOn and 

self-descriptIOn merge With notIOns of change and continuity, and on the kinds of 

interactional business mobilisatIOn of personal contmuity or change accomplish for 

the speakers in the local context of talk. In the course of the analysis of the 12 

extracts in this chapter, we have seen how using extreme case formulations (I've 

never, I've always) was repeatedly used to construct personal continuity and also to 

constitute oneself as different from more generally applicable scenarios and types of 

people. Depicting oneself in extreme terms thus worked to warrant claims that 

continuity was a natural, sometimes equation-like outcome of deeper, more long­

term personal inclInations and dispositions. These findings were found to resonate 

with those m Wlddicombe and Wooffitt's study (1995) on youth subcultures. 

In the second section of this chapter, we saw how the mobilisation of extreme 

personal continUity was combined With self-description in terms of type 

categorisations. I pointed to how this combinatIOn functioned to bolster the 

discursive effect of extreme case formulations and worked as an upgrade rejection 

against potential accusatIOns of descnptlOns being produced simply for the 

interactional here-and-now. The analYSIS also establIshed in detail, how type 

categorisations were produced as practical construCtions on the part of the 

participants, how they worked to undemune the credibilIty and authentiCity of the 

contrast case mobilised in the descriptions, and how they thus also worked to 

highlight the speaker's personal exceptlOnality. 
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Looking at extracts where notions of change were mobilised, the analysis m this 

chapter focused on conceding as a particular communicative and interactlOnal 

practice. As a general observation, it was found that concession structures, as 

Identified by Antaki and Wetherell (1999) in English data, were also to be found in 

Finnish conversation. In addition to analysing complete forms of the concession 

structure, the diSCUSSIOn also focused on vanants of the structure discussed by 

Antaki and Wetherell. The analYSIS outlined the discursive detail whereby speakers 

conceded aXIOmatic notIOns of change. In some cases, closure m the argumentative 

concession structure was established by means of offering an expliCIt evaluation of 

the prior concession. The analysis also established, that In the analytic examples on 

concessIOns in this data, theIr situated use was less about making 'a rhetorical show' 

and perhaps more geared towards a show of maturity, refleXIvity and rationality. 

As a final comment on the extracts analysed in thIS chapter, I could point out that 

both types of accounts covered here: the constructIOn of personal continuity and the 

constructJon of change, seemed to depend on reference back to, and on 

acknowledgement of, some version ofaxiomatJc or more general type of change. 

Reference to change did more than simply help to dIsplay the senSIbility and 

ratJonality of the speaker, as someone who does not deny change as a part of life. It 

also functioned as an essential part of the logIC of accounting. Establishing extreme 

personal continUIty and exceptionality, thus gained ItS rhetoncal effect from expliCIt 

reference to more general scenarios of change and to people's reactIOns to It. 

Mobilising and conceding axlOmatJc change, on the other hand, could be seen as an 

almost ntualistic reproduction of common and shared notions of change. 

Acknowledgmg change, to a certain degree, functioned as somethmg of a common 

denominator of the extracts seen in this chapter. In the chapters in part three to 

follow, I will move on to discuss cases, where speakers mobilise categonsations that 

work to deny, or jeopardise notions of lifetime change. At the same time, the 

analytic emphasis moves towards discussing the potential moralIty of age claims. 
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Chapter Six: Talking Against Linearity 

'It is through the selection of descriptive categories which are 
hearable as "right" that members continuously display their 
competence to "look and tell", to make a socially acceptable 
"repair" of the indexicality of actually appearing talk and 
conduct. Observing and reporting are moral activities in that one 
has to continuously select descriptors that are hearable at-a­
glance as recognisably sensible, as "right" or "appropriate".' 

(Atkinson 1980: 37) 

'Interviews share with any account an involvement in moral 
realities.' (Sllvennan 1993: 114) 

In the analytic chapters so far, we have seen numerous det31led examples of 'age in 

action'. The analysis has, in other words, established the discursive means, by which 

partIcipants construct and manage their membership or non-membership in specific 

stage-of-life categones, and their means of makmg themselves and others aV31lable 

for specific categorical designation. I have also explored the descripuve practices 

through which speakers move in between conflicting self-categonsations and ward 

off potential category prescnption by the interviewer, examined how speakers orient 

to the possibility of bemg heard as breaching factual, common sense noUons about 

the life span, and studied the means of orienting to noUons of change andlor 

continuity. 

In the remaining two analyuc chapters I adopt a somewhat different thematic and 

analytic angle into my data by mtroducmg the notion 'moral discourse' and by 

discussing the potential morality of age claims. The analyuc perspective and 

objecuves set in the chapters m part three are thus sharply delimited. The objective 

is,first, to look into the vanety of ways in which 'morality' or 'moral discourse' have 

been conceptualised in discursive and conversation analytic research. 
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Loolang into social interaction and morahty, I also explore claims about the 

analysabihty of 'moral discourse', that IS, how analysts typically substantiate their 

observations of Instances of 'moral discourse' or 'moral accountability'. I will point to 

some conceptual and analytic problems with the use of the term 'morality', and to 

instances where it is used Interchangeably with other terms like 'rationality', 

'sensitivity' or 'delicateness'. 

Following the discussion and review into some empirical research on morality in 

discourse, my second objective is then, to explore what kind of analytIc mileage IS to 

be gained from adopting and utilising the term 'moral discourse' when looking at the 

age data at hand. To do this, I present potential candidate examples of 'moral 

accounting' or 'moral descnptive work' from my data. Presenting my data, I wish, 

however, to suspend any self-evident hypothesis that talk about age - the descriptive 

practices revolving around age-specific categories, predicates or activities - in an 

interview, or in any other Situation, is somehow per se 'moral' in nature. Instead, the 

analytic task set in this and the following chapter, is to explore whether the data 

warrants sufficient grounds for claiming that speakers themselves orient to the 

specific moral nature of their c1rums and descriptIOns. I wish, In other words, not to 

Impute the relevance of a moral reading onto my data, nor to presume its centrality. 

Rather, I wish to set out to present defensible claims based on the detail of actual 

occurrences of interaction. 

The extracts In focus m the present chapter are examples of talk where participants 

either claim an age category that explicitly goes against their visible-in-the­

interaction chronological age, or engage in self-description that is incongruent with 

common sense notIOns of mature and adult behaviour. In each extract, some form of 

perturbation and 'extra accounting' then follows. One possible way of interpreting 

thiS perturbation, IS to hear it as the speakers onentmg to their descriptions as 

potentially breachmg some normatl ve or common sense notions of age. This being 

the case, the key analytic task, however, is to conSider whether suffiCient a ground 

exist to develop an analysis that builds on the tenrunology of discursive morality, or 

moral work. 
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In the last analytic chapter, I then move to enlarge on the arguments put forward 

here. I will descnbe and analyse parts of the data where moral notions of right and 

wrong behaviour, and thereby explicit evaluation of particular personal qualities or 

actions of the speaker or others, rise to the commumcallve and descripllve surface of 

the interaction. Chapter Seven thus takes up and further develops the analysis of the 

potentially moral nature of age claIms and descnptlOn started ID the current one. 

As a prelude to analysis, I start by revIewing the relation between IDteraction and 

morality, and the ways in which it has been conceptualised and discussed within 

wscursive and conversallon analytic research. After thIS, I discuss the specific nature 

of the age data in focus here, and proVIde arguments as to why an analysIs ID tenns 

of notions of 'morality' may be granted. The chapter then closes with the analysis of 

candidate examples of 'moral accounting' from the data. 

Tracking morality as a discursive and conversational phenomenon 

Scientific IDterest m the relatIOnship between discourse, conversation and morality is 

by no means a recent phenomenon. On the contrary, as Bergmann in hIS (1998) 

review on research concerning morahty and interactIOn also shows us, scholars from 

a vanety of wsciphnes - from claSSIcal rhetoncs to SOCIOlogy - have for centuries 

worked to establish the parameters of moral actIOn and communication (see also 

Bergmann 1997; Jayyusi 1984, 1991; SabIDi and Sliver 1982). Bergmann also POIDtS 

out how, wIth the development of modem conceptualisations of science, a 

dlstlDction between moral commitments and factual scientIfic wscourse was set up, 

and how this evolved separation functioned as a prerequiSIte of all modem sCIence. 

Within wscurslve and (some) conversation analytIc research, morality is topicalised 

as an analysable empmcal quesllon. Numerous theoretical and empmcal analyses 

eXIst that seek to demonstrate the intertwined nature of interaction and morality and 

the means by whIch the conceptual, the moral, and the practical are irremedIably 

bound up WIth each other. Lookmg at the wntmgs by Garfmkel (1967) and Sacks 

(1992), we can see some of the groundmg work that elUCIdated the nonnatlve basis 
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of social order. The ethnomethodological Interest in the world of practical actions 

and practical reasoning - the detailed investigation of the organisation of members' 

conduct, actions, and conceptualisation practices in naturally occurring settings (e.g. 

Clayman and Maynard 1995) - simultaneously produced an understanding of moral 

behefs and moral concepts as constituents of people's practical everyday reasomng. 

As a result, the moral nature of interaction; the moral order that society's members 

encounter as 'perceivedly normal courses of action' and, as such, take for granted 

(Garfinkel 1967: 35), become tOpICS of analytic elucidation. 

Both sequential analysis and research on membershIp categorisation further explore 

the foundatlOnal way in whIch human Intelliglblhty and morality are intertwined. It 

has been pointed out that the analytic interest and vocabulary of conversation 

analysis that includes terms lIke 'preference structure' (e.g. Pomerantz 1984; Sacks 

1987; Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson 1974; see also dIscussion in Drew 1990 and 

Watson 1997), is in itself built on notions of (taken-for-granted) normativity. 

Sequential analyses show us that If a greeting does not follow a greeting or a 

question IS not followed by an answer, a 'noticeable absence' is to be somehow 

accounted for. The use of pauses constitutes yet another potentially morally 

accountable fine-grain feature of everyday interaction. Although always interpreted 

in SItu, the length and timing of sIlences in interactIOn can, in other words, be heard 

as disrespect or as sIgnalling the hstener ignoring the speaker (e.g. Sacks 1992, Vo\. 

1: 310-119; Sdverman 1998). Concrete analysis of the fine-grain workings of 

interaction - on possible normative orientatlons of participants in SItu - can thus in 

themselves be taken as practical examples of the "routine practico-moral order" of 

interaction (J ayyusi 1991: 242) and on the intertwined nature of morality and 

communicative practice (see also Heritage 1984a). 

Sacks' fundamental points about membership categorisallon practIces (category­

bound nghts and obhgations), and his discussion on how people attend to making 

appropnate and correct description (1984b; see also Jefferson 1987; Lawrence 1996; 

Silverman 1998) further mark the moral and normative grounding of ordinary 

discourse and everyday accounting practIces. One of the basic observations by Sacks 

concerned people's ways of attending to the choice of descnptive categories even in 
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situations where no obvious reason to do so exists. He noted how people, even when 

talking to total strangers, stilI seek to control the impressIOn they give about 

themselves and the inferences that can be drawn from the descriptive categones they 

use. 

We have already seen (in chapter 2), how Sacks' early work on categonsatlOn and 

description was taken up and expanded on particularly by representatives of the 

'Manchester school'. Employing data from a radio talk show and from freely 

produced accounts about marriage breakdown, Cuff, for example, not only extended 

Sacks' notion of the machmery of categonsation, he also established moral adequacy 

as an 'omnipresent feature of any account' (1993: 40). According to Cuff then, 

members can standardly and routinely deploy their social knowledge about what 

constitutes, or is heard as a 'proper' description, and how descriptions also display 

the teller m certain ways: as 'impartial, as 'bIased' as 'disinterested' etc. Producmg an 

account or description of the world the speaker thus makes himself aVailable to 

possible findings about hiS characterological and moral appearances (ibid.).1 

The grounding work by Sacks (see especially 1972b) and particularly the dynamics 

between everyday accounting, descriptIOn and morahty were extended by Watson's 

studies on 'moral profiles' (1978) and on categones of 'victim' and 'offender' in 

pohce interrogatIOns (1983, see also 1997) and, perhaps most importantly, by 

Jayyusi's ethnomethodological re-speCificatIOn of the base problematic of morality 

(1984, 1991, for a review of Jayyusi's work see Eghn and Hester 1992). More recent 

developments on Sacks' legacy and morality can be found in several of the chapters 

in Hester and Eghn 1997. In this collection of texts, Watson, for example, continues 

to underline the importance of preservmg analytic attention towards categorical 

phenomena in talk. Accordmg to Watson these 'highlight the moral organization of 

talk in a way that reference solely to sequential features structurally conceived 

neither necessanly nor consistently does' (Watson 1997: 68). Thus the notion of 

I The nolion of pOSSible descnptlons resurfaces m some of the later work of discursive psychology, 
for mstance, when lookmg mto how people manage mterpretatlOns of stake and mterest m their 
everyday deSCrIptive praclices. The word moral or morality does not feature m thiS work, however 
Instead, analysis and empmcal examples are provided on how deSCrIptions are constructed to ward off 
the imputation of stake and personal mterest by usmg 'stake moculalion' (e g. Potter 1996b). 
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morality becomes a part of the ongoing and longer debate about the virtues of 

analysis focusing on categorisation versus those of sequential analysis (see chapter 

two). 

Producing comprehensive listings of discursive and conversatIOnal investigations 

mto the relationship between morality and interaction would prove a difficult task. A 

brief catalogue, however, would have to include examples of mvestigations in 

mstltutional settmgs where the analytic focus IS on the mteraction between a 

'chent(s), and a 'professional(s).' Such research on the workings of morality include 

studies on doctor-patient and other medical interaction (e.g. Coupland and Coupland 

1999; Lmell and Bredmar 1996; Ruusuvuori 2000), on psychiatric consultations (e.g. 

Bergmann 1992), on discourses of counselling (e.g. Aronsson and Cederborg 1997; 

Kum and Wahlstrbm 2001; Sllverman 1997), on emergency and help-line calls (e.g. 

Bergmann 1993a; Zimmerman 1992), on 'referral talk' between teachers and 

educational psychologists (e.g. Hester 1998), on descnptive practices m courtrooms 

(e.g. Lynch and Bogen 1996) and on discussions between parents and health visitors 

(Hentage and Sefi 1992; Hentage and Lindstrom 1998). Other research into morality 

and interaction ranges from work on participants' selection of categories (e.g. Baker 

1997a; Edwards 1997; Jefferson 1987; Malone 1997; Wowk 1984), on descriptions 

in interview data (Baker 1997b; Cuff 1992; Maynard 1998; Nikander 2000a), on 

communication In dyadlc decision making (Cicirelli 1993); on the mteractional 

construction and telhng of stories (Baruch 1981; Hall, Sarangl and Slembrouck 

1997; Housley 2000; Polanyi 1985), and on shanng knowledge (Bergmann 1993b, 

GUnthner and Luckman 1998). 

One should bear in rrund though, that such a listing does not represent a collection of 

umtary or analytically symmetrical approaches to 'morality.' Rather, investigations 

differ considerably in terms of how the detailed features of the specific interaction 

are conceptualised: whether the analysis makes direct reference to morality as an 

aspect of the interaction, or whether other terms like 'delicacy' or 'sensitivity' are in 

use, for example. The theoretical, conceptual and analytiC variety wlthm research 

into 'discursive morahty,' as well as the ongoing discussions and debates around it 
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become clearer as we look more closely Into the different means of conceptualising 

'morality.' 

Conceptualising morality: Jayyusi and Bergmann 

In order to clanfy where the current study stands In tenns of its analysis of moral 

discourse some further background sketching IS needed on the vaned ways of 

conceptualising morality and on the problems that the tenn both historically and 

analytically carries with It. To stan with the fonner, two bnef soundings of work on 

the nature of morality in interactIOn are provided. First JayyusI's (1984, 1991) 

seminal work on categorisation and the moral order is drawn upon to provide a 

wider analytical startIng point and perspective. Second, Jorg Bergmann's more recent 

review (1998) on the dynamics between morality and 1Oteraction is considered. 

The two texts differ considerably both in genre and m length. Jayyusi's texts are 

extensive re-workings and exploratIons into Sacks' legacy and into moral 

philosophy, whereas the text by Bergmann IS an 1Otroductory article for a special 

issue on morahty in discourse (see also Bergmann 1992, 1993a, 1993b, and 1997). 

Comparing and contrasting two such eVidently different texts may, at first, seem ill 

adVised. My reasons for none the less making an attempt at this are, first, that I Wish 

to point to some differences m emphaSIS when conceptuahsing morality as a 

'substructure' for interaction. Second, I wish to point to some apparent and re­

occumng problems of establishing analytically grounded findings on moral 

discourse. These have to do with the relatIOnship between the analyst's cultural, and 

as such potentIally moral, understanding of the topic at hand and with the process of 

producing finnly grounded analysis. Lookmg at Jayyusi's and Bergmann's texts 

serves both these tasks. 

In the following, I review Bergmann's text as an example of what I found a more 

recurrent means by which wnters of empmcal analYSIS solve the problem of 

approaching morahty as a members' orientation versus employing or imposing 

morahtyas an analytiC concept or category on the data. In a way, hiS text also serves 
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as an example of how fragments of Jayyusi's detailed and notoriously dense work 

(see Eglin and Rester 1992) have become distilled mto analytic texts on moral 

discourse. In sum then, companng and contrasting Jayyusi's and Bergmann's 

treatments of the issue serves to make a more general pomt about the dJfferences in 

how 'moralIty' and 'moral c1Iscourse' are approached as empincal and analytic 

phenomena. 

Both Jayyusi and Bergmann make reference to the intertwmed relation between 

interaction and morality. The imagery and metaphors used when depIcting this are 

astoundmgly similar. When underlImng that the entirety of our interactional practical 

reasomng is morally and normatlvely constituted, Jayyusi uses the analogy of 

moralIty as the 'underground railway' that crosses m-between different language 

regions and practices. She suggests that 

.. our moral conventions underpin our understanding of talk and action throughout; 
we can assess all manner of actions, relevances and concerns in moral terms. Logic 
and morality are the twin guardIans of our discourse and activitIes; they provide our 
fundamental source of normative criteria for conduct of our practical human life. 
(1984: 207) 

Bergmann uses similar imagery in his treatment of moral discourse. Re starts off 

with the notIOn that morality, in all its culturally and hIstorically specific forms, is an 

indispensable feature of the social constitution of man. According to Bergmann, the 

variety of culturally specIfic forms of moralIty grows out of and develops from an 

elementary and culturally unspecific substructure he calls proto-morality. 

Proto-morahty is the basic stuff out of which morality is built; it is the substructure 
underneath the cultural specific forms and manifestations of morality. It is the 
proto-moral quality of social interaction that provides for the fact that virtually any 
kind of utterance may take on a moral meaning (1998: 283-4). 

Both writers thus depict moralIty as something of an undercurrent of human 

reasoning, practice and mteractlon. Jayyusi makes repeated reference to the deeply 

mtertwined relationshIp between descnptlOn and appraisal and to the moral 

groundmgs of ordmary dIscourse, whereas Bergmann's term proto-morallty conveys 

perhaps a more pronouncedly cultural slgmficance. According to him, cultures differ 

in terms of how elementary forms of proto-moralIty are transformed into regulated 

forms of conduct, and in terms of what kind of reciprocal ascnption of responsIbility 
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for behavIOur is speCific, or typical to a culture in a particular time (1998: 280). Like 

Jayyusi (1991: 241-2), he also wntes about the common and Intrinsic quality of 

morality as part of our everyday social interaction that renders it an inVisible and 

unnoticeable character. Bergmann also notes that the inter-relation between proto­

morality and culturally speCific diSCUrsive manifestations of morality become 

apparent in the close relation between communicative and moral semantics: in, for 

example, how the moral term responsibility IS derived from a term denoting the 

elementary discourse act response.2 

Starting with the notion that our everyday interaction and practical reasoning is 

irredeemably moral, and as such stems from a moral sub-structure (however 

conceptualised), both authors then stress the need to focus on actual instances of 

moral discourse. Jayyusi talks about analYSIS that focuses on 'the practices In which 

our moral concepts come to life' (1991: 233), whereas Bergmann argues for the 

centrality of analysis that he calls 'lived morality' (Bergmann 1998: 281).3 This is 

where interesting differences in emphasis and conceptuallsatlOn of morality between 

the two authors start to occur. 

Whereas Jayyusi's treatment makes repeated reference to the ways in which the 

conceptual, the practical and the moral are "laminated together in the organisation of 

situated action and discourse" (1991: 242), Bergmann seems to make a distinction 

between proto-morality and morality as an empirical notion. As an empirical notion, 

morality can be seen as refemng to a relatively li1TIlted number of speCific 

communicative forms, or elementary building blocks by which moral actions are 

realised (1998: 283, 287). Bergmann proceeds to list some of the descriptive and 

expressive deVices through which morality has been found to surface in interaction: 

morally loaded vocabulary or naughty words, chOice of deSCriptive categories (see 

Jefferson 1987), use of para- and non-verbal forms In interaction, storytelling (e.g. 

Baruch 1981), and Idioms and proverbs (see Drew and Holt 1988). He seems to be 

2 Bergmann notes that the same connection IS VISible m other languages like Swedish' svar - answar, 
m German: Antwort - Verantwortnung; and m RUSSian' otvet - otvetsvennost (1998: 292) The same 
IS true for Fmmsh vastaus - vastuu . 
3 DespIte the SImIlarIty m the descnpltve vocabulary and conceptualIsatlon of morality, Bergmann 
does not dIrectly or m detaIl quote JayyusI's work 
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arguing for a separation between morality as an everyday phenomenon and as an 

analytic or research topic. 

In the everyday life the "givenness" and inwardness of morality are plain facts, but 
from a researcher's point of view morality must be stripped from its evidentiality 
and turned mto an object of analysis by treating it as a continuous interactive 
achievement. (Bergmann 1998: 282, emphasis added) 

It is perhaps here that Bergmann differs from J ayyusi most. First, although he 

discusses how social scientists have struggled to study social interaction without 

taking a moral stance themselves, hiS own treatment of the analysis of 'lived 

morality' is itself in jeopardy of falhng prey to moral and modal descnpuon of 'is' 

and 'ought.' Giving guidehnes for the analysis of moral discourse (see the quote 

above), Bergmann, ID other words, ends up operating m what seems a moral 

universe, and hiS gUldmg principles for analysis thus, in themselves, become an 

example of the inescapable interrelation between language and morality.4 Like 

Jayyusi, he makes reference to the intertwined nature of morality and discourse but 

maybe for c1anty's sake, then proceeds to treat proto-morality and morality as 

analytic questions separate from each other. The way Bergmann sets up this diVISIOn 

seems something of a practical attempt at bypassing and bracketing some of the 

problems caused by the acknowledged all-encompassing nature of morality. Whereas 

for Bergmann then something of a clear-cut chstinction in between everyday morality 

and actual analYSIS on it IS achievable, Jayyusi adopts a different position. 

Just as one cannot get out of language to talk about language (Pears 1971), so one 
cannot get out of the moral order to talk about the moral order. What does this mean 
for the analyst? It means that she/he uses her/his moral membership, herllns moral 
knowledge of the mundane organisation of the practico-moral order as a resource, 
even as she/he turns it into a topic. (Jayyusi 1991: 247) 

According to Jayyusi then, there is no simple exit from the moral order (1991: 246, 

also 1984: 9-20), nor any 'pure' means of turning it into a tOpIC of analysis. Instead, 

practical, everyday reasoning and academic elucidation and enquiry are both 

embedded ID the same moral order. This, however, does not render empirical 

analysis of the moral order impossible. Instead, to establish and exhibit the in situ 

moral characteristics of people's descriptive and accounting practices, the 

4 I WIsh to thank members of the DIscourse and Rhetonc Group for the Jomt dISCUSSIon on the Issue of 
moral dIscourse. The theoretIcal and analytIC observations presented here have m part grown out of 
the comments m the group. 
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researcher unavoidably not only uses but also needs to "layout for view" (Jayyusi 

1991: 249) the cultural (moral) resources at play in the data but also in the analysis 

of them. 

The notions of moral order and morality in interaction do, however, carry multiple 

problems for the analyst and for the validity and rigour of analysis. In the following, 

I will bnefly look into three )Such problem areas: fuzziness, ascription and 

psychologization. 

Problems with morality 1: Fuzziness 

From the discussion so far, it is clear that the notion of morality presents several 

problems that need solving before a grounded and well-established analysis of 

discursive morahty is to be arrived at. FIrst, as the section above also established, 

morahty has omnipresence and inVisibIlity (Bergmann 1998: 280; Cuff 1994) that as 

such often goes unnoticed m everyday social interaction. S If all utterances are 

accountable (Garfinkel 1967) in the sense that they display the 'sense' of SOCial 

organisatIOn as it is locally accomplished, how do we go about estabhshing the line 

in between accountabIlity and 'moral accountabIlity'? And further, presuming that 

morality is omnipresent in everyday hfe, does It then follow, that every account, 

description, story, categorisation, or reportmg is open for an analysIs in terms of 

moral accountability and that, at the end of the day, all forms of interaction can be 

mined for the solid bedrock of (proto-) morahty? Are terms hke moral accounting or 

moral work in nsk of loosing their analytic force and of becoming fuzzy to the 

extent that no line of difference can be drawn in between accountablity and moral 

accountabIlIty? 

, Several wnters have pointed to the mherently moral nature of everyday mteraCUon Shotter (1989, 
1993b), for example refers to 'relational ethIcs or ethICS of communicatIOn' that are establIshed ID our 
Jomt actIVitIes, Taylor (1989. 27) talks about the language of self-understandmg and moral actIOn as 
the sources of human personhood; whereas Gergen (e g 1994: 103) dIscusses moral lIfe as a form of 
communal partlcipauon 
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Due to the omnipresent charactenstics of morality in everyday mteractlon the Images 

and analytic descnption by which it is conceptualised in different empirical studies 

vary considerably. This variation IS not a simple question of 'choice of words', but 

rather, results in different emphasis and indeed in somewhat different content being 

given to 'morality' or 'moral accountability.' Morality has, for mstance, been 

charactensed as something that 'lurks under the surface' of discursive mteractions 

(Bergmann 1998: 288), conceptualised in tenns of breaches of common-sense 

interactional recipes (Baruch 1981), anchored into specific uses of category or 

pronominal fonns (e.g. Malone 1997; Abel and Stokoe 1999), referred to through a 

variety of neighbouring terms like 'delicacy' and 'sensitivity,' or talked about via 

carefully picked expressIOns like 'moral tinge' or 'moral flavour'. 

Discussion on what in the end constitutes moral talk, or separates It from sensitive or 

delicate talk is m most cases missing from empirical analyses. Instead the reader is 

typically offered examples of data where speakers 'hearably' orient to the 

delicate/sensitive/moral features of interaction. The carefully comed tenn 'hearable 

onentatlOn' is therefore never in more frequent use than when trying to tap into the 

processes through which morality is talked mto being. 

Perhaps one of the most re-occumng problems brought in by the fuzzy omnipresent 

quality of morality m interaction IS the difficulty of distinguishing between 

orientations to reason or rationality on the one hand and morality on the other. This 

problem seems to surface repeatedly in analytic work and in the termmology used. In 

his study on practices of counselling and on the marking and management of 

potentially 'delicate' items, David S!lverman for instance seems to equate morality 

With reasonable activity and reason. According to him: "descriptions construct a 

profoundly moral universe of 'reasonable' activities conducted and perceived by 

'reasonable' people" (1997: 79). 

On the other hand, in some studies the tenns rational, reasonable, and moral are 

used side by Side. In his study concerning 'moral tales' told by parents of senously ill 

children, Baruch (1981: 267) for Instance states " ... the Significance of our 
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respondents' atroc;ity stones lies in the way they establIsh the rationality of their 

actions and also their own reasonable and moral character." 

Short quotes presented out of context do not necessarily do justice to the intricacies 

of the analyses in question. What the quotes do show, however, is that drawing hard 

and fast lines between moral and other nonnatlve standards like rationality, as they 

are onented to m talk and interaCtion is not a straightforward or a simple task. 

Instead, standards of rationality and morality often seem mtenneshed (Jayyusi 1984: 

187), and this, of course, poses further problems for analysis. 

Problems with morality 2: Analytic ascription 

Building on the discussion in the prevIOus section, two further analytic and 

theoretical problems with morality need to be raised. The first - analytIc ascription­

is directly linked to the discussion on the difficulties of singling out moral 

orientatlons from other nonnatlve InteractlOnal concerns. The third problem has 

longer theoretical roots that go back to the work by Goffman, and to the ways in 

which his writings, and subsequent studIes in 'the Goffmanesque genre,' treat 

morality as an integral part of the indiVIdual and her psychology. I discuss these two 

in turn. 

The fuzzy, omnipresent nature of morality easily renders analysis of It liable to 

theoretical and methodologIcal prescription at the outset of actual analysIs. The 

search for the significance of moral concerns and onentations in interaCtion, in other 

words, may lead the analyst away from an appreciation of the actual properties and 

dynamics of spoken language. As a result, empIrical analysis of 'morality in 

dIscourse' is in danger of engaging In circular argumentation. Should this prove to 

be the case, that IS, If empmcal studIes of morality show a tendency towards 

ascriptlvism - towards a tendency of Imputing the significance of morality onto data, 

numerous questions of valIdity and analytic rigour simultaneously arise.6 

• These concerns are SImIlar to those raised when dlscussmg some strands of dIscourse analYSIS whIch 
have repeatedly been found to Impute the relevance of ·dlscourses· to data and texts WIthout ngorous 
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Problems to do with the nature, and therefore also the analysis, of moralIty have not 

gone unnoticed in empirical research literature. Cuff (1994) for instance points out 

that despite the apparent orientatIOn by members to the moral adequacy of their 

everyday descriptIon and accounting, the omnipresence of morality does not, for the 

most part, stop people from engaging in such descriptive activities. Instead, people 

go about their everyday InteractIon expectIng what they say to be taken at face value, 

and as morally acceptable. In fact, challenging every story, Cuff adds, would be a 

source of endless interactional trouble (Op.Clt.: 40). 

Sllverman and Baruch, quoted in the previous section, also make reference to the 

possibilIty of analytic ascnption when reading their matenal. In his work on how 

parents establish their moral character when telling 'atrocity stones', Baruch (1981: 

278-9), for instance, discusses the Importance of examimng the actual ways actors 

themselves invoke structures rather than Imposmg them on the data. He then adds: 

" ... havmg saId this, it might be argued that treatIng atrocity stories as moral tales 

amounts to such an imposition. After all parents never make explicit in the interview 

that they are concerned With how the interviewer interprets their character and 

actions." In a sllnilar veIn, Silverman warns against the ease at which we may select 

specific instances from our data just to confirm an initial hypotheSIS (1997: 76). 

It starts to become clear then, that some of the potential problems with studying 

morality in InteractIon revolve around questions of substantiatIng and anchoring 

analytic claIms in the detaIl of data. QuestIOns of analytic ascription are thus linked 

to more general questIons of validIty when working with transcribed data. Discursive 

and conversation analysis pride themselves on buildIng their valIdity on the detailed 

and acceSSible representatIon of members' social actIOn, and for the ngorous 

groundIng of empirical findmgs (Perlikyla 1997, Seale 1999; Sharrock and Anderson 

1986). Whereas Within discourse analytic work the final validity and persuasiveness 

of analytic claims IS, to a certain extent, left to the Judgement of the reader 

(Wetherell and Potter 1988: 183; Potter and Edwards 2001; cf. JayyusI 1991: 249 

substantIatIon by the detaIl of the data (see for mstance Wlddlcombe and Wooffitt 199555-75, and 
Nlkander 1995 for a dISCUSSIon). 
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quoted above), conversation analytic research aims, to borrow a term from Schegloff 

(1991: 48), to produce the analytic 'hard currency' of defensible and grounded 

analysis7
• In both, the relevance of what can be named 'moral talk' is thus grounded 

on the sigmficance that speakers themselves attach to theIr claims in the course of 

the interaction. In the end, however, establIshIng moralIty as a genUIne members' 

concern, and not merely as something the analyst brings into or imposes on people's 

practIces remain issues to be dIscussed and solved one data set and analysis at a 

times. This may be part of the reason why conversation analytic work centring on the 

analysis of morality is in the minonty. 

Problems with morality 3: Psychologization 

The third problem with analysing morality In interaction has to do with some of the 

pronouncedly psychologIcal and individualistIc overtones carried over particularly 

from Erving Goffman's work. Goffman's entire wntings (e.g. 1959, 1961, 1964, 

1971) centre, In one way or another, on a preOCcupatIon wIth 'moralIty', 'face' and 

'ritual.' For hIm, all InteractIon was Inherently moral and, as a consequence, hIS 

analysis moves from this general 'social fact' Into the analysis of specific data and/or 

settings (see Drew and Wootton 1988). One could claim that traces of the 

Goffmanesque vocabulary are viSIble in empIrical studIes on dIscursive morality: in 

how 'moral work', when conceptualised as an all-encompassing feature of 

Interaction, comes close to Goffman's 'face work' for example. These overtones: the 

somewhat unspecIfied Intellectual alliance that the term morality carries with It, 

explaIn the reluctance of conversatIOn analysts to take up and pursue the notion of 

moralIty in theIr analysis (for a dISCUSSIOn, see Bergmann 1998). 

7 By the fiscal term 'hard currency" Schegloff (l991) IS referrIng to problems that the relatIOnshIp 
between talk and SOCIal structure poses upon analysIs. AccordIng to Schegloff. every observatIon an 
analyst makes about gender. class, power, status, (or morahty) etc. has to start WIth a firm groundIng 
In partIcular features of talk-In-Interaction. More recent and a conSIderably sharper development on 
the same argument IS In Schegloff 1997, where he sets out to underhne the superIorIty of 'formal CA­
analysIs' over some forms of CrItical dIscourse analysIs. For a detaIled CrItical assessment of 
Schegloffs posItion see Wetherell 1998, BIlhg 1999 For analysIs on dIscourse and morahty from a 
fenumst positIOn see GIll 1995 and Sleg and Henwood 1999. 

8 For an elegant example and dISCUSSIon of thIS, see Drew 1998. 
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In a fascinating dialogue between 'one type of CA', voiced by himself and Sacks, 

against the voice of Goffman 'in his late years', Schegloff (1988) lays out the sharp 

differences in between conversation analysis and Goffman's work (see also Watson 

1992). Accordmg to Schegloff, the focus on 'face' and 'face work' as the centre of 

interaction in Goffman's wntings moves his analysis in the direction of an emphasis 

on individuals and their psychology. The whole depiction of the organisation of 

interaction is driven by images of mchvidual raison d'etre and individual mterest -

namely 'face'. For Goffman, the interaction IS therefore organised, but organised to 

secure the individual's ntual and psychological needs (Ibid. 95-6). This, of course, 

stands In sharp contrast to the analytic starting points adopted by conversatIOn 

analysts and most chscursive work. In both, the analyses start not with the cognitive 

or the inch Vidual qualities of interactants, but rather focus on Interaction itself. 

The principle of starting With practical everyday reasoning and from thereon moving 

towards grounded and well-sustained analysis of morality in discourse IS put to test 

as we, again, turn to data analysIs. ReViewing the variety of practical analytic 

problems that morality poses on empirical analYSIS may raise more questIOns than 

solve. The discussion may, however, render the upcoming analyses on moralIty more 

transparent in terms of such potential problems. Before moving to the analysis, 

however, let us have a brief look at some features of 'age talk' as a case in point 

when studYing discursive moralIty. 

Morality and features of the data 

Due to the factual, hierarchical and positioned nature of age (Atkinson 1980; Sacks 

1974, 1992), the analysis of stage of life categories in talk forms an interesting and 

relatively untouched site for examining moral accounting. Normatlvely polIced 

categones with a strong expectation for particular types of action may, in fact, more 

eaSily lend themselves to being morally policed. It is relatively easy to come up with 

examples of how potentially normative notIOns of age and the lIfe span lIke: When I 

was your age ... " "Big girls/boys don't ... " "For God's sake, grow up!" are brought 

into and evoked In Interaction. Speakers, In other words, routinely use their 
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member's knowledge of certaIn things that are known about a category: about 

members of a particular age category for Instance. Such knowledge can then be used 

as a routine and normative way of Invoking some general rules about age-specific 

behaviour (cf. Sacks 1992, Vol. 1: 44). 

Despite apparent possibilities for normative or moral policing, one should bear in 

mind though, that judgements, descriptions or claims about age are not necessarily 

and in themselves moral in nature. Instead, the orgamzation of descriptions is subject 

to continuous, mutual interpretive work, and age, hke any other category, is liable to 

moral judgement and therefore can be taken up and treated in ways that brings it to 

the moral orbit. It is these Instances that the analysis In the current and the next 

chapter focuses on. 

Empincal analysis of age m interaCtion often makes reference to the positioned 

nature of age as membership category. Some interestmg discrepancy eXists, 

however, in the ways in which the potential morality of age claims is presented. This 

hnks back to the discussion in previous sections: to questions of conceptualising 

morality as a from-the-outset feature of interaCtion versus anchoring morahty m the 

detail ofthe data. 

According to Cuff and Payne for example, the progression through hfetime 

categories and the normativity of actions bound to each of these provides members 

"with a machinery for making positive or negative moral judgements" (1984: 175). 

Note how the Sackslan term 'machinery' inadvertently works to bring in notions of 

age categorisation as something inherently moral. The wnters immemately attend to 

this by statmg that the uses of this machmery depend on the particular 

circumstances. Another example comes from Hester, who in hiS study on 

descnptions of deviance in schools also discusses positioned category deVices. 

According to him, the stage of hfe membership categonsation device opens 

pOSSibilities for the mteractional mobilisation of praIse andlor complaint in 

pervasIve and fundamental ways (1998. 138). Once again, however, It must be 

emphasised that the extent to which praise andlor complaInt feature m age talk and 
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whether they convey specifically moral judgement has to be constituted by the detaIl 

of their situated use (see Hester and Eglm 1997a). 

It seems then, that research into the morality of age claims (see also Baker 1997a, 

1997b) see-saws in between some given special features of age as a category on the 

one hand and establishmg how the potential morality of age claims and descriptions 

'comes to life' in interaction on the other. Such balancmg is undoubtedly a 

characteristic of the present study as well. 

Another noteworthy characteristic of the discussion and data at hand IS the interview 

format of the material. It has been argued that the predommantly one-way interaction 

in interview situations encourages talk that IS self-monitored to a greater degree than 

'naturally occumng' talk (potter & Wetherell 1995; Widdicombe and Wooffitt 

1995). As a result, the mterview data at hand could be claimed to have features of a 

public performance to It, features in themselves attend, if not to moral, then to the 

rational charactenstics of the speaker. In the analysIs to follow, however, the 'non­

naturally occurring nature' of the talk is, agam, turned to serve analytic purposes: 

havmg noted the special characteristics of the data and their consequences for the 

design and shape of what is being Said, we can focus on the detailed features of the 

interview exchange as an interaCtion m its own right (see discussion in chapter two). 

Candidate examples of moral accounting 

The analyses of the extracts to follow have something of a tentative and searching 

nature to them. Following the diSCUSSIOn in the previous sections, I wish, in other 

words, to put pronouncedly strong claims about discursive morality on hold and, 

instead, present some 'candidate examples' of moral accounting. Given the fuzzy and 

analytically shppery terram between morality and mteraction, I Wish to move 

carefully when discussing the potential morality of age claims. The tentative and 

searching nature of the analytic discussion IS intended to underline the practical 

difficulty of distinguishmg between what is, and what can be identified as 

orientations to the rational, sensitive, or the moral. 
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The descriptions m the extracts to follow all seem, in one way or another, to 

challenge or deny some preconceived notions of age. Each extract also includes 

some form of perturbation and 'extra' accounting. The analyttc task in thIS section is 

to look into the nature of the perturbation and the practices of accounting. After this I 

move to consider whether sufficient ground eXIsts to develop an analysIs in terms of 

moral work. Let us start by havmg a second run on an extract we saw m chapter four. 

In the extract, Laura has been talking about turning fifty but sImultaneously feeling 

like a httle gIrl. 

Extract 1. 

1. 
2. 
3. 

~ 4. 
5 
6 
7. 
8. 
9 
10. 
11 
12 
13. 

~ 14. 
~ 15 

16 
17 
18 
19. 
20 
21. 
22. 
23 
24 
25. 
26 
27. 
28. 

~ 29. 
30 
31. 
32 

L: 

PN 
L' 

PN 
L' 

PN 
L: 

PN: Wl: Laura (Cas 1, A: 6.5-) 

Somehow one IS (1 2) I've 
often ( ) lIke thought that 
have I ever lIke In a way 
I've got thIS feelIng that mSlde ( ) 
that m a way mSlde one IS thIS 
(0.2) somehow a lIttle gIrl stlll= 
mm 
=that you haven't necessanly 
qUIte grown to be a mature 
.lYQman yet (l 4) lIke one (004) 
wants to sometImes lIke ( ) 
play the fool and somehow 
even ( ) act chIldIshly 
and (204) and 
then you notIce that your foends 
are domg exactly the same 
LIke I thInk It'S tembly 
typIcal to y'know to say that 
we're gOIng there and here WIth 
the gIrls and 
but It may well be that 
seventy-year- olds do 
say the [samel= 

[mm ] 
=that ~ says that I'm 
gomg WIth my (.) auntie 
fnends some(h)whe(h)re= 
hehheh 
=so It must be that lIke the way 
you relate (04) to people's 
age lIke It must move upwards 
WIth your own age 

Etta Jotenlan slta on (1.2) maa 
oon monta kertaa ( ) mmkun aatellulan Slta et 
onks ma Ikma et mulla on nllnkun 
tavallaan semmOInen tunne et slsalla (.) 
et tavallaan slSlmmaltaan on semmomen 
(0 2) Jotenlan tytt6 Vlela= 
mm 
=ettel 00 mlnkun Ihan kasvanu 
valttlimlitlli alkulseksl 
!ill!sekskaan et (lA) et Slta (0.4) 
haluu tletylssa aSlms mlnkun ( ) 
helttilytyy sllleen hullutella Ja 
Jotenlan ( ) olla alka lapsellmenlan 
Ja(24)Ja 
SIt huomaa et ystavat tekee 
Ihan samaa 
Et Just must sekm on kauheen 
tyyplllIsta etta et Slta nllnkun puhutaan et 
mennaan tyttoJen kanssa 
smne Ja tllnne 
mut vm olla ett mm tekee 
seltsemankytvuotlaatkm 
sanoo [nllnl= 

[mm] 
=rum et el kukaan sana et 
menen nyt nmtten (.) tlitlystavlem 
kanssaJo(h)nne(h)km= 
hehheh 
=et se varmaan sus se Inlten 
sa suhtaudut (0 4) kanssathnusten 
lklian nnn se varmaan sen oman tan 
my5ta koko alka se nousee se 

In this short section of talk Laura descnhes and reports on a illscrepancy between her 

chronological age and the 'way she feels insIde'. She also provides descnptlOns of 

actIOns and qualities that Include 'wanting to play the fool' and 'acting chtlillshly'. We 

can perhaps start WIth the observation that the practices of reportmg and reasomng m 
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her talk display an orientatIon to suitablhty, appropnateness and/or correctness. The 

hedges and pauses combined with the tentative features of the delivery, In other 

words, clearly mark some difficulty in what IS being conveyed. But, having said that, 

can we find sufficient bases for claiming that Laura's account is designed to attend to 

moral accountabihty? And if so, is it possible to pin point the moment where 

morality steps into the interaction? 

The earlier analysis on this extract in chapter four (see also Nikander 2000a) 

discussed how mobihslng the alternative category 'little girl' is done via descriptions 

based on the speaker's inner reality. The analysis also pointed out how references to 

privilege access knowledge hke 'inner feelings' (line 4) makes Laura's description 

less easily challenged.9 There are some further details In the extract that are worth 

commenting on though. 

First, note that the tentative features, and the repeated use of modifiers in Laura's 

dehvery accompany, not only her explicit categorisation (in a way ... somehow a httle 

girl), but also, and particularly, the descnptlOns of actions (lines 11-12: sometimes 

like (.) play the fool and somehow even (.) act childishly), and premcates (lines 8-10: 

you haven't necessarily quite grown to be a mature J:J::Qman yet). It would seem then, 

that Laura is working towards something that she herself takes to be an incongruent 

description. As analysts, we need not be interested in what possibly motivated the 

speaker to gIve an answer or to design her account in one specific way or another, 

nor to look for any other possible explanation or truth value 'behind' it. Instead, we 

focus on specific elements of descriptIOns: on the means through which behaving in 

certain ways is fonnulated in discreet or careful ways (c.f. Bergmann 1992), and on 

how age as a tOpiC may gain specifically moral meanings in and for the Interaction at 

hand. To do this, let us look more carefully for the source of incongruence in Laura's 

account. 

Earher research has shown that notIons of matunty and Immatunty as devices 'which 

can be mapped on to the stage of hfe' (Hester 1998: 140) are a potential source for 

9 The detaIl ID whIch 'feehngs' are used wIll be dIscussed ID more detaIl ID chapter seven. 
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trouble in mteractlOn. This seems, to an extent, to be the case here. The exact sense 

of 'mature' or 'immature' has already been shown to depend on the age of the person 

being categonsed or described, and on the age of the person doing the categonsmg 

(see chapter three). In Laura's case, she is descnbmg and reportmg on her own 

immature behavIOur and on her own un-adult hke qualities. The discursive detail by 

whIch this is done, and what then follows is of mterest here. 

Having mobilised notions of her own immaturity, Laura marks her account as going 

against or as mcongruent with some other available notIOns about her age and about 

'bemg fifty'. Note how, after the 2.4 pause on line 14, Laura works to bridge the 

incongruence via reference to other categories of people and theIr practices. Her list, 

that grows gradually more generalIsed: 'fnends' - '70-year-olds' - 'everybody,' brings 

together groups of people either engaging in similar, potentially inappropnate and 

immature behaviour, or people who, like Laura, defy usmg specIfic age terms. Her 

hst ends with the indefinite form 'you' (line 30) which is an appeal to intersubJective 

nature of the behaviour indicated m her prior descriptIOn. The non-differentiation 

and the plural character of 'you' marks that there is virtually no hmitation on the size 

of the population being referred to (see Sacks 1992, Vo\. 1: 165-166). Thus the 

potential problem or unacceptabihty wIth Laura's incongruent description and self­

categorisation as 'a httle girl' IS played down by what, in the end, is an extreme 

generalisation. 

Extract one exhibits m many ways the methodological problems with studying 

discursive morahty. That is, despite some dlstmctive and pm-pointable elements of 

discretion (cf. Bergmann 1992), the practices used to manage 'moralIty' remain 

implicit and embedded. Although Laura treats her account as a transgressIOn and 

works to defuse potential inferences of inappropriateness, no direct reference to the 

rightness or wrongness of Laura's behaviour is provided. Instead, the references to 

the common and unexceptional nature of the behaviour described, could just as 

easily be interpreted in terms of orientatJOns to the rationality of the speaker. Thus, 

any moral pomt, If we choose to call it that, although perhaps 'hearably' present, does 

not become expliCItly so. 
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Accounting for absent activities/qualities 

Let us see whether somethmg of a stronger case for age and morality can be 

established. In extract one we already saw how speakers onent to notions of 

progressIOn and to specific actions and predicates that go together With stages of life. 

We saw Laura marking her actions as incongruent vis-a-vis such norms and 

describing herself as lacking certain qualities. She in other words, treats her lack of 

maturity, and 'not havmg grown to be a mature woman' as accountable m and for the 

interactIOn. 

Sacks also discusses cases of situations where speakers take up the notion of absent 

activities in interaCtion. The examples provided in his lectures elucidate how notions 

of absent activities combme with particular situated expectations about stage-of-Iife 

categones. Accordmg to Sacks: "the fact that activIties are category-bound also 

allows us to praise or complain about 'absent' activities. For instance, a baby that 

does not cry where it might (say, in a christemng) can be properly praised, while an 

older child that does not say 'thank you' when passed food or given a present is 

properly blamed" (1992, Voll: 585). 

Accountmg for absent actiVIties, and onentmg to the potential (moral) evaluation 

that such accountmg may give cause for, was a recurrent feature of the data at hand. 

In the following, two further examples of accountmg for absent personal qualities 

and/or absent (appropnate) actions are provided. In the analysis of the extracts, I will 

focus first on the practices of accounting for absent qualities and/or actions. Second, 

I will draw attention to how, having made an absence visible for the interaction, 

speakers then explicitly acknowledge, or vOice out that a particular norm may have 

been breached, and that an evaluatIOn or a blaming may have been made relevant by 

that absence. What I wish to claim is that when voicing out or rehearsing a nonn or 

a potential evaluation for an audience, speakers simultaneously make the morality 

of breaching such nonns and thus the incongruency of their descriptions viSible in 

the interaction. 
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Extract two starts wIth the Interviewer asking LiIsa whether she has anything to add 

to the discussion so far. 

Extract 2. 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6 
7. 
8. 
9 
10. 
11. 
12. 
13. 
14. 
15. 
16. 
17. 
18 
19. 
20 
21. 
22. 
23. 

~ 24. 
25. 
26. 
27. 
28. 
29 
30. 

~ 31. 
32. 

~ 33. 
34. 
35. 
36. 
37. 
38 
39 
40 
41. 
42 

PN: 

L: 

PN' 
L: 

PN. 
L: 

PN' 
L: 

PN. 
L 

PN, 
L: 

PN: W4: Liisa (Cas 1, A: 39.3 •• 40.7) 
, 

What else comes to mmd ( ) ahout 
Ilme or age or ( ) themes 
Ilke (.) thIS 
(14) 
hhh can't thmk of l' anythmg Ilke 
(2 2) the only thmg I thought 
about when I thought when you 
[(02)] called so (2 0) 
[mm ] 
~ thmg that came to my mmd was 
that Ilke (0.2) thIS truddle-age 
Ilke (.) Ilke Isn't such a (0 2) 
temble thmg 
mm 
I mean It'S Ilke (0.2) Ilke It temb­
It'S hhh () It depends qUIte a bIt 
on how you yourself (.) take It 
what kmd of an attItude you've got 
and how you hhh (004) If you 
1'thtnk that you're old 
and that you can't then you become 
old you turn old 
mm 
but Ilke (0 8) cause I'm qUIte a (.) 
how should I put It I'm (0 4) 
when I saId that I don't know how 
to be a dlgmfied 
mm [mm] [mm] 
mlddle-[aged] lady [that] I'm Ilke 
more a urn (0 6) how 
chtldllke or Ilke a ( ) 
at Ilmes I feel I'm totally naIve but 
>Ilke I don't know If that's such a 
bad thmg< so Ilke (0 2) so the (O 6) 
urn that (1.2) >that m a way< Ilke 
that you dare to be (0 2) the funny 
mm 
you and dare to Ilke do somethmg 
hhh (0 2) how should I put It 
WIth the ktds or WIth l' people 
thmgs Ilke 
«tape ends» 

MIIli sulle nllnku Itelles tulee (.) wan 
tal IkHlin tai (.) tlinunosim teemolhm 
(.) IlIttyvaa 
(lA) 
hhh el mul1' muuta slllai 
(2 2) Slta mH vaan aattelln slllon 
ku mH funtsasm ku sall 
[ (0.2)] SOlllt mm (2 0) 
[mm ] 
semmonen'mul tuH trueleen just 
em el Iliil minku (0.2) tHiI keskt-lkalsyys 
ru (,) nlln ei se trukUn (0.2) 
kamala asia 00 

mm 
SllIeen et tota (0 2) et se on htr-
se on hhh (,) se on palJol1l slllli ktmm 
truten sil Ite ( ) suhtaudut sllhen 
trukH asenne sulla on 
Ja truten sil hhh (004) JOs sa 
l' aattelet et sH oot vanha 
etka VOl mm kylliiMn sa tuut 
vanhaks susta tulee vanha 
mm 
mut tota (0 8) ku mil oon alka semmonen ( ) 
et truten mH sanosm et mii oon (0.4) 
ku mil sanom et mil en osaa olla trukaan 
arvokas 
mm [mm] [mm] 
keski-lka[men]leldl [et ] ma oon 
semmonen om (0.6) trutes 
lapsenomanen tai Ilimmonen ( ) 
vallllH ma koen et ma oon Ihan natvl mut 
>et en ma tleda onkse nyt nim paha aSla< 
et semmonen (0.2) et tOl (0 6) 
iiah et (1.2) >et tavallaan< (02) nllnku 
et uskaltaa olla (0 2) se hassu 
mm 
mmHJa uskaltaa nllnku tehiiJotaktn 
hhh (0 2) truten mii sen 
lasten kanssa tal l' Ihmlsten kanssa 
semmOSla 
«kasettlloppuu» 

There is of course much gOing on in this passage. I will focus, however, on what 

happens from line 24 onwards. Before thiS point, the interviewee has described 

middle-ageness In general terms, and talked about age as depending on one's 

attitudes (lines 10-23). A shift happens on Ime 24 as the speaker adopts a more 

personal mode. It IS here that she also moves to accounting for absent quahties: for 
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not knowing how to be a dignified middle-aged lady (lines 26-29), and for bemg 

childlike and totally nal've instead (lines 31-32). 

The noteworthy feature m the passage is that notions closely lInked to llnmaturity: 

nal've and chIldlIke agam work to carry perturbation mto the delivery of the 

description. These naiVe and childlIke qualIties define what takes the place of, and 

fills in, the absence of 'bemg dignified or middle-aged'. Note that the speaker also 

modifies qualities Implying explicit immaturity: first, by marking out the transient 

nature of the naivety (line 32: at times I feel I'm totally naive), and second, by 

offering an evaluation (lines 32-34: but >llke I don't know if that's such a bad 

thing<). The speaker, in other words, clearly attends to the implIcations that her 

reported lack of matunty may elIcit, and does this by rehearsing and actively voicing 

out a potential outside evaluation. 

The VOicing-out and the acknowledging of a potential outSIde evaluation or blaming 

is then followed by a section of talk that seeks to negate such an evaluation. Note 

how the absence of matunty and being childlike and naive instead, are first 

reinterpreted m posItive term: as daring to do things (line 35 and 38). After this, the 

speaker reformulates naIve behaviour as funny (lIne 36) and simultaneously 

describes and remterprets it in terms that convey that she is in control and in charge 

of her activlties. lo The speaker in other words engages in careful demarcation of 

what childlike or naIve mean in and for this interaction. 'Daring to do something' 

remains unspecified, as the speaker does not provide any exrunples of daring actions. 

'Daring' also mobIlises notIOns of temporality and of intentional activIty that the 

speaker chooses to do. Liisa's description thus conveys that she does not engage in 

such activJt1es (whatever they may be) all the time. Instead, the notion that there are 

other available options for her, IS conveyed through the expressIOn 'the funny you' 

(lines 36-38). This category works to convey that the speaker may temporarily 

choose this particular 'daring-to-be-funny you' from a WIder selectIOn of pOSSIble 

10 BelOg m charge and m control of one's emottons and actIons IS a feature commonly hnked 10 
adulthood Accordmg 10 the naturalISt presumptIon, altatnment of an adult level of matunty thus 
tneludes matunty, self-control and SOCIal senSlblhty (e g. Annon-Jones 1986' 76-80 on the 'age 
paradIgm' of emotIons) 

166 



Chapter Svc: Talkmg Agamst Lmeanty 

'yous'. Note also that the 'naive-turned-funny you' is first introduced in the 

acceptable surroundings put together of activities to do with lads (lines 39-40), and 

only then to 'people' in general. 

In sum, extract two seems to carry more explicit reference to potential moral 

judgement. The speaker not only works to keep potentially threatening 

interpretatIons of her descriptIOns and actions under guard, she also voices out and 

rehearses outsIde normative evaluatIon, and, by domg this, wards off moral and 

evaluative Judgement. In the extract, the absence of normatIve, adult-lIke activIties 

and qualities is accounted for by reformulating naIve behaviour as funny and by 

characterising alternative actions and qualitIes as temporary and intentional. SlIrular 

features are found in the next extract, where the mterYlewer makes Laura 

accountable for claIming to feel not-fifty. The extract includes further examples of 

accounting for absent or lacking qualities. 

Extract 3. PN: Wl: Laura, Cas 1, side B (6.4.-7.8) 

1. PN: Yeah but what IS It then that you Joo mut mlkli se sltten on elta et 
2. don't feel fifty [«mdlstmct))] !UnDe Itselisl vuskympplseks [« epaselvlili))] 
3. L [Somehow I I [Jotenkm mli I 
4. feel my- () maybe It'S that I tunnen It- ( ) ehkli se on se et mli 
5. somehow however feel tunnen Itteni Jotenlan kultenlan 

~ 6. hke such a chIld nunkun nun lapseks 
7. >1 mean hke a hke I'm m a way< >sus jotenkm semmoiseks rumkun< 
8. (I 8) sllll that I don't feel (1.8) vlelli et mli en tunne olevaru 
9. hke I'm y'know so vlelli rumkun lIatsli rum kauheen 
10. ternbly full·grown and tliyslkasvune Ja 
H. PN. mm mm 
12. L: and and hke y'know ~ (.) JaJa semmomen rumkun.Yilll!a (.) 
13. and ( ) and mature and I don't Ja ( ) ja kvIllii enka osaa 
14 always know how to behave m m ama kl!v!tliytya rum et et 
IS. ways y'know (1.4) hhh nilnkun (I 4) hhh 
16. maybe I'd also want some ehkli halms Ittelleen my(is 
17. hke hbertles that you sellalsla vapauksIakm et 
18. could stIli (0 6) could sull be sals vlelli (0.6) salS vlelli alia 
19. hke (.) from tIme to tIme do these nunkun ( ) vahllll teha Just 
20 unWIse thmgs and epavusruta JuttuJa Ja 
21. be a bIt chIldIsh and= olla vlihan lapselhnenJa= 
22. PN: mm mm 
23. L =and somehow (0.2) that people =p Jotenkin (0.2) ettel sulta nunkun 
24 wouldn't hke 1'demand you to be hke l' edellytettlilskalin mitaan sellalsta 
25. PN: mm mm 
26 L' through and through (0 8) smart lapeensli ( 0.8) fiksua Ja alkulsmalsta 
27. and grown-up and thIS sort of Ja tallalsta nunkun 
28. (02) (02) 
29. PN: matronly? rOllvamalsta? 
30 L- 1'yes or somethIng I don't know 1'Nun tal Jotam en ma tuli 
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31. 
32. PN: 
33. L: 

-+ 34. 
35. 
36 
37 
38. 
39. 
40 
41. 
42 
43 

-+ 44. 
45. 
46 PN: 
47. L: 

-+ 48. 
49 

Ifmatron= 
[heh heh ] 

=[but somethmg lIke y'know lIke] 
I mean I thmk that everybody's 
aIm no doubt IS to grow 
mto thIs mature adulthood so 
it must be thIS kmd of lIke (2 3) 
mentallmma(h)tu(h)nty 
If lIke (0 2) 
If you remam there cause you don't 
mean to stay at the chIld stage 
but lIke up to a~(12) 
pomt there's lIke also somethmg 
IlQsltlve 10 bemg 
IIkea= 
mm 
=that you're not so (.) that you're not 
lIke (0.4) that you keep 
something of that (1 2) .J..chIld 
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onksrouva= 
[heh heh ] 

=[mut Jotam sellalsta tuatsa nunkunj 
sus ma luulen et kaIldaen Ihmisten 
tavOJte vannaan OIS kasvaa 
tlillalseen kypsaan alkUlsuuteen et se on 
varmaan Just taIlaista rumkun 
(2.3) henlasta ke(h)skenka(h)svUlsuutta 
JOS nunkun (0 2) 
JOs sa laat suhen eihan 
!ill:kOJtus 00 Jaada lapsen 
asteelle mut nunkun ~ (1 2) 
pIsteeseen astJ rum suna on Jown 
IlQSltJlvlstalan vlel. etJa 
nunkun olla semmonen= 
mm 
=ettel 00 nun ( ) ettel 00 

sIlleen (0 4) et saIlyttUjotam 
semmOJsesta (1 2) .J..lapsesta 

Extracts two and three have several faSCInating features In common. First, the 

descnption of immature or chIldlike behaVIOur is, once again dehvered very 

tentatively with heSItation and softenIng. Second, the transitory character of chIldlIke 

behaviour and the non-pervasIveness of the self-categorisatlon as 'a child' are 

repeatedly and clearly marked. Note, for instance, that Instead of clanrung the 

impossIble as in 'I'm a child', Laura describes herself as 'such a child'. This allows 

more latitude for an elaboration on how the notion of a child is meant exactly, and 

works to bridge the apparent gap or incongruence between being fifty and a chIld at 

the same time. 

More Importantly, Laura also accounts for the absence of certain taken-for-granted 

and commonly known characteristics of the category 'grown-up'. HaVIng mobIlised 

the category 'child,' Laura first elaborates what 'feeling like a chtld' means. This is 

done through reference to the absence of full-grown-ness (line 10), to lack of 

wisdom (line 12), to absence of appropriate behaviour (lines 14-15) and by reference 

to freedom and un-grown-up hbertles (hne 17). SlInilar to extracts one and two 

Laura's account is very tentative as every added piece of the description is deltvered 

with extensIve heSItation, pauses and modification (somehow, in a way, maybe). Her 

account also makes repeated reference to the taken-for-granted nature of notions like 

full-grown, mature and wise by the repeated use of common knowledge tokens hke 
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y'know (hnes 9, 12, 15 and 33). Simultaneously though, her own behaVIOur becomes 

descnbed as deviant and as lackIng these quahties. 

Another pomt in common between extracts two and three is the way m which Laura 

rehearses and vOIces out an outsIde nonn or a common understanding to do with 

matunty and Immatunty (lines 34-42). Like Liisa, she does some extensive work to 

re-interpret her earlier self-description and self-categorisation in posItive and active 

tenns (lines 42-49). Let us look, in some more detail, at how she does this. 

The section of interest here starts from lme 34. ThIS IS where Laura changes register 

and moves to describe and voice out a general and nonnative model for hfetlme 

development. Simultaneously she makes clear that she is aware that a general nonn 

exists and that she recognises the ideal and the type of matunty demanded of her. 

Extract 4: PN: Wl: Laura (partial repeat of extract 3) 

-7 34. I mean I thmk that everybody's sus m§ luulen et krukloen dlllllsten 
35. aim no doubt IS to grow tavOlte varmaan 015 kasvaa 
36 IOta thiS mature adulthood so tallalseen kypsaan rukUlsuuteen et se on 
37 It must be thiS kmd of hke (2 3) varmaan just t~lIrusta nunkun 
38 mentallmma(h)tu(h)nty (2.3) henlostli ke(h)skenka(h)sVUlsuutta 
39. Ifhke (0.2) JOs IlIlnkun (0.2) 
40. If you remam there cause you don't JOs s~ jlIat sllhen elMn 
41. mean to stay at the chdd stage tarkOltus 00 J§M§ lapsen 
42. but hke up to a certam (1.2) asteelle mut IlIlnkun ~ (1.2) 
43. pomt there's hke also somethmg pIsteeseen asU IlIm Slln§ on Jotam 

-7 44. llQsltlve m bemg llQSltllvlstalan vie'" ettli 
45. hkea= nUnkun alia semmonen= 
46. PN: mm mm 
47. L' =that you're not so () that you're not =ettel 00 nun (.) ettel 00 

-7 48. lIke (0 4) that you ~ sdleen (0 4) et SllIlyttMJotam 
49. somethmg of that (1.2) J.chdd semmoisesta (1.2) J.lapsesta 

'ThiS mature adulthood' (line 36) IS clearly marked as a generally accepted goal 

whereas 'remaimng or staying at the child stage' (lines 40-41) are marked as 

potential signs of 'mental immaturity' (lme 38). It is here, I claim, that Laura's 

account gams a more pronouncedly moral quahty She clearly engages in 

conSiderable 'extra' accountmg to ward off negative and deVIant hearings, and does 

this by actively voicing out a difference in between her childIsh behaviour and 

'mental immatunty.' Like Liisa in extract two, Laura simultaneously carefully 

reinterprets what 'being a child' or 'childhke' means In and for this interactIon. 
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Note how notions of personal choice and intentional activity are once again used as a 

means of defusing potentIal moral mterpretatIon, Judgement or evaluation. The 

absence of maturity and wisdom, as well as the notion of 'being childish,' are 

reinterpreted as positive and as resulting from active choice, that is, from the speaker 

actively preserving, cherishing or keepmg (line 48) parts of the child. Towards the 

end of the extract, childishness and immaturity are thus actively removed from the 

realm of the morally questIOnable or the pathological, and placed in the positive 

realm of the personal, and, m the end, adult control. Sllrular to extract two the 

speaker thus presents herself as being in charge and m control of when, where and 

on whose terms childishness or immaturity are allowed to surface. 

As a final comment and summary, I would like to draw attention to more general 

features in common to all of the extracts discussed in this chapter. First, the extracts 

could be characterised as 'talk against lineanty', m that in each case, some locally 

defined, taken for granted notions of matunty or adultness become challenged and 

the speaker subsequently depicted as lacking, or as different from such normative 

notions. Second, in the light of the exrunples shown so far, It seems that when 

challenging or attaclang lineanty or notions of matunty, speakers in the data 

simultaneously point out, and underlIne that they understand and that they, at least in 

part, align with such normative notIOns. ThiS IS in lme with the analytic observations 

made in chapter three where I established that when speakers denied personal 

change, they simultaneously referred to change as inevitable in the future, by using 

what was Identified as an A - B - but A -structure. In the extracts seen in the current 

chapter, speakers, in somethmg of a parallel manner, orient to and align with 

normative notions of matunty even when 'tallang against them.' By doing thiS, they 

simultaneously challenge and preserve the norrnatIvity of maturity. 

In the extracts we saw several examples where speakers unpacked their descnptions 

of nai·ve or immature behaVIOur and thus carefully defined what such terms meant in 

and for this interaction. Speakers also conveyed that naive or Immature activity is 

transient, under guard, and in the speaker's personal control. On the baSIS of the 

analysis of the examples on talk agamst age or hneanty (at least as seen in the 
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extracts here) it seems that such talk typically includes some delicate management of 

notions of right and wrong, of good and appropriate behaviour. 

In sum, the delivery of Incongruent descnptions of age: descriptions that denote the 

speaker as lacking matunty or that in some way 'go against hnearity,' are 

accompanied by the speaker displaying, vOIcing or marking out his or her awareness 

of such incongruence. Talk against linearity is thus managed by moral work by the 

speakers. 

Summary and Discussion 

This chapter has worked on two levels. First, it offered a dIScussIon and review on 

the vanety of ways in which morality has been conceptualised in dIscursive and 

conversation analytic research. I discussed several questions and problems WIth the 

notIon of morahty Itself and with the practicalitIes of produCIng finnly grounded and 

empirically substantiated findIngs of 'morality' In interaction. I then further 

examined the problems of anaIysabIhty and conceptualisation of moralIty by 

comparing the wntings of Lena Jayyusi and Jorg Bergmann. These two writers were 

found to take somewhat dIfferent stands in how morality IS conceptualIsed as a 

cultural phenomenon, on the one hand, and as a topic of analysis, on the other. I 

hope that the comparison of the two, the treatment on moral discourse as a fuzzy 

concept, and the dIscussion on analytic ascription and psychologizatIon served to 

elUCIdate more recurrent problems In the WIder empirical hterature on discourse and 

morality. 

Second, this chapter offered a distInctive contnbution to the empirical examinatIon 

of the morality of age claims in interactIon. In lIne WIth the theoretIcal dIscussion on 

the problems with analYSIng morality in discourse, a dehberately tentative and 

searching style of analysis was chosen. This chOIce was made to underhne the 

practtcal difficulty of dIstinguishing between speakers' orientatIOns to the 'rational' 

or the 'moral' on the one hand and to emphasIse the close relation in between 

sensItive, delicate and moral talk. In the analysIs Itself, pronouncedly strong claims 
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were, at first, put on hold, as I 10vited the reader to consider some potential 

candidates of moral accountmg. 

In all, the mterview data at hand, and maybe 'age description/age chums' as a 

broader category, seem something of an interesting case for the analysis of morality 

in discourse. It was pointed out earlier that age, as a positioned and normatively 

pohced category, might, in fact, more easIly lend itself to being morally 

conceptualised. Compared to some of the classic research on morality, where the 

examples used represent situations that perhaps more clearly already reside within 

'the moral' and embrace questions or nght and wrong, age talk seems to be sItuated 

to a much more unclear, or grey area. JayyusI (1984) for instance typically uses 

examples that come from crime cases or disputes about euthanasia for example, 

whereas Watson's studIes on moral work (1978, 1990, 1997; cf. Sacks 1972b) are 

largely based on examples of blame and motive ascription in murder trials. In both 

these case, as WIth other studies that exemplify complamt sequences m interaction 

(Drew 1998), or focus on descriptions of sexual behaviour (SIIverman 1997; 

SIIverman and Perakylll 1990) for example, issues of morality - in the sense of nght 

and wrong - are more readIly present and a part of the mteractlOn in questIOn. 

WIth age, I would claim, the pIcture IS perhaps more complex and unclear. Issues of 

right and wrong do surface, which helps to anchor the analysis of moralIty in c1ear­

cut and detaIled ways. At the same time, however, the talk, at least m the data corpus 

at hand, also 10cludes instances of Implicit morality, brought about by hesitatIOn, 

hedges, softeners, justifications etc. It is here that the hnes in between onentatlons to 

rationahty on the one hand and morality on the other become more dJfficult to draw. 

One of the aims of the current chapter has been to underline the difficulty of such 

l10e drawing. 

In the analYSIS, I focussed on some pin-pointable elements of the interactIOn that 

seemed to support an interpretation m terms of moral concerns and moral work by 

the partIcipants. I started with an example that worked to exhIbit the imphclt and 

un stated character of morality in 1OteractlOn. I then moved towards building a 

stronger case for morahty and age talk by looking at descriptive sequences where 

172 



Chapter Svc: Talking Agamst Lmeanty 

participants accounted for absent activIties and qualities. It was here that the 

participants seemed more explicitly engaged in desigmng their accounts to represent 

the moral character of the speaker. 

Referring back to the discussion in the begmning of the chapter, I would claim that 

the analysIs, so far, has made a good start in pointmg to some of the ways in which 

age functIOns as part of the 'routme practico-moral order of interaction' (Jayyusi 

1991: 242). The concrete analysis on the fine-grain workings of age description lays 

out for view the practical features of age and morality in action: the means by which 

speakers express an orientation to the rightness and wrongness of their behaviour, to 

the appropriateness of the descnptions provided, and the potential deviance of 

refemng to an absence of maturity. It would seem then that mobilising age in 

interactIOn requires, at least potentially, moral discursive work and practical means 

of taking the interactlonal moral order of age description into account. 

In chapter seven I continue the discussion on morality. Encouraged by the diSCUSSIOn 

in the current chapter, the analyses move towards explonng elements of talk in 

descriptive sequences where perhaps a more explicit sense of morality comes into 

the surface of mteractlon. 
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Much of member's social theorising is organized through the 
production and provision for collectivities in talk as morally 
organized groups and the characterization and description of 
individuals and their actions as relative to, and accountable in terms 
of, their membership in such groups. 

Jayyusi(1984: 52) 

To be sure, one major reason one might invoke for preserving 
analytic attention towards categorial phenomena in talk is that these 
phenomena highlight the moral organization of talk in a way that 
reference solely to sequential features structurally conceived neither 
necessarily nor consistently does. 

Watson (1997: 68) 

In the last chapter, I introduced the notion of moral discourse and discussed some 

ways In which morality has been conceptualised in empincal and theoretical work. 

The analysis concerned the difficulty of establishing finnly grounded observatIOns of 

morality in interactIOn, as I pOInted to instances where speakers oriented towards 

bridgIng some Incongruence In their descriptions, and fine-tuned their accounts to 

represent their moral character. Deflecting possible ascri ptions of fault or reproach to 

do with categorisations and conduct, as well as accounts of absent activities or 

quahtles were then established as manifestly doing moral work. 

This chapter enlarges on the analYSIS and discussion on the morality of age claims 

started in the previous one. I Will further Investigate the Intncate ways in which 

speakers mODltor their descriptions and self-categorisations (Edwards 1991; Sacks 

1992; Watson 1997), and how they use a combination of defensive design to 

produce morally insulated accounts. So while the prevIous chapter concentrated 

more on the potential morality of age claims, the focus here, Will be on speakers' 

explicit mobilization of right and wrong, or appropriate and inappropriate behaviour. 

The analytic observations In this chapter will be based on a variety of 

communicative features and descriptive detrul by which speakers display, configure 

and manage the morality of their accounts. What I wish to do, is to analyse this 
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discursive intricacy from several perspectives and thus make an attempt at bUIlding 

something of a hologram view on how accounts, parts of interview interaction as 

well as talk on other pOSSIble interactive sites, may be produced in ways that work to 

insulate them from moral reproach. 

The discursive practices I wish to discuss in this chapter: the communicative detail 

that mark an explicIt orientation to moral concerns in the data are 1) Self-imtlated 

qualIfications of accounts, 2) Appeals to feelings and the inner reality of the speaker 

and 3) Practices of monitoring the 'scenic features' of accounts. 

By self-initiated qualifications I refer to stretches of talk where speakers prOVIde, 

what can be heard as, a corrective to a self-categorisation or a self-description given 

earlier. What I wish to suggest is that self-initiated qualifications explicitly wsplay 

speakers' orientations to the moral appropriateness of theIr descriptions. Looking at 

such Instances of talk, I will also pay attention to the InteractlOnal circumstances of 

the occasion in whIch these elements occur. The questIOn-answer format of the 

interview, as well as the actions by the mterviewer are dIscussed as part of the 

interactional context that intervIewees address and orient to in their talk. The one­

way flow of Information typical of intervIew situations as well as the pauses and 

minimal feedback by the Interviewer, are, in other words, analysed as consequential 

for the design and shape of the qualificatIOns and correctIOns offered by 

intervIewees. The main focus in this sectIon is on the dIscursive Insulation work 

achieved by qualifications: on how such elements make visible and analysable 

particular instances of moral accounting as well as the category-specific expectatIOns 

of right and wrong, proper and Improper behaviour at play in interaction. 

As the second analytic angle mto the data, I will focus on speakers' appeals to 

feelings and inner knowledge as a baSIS upon whIch age descriptions and category 

chums are made. The mobilisation of feelings, and the production of 'experience 

licenced' accounts (Coulter 1979) will be discussed as an effective means of 

InItigating error, abnormahty or deviance in age descriptions, and as a wscursive 

way of sImultaneously assunng the mner logic and moral acceptabIlity of the 

speaker's descnptive work. The dIscussion on the interactlOnal currency of feelings 
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and appeals to inner reality in this section draws on earlier literature on the 

conceptual and cultural analysIs of emotion vocabulanes (e.g. Coulter 1979; Harre 

1988a; 1988b; Harrc~ and Parrot! 1996), and on studies of emotion discourse (e.g. 

Edwards 1997, 1999a). In addition, the analysis draws on studies on motive­

invocation as a communicative means of assuring competent and moral membership 

(e.g. Watson 1997). I will discuss the discursive flexibility of appealing to feelings, 

and show how such appeals are used to deal with potential membership failure. 

Third, the analysIs in this chapter focuses on the means by which speakers mould 

and monitor the scenic features of their accounts (cf. Watson and Wemberg 1982; 

see also Jayyusi 1993). In thiS context, I look at an extract where the mteractants -

jomtly and somewhat exceptionally - depict immature behaviour and action as 

acceptable and even admirable. ThiS, I will show, is constituted by the mterviewee's 

active co-selection of category Items like 'mother' when talking about potentially 

immature behavIOur, and by her careful scene and context transformatIOn. Both work 

to warrant the mobilisation of descnptions of 'mfantile' action and behaviour. The 

analysis in this section shows the ways in which scenic monitoring functIOns to lend 

moral msulatlon and acceptability to accounts. 'Scenically' monitored and orgamsed 

accounts and action descriptions, in other words, constitute specific moral profiles 

for the actors or agents in question (cf. Watson 1978). In addition to providing an 

exceptIOnal case m terms of how notIOns of Immatunty were on the average treated 

in the data corpus as a whole, the extract discussed in thiS sectIOn also provides an 

example of collaborative and joint moral evaluative work by the interviewee and the 

interviewer. 

The analyses in this chapter are based on extracts of talk from two mterviews. Two 

extracts are focussed on in detrul, first, by zooming into some finer detrul and shorter 

spates of talk within a longer argumentative whole, and then by focussmg on 

somewhat longer stretches of talk. Working mtensely with a liInlted number of 

extracts also means repeating parts of the same extracts when changmg analytiC 

angles. Some of the argumentative details in the extracts that take centre stage here 

are such that they, or vanatlons of the same practices, can be found in the extracts 
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already presented in chapter six. Space allowmg, numerous other empincal examples 

could have been included. 

In all, the analytic angles into the data in this chapter elucidate the variety of 

dtscursive practices by whIch descnptions of age in situ are insulated against moral 

judgement. The reader should perhaps again be reminded that although dtscursive 

moral monitoring may, m part, display strategic or intentional action by the speakers 

m question, thIS does not mean, however, that the revealmg of any such 'inner 

motivation or intentions' would be of mterest to the analysIs. Rather, analysing the 

discursive practIces of producing morally msulated accounts - the evocation of 

psychological concepts and feehngs, for instance - means focusmg on the 

interactional and moral business such descriptive action achieves in the situation in 

question. At the same time the analyses presented here, may shed light and have 

WIder implications on further studies concerning dtscursive morality in other 

settings. 

Producing morally insulated accounts 1: Self-initiated qualification 

In this section I wish to focus on how self-imtiated qualification of accounts: 

corrective elements offered to counter some detail in descriptions given previously, 

make visible partIcular mstances of moral accounting. Self-imtiated qualIfication or 

correction in conversatIOn (cf. Iefferson 1987) IS a recurrently used discursive 

resource by which speakers attend to category-specific expectations of right and 

wrong, or proper and improper behaVIOur. As such, they point to moments when 

moral concerns as part of self-categonsation and action descnption surface and come 

to life in interaction (cf. ten Have 1999). Let us start by looking at two short 

sections of talk where speakers add a corrective element to an account given 

prevIously. In both cases the self-mltiated quahfication follows a longer descnptlve 

turn by the speaker. The extracts will be presented m full later on, but for now ,let us 

look at the detatl of the corrective element itself. 
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Extract 1. 

I. 
2. 
3. 

-+ 4. 
-+ 5. 
-+ 6. 

7. 
8. 
9. 
10. 

-+ 11. 
12. 

-+ 13. 

Extract 2. 

I. 
2 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6 
7. 
8. 
9 
10. 
11. 
12. 

PN: 

L: 

PN. 
L: 

L: 

PN. 
L: 

Chapter Seven' Producmg Morally Insulated Accounts 

PN: Wl: Laura, Cas 1, side B (8.2·) 

but It can be that there's thiS lIke 
that on the other hand there ~ also 
thiS httle girl mSlde you as well 
mm 
(02) 
Like I do kuow naturally I'm able 
kuow how to behave say (0.2) 
at work and in a(h)1l othe(h)r 
situations exactly according to nh 
(.) urn as mature and (.) smart as= 
mm 
=expected and required 
But It'S Just that you hke feel that 

vaan se Vot 011. etlll slella on nnnkun 
totsaalta sun slsalllts on vlela semmomen 
plkkutytt(lkm olemassa 
mm 
(02) 
Et osaanhan ilman muuta mii pystyn 
osaan kaytliiytya sanotaan (0.2) 
toissa ja kai(h)kissa mui(h)ssakin 
tilanteissa ihan just sen 00 
(.) 00 niin kypsasti (.) ja fiksusti kun= 
mm 
=odotetaan ja edellyteliian 
mutJust se et sa nnnkun tunnet et 

PN: W4: Liisa, Cas 2 side A (4.3-) 

F,ddlest,cs I'm as old as 
I want to be 
yeab 
And however of course there are 
certain (.) up to a certain point and 
limit you of course behave I mean 
you can't do just anything 
Like your own (.) inner self tells 
you as much like (0.8) that (.) one is 
in that sense like a (0.6) mature adult 
that that (.) >certain limits are set< 
But f anyway I mean (0 4) bu (2 0) 

Katmkonllt ma oon mm vanha knn ma 
haluan olla 
JOO 
Ja knitenkin tietenkin on tietty (.) 
tiettyyn pisteeseen ja 
rajaan saakka sa tietysti k3ytliiydyt ethan 
sa voi olla ihan miten vaan 
Et senhan sanoo jo niinku se oma (.) 
niinku se sisin siella et tota (0.8) et (.) onhan 
silii ~ lama niinku (0.6) kypsa aikuinen 
etlii et (.) >tietyt rajat tulee< 
Mut fknltenkm m m (0.4) mut (2.0) 

As a first observation on these extracts, we can note that the interacbonal location, in 

which the qualification is offered, consists of an earlier claim (longer than shown 

here) by the Interviewee. The account is greeted by ITIInlmal feedback ('yeah' In 

extract two) or by minimal feedback followed by a pause ('mm' + 0.2 pause in 

extract 1), after which the self-initiated qualIficatIOn then follows. 

I will come back to the detail by which both speakers - in Interestingly different 

ways - appeal to their inner reality and use such privilege access knowledge to 

produce morally msulated self-description. For the bme being, however, let us focus 

on the detail of the qualIficatIOn: that IS lines 6-12 in extract one and lmes 4-11 m 

extract two. In both, speakers make reference to shared common sense notions of 

correct and mature behaviour expected of them. ThiS observation is backed up by the 

presence of common sense tokens lIke 'naturally' (line 6, in extract I), and 'of 

course' (lines 4 and 6, in extract 2). 
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The corrective elements are in both accounts marked as somewhat separate, or as a 

break-off from the surrounding talk. Note, In particular, how the qualification to the 

speaker's earlier talk is followed by a topic diSjuncture marker 'but' after which 

speakers move on to repeat or reformulate parts of their initial proposItions. The 

corrective move, In other words, is produced as an added element to the surrounding 

talk. As such, they can also be heard as the speaker conceding to maturity (see 

Antaki & Wetherell 1999, and the dIscussion In chapter fIve). In other words lines 6-

10 in extract one, and hnes 4-11 in extract two function as concessions to the 

expectations and obligations of adulthood and matunty, before the speaker continues 

and repeats the proposItion she presented earher.1 

The moves in the extracts above seem oriented to the correction of a disputable and 

somewhat extreme claIm ('Fiddlestics I'm as old as I want to', In extract 2) and to 

the inclUSIOn of addttional InformatIOn (extracts 1 and 2).2 In fact, the self-imtiated 

qualification in both of the cases marks the nature of prior accounts as something 

that is in need of further corrective detail or in need of balancing. The additional 

Information offered produces a corrective contrast to the prior account, and, I claim, 

simultaneously marks an orientation to moral reproach based on expectatlOns of 

age-appropriateness, membershIp knowledge and membership competenci. 

I Note, however, that the concessIOn structure at play here IS, agam. somethmg of a vanatlon on those 
analysed by Antala and Wetherell (1999). The corrective or qUallfymg element is not so much geared 
towards strengtherung one argumentatIve posItion at the expense of another. Rather, m both cases the 
self-lrutlated qualIficatIon functions more to bnng In a second, equally valul account or self­
descnption. ThIS gIves these extracts an mterestmg feel that the speaker engages m somethmg of a 
for-an-audlence dIalogue WIth herself 

Z Translating the expressIon 'katmkontlt' mto 'fiddlestlcs (Extract 2, Ime I) requIred some 
etymologIcal searchmg. I found out that thIS old expressIOn m Fmmsh. that SImply expresses doubt or 
that somethmg IS nonseoslcal, can accordmg to ItS lIteral meaning be translated mto 'cat's legs'. In the 
end, I chose a sIrmlarly dated expressIOn 'fiddlestlcs' as the, not perfect. but closest translatIon. Lusa 
usmg a dated expression m thIS partIcular context IS somewhat lromc as the dated 'fiddlestlcs' IS 
unmedlately followed by her declaratIon of bemg able to choose her age. 

3 Also note the laughter as part of the element m extract I (lIne 8). Resortmg to humour or Irony has 
been IdentIfied as a general feature markmg delIcacy or moralIty In InteractIOn (e g. Bergmann 1998, 
Haakana 1999) ThIS seems to lend further support for the analYSIS of the self-mltlated qualIfications 
m terms of refleXIve moral momtonng 
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Some bnef analytic notes can also be made here on the interactlOnal structure of the 

exchanges. Note, for instance, that the pauses and the acknowledging tokens used in 

the extracts above, work to locally occasIOn the inclusion of a self-corrective (or a 

conceding) element. The fact that the intervIewees' accounts are followed by 

ffilnImal feedback, a pause, or a combination of both (extract 1), may, in other 

words, have been mterpreted as an invitation to proceed, or as marking the need for 

further explicatIOn. The 'mm' in extract one is typIcally characterized as a continuer, 

that encourages the prior speaker to continue either on or off topic, whereas 'yeah' 

functions as an acknowledgement token (Gardner 1997). 

Without going mto the intricaCIes of conversation objects lIke mm or yeah, or the 

sequential structure of the exchange m more detail, suffice it to say here, that the 

monologic nature of intervIews (Hutchby and Woffitt 1998, see also chapter 1) and 

the common pressure towards good and ratIOnal answers in such situatIOns (e g. 

Silverman 1993, 2000), may, in part, explain the occurrence of speakers' 

qualificatIOn moves. I think specific traces of reCIpient design are to be found in both 

of the examples provided here. The focus on orientations to reciplency can, however, 

be augmented and in many ways 'fleshed out' by focusmg on the categonzation 

work simultaneously taking place. We need in other words, to look into the 

membership work and into the categorical relevancies that the discursive moves 

towards qualIfication are produced as parts of. 

In order to do thIS, we need to note that the speakers move Immediately from eIther 

claiming the category of a lIttle girl (extract one). or from churning the extreme 

freedom of choosmg one's age ('I'm as old as I want to' m extract two), into 

enacting category-bound knowledge and category-bound obligations typIcally tied to 

maturity and adulthood. In both cases, the added ruscurslve element thus consists of 

emphatic display of category bound knowledge tied to 'adultness'. From the 

perspective of category enactment then, the self-mitiated qualIfication can be 

interpreted as a means of establishing and presenting the speaker as a competent 

member in an age category: as knowledgeable and as capable of fulfillIng expected 

norms for mature behaviour. The detail of the accounts protects and msulates the 

speakers from moral reproach that interpretations of membership failure WIthin the 
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category 'adult' mIght afford. The stretches of talk can also be seen as doing exphcit 

moral work: they overturn 'bIased', 'distorted' or 'Imbalanced' accounts, by 

providtng 'correcttves' tn the form of a competing account of a preferred, or 

pri vlleged status. 

In this section then, I have been concerned with how earlier dtrect or imphed 

reference to Immaturity IS insulated from moral reproach by dtscursive elements that 

refer back to some commonly known and shared 'facts' and norms about stage of 

life categories (cf. Atkinson 1980 and chapters 3 and 6). Speakers in extracts one 

and two displayed and enacted their category knowledge and theIr COmmtttnent to 

notions and expectations of betng a member tn the category 'mature adult'. The 

analysis thus shows the practtcal communicative detail drawn upon by participants, 

as they structure their talk to gap any negative inferences that reference to an overlap 

in between stage of life categories might give cause for (Baker 1984; see also 

chapter 2). The extracts analysed In this section also exemplify speakers' conjoint 

orientations to the morahty of their categoncal work on the one hand, to the structure 

of utterances on the other, and the dynamtcs by which these two orientations tnform 

each other (Watson 1997: 53). 

Producing morally insulated accounts 2: Appealing to feelings and inner reality 

Having discussed some examples of discursive moves towards quallficatton as 

displays of speakers' onentations to morahty, I now move on to add a further 

analytic layer to my analYSIS. My main focus WIll be on two stretches of talk as I 

focus on the detaIl by which speakers appeal to their feehngs and their inner reality. 

What I WIsh to establtsh in thIS section, IS, that speakers' mvocatton of feelings and 

inner reality IS not only an mtricate and useful way of working up and assembling 

self-descnptions, or a way of accounting for actions, but also a central discurSIve 

means of managing moral accountabIlity. I WIll pay close attention to the rhetoncal 

design of the examples and show how the lay psychologIcal argumentation by the 

speakers - the repeated reference to mner knowledge and inner reality - works to 
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render accounts logical, acceptable and moral. In addition, the analysis focuses on 

how feelings are used as a basis of motive-Invocation, and thereby as a 

communicative means of assunng competent and moral membership (e.g. Watson 

1978, 1983, 1997). 

AnalysIs of emotion m social contexts, on the practices through which emotion 

words, personal feelings, and the mner reahty of the speaker are mobilized in text 

and talk, has provided some fascinating and compelling empirical analysis. As a 

precursor to empirical analysis, Wittgenstem, in his discussion on pain for example 

(1968: paras. 244-246, 448-449) implied that speakers' utterances should not be 

understood as direct reflections on their inner experiences. He also noted that 

reference to one's own private expenence or sensations makes such descriptions 

particularly resistant to dental or challenge. Talk about inner expenences, in other 

words, always implies personal ownership of that knowledge (cf. Sharrock 1974; 

Perlikyhi and Stlverman 1991). 

Contlnumg the Wlttgenstemian philosophy of the mind tradition, writers such as 

Coulter (1979, 1990b) and Harre (1988a, 1988b, 1989; see also Harre and Gillett 

1994; Harre and Parrott 1996) have provided analYSIS on the differential uses of 

'emotion words and emotion vocabulary'. Following Wittgenstein, the focus of such 

work is, for example, on the uses of the emotions in various settings and 'language 

games'4, and on logico-grammatical analysis of talk. Other Important contnbutlOns 

to research on situated emotion talk from an 'anti-psychologJstic stance' (Coulter 

1979: 1) come from anthropology and cultural ethnography (e.g. Lutz 1988; Lutz 

and Abu-Lughod 1990; Harre 1988a), and from social constructionism and studies 

on histoncal psychology (Hme 1988b; Gergen 1994, see also Nlkander 2001). This 

research has established the cultural relativity and hlstoncal change of emotion 

vocabularies and drawn attention to the relationship between the use of emotIOn 

words and the local moral and social order (e.g. Harre 1983, 1988b; Heelas 1988; 

Lutz 1990; Parrott and Harre 1996; White 1990; for a reView, see Edwards 1997, 

and Buttny 1993). EmotIOns, as psychological phenomena, have thus been recast as 

• Some of Harr"'s work also discusses emollons m 'episodes'. and thus reflects the terrrunology 
oflgmatmg from ethogemc social psychology 
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social phenomena that need to be studied in practtcal everyday contexts of 

attribution and accounting. 

A central methodological enrichment to the analysis of emotion categories, everyday 

psychological description, and everyday psychological concepts in talk and texts 

comes from discursive psychology (Edwards 1997, 1999; Edwards and Potter 1992; 

HamS and Gillett 1994; see also Potter and Hepburn forthf In his studIes on 

emotion categories m therapeutIc mteraction and medIa texts, Edwards presents 

perhaps the most substantial, yet conCIse, argument for the non-cognitIve study of 

'emotion dIscourse' (Edwards 1997, 1999; also MacMIIlan and Edwards 1999, for a 

discussion on Edwards see Valsiner 1999). Edwards gives an impressive account of 

the ways in which sItuated emotion discourse builds on the deployment of narrative 

and rhetoric, how narrative sequence and rhetorical contrasts are used to construct a 

sense of events, and on how emotions are evoked as a means of orienting to the 

"normative and moral orders, to responsIbility and blame, intentionality and social 

evaluation" (Edwards 1999: 279). HIs work thus continues and extends upon other 

analyses on, for instance, how partIcIpants evoke emotions while telling 'moral 

tales,' and on how such telling IS part of the practical interactional work of 

retrospectively explaming a pnor failure to act appropriately (Baruch 1981; Coulter 

1979: 132; see also Sarbin 1988). 

WIth the analyses to follow in mind, a further central theme in the existing literature 

on emotion talk, is the basic observation that both lay and professional psychology 

and thmking draw a contrast between the emotions on the one hand, and cognItion 

and rational thought on the other (Coulter 1979; Edwards 1999; see also 

Wlddicombe and Wooffitt 1995; Watson and Weinberg 1982). Emotions are 

routinely conceived of as natural, irrational, and as potentially beyond conscious 

control. CognitIOn and cognItive processes on the other hand, are conventtonally 

conceived of as wlthm conscIous control, and associated with rational thought and 

decislOn-makmg. Spelling out a lIst of mteractive business achIeved by emotion 

5 For dIscurSIve work on emotIons uSing 'posItioning theory' (Ham! and van Langenhove 1999) as a 
starting POint, see Stenner 1993, on lingUIStIC aspects of the expressIon of affect, see e g. Ochs and 
Schleffehn 1989. 
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discourse, Edwards (1997: 194), for example, pomts to the dichotomy between 

mtemal states and external behavIOur; the private versus the pubhc. Reports from the 

true inner hfe of the mind may be avowed by reference to personal experience, 

whereas ascnptions based on overt behaviour may be adduced to refute them. 

In the data presented below, It is this discursive detatling of talk - the repeated 

evocation of private access knowledge based on inner feelings, and the strict 

separation of cognition and dehberate action by the speaker from inner feelings as 

'musts' - that is of special interest to me. Unhke some of the research briefly 

outlined above, the speakers do not evoke specific emotion terms or categones like 

'jealousy' or 'envy' as such. Instead, the accounts make extensive reference to lay 

psychological terms and the speaker's inner knowledge Let us start by looking at 

extract three, where Laura describes her inner feelings. 

Extract 3. PN: Wl: Laura 5, Cas 1, side B (7.8.) 

I. L' I've thought about It often Ma oon monta kertaa Slta aatellu 
2. that smee I i often have thiS et kun mulla on i usem semmomen 

-+ 3. feehng that I'd want to m a way tunne et ma halUlsm alia tavallaan 
-+ 4 be a (.) or that I fee- (.) I wouldn't semmomen ( ) tal et m;! ko- ( ) en ma 
-+ 5 ~ to be but I feel that I'm halUls olla kun ma koen 

6. mSlde hke thiS httle girl slSlmma1taru olevaru semmoinen pikkutyttll 
7. who'd m a way (0 6) m fact Joka rumkun tavallaan (0 6) Itseasl3Ssa 
8 maybe still long for a ehU killp31S vlela sellalsta 
9. hke for a secure father nunkun turvalhsta Isaa 
10. or somethmg hke that= tal Jotam semmOlsta= 
11. PN: mm mm 
12. L. =so hke (02) If there's something =et ruinkun (0 2) JOs lotam 
13 you want then (.) It'S thiS (04) haluals rum (.) Just tamm51sen (04) 
14 hke when you look for secunty et kun Slta etsd turvaa 
15. >so I've often thought >rum monta kertaa ma~ oon aatellu 
16 that one maybe looks for thiS et Slta etsll ehka semmosen 
17. for thiS hke< more grown-up ( ) vlela nllnkun< alkulsemman (.) 
18. person's or a Il¥ent's () protection Ihnusen tal tommOlsen vanhemman (.) turvaa 
19 So It may be Just or (.) hke (.) Nun se VOI Just mut (.) nunkun ( ) 

-+ 20 m fact I pre~ that It must be tal Itse3Slassa gktankm et se vannaan 
21. because I've had ( ) a father Johtuu Sllta et mulla on ollu (.) isa 
22 who's been away from home Joka on ollu hlrveesti 
23. qUIte a h!l (0.2) and who POlS kotoa (0 2) Ja elk;! 00 
24. never mterfered In the koskaan puuttunu 
25. upbnngmg of the chddren lasten kasvatukseen 
26. and then on the whole Ja sltten yhpaatansa 
27. that both parents had thiS thiS et molemnulla vanhemnulla oh W tallanen 
28 that m our fanuly et melJan suvussa 
29. there was never much el 00 koskaan 
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31. 
32 
33. 

~ 34. 
35. 
36 

~ 37. 
38. 
39. 
40 
41. 
42. 
43. 

PN' 
L-

PN 
L 

PN. 
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6 
huggmg or lossmg 
or touchmg or [hke]= 

[mm] 
=y'know showmg much offeehng 
so that may have left m a way 
(0 6) ID part (.) thIS i emotIonal 
deficit and> i that may well cause 
that It can be qUlte< ( ) logIcal 
that you don't hke m 
lli!me] areas= 
[mm ] 
=ever grOW hke from the 
httle girl [( ) mto a]dulthood 

[yeah ] 

halattu elka pussattu elka suukoteltu 

elll kosketeltu elll [sdleen]= 
[mm ] 

=nllnkun hiel1llllln osotettu tuntelta 
etlli sllli on vomu JaMa tavallaan 
(06) osittam ( ) semmoista itunnevaJausta 
Ja > iJoka vOllhan teha sen 
et se VOl olla Ihan< ( ) looglstalon 
et et Sit nllnkun 
[jQ!tam] alueeltaan= 
[mm ] 
=koskaan kasvakaan rumkun snlli 
plkkutyt5slli [(.) al]kulseksi 

lJoo ] 

As a condensed descriptive gloss on the extract so far, we could say that Laura is 

accounting for 'having a little girl Inside her' and provIding the listener with 

potentIal and WIth offered-as-Ioglcal explanations as to why this might be the case. 

Several features in her extended account do practical work, that is, in the service of 

dIscursive moral insulation. The argumentative detail in Laura's account thus clearly 

exhibits the moral judgement grounded in, and inherent to membership 

categonsation. 

Note how, an absent father, and a farruly not In the habIt of showing affectIon, are 

presented as reasons for feeling hke a lIttle girl, and, follOWing the logic of thIS 

categonsation, for 'still' needing and wantIng parental secunty. The overlap In 

between the stage of lIfe categories 'child' and 'adult' is, in other words, presented 

in a lOgIcal cause-effect fashion. This dIscursive construction becomes apparent for 

Instance in the way Laura's summary from line 34 onwards starts wIth 'so'. The 

eXIstence of 'emotional defiCIt' IS presented as an understandable result and a logical 

upshot of her prior narrative description (see Rentage and Watson 1979). 

Tentative features: hesitation and use of modifier and softeners (e,g. in a way (0.6) in 

fact maybe, lInes 7-8), slmtlar to those seen in the examples discussed in chapter six, 

are also In recurrent use. The dIstInctive characteristic In Laura's account that I WIsh 

• The Enghsh translatIon dIffers here from the onglnal Fmmsh transcnpt In addItIon to 'hugging and 
k,SSing' the original Includes a second teno for Iassmg for whIch I had dIfficulty findmg an exact and 
SUItable translatton for 'Suukoteltu' on hne 30 IS somethmg of a dllrunuttve fono of Iassmg. The 
closest I could come m tenos oftranslatmg It was 'peckmg', whIch I, m the end, deCIded to leave out 
as not quite SUItable for the context 
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to focus on however, is the way she draws on lay psychological tenns (like 

emotional defiCIt, lInes 35-36), and the way she provides a rationale and a moral 

logic for her account vIa reference to the Inner self. Let us look at these in more 

detaIl. 

Lines 3-6, where Laura backtracks to correct the verb 'want' WIth the emotIon tenn 

'feel' are of partIcular analytic Interest. 

Extract 4. 

1. 
2. 

~ 3 
~ 4. 
~ 5. 

6 

L 

PN: Wl: Laura 5, (partial repeat of extract 3) 

1've thought about 11 often 
that smee I l' often have thIS 

Ceeling that I'd want to in a way 
be a (.) or that I fee- (.) I wouldn't 
.l!!!.!!! to be but I Ceel that I'm 
inside like tbis little girl 

m~ oon moota kertaa Slta aatellu 
et kun mulla on l' usem semmOlnen 
tunne et rnii hllluisin olla tavallaan 
semmoinen (.) tal et rnii ko (.) en rnii 
haluis olla kun rnii .!>2m 
sisinuruiltiin! olevan! semmoinen pikkutytto 

Several questIOns arise as to the discursive functions of Laura's self-repair. What is 

the interactional bUSIness achieved by the substitution of 'I want' with 'I feel'? Does 

Laura's actIve self-repair tell us something about the moral and discursive grounds 

by which an overlapping stage of lIfe category may be evoked in interactIon? 

We could start WIth the observatIon that claIming Incumbency In the category 'lIttle 

girl' via reference to one's wants clearly carries some bUIlt-in moral vulnerabilities. 

NeedIng the secunty of a father, or hanging onto the positIon of a dependent child is 

commonsensically something that people are expected to outgrow, in order to gain 

more adult and mature independence. In other words, still 'wantIng' or 'longing for' 

such comfort or security IS a potential sign of Immaturity, of faIlure to grow up, and 

as such, not something one should want. In extract four, Laura clearly orients to such 

a shared lifetime schema (cf. Atkinson 1980) by chscrediting her pnor fonnulation 

and by replaCIng wanting with feeling. By domg this she provides a preferred, less 

vulnerable and a more acceptable basis for her descnption, and sImultaneously 

deflects pOSSIble moral ascnptions of faIlure in tenns of membership in the category 

'grown-up.' 

The evocation of feelIngs and Inner reality works to Insulate Laura's account from 

moral judgment In two ways. FIrst, whereas wanting resides within the cognItIve, in 
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that people (at least 'adults') can thmk and decIde what they want, and for what 

reason (they can prioritlze, postpone etc); claimmg to/eel something formulates the 

grounds and reasons behInd a particular descnption differently: it places them WIthin 

the inner reality of the speaker. Appealing to feeling implies that Laura herself is not 

in any way motivated to choose or to act in any particular way. Rather, the feeling of 

having a httle gtrl insIde is removed from the realm of active choice and depIcted as 

something of a 'must' that she has no choice over (see Edwards 1999: 281-283). 

Second, the evocation of feelIngs and the way m which Laura's account is 

constructed, SImultaneously implies that the inner reality of the speaker, and the 

feelings thereIn, are under conscIous control. Note for Instance, how Laura's 

repeated claim of 'haVIng thought about' the Issues at hand (lines I and IS), and 

about the possIble reasons behind her feehngs, work to imply that such feelings and 

her mner reahty are, in fact, under very mature and refleXIve scrutiny. The fact that 

she now 'presumes' (line 20) to have found a possIble explanation also refers to 

some long-term reflectIOn. She offers rational and logtcal reasons to do WIth her 

family background In a thought-through fashIOn, while simultaneously discursively 

demarcating that the 'emotIOnal deficit', as a logtcal result of her childhood (line 35-

36, in extract 3), only affects 'some areas' (line 39 In extract 3) of her adultness. 

In sum, Laura's account (extracts 3 and 4) is aimed at giVIng a morally appropnate, 

logical and Justified description. She constructs her account to mitigate any moral 

interpretation in terms of membership frulure by actively formulatIng grounds and 

logical reasons and motivations that make the descnptlon acceptable (cf. Watson 

1978, 1983). Any invocation of potential derogatory categonsations resulting from 

the speaker actively wanting to be a little girl are ffiltlgated by active self-repair and 

vIa reference to the inner psychological reahty of the speaker as a logical inner 

'force' m Itself. 

In the analysis so far I have established how emotIOn talk functions not merely as 

dIscursive moral insulation. It also wards off partIcular motive ascriptIOn and thus 

secures the authenticity of speakers' claims (cf. Wlddlcombe 1993; Widdicombe and 

WooffItt 1990). The analysis also showed how overlap between stage of life 
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categories can be explained and rendered logical via reference to details from 

personal biography, childhood, or family upbringing'. Laura referred to and 

constructed a psychological lay theory whereby categorial overlap was not only 

rendered logical and acceptable, but also insulated from moral Interpretations and 

heanngs. The moral danger inherent to her descnption was discursively defused by 

the distInction she made in between accountable rationality (wantIng) and the 

unaccountable force of feelings. 

The argumentative currency of inner reality 

In this section I move ahead with the analYSIS on appeals to feelings and inner 

reality, by lookIng at how Laura contInues her account started In extract 3. I will also 

introduce two further empirical examples. First, let us start by listening to Laura 

providing further explanation for 'not having grown up' and by analysing how the 

Inner self is evoked to deflect possible moral inferences. 

Extract 5. 

37. 
38 
39. 
40 
41 
42. 
43. 
44. 
45 
46 
47. 
48 
49. 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54. 
55 
56. 
57 
58 
59. 

PN: Wl: Laura Cas 1, side B (8.2-) 
(Continues from extract 3, with lines 37-43 repeated) 

L: 

PN: 
L 

PN 
L' 

PN. 

L: 

PN' 

that It can be qUlte< ( ) logical 
that you don't hke m 
lli!me) areas= 
[mm I 
=ever grow hke from the 
hnle gtrl [() mto a)dulthood 

[yeah ) 
That's what I've thought that It 
may well be something hke thiS also 
that It doesn't have to be hke 
that you'd deny (0 8) that you 
now (0 2) deny being thiS age 
but It can be that there' s thiS lIke 
that on the other hand there ~ also 
thiS lIttle gtrl mSlde you as well 
mm 
(02) 
Like I do kuow naturally I'm able 
kuow how to behave say (0 2) 
at work and m a(h)Il othe(h)r 
situatIOns exactly according to uh 
( ) urn as mature and ( ) smart as: 
mm 

et se VOl olla Ihan< (.) looglstakm 
et el Sit nl1nkun 
f.JQ!ta101 alueeltaan= 
[mm I 
=koskaan kasvakaan mlnkun suta 
plkkutyt6slli [( ) allkUlseksl 

(joo I 
Sllli maa oon aatellu 
et se VOl olla Ihan llillaistak10 
et el sen tarVl1 olla mlnkun slta 
etlli kleltals (0 8) sllli etlli el 
nyt (0 2) kteltaytyy olemasta tan Ika10en 
vaan se VOl oIla etta slella on nunkun 
tOlsaalta sun slstiIlas Q!! vlela semmomen 
plkkutyttoktn olemassa 
mm 
(0.2) 
Et osaanhan Ilman muuta ma pystyn 
osaan kayttaytya sanotaan (0.2) 
tOlssa Ja kal(h)ktssa mUI(h)ssaktn 
ulantelssa IhanJust sen 00 
( ) 05 nun kypsasu (.) Ja fiksusu kun= 
mm 

7 For a diSCUSSIOn on overlap in between stage of hfe categones see also chapter 2. 
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-7 61. 

62. 
63. 
64. 
65. 
66. 
67. 
68 

L: 

PN. 
L 
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=expected and reqUIred 
but It's Just that you like feel that 
mSlde you there's thiS some (.) 
person or ( ) whatever that mner IS 
that (0 2) like i!l does not turn 
fi(h)fty years old now ({laughs» 
ye.-s ((laughs» 
like even If thiS 
fra(hlme here around It wou(h)d 

=odotetaan Ja edellytetlilln 
mut just se et s§ nimkun tunnet et 
sun slsHllHs on Joku semmo1Oen (.) 
Ihrrunen tai (.) rruka se sls10 on 
joka (0 2) et i se el kyl nyt tayt§ 
vllttH(h)kyt vuo(h)tta «nauraa» 
Ja:-a «nauraa» 
et valkka tama 
raa(hlml tHss§ ympllnll§ UyttlIi(h)sla(h)n 

As mentioned earlier, claiming incumbency in the category 'little girl' and 

mobihsIng descnptions hke 'not having grown into adulthood' is morally nsky. Both 

claims work against a culturally given, and a commonly shared lifetime schema and 

contradIct WIth the nature of stage of hfe categories as positIOned and factual. 

The interactional relevance of moral judgement as an Inseparable part of everyday 

descnption becomes exphcit In the detaIl by which Laura fine-tunes her account. 

Three such features of moral momtonng and moral Insulation in this passage are 

worth pointIng to. FIrst, the extract opens WIth Laura warding off the interpretation 

that her claIm 'not having grown/ram the little girl into adulthood' is an example of 

active denial; denial that is possibly occasioned by the interview situation (lines 46-

50). Similar to her prior self-repaIr from wanting to feeling, denying one's age might 

afford interpretations in tenns of motivated and conscIous action. It is these kinds of 

Inferences that Laura wards off by, again, referring to her inner realIty, her 'true' self 

that WIthout any active partIcipatIon from Laura's part - somehow in itself - explains 

the overlap between the chIld and the adult. Laura's mobihsatlon of her Inner self 

thus sets a contrast between accountable actions and ratIOnalIty (denYIng), and 

unaccountable Inner feelmgs. This rlletorical opposition (cf. Edwards 1997, 1999) 

between agentive and active control and actions by the speaker on the one hand, and 

involuntary and independent Inner forces, on the other, again insulates Laura's 

claims from moral reproach. 

A second noteworthy feature in extract five is the distinct persuasIve work done by 

appeals to feehng and Inner reahty (cf. Edwards 1999: 273-278). The inner, true self 

IS depIcted as somewhat mystical, as something that the speaker herself has some 

dIfficulty descnbing (hnes 62-63). At the same time, however, the Inner reality: 

having 'on the other hand ... this little girl inside you as well' (lines 50-51) leaves 
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latitude for the existence of other potential endunng dispositions or characters such 

as possibly 'the wise old woman' or 'the mature and adult Laura' (lines 54-60) 

enacted in the self-initiated quahfication move analysed earlier. 

Reference to inner reahty, in other words, provides an enduring and personal basis 

for partial overlap in between stage of life categories while, at the same time, 

preserving the 'mature adultness' of the speaker. The rhetorical currency, resulting 

from the fact that we understand feehngs as private experience, which belongs to 

indtviduals, also works to insulate such claims from moral outside reproach. This 

means that Laura is able to construct two separate 'ages' for herself: her 

chronological age, viSIble as the ageing body (the frCh)ame here around, line 68) and 

her Inner 'true' age. Note that the real and authentic nature of the inner self is 

underlined by the contrast to 'frame', whIch invokes notions of shallow shell­

hkeness.8 

FInally, the argumentative currency inherent to references to one's inner realIty also 

builds on a dtstinction Invoked between 'dOIng' and 'being'. Evocation of this 

discursive opposition has been Identified as a 'general and generic dtstinction In our 

culture' and as a rhetorical device employed by lay society members to ward of 

inferences of deVIance (e.g. Watson and WeInberg 1982, see also Garfinkel 1956 on 

motivational and behavioural types). What I wish to claim then, is that the evocation 

of such oppositions In talk also functions as moral insulation and as a means of 

warding off Inferences of moral deVIance. 

In the example above, for instance, Laura works to carefully separate her Inner 

reality and the 'lIttle girl' ('being') from her actual everyday behaVIOur and actIOns 

('doing'). The move towards self-correction (hnes 54-60), analysed earher in this 

chapter, Indicates, that her behaviour IS something quite separate from her inner 

8 These observatIons may also explam the popularIty of mottos lIke 'You're only as old as you feel' or 
the recurrent use of saymgs lIke 'young at heart.' The interactIonal currency of such 'age mantras' 
may result from 'mner ownershIp', that IS, from the fact that such saymgs reserve the final defirutlOn 
of one's age, and mterpretatlOn thereof for the mdlVldual 
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reality, and as such, under mature and adult control. Note, that no reference IS made 

to actions or 'doings' by 'the little girl.' The mobilisation and naming of such 

behaviour would in fact afford - more so than mere reference to feelings -

interpretations in terms of deVIance and SOCIal moral judgement. 

The analytic observation based on the doing-being dIstinction is also in line with, 

and echos the observations about, the rhetorical opposition between natural versus 

moral made by Edwards (1997: 194; 1999: 283). Edwards points out, that emotions, 

as an explanatory category, gain their argumentative currency from the fact they are 

'inSIde' and as such unconscIOUS, automatic, and beyond deliberatIOn. Internal states 

may be expressed or displayed in external behaviour, which, in turn, can then be 

used to refute the honesty of thIS display. DIsplays of, or reference to, actual 

behaviour may thus more easily be used as eVIdence in social moral judgement. 

Therefore it is interesting to note that in Laura's case, the existence and relevance of 

the child is firmly and deftly restricted to the inner being, and no reference is made 

to any public dIsplays or actions which, we now see, could III turn open her account 

to moral judgement. 

Let us have a look at a final example on the evocation of feelings. The account in 

the extract below, also builds on the 'doing versus being' dIstinction. Especially 

towards the end of the extract, the speaker uses thIS particular discursive dIstinction 

as a means of insulating herself from deviant and moral category incumbency. We 

join the extract at a POlllt where the intervIewee has been describing her relationship 

to her much younger work colleagues. This account is then followed by a question 

by the interviewer. The longer extract is set out below III two parts. 

Extract 6. 

1. PN: 
2. 
3 
4. 
5. 
6 L-
7. 
8. 

~ 9. 
10 
11 

PN:W4:2: Liisa, Cas 2 side A, (3.2-5.4) 

So you haven't had s!-SltuallOns 
where hke m a way () or (.) what do 
you thmk that how do people hke 
more ~erally how do people 
vIew a mIddle-aged woman 
Ye s (0 2) I have thought about It 
and I've sometImes (1.0) Imagmed 
(0 6) or Imagme (0 2) that (.) 
some may f well dIsapprove 
If that one there doesn't know how to 
behave Itke ( ) a truddle-aged woman 
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Elks sulla 00 ollu semmosla Itlan·tllantelta 
nllnku slll~ tavalla (.) tai (.) truten s~ naat 
sen ettli mltenka nllnku ymp~st6 
nom lMJerrumn, trutenka nllnku 
keskl-Ikluseen nalseen suhtaudutaan 
fJoo 0 (0.2) oon ma Slta truettmy 
Ja m~ oonJoskus (1.0) kuvltellu 
(06) tal kuvlttelen (0.2) eM tota (.) 
Jotkut VOlvat katsoo fbyvmktn paheksuvastl 
JOs tal el osaa uyttaytya 
nun kum (.) JOku keskt-Ikamen namen 



12. 
13. 
14 
IS. 
16. 
17. 
18. 
19. 
20. 
21. 
22. 
23 
24. 
25. 
26 
27. 
28 
29 
30 
31. 
32. 
33. 
34. 
35. 
36 
37. 
38. 
39 

PN: 
L: 

PN. 
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( ) mature-hke and all 
And hke (1 0) I've sometimes hke 
felt It (02) felt It on me 
but then I've thought that 
It Isn't It slllllsn't my problem 
Like I i ill!! what I i am 
hke (.) no matter 
It doesn't matter one bit hke 
It has nothmg to do [With age I 

[mm I 
>And besides I don't iwant to be< 
(.) I don't iwant to be a bonng, 
sllff ml(h)ddle-a(h)ged 
who doesn't dare to do anythmg 
and doesn't dare to hke (.)break out of 
the ordmary or you know 
hke can't be like (0 6) hhh 
>how should I put It what do I Imagme 
them (.) others to be< 
well (2.0) hke bemg on theU' best 
behavIOur (0 4) and mame and (12) 
we had these (.) types m the office 
I've often thought that they are hke 
a couple of years older than me 
and I'm hke (0 6) oh 
«nonverbal Sign of disgust» 
heh heh 
(0.8) 

(.) kypsasti Ja nam 
Ja tota (10) oon ma IOSknS sdlai 
tuntenu sen (0.2) tuntenu sdlai nabassa 
mut Sit mn oon aatellu eun el se el 00 
edelleenklilin mun ongelma 
etta m. i QQ!! lOIka ma i oon 
etta ( ) el sllll vahl 
lOItaan valu 00 et eman se Ik. 
nllnku slta [kato ja I 

[mm I 
>Ja slta pailsl ma en ihalua olla< 
(.) ma en ihalua olla sellanen (.) tylsa, 
Jliykka ke(h)sla-Ikli(h)nen 
Joka el uskalla teha lOItaan 
elU uskalla nunku ( ) vahan repasta tai 
J0takm tammilslll nllnku 
et el VOI olla nllnku (0 6) hhh 
>lOItes ma sanosm 1OI1l1 kuvlttelism et ne 
on ne (.) tOlset on< 
no (2.0) kayttliydyWn kaunuslI Ja 
shvostl Ja (0.4) kypsastl Ja (1 2) 
media vlrastossa oh jusllm tallasu ( ) tyyppeJa 
Ma mont kertaa lOIettiny et ne on 
pan vuotta mua vanhemp13 
Ja ma et (0 6) oh 
«nonverbaah ele= vasteDlDlehsyys» 
hehheh 
(0.8) 

The extract starts with strong elicitation by the interviewer that works to make the 

mterviewee accountable for some lack in her prior talk. The intervIewer is trymg to 

elicit some specific personal views or stones but then, mIdway to her questIon, 

moves from the personal mode to a more general formulatIOn to do with 'people's 

ways of viewing middle-aged women' (hnes 3-5) Llisa pICks up and echos the 

presupposed personal mode and produces an account which IS rich m discursive 

detrul. Following the analytiC angle adopted in the analysis so far, I will focus on the 

ways in which her argumentation evokes notions of feelings ('being'), on the one 

hand, and notions of active choice and actions ('domg') on the other. Special 

attention is paid on how pnvate access knowledge based on inner feehngs IS evoked. 

Lusa's argumentatIon bUilds very strongly on her own actIve choice: on her wishes, 

choices and wants (e.g. hne 17: I am what I am). The extract is thus in sharp contrast 

to Laura's account analysed above, where notions of active personal choice and 

wants were actively removed from the descriptIOn early on. This points, in 

interestmg ways, to the fact that the rhetoncal contrast of inner being (or emotions) 

and agentlve doing, can be used and drawn upon by speakers in flexIble and multIple 
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ways when explaining human conduct or when attnbuting dispositions, actions, and 

motives (cf. Jayyusi 1993). 

The extract above includes several instances of explicitly moral talk. Lnsa, first of 

all, draws a contrast between herself and a particular type of middle-aged she refers 

to as "them others" (line 30) and "these types in the office" (line 33). Negative 

attributes like bonng, stiff, as well as category bound activities of 'not daring to do 

anything out of the ordinary' (line 25), and 'being on their best behaviour' (lines 31-

32) are evoked, and Liisa IS positioned to a category that consist of the opposite of 

such typical actions or attnbutes. Whereas others seem not to dare break rules or 

overstep boundaries of conventional behaviour, Liisa depicts herself as both wanting 

and daring, and thus as something of an exceptIOn to a more general rule. 

Moral evaluation of characters and their behaviour is evoked in several ways in the 

account. There is anonymous 'disapproval' on LIisa's behaviour by 'some' (line 9) 

on the one hand, and Liisa's both verbal (line 33) and nonverbal (line 37) ascriptlve 

evaluation of 'these types in the office', on the other. She imputes pejorative 

predicates on others ('a boring stiff mi(h)ddle-a(h)ged who doesn't dare to do 

anything,' lines 23-25) and depicts on-the-average stereotypical images of middle­

age as laughable. Her talk has explicit condemnatory features often mentioned as 

typical to moral discourse (e.g. Drew 1998; Drew and Holt 1988). In addition to 

laughter, a non-verbal (cf. Bergmann 1998) is used to underline the strength of 

Liisa's condemnatory opinion on the types descnbed and the interviewer also 

collaborates in, and enforces the moral evaluation and the depicting of "these types 

in the office" in a humorous light.9 The 'moral spectre', in extract 6, IS thus 

conSiderably more complex than In the extracts seen so far. 

One interesting detrul in Llisa's rather extreme depiction of her unconventionality is, 

however, that, once again, the specifics of the 'doings', or the detail of what 

• Accordmg to Jayyusi type-categonsatlons are always ascnptlve m nature, m that they encapsulate 
partIcular sets of predIcates and partIcular sets of expectable actlVltIes mto the type, after whIch 'the 
names, skIlls, actlVltIes or mterests of people falhng mto thIS type are not brought m as relevant, they 
are not consulted, but rather left out of the pIcture' (1984' 24-5, see also Hester 1992 and chapter 5). 
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'breaking out of .the ordmary' means in practice, never gets mentioned. MobilISIng 

such detruled descriptions of actions would again be marked by strong accountability 

and might open Llisa's account to explicit interpretations in terms of deviance and 

thereby morality. 

Another feature that makes LIisa's account fruitful for an analysis of discurSive 

morality is the fact that matunty (defined by Lhsa as being on their best behaviour, 

hnes 31-32io is depicted as an undesirable attribute. What I want to claim, is, that as 

Liisa's descnptions and claims become more extreme, problems of moral 

accountability and other interactional trouble anse. In the extract below, LIisa herself 

marks her mobilisanon of the category 'total kid' as problematic. She ends up 

solving the 'troubledness' of her account by setting certain limits to the kmds of 

immature behaviour she lTI1ght engage in. This setting of limits IS again done via 

reference to one's inner, 'true' reahty and mner self. 

Extract 7. 

40. 
41. 
42. 
43 
44. 
45. 
46 
47. 
48. 
49. 
50. 
51. 
52 
53. 
54. 
55 
56. 
57. 
58. 
59. 
60. 
61. 
62. 

L. 

PN' 
L: 

PN: 
L: 

PN: 

PN:W4:2: Liisa, Cas 2 side A, (4.5·5.4) 
(cont, from Extract 6) 

I feel hke a tota(h)1 kl(h)d compated 
to the(h)m 
But I don't Iwant to be hke them 
I Simply don't want to be someone 
(0 8) someone who thmks that 
I can't do that because of thiS age 
mm 
FIddlesucs I'm as old as 
I want to be 
yeah 
And however of course there ate 
certam ( ) up to a certam pomt and 
IlImt you of course behave I mean 
you can't do Just anythmg 
Like your own ( ) lOner self tells 
you as much hke (0 8) that ( ) one IS 
ID that sense hke a (0 6) mature adult 
that that ( ) >certalD hmlts ate set< 
But I anyway I mean (04) bu (2 0) 
hhh but I who tells you how you 
should behave what 
what age to be 
yeah 

Ma tunnen Ittem ma(h)n kaka(h)raks 
ml(h)tten nonalla 
Mut ma en Ihalua alia sellanen 
Ma en kertakalldaaan rna en halua alia 
sellanen (0 8) semmonenJoka aattelee 
et ~ teM kun on tan Ikllnen 
mm 
KaunkonUt ma oon nlln vaoha kun ma 
haluan alia 
JOo 
Ja krutenlon uetenlon on tletty (.) 
Uettyyn plsteeseenJa 
raJaan saakka sa tletystl kayttaydyt ethan sa 
VOl alia Ihan !DIten vaan 
Et seohan sanOO JO mmku se oma (.) 
nIlnku se slsm slella et tota (0 8) et (.) oohan 
Slta sllla lailla minku (0 6) kypsa .. kumen 
etta et (.) >uetyt raJat tuIee< 
Mut IkUltenlon m m (04) mut (2 0) 
hhh mutta Ikuka slta maatlttelee et !DIten 
pltaa kllyttaytya minka 
mmka lkilnen pltaa alia 
JOo 

10 Although here the translallon .gam causes some problems The Fmmsh "kayttaydyt!tan kaumlstl Ja 
SIlVOSU" (hnes 31,32) now translated IOta "bemg m their best behaVIOur" would, word-far-word, 
translate IOta "behavmg Dlcely and neatly" ThiS IS one of the occasIOns where a more fluent 
formulation m Enghsh IS chosen over a dIrect translation 
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2.0 20 
°hke how you should behaveo °et IIIIl1il tavalla plW ollao 

What I want to mdicate m this analysis is, that the ways m which LiIsa downplays 

the personal importance of maturity becomes gradually marked as a morally 

accountable issue for the interaction. The moral nature of Liisa's dtscursive 

positioning vis-a-VIs the contrast category 'them' becomes more pronounced as she 

first claims to "feel like a tota(h)l ki(h)d compared to the(h)m" (lines 40-41). 

Claimmg the extreme category 'total kid' is immediately open to negative moral 

judgements and It is therefore interesting to see that instead of clalrmng to be a total 

kid L1isa, like Laura before, bases her category entttlement on her privileged access 

knowledge via evocation of feeling. This, in addition to the laughter tokens in her 

delivery, works to make the claim less easily contested. 

Line 47 marks a shift in L1isa's accounting. After claiming "Fiddlestics I'm as old as 

I want to be" (lines 47-48) she qualifies this account in the manner analysed m detail 

earlier in this chapter. The defiance and revolt, as well as the claim to more or less 

choose one's age, and (thereby) actions, in L1lsa's comment, is somethmg not 

generally linked to adult, rational, or mature behaviour. It can more readily be linked 

with categories like 'adolescent' and with nottons of immaturity, unpredictabiIity or 

irresponsibility. It is these moral implications of overlap - the potenttal moral 

disapproval her descnptions might give cause for - that Liisa treats as accountable as 

she moves on to correct and counter her pnor account. 

Note that the extremity of her claims and 'doings' is mitigated by providing the 

hearer with reservations and With an alternative formulation of 'inner' maturity and 

mner control (lmes 54-56). I suggest then, that the potential moral impJicatton of 

refusing the category "mature" is solved by mtroducing two dtfferent types of 

"maturity": 1) maturity as an 'outside code' for behaviour, and 2) matunty 'from 

within '. The notion of an outside code for age-appropriate behaviour was invoked in 

the beginning of the extract as Liisa referred to the vague category of "some" (line 9, 

extract 6) passing disapproving judgement on her as well as via repeated reference to 

"daring". 
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From line 50 onwards Liisa establishes a second type of maturity that has its source 

within the person "like your own inner self tells you as much like (0.8) that (.) one is 

in that sense like a (0.6) mature adult" (lines 54-57). Liisa, in other words, modifies 

the notion of maturity (line 51) to do the kind of moral work for her that she wants. 

Her formulatIOn "in that sense" works to establish the Idea of dIfferent types of 

maturity and places her into the 'from within' -type. Insulating herself from moral 

reproach, she simultaneously constructs herself as a genuine person, untouched by 

pressure from the outside: as someone who follows a more Sincere and authentic 

code for matunty based on her 'inner feeling'. In summary then, dIstinguishing two 

separate types of matunty allows Ll1sa to depict herself as a mature adult while 

simultaneously remaining outside the contrastive category of stiff, bonng, middle­

aged maturity. 

To reiterate briefly, the discursive distinctions based on the notions 'being' (passive, 

unaccountable, inner) and 'doing' (agentive, accountable) function In Interesting and 

contrastive ways in the two extracts analysed. In Laura's case (extracts 3, 4, and 5), 

the inner self is evoked as a means of claiming the incumbency in the category 'little 

girl,' which is then Juxtaposed With, and kept separate from, outside mature 

behavIOur. In Liisa's case (extracts 6 and 7), the evocation of 'being' and 'dOing' 

functions somewhat dIfferently, In that her behaviour is described as unconventional, 

spontaneous and even immature to begin with. As her descriptions gradually move 

towards the more extreme, the inner self is then evoked as a means of setting her 

behaviour within acceptable liInlts. Despite such differences, both speakers make 

use of and evoke the dIstinction between inner 'being' and outSide 'doing' in ways 

that work to secure the moral acceptability of the descriptions put forward. 

Producing morally insulated accounts 3: Monitoring the 'scenic features' of 

actions 

As the final analytic angle Into the data, I wish to diSCUSS the discurSive practices by 

which speakers' momtor the scenic features of their descnptions to Insulate them 

from moral evaluatIOn. I Introduce one further conversational extract where the 
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interviewer and the interviewee jointly, and somewhat exceptionally, depict 

immature or child-like behaviour as acceptable and even admirable. In the data 

examples seen so far, Inferences to Immaturity were routinely avoided or, when 

mobilised, carefully marked as transIent, under guard, and under speaker's agentive 

control. Reference to immaturity was also repeatedly accompanied by the speakers 

enacting moral knowledge of expected an proper behaviour tied to the category 

'adult,' or by providing correctives whereby the incongruence of references to 

immaturity and to partial overlap in between stage of life categories was rendered 

acceptable. The ways in which immature behavIOur is brought in, in the short extract 

analysed In this section, is thus somewhat exceptional. 

The term 'scemc features' and their dIscursIve momtoring IS a loan from Watson and 

WeInberg (1982). In their study on the InteractIonal constructIon of accounts of 

homosexual Identity, they discuss more general notIons of dIscufSlve descnptive 

activity and the reflexive momtoring of accounts (see also Watson 1997). By 'scenic 

features' they refer to the identities, motives. spatio-temporal locations etc. that 

compose the background/or the znteractlOn bezng descnbed (Watson and WeInberg 

1982: 59). BuildIng on this broader analytIc theme dIscussed in detail in other work 

on identities In interactIon (e.g. Antaki and Widdicombe 1998), as well as In many 

of my own analyses so far, I WIsh to look very briefly at one short extract and to 

descnbe how the mobIlIsation of chIld-lIke action and behaVIour is rendered morally 

acceptable by the active monitonng and selection of background scenic features. My 

wish is to revive the notion of scemc monitonng by using It to underlIne the 

InteractIve construction of morally insulated accounts. 

In the analysIs of the bnef extract below, I focus on how a delicate personal 

performance descnption, when 'scemcally' embedded in appropriate temporal and 

categoncal context, gaIns a morally insulated nature. In addItIOn to providing an 

exceptIon to how sometimes delIcate and morally loaded notions of immatunty were 

more commonly treated In the data corpus as a whole, the extract also provides an 

example of Joint evaluatIve work between the partIcipants. 
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ExtractS. 

1. L: 
2. 
3 

-7 4 
5. 
6. 
7. 
8 
9. PN. 
10. L· 

Chapter Seven: Producmg Morally Insulated Accounts 

PN:W4:1: Liisa, Cas 1 side A, (11.6·12.2) 

Temblyoften 
I do forget how old I am 
at tImes when I'm foohng around 
WIth the lads dOlOg all sorts of 
thlOgS and when I'm on all fours 
on the floor and thlOgS 
And I'm hke te mble If 
someone saw me ((laughs)) 
Not dIgnIfied at all ((laughs» 
No no not at all 

Hrrveen usem 
ma kyl unohdan trunka IkHnen ma oon 
MH vahlla kun mH lasten kans pelletlen 
nun kalkkee teen nun SIt 
mH konttatlen pltkm 
lattlolta kalklai 
mHka uheeta 
Joku nalas mut «nauraa» 
El ollenkaan arvokasta «nauraa» 
Nun nun eI oIlenkaan 

This short passage Includes descriptIOns of types of activities such as 'forgetting how 

old one is,' 'fooling around' and 'being on all fours on the floor' as'well as explicit 

evaluation of such activities by both participants. Despite some positive 

commonsense notions and the variety of narrative trajectones made possible by 

'forgetting one's age', all of the activities described also afford Interpretations In 

terms of immatunty and the possibility for negative outside evaluation. Grantedly, 

'forgetting one's age' (as In saymgs like: 'act your shoe size, not your age!') and 

'fooling around' carry some commonsense admirable and desirable connotations. 

The actual and situational meaning and interpretation: e g. negative moral judgement 

or admiration and acceptance, of such notions or actions depend, however, on the 

interactional context in which they are evoked. 

In the extract in focus here, explicit evaluatIOn of such actions IS enacted, first by the 

interviewee (like te:rrible if someone saw me, lines 7·8) and subsequently by the 

interviewer (line 9). We get the sense, however, that the evaluatIOns that follow the 

depiction on the interviewee's behaviour are delivered and offered as non-serious 

and as playful. Why is this the case? 

First of all, the particular features of 'the scene' for, and thereby also the sense of 

'forgettmg one's age' and of 'being on all fours' is constituted by the context which 

includes the simultaneous presence of 'the children.' This specific affiliation 

contnbutes to the intelligibility of the context, and moves it towards the acceptable, 

even adrrurable. The co-selection of some other discursive elements, for example the 

category 'bartender' With the activity 'beIng on all fours on the floor' would have 

afforded completely different narrative trajectories and possible Interpretations for 
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thIs passage. In other words, although there are several culturally available senses for 

the phrase 'being on all fours' and 'forgettmg your age', the co-selection of the 

category 'the children' Immediately denotes that the speaker is, in fact, the mother of 

the children in question. It is in thIS context, set by the co-selection of 'mother' wIth 

'the chIldren', that the description gains ItS morally Insulating nature. The co­

selection of categories renders the account and the description of 'being on all fours 

on the floor' both understandable and acceptable. Liisa is not someone who simply 

fools around or starts to play wIth any chIldren she might happen to meet. Instead, 

'being on all fours' is offered as a recogmzable category predicate of 'the mother' of 

'the chIldren' mentioned. 

The scemc features built into LIisa's description of actions - the co-selection of 

certaIn categories and actiVIties - work to give the account an occasioned and 

settinged 'rightness'. Activating the standard relational pair mother-<:hild 

sImultaneously removes the interpretation of 'being on all fours' from the realm of 

reproach and, instead, places Liisa into the highly moral category 'good mother' 11. 

She is depicted as capable of 'forgetting her age' and of temporarily engaging In a 

variety of spontaneous activities with her chIldren. Note however, that despite such 

emphasis on the admirable nature of her actions, child-lIke and spontaneous 

behaviour is still carefully marked as transient and fleeting (Implied by 'forgettIng', 

line 2, and by 'at times', line 3). 

Due to the features of settinged nghtness establIshed by the careful co-selection of 

categories and activities, the Joint evaluation that follows the description of the 

scene, can be heard as non-serious, or as playful. Liisa's self-evaluation 'it's like 

te:mble if someone saw me' IS followed by laughter, which in itself marks it as non­

senous in nature. The interviewer then joins in with an evaluation 'not dignified at 

all' (line 9), which is also delivered with laughter. The shanng of laughter marks 

that both interactants have interpreted the SItuation in siInIlar ways, and placed it in a 

non-senous and playful frame. 

11 On the usage of standard relallonal palTs (of msututlOnal categones) as a means of removmg 
descnpllons from the realm of moral consequences, see Sacks' analysIs on rruhtary man - rruhtary 
man (Sacks 1992, Vol 1. 205·222). For a dISCUSSIon see Edwards 1995 and Sllvennan 1988). 
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Some further analytIc observation can be made on the structure of the intervIewer's 

evaluation. First, It is delivered m the rhetoncal fonn of litotes (Bergmann 1992: 

150; see also Maynard 1998). Instead of offering a dIrect evaluation, the interviewer, 

in other words, offers her commentary as a negation of the positive (not dignified at 

all instead of that's totally undIgnified, for instance). In Bergmann's work on 

psychiatric mtake interviews, the rhetorical fonn of litotes was used as a device for 

hinting or alludmg to "delicate, touchy, or embarrassing matters".12 What I wish to 

clrum is that the rhetoncal fonn of lItotes in extract eight, is interactlonally marked 

as a playful way of indlcatmg that the interviewer 'buys into' the display of self­

reproach in the interviewee's prior turn. At the srune tIme, however, both interactants 

recognise that the description in question does not require, or call for, reproach. 

The interviewer's 'not dignIfied at all', aided by its rhetorical structure, joins in the 

collaborate and jocular production of reproach in a non-seriousness way. The prior 

discursive scene setting has already establishes the topic as bemg about 'fool 109 

around with the kinds'. Any descnptlon in tenns of 'dignIfied behaviour' would, m 

fact, be incongruent and undesirable within a scene that consists of activities such as 

'fooling around' and of categories such as 'the mother' and 'the children'. The 

evaluative statement, in the fonn of litotes, by the interviewer is deftly removed 

from the potential interpretational sphere of 'senous evaluation or moral reproach' 

and placed instead within the jocular. Her turn on line 9, especially when delivered 

WIth laughter, can thus be heard as 'mock moral evaluation' that in fact functions to 

delIver playful or 'veiled praise'. 

In thIS sectIOn, I have been concerned WIth the subtle discursive means by which 

speakers momtor and mould the scenic features of perfonnance and action 

descnption in interaction. Scemc momtoring was establIshed as an additIOnal and 

flexible means by whIch descnptions are msulated from moral reproach. In the case 

12 One of the examples Bergmann (1992: 148-9) proVIdes on hIS analYSIS on veIled morahty IS that of 
a psychIatrIst's mformatlOn-ehcltmg telhng 'you were runmng across the street not so completely 
dressed'. 'Not so completely dressed' is here chosen over the more dIrect and hteral descnptlon 
'naked'. 
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above, scenic monitonng was also used to signal that the particular action 

descriptions were beyond moral reproach, and subsequently, and in collaboration, 

removed from the literal to the jocular. Extract 9, with its jocular and non-hteral 

playfulness thus works, I find, to elucidate how moral concerns and shared moral 

knowledge function as an inseparable part of the commonsense interactive and 

descriptive apparatus by which members make sense In, and of, interaction. In 

extract 9, it was precisely this moral knowledge, shared by both interactants, which 

afforded joint playfulness and the joint evocation of the jocular and the non-serious. 

Summary and Discussion 

In thiS chapter, I have been concerned with discussing further empincal examples on 

the ways in which morality comes to hfe in my interview data. Whereas chapter six 

focussed more on the implicit nature of moral accountability, the examples here 

showed instances of speakers' more exphcit, and sometimes condemnatory moral 

talk. Throughout the extracts, we have seen a vanety of discursive practices by 

which speakers fashioned the morahty of their accounts and how a combination of 

self-reflexive monitoring and defenSive design was used to construct morally 

insulated accounts. 

The chapter was structured around the analysis of empirical examples from three 

analytiC angles: 

1) Self-initiated quahficatlOn of pnor accounts. 

2) Appeals to feelings and the Inner reahty of the speaker. 

3) Monitonng the scenic features of accounts. 

All three analytic themes aimed at showing the variety of practices, whereby 

speakers attend to the morallmphcations of their descriptions. The key analytic task 

was to el ucidate the discurSIVe detail, by which accounts are arranged, corrected and 

managed in ways that insulate them from moral evaluation. 
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The analysis in this chapter is not meant as an all-Inclusive account on the practices 

of discursive moral monitoring. Nor do I wish to claim that the three analytic angles 

or communicative practices discussed here could, for any other reason than technical 

ones, be strictly separated from each other. In fact, we saw that, as parts of ongoing 

interactIOn, the practIces by which speakers qualified their prior accounts and 

appealed to feelings and inner reality, for instance, overlapped, and were thus often 

inseparable parts of the same account. Finally, the reader should perhaps again be 

reminded that the analyses in the current, and the prevIOus, chapter are not meant as 

eVIdence for some inevitable or inherent moral nature of 'age talk'. Instead, the 

analysis was geared towards delineating and empmcally grounding the interactional 

productIOn of moral concerns wIthm the intervIew setting, and towards explicating 

the moral Judgement grounded in membership talk and dIscursive categonsation 

more generally. 

The specific ways In which orientations to the moralIty of descriptions operate as 

analysable parts of the ongomg interaction in this study, partly reIterate aspects of 

morality and of emotion talk suggested in previous work. The current data, for 

instance, offer support to the more general idea put forward by studIes on emotion 

talk that reference to inner realIty and feelings works as a rhetoric device that allows 

certain category entitlements and insulates them from challenge. SlInilarly, the 

analyses on the co-selection of categones (extract 8), on the monitoring of the 

delIberate or mtentional nature of actions and the potential personal motivations 

'behind' them ('doing' vs. 'bemg' in extracts 3-7), corroborate observations made in 

the hterature on categonsation and social/moral entitlements (e.g. Sacks 1992; 

Hester and Eglin 1997b; Watson 1978). 

In addition to aspects raised in previous analytic work, the analysis presented here 

also outlined some relatively untouched aspects of discursive morality. One of the 

potential contributions of the dIScussIon presented here is the analysis of the 

relationship between emotion talk and moral accountabihty. The central Importance 

of emotions as a cultural resource for doing social accountabIlity IS already well 

estabhshed (e.g. Buttny 1993: chapter 6). The analytic emphasis in this chapter, 
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however, has been more decidedly on moral accountability: on the discursive 

production of morally msulated accounts. 

Listmg sets of rhetorical contrasts to explIcate the range of things that emotion 

dtscourse can do, Edwards (1997, 1999) raises the dtchotomy in between the natural 

(the unconscious, automatic, inner) and the moral. Building on the discursive 

psychological take on the distinct uses of 'folk' psychologIcal concepts, my analysis, 

has provided several further examples of the complexity, and of the contrastive and 

flexible deployment of emotions, as a partiCipants' discursive moral recourse. My 

wish is that the analysis presented here may contnbute to the research on emotion 

talk by pointing out the dynarmc relationship between moralIty and the dtscursive 

evocation of the inner psychology of participants. More specifically, my analysIs 

shows how such reference functions and serves discursive moral insulation. 

The analysis also points to some distinct mteractlve and moral work that emotion 

discourse achieves. Reference to the inner self, or mner feelIngs were, first of all, 

shown to afford simultaneous description in terms of an outer force, or a must, and 

as something that was under the speaker's strict adult control. This kind of two­

foldedness was visible in the use of self-initiated qualification whereby speakers 

established a dtchotomy in between what they felt like, and what they did or how 

actually acted. The evocation of feelings or emotIOn verbs was thus combined with 

the basic distinctIOn made in between doing and bemg. This dtchotomy in between 

how you 'accountably feel' and what you 'accountably do' - the mature and agentive 

control that speakers emphatically displayed to be in possession of - was repeatedly 

established as the basis for moral mteractive work done in the extracts (c.f. Edwards 

1999.282). 

In the past two analytiC chapters on the moralIty of age descriptions and 

categonsations, and on moral work more generally, I have tried to sketch some 

features of the work of description, and the active monitonng integral to the moral 

order achieved In situated talk. My Wish is that the analyses provided here contnbute 

to the study of participants' situated and interactional sense-making processes and 
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add to our understandtng on the intricate dynamics in between cultural and moral 

logics that both infonn and are an integral part of those processes. 

The analysis in this chapter hopefully also helps to elucidate the extraordinary 

flexibility and vanety of local moral accounting and shows the benefits of close 

dtscursive invesligatlOn and delineations of discursive morality. It IS this practical 

moral logic of age descnption and age categonsation that I have attempted to begin 

exploring here. The more general relevance and importance of the analyses in this, 

and the other chapters of this work, are to be assessed in more detail in the 

concluding chapter that we now move onto. 
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My primary aims in this thesis were twofold. First, the main objective was to 

produce empirically grounded and well-substantiated observations on the 

communicative practices whereby members make sense of, accomplIsh and manage 

their membership and non-membership in stage of life categories. The focus 

throughout the analyses has been on the actIOn orientation of participants' language 

use: on the tacit ways m which descriptions and categorisations are constructed and 

mobIlised to accomplIsh specIfIc mteractlOnal work. 

A second, but equally Important aim in this work was to make theoretical and 

analytic contnbutlOns to ethnomethodologIcally oriented dIscursive work on 

categorisation, on the one hand, and to qualitatIve life course and ageing research, on 

the other. ThIs project of cross-fertIlisation and dialogue in between the two fields 

aimed at extendIng the methodological and thematic scope of ageing research by 

following through a detailed discuTSlve analysis of age categorisatIon in actIon. I do 

not see the relationship between lIfe course and discursive research in terms of a 

one-way street, however. Rather, I feel that the current work contnbutes to, and 

genuinely brings forward themes that are of immediate mterest to social psychology, 

and to socIal sCIences more generally. I feel, that the analysis of people's orientatlons 

to the facticity of age as well as the theoretical and analytic discussions on discurSIve 

morality m this work are examples of such contributions. 

The task in this chapter then is to revisit the analytic threads and promises outlIned 

in the beginning chapters and to evaluate the degree to which promises of analytic 

and theoretIcal contributIOns were fulfilled. The chapter falls into three parts. 

I begin by bnefly outlIning the argumentatIve terram that thIS work builds upon and 

by summansmg the main analytic conclusions. After this, I situate the key arguments 

and findings in the broader discussions and interests m both of the fields that thIS 

work mtersects with. ThIrd, I WIll bnefly dISCUSS the WIder relevance and the 

directions for further analysis that thIS work as a whole offers and points to. In this 

context I bring fore the postmodem thesis, according to which, age as a means of 
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self-description is 100SIng Its relevance, and, Instead, a multiplicity of narratives and 

fluid practices of a 'um-age society' IncreasIngly mark people's identities. The aim 

here is that of dialogue in between the largely theoretical claims put forward in 

postJnodem conceptualisations of age, and the detailed view on age in action 

provided by the empIrical analysIs in thIS work. In all, I rum to offer a conclusion and 

an assessment that also provides possIble starting points for future research. 

The argumentative terrain re-visited 

The scope of thIS thesis clearly Intersects WIth and combines two areas of research: 

discursively oriented research on categonsation, and quahtatlve life course research. 

DrawIng upon, and cnticlsing the research traditions and evolving interests in both 

these fields, I proceeded to try out an analysis of 'age in action': an analysis that 

starts with participants' situated commumcative action and from there moves 

towards a more dynamic image of the practical ways In which people make sense of, 

mobilise and use stage of hfe categories In talk. 

Rather than recapping the range of arguments and perspectives already outlined In 

detail in earher chapters, I WIsh to summarise the argumentative terrain of this work 

with a simple set of oppositions. The following IS meant as a at-a-glance, birds-eye­

view on some of the arguments and analytic starting points in thIS theSIS. 

A sketch of the argumentative terrain 

'Traditional' ageing research 

Age as a background variable 

Analytic a priorism 

Analyst'S categories 

Measurement 0/ age Identity 
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Perspective in this work 

Age m Action 

Analysis o/interaction 'in SItu' 

Members' orientations and active 
use of categories 

AnalYSIS of particIpants' sItuated 
and dynamic categorisation work 
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The hst of oppo&itlons above is inescapably crude, as it does not do justice to the 

detail and nuances in the discussion throughout the chapters. To an extent, the 

dichotomies also override the wealth and variety of ageing research and replace 

complexity with a SImplIfied before - after Image and rhetonc. Despite the 

thumbnail nature of the opposltional representation, It nonetheless helps to elucIdate 

the theoretical and analytIc stance pursued, and the basic starting points adopted 

when looking at people's stage of life categones from a discursive perspective. As 

such It not only sketches the current work, but also captures the wider emerging 

research tradition in qualitative and language centred ageing research that I see my 

own work contnbutIng to. 

Fadicity, resistance and moral orientations 

The empirical analysis in this work sought to investigate the practices whereby 

people 'do age' in concrete interactlonal sItuations. The tacit communIcative 

practices charted - although originating from an analYSIS of exchanges in between 

intervIewer and intervIewee - may also be of relevance to and resonate wIth people's 

dIscursive practices in other settings. In fact, in the analysis, I repeatedly pointed to 

similarities in between the devices dIscovered here and those in earher studies on 

interactlOnal categorisation (e.g. Antaki and Widdicombe 1998a; WiddIcombe and 

Wooffitt 1995). 

In the first analytic chapter, I addressed participants' accounts that clearly brought 

forward their orientations to the facti cIty of stage of hfe descriptions and 

categorisation. I discussed the Sackslan notion of positioned categones and the stage 

of hfe deVIce as an example of thIS. Moreover, I showed how both parties in the 

Interview situation onented to, mobilised and re-enforced factual or 'natural' notions 

of the human lifespan and how speakers referred to lifetime change as self-evIdent 

and inevitable. 

The analyses establIshed, however, that the natural factlclty (cf. AtkInson 1980) of 

age did not exert an all-encompassing power over the indiVIduals, but rather, that 

207 



Chapter E,ght· ConclusIOn and ContnbutlOns 

participants employed a range of devices and practices that enabled them to 

simultaneously both acknowledge and by-pass factual notIons of change. As a 

consequence, change with age can, for instance, be descnbed as Impendmg, i.e. as 

mevitable in the long run, while the speaker skilfully removes him or herself outside 

Its immediate scope m the here-and-now. In other words, speakers were shown to 

orient to the culturally aVllllable inferential resources that people might draw upon, 

while discursively bypassmg their personal relevance and applicabIlity. I also 

showed how a distmctive 'provisional continuity device' was used, not only as a 

practical means of managIng the facticity of age, but as a more genenc feature of 

talk, potentially not restricted to talk about age and ageing. The wider applicability 

of the A - B - but A device Identified in the chapter, is, of course, in need of some 

further elaboration and research operating on data from other interactional settings. 

In chapters four and five, I identified a range of descriptive practices that underlined 

the flexible usage of age labels as a means of warrantmg, reSIsting, generalising and 

sometimes ironising the personal grounds for membership in a specific age category. 

The analysis in chapter four made extensIve use of the notion contrast structures, 

whereas m chapter five, the concepts of extreme case formulation, type 

categorisation and concession and evaluative elaboration structures were in focus. I 

observed, for example, how the combined mobilisation of extreme personal 

contmuity and self-description in terms of type categorisations (Jayyusi 1984) 

worked as an upgrade rejectIOn against potential accusations of descnptions being 

produced SImply for the interactional here-and-now. I also argued that type 

categorisations were produced as practical constructions to underline the credibility 

and authenticity of the speaker and how they, via contrast to others, thus also worked 

to highlight the speaker's personal exceptionallty and authenticity. 

In the chapters in part three, I focussed more sharply on speakers' orientations to the 

potential morality of their age categorisatIOn and description. Chapter six worked on 

two levels. It included both a conceptual, theoretical and critical re-assessment of 

discursive work on morality and some tentative analysis on 'moral accounting'. I 

discussed several problems wIth the notIOn of morality Itself as well as the 

difficulties of producmg firmly grounded and empmcally substantiated findmgs of 
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'morality' in interaction. In additIOn to revIewing, assessing and comparing the 

writings of Lena J ayyusi and Jiirg Bergmann, the chapter thus also addressed the key 

problem areas in the conceptualisation and analysis of discursive morality. 

The analysIs in chapter seven worked to further establIsh age description and age 

categorisation as an interesting case for the analysis of morality in discourse. Here, 

centre stage was given to some explicit practices employed by speakers in the 

production of morally Insulated accounts. Several practical means were identified, 

whereby moralIty surfaced and came to lIfe in the interactions. I showed how 

speakers sought to qualify their pnor accounts, how appeals to feelings and the inner 

reality of the speaker were used, and finally, how speakers monitored the scemc 

features of their accounts as a means of insulating them from moral reproach. 

In all then, the scope of analytic themes covered in thIS work is considerable. I do 

not claim, however, that my analYSIS conveys a crystallised Image or a generalIsed 

account of age categorisation or even of 'tuming fifty'. Rather, what I have been 

concerned with here is to explIcate some communicative practices and tacIt 

dIscurSIve devices employed by participants when dIscussing their age, and 

descnbing themselves in age tenns. 

I also acknowledge the limitations of the conversational materials used in thIS work. 

In the analysis, repeated attention was given to Instances where the interview nature 

of the interaction made itself viSIble in the orientations and actions of the 

participants. I have also been careful not to self-evidently extrapolate the relevance 

of the discurSIve practices identified In the talk under focus here, to dIscursive 

actlYlties in other settings. Instead, I see that such considerations need to be taken up 

by future research. 

The interviewness of the material used, in other words, clearly sets certain 

limitatIOns to what can be claimed now that the task of analysis comes to a halt. At 

the same time, however, I feel that the analyses of age categorisation in this work 

tease out some InteractlOnal and discursIve practices through which categorisatIOn 

per se is done In talk. After all, our druly practices in a multitude of interactlonal 
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sites: in school and in the office, on the street and around the dinner table, when 

writing books or shoppmg lists, when chatting to a fnend or answering a street 

survey, all happen, and make use of, the same language competence. Therefore I 

trust that, despite the obvious confines and hmltations of the data, the variety of 

accountmg practices, discursive features and descriptive practices outlined m the 

analyses, are also features of everyday communication. 

Contributions 1: 

Discursive social psychology and the 'identities in action' tradition 

As an examination of the on-the-ground, m-situ features of people's active age­

categorisation, this work functions as a case in point, which has wIder relevance to 

ethnomethodologically oriented work on mteractional categorisation processes more 

generally. In additIOn to participating in the diSCUSSIOns on seminal areas of mterest 

in the field of dIscursive social psychology, thIS work also contributes to studtes on 

emotion talk in socIal contexts, on the use of contrast structures and on concession 

deVIces m talk. In each case, several pomts of resonance were established to earher 

research, while dISCUSSIons were also both enriched and moved forward. 

In chapter one, I pointed out that discursIve research focusing on the everyday use 

and deployment of social categones has been qUIck to include categones like gender 

(e.g. Skevington and Baker 1989; Stokoe 1998; Wetherell 1986), or race and 

national background (Rapley 1998; Ullah 1990; Wetherell and Potter 1992) to the 

research agenda. Therefore, although a growing wealth of hterature into Identities 

and categories m (inter)action exists, the area of age categorisation has remained a 

largely uncharted temtory wIthin discurSIve socIal psychological research. 

Introducing age categonsation as an additional field for discursive social 

psychologIcal research IS thus a dlstmctive contnbution m itself. By going back to 

the origmal analytic starting points; to the hierarchIcal nature of age categones in 

talk introduced by Sacks (1972b; 1974; 1992), and to the relatIvely few extensions 

and re-workings on his semmal work (Atkinson 1980; Baker 1981, 1984, 1997a, 
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1997b; Hester 1998; Paoletti 1998a) this thesIs hopefully works to re-establish and 

revitalise age categonsation as a seminal area of study. 

While adding to the agenda of discursive social psychological studies, the current 

work also draws upon and contributes to several of the key areas and analytic topics 

examined in detain In ItS hterature. The analyses, for Instance, combined the detailed 

exanunatlOn of participants' tacIt categonsation practices wIth the analysis of 

factuahsation and quantificatIOn. Moreover, these considerations where then 

combined wIth a thorough analysis of the speakers' onentations to the morality of 

their descnptions. The investigation of membership work and age categonsation in 

this work functioned then, as a crossroads, as a site where several phenomena central 

to discursIve social psychology: the construction of factual descriptions, 

quantification, and the moral nature of descriptions, met to form an analytic whole. 

Another central observation we can make, IS that the analysIs on moral accounting 

was carried out here wIthout Imputing and ascribing interpretations of 'morality' on 

partIcipants' talk. In chapter six, I discussed several problems that the notion of 

morality In interaction carries for the analyst, and for the validity and rigour of 

analysis. The fuzziness of the term morality itself, ascription of moral interpretations 

and psychologlzation were In this context estabhshed as key concerns that also 

explain the reluctance of approaching and conceptuahsing peoples' meaning malong 

practices in terms of 'discurSIve morality'. 

In the analysis in this work however, I suspended any psycholOgized explanations 

and overtones, as well as any self-evIdent hypotheses that talk about age - the 

descriptive practices revolving around age-specific categories, predicates or 

activitIes - in an intervIew, or In any other situation, IS somehow per se 'moral' in 

nature. Rather, I set out to present defensIble claims based on the detail of actual 

occurrences of interaction and on participants' orientations. 
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Contributions 2: Life course research 

While contributing to dIscursIve research traditions of categorisation and 

descnptions in talk, this work simultaneously applied ItS analytic tools and starting 

points to the analysis of age and ageing. Doing this also meant extendIng the 

cnticism and concerns typical to dIscursive social psychology into the field of life 

course research. It became apparent that, similar to some areas of social psychology, 

research on ageing seems, at times, to confuse the 'the descriptive with the 

ontological' when treating age categories as unproblematic givens (Wetherell and 

Potter 1992: 146). The van able-based thinkmg in ageing research was shown to have 

resulted in research that leaves the central Importance of everyday situated language 

use m half-light. 

Apart from criticism, the treatment of stage-of-life categories in this work also paid 

due homage to earlier research, particularly to the more recent range of studies on 

age and language within soclOlmguistics. Continuing this line, one way of assessing 

the distinct and markedly social psychological contnbutions from my work is to look 

into what have been identified as key areas for future work in the field of 

sociolinguistics. The edited volume titled 'Discourse and Lifespan Identity' is of 

help here (Coupland and Nussbaum 1993). 

In the epilogue of the book, Coupland, Coupland and Nussbaum outhne some future 

prospects in hfespan sociolingUistics (1993). Eight years later, the analysIs and 

treatment of age m the current work, can perhaps also be placed against thiS 

measure. The writers hst central future areas with a set of subheadings and 

keywords. The headIngs they produce as a characterisation of fruitful fields of future 

enquiry are the following: 

Age categories In text and discourse 

Discourse and lifespan moments and boundaries 

Age-appropriate behaVIOur 

The rhetorical functioning of t,me 

D,scourse and ageism 
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Many of these questions have, of course, been dealt with In some considerable detail 

in socIOlingUistic work after their lIsting in 1993. Despite the differences in 

dIsciplinary background and In analytiC emphasis, the themes lIsted also resonate 

with the specific concerns In this thesis. 

Age categories in text and discourse 

First, looking at age categones in interactton revealed the analytic force of looking at 

categories in context. TIllS means that by analysing participants' situated face-to-face 

actions, we simultaneously tap Into cultural commonsense in the making, and into 

and wider 'structural' phenomena as they are lived through in members' particular 

interactional practtces (cf. Rester and Eglin 1997c; Zimmerman and Boden 1991). 

Following Atklnson (1980: 37), we can say that age categories - 'children', 'an 

adolescent', 'the nuddle-aged' etc. - are cultural events that members make happen 

In concrete Situations via their categorisation practices. 

This situated accounting and categonsatton practice: the ways In which 'right' 

categories and descripttons are chosen amongst a range of culturally available ones, 

has formed the core of analysis in this thesis. To put it in other words, the task here 

has been to describe 'how people do the transparently obvious' (Sacks 1974). 

Simultaneously the analysis looked at moments where the transparently obvious is 

threatened by unlikely categorisattons: by choices of descriptions that are hearable as 

not right or as inappropnate. 

(Situated) Discourse and lijespan moments and boundaries 

The material analysed In this thesis provided ample examples of the active language 

practices whereby participants made sense of and conceptualised specific milestones 

like turning fifty and their ageing process In general. The above-mentioned practices 

of quanttficatlOn and factualisatlOn of change are central In this respect. Speakers 

also mobilIsed complicated contrasts between themselves and other people or 

category types. Age boundaries were thus drawn both within a specific age, by 
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means of admitting age labels like 'fifty' or 'middle-aged, but not 'that type of fifty­

year old', for Instance, and in between specific stage of hfe categories. 

Another central point about discursive boundary drawing was the general 

observation, that managing overlap, deahng wIth resIdue from 'earlier' stages of hfe, 

with in-between-ness, and transitlonahty was a substantial feature of participants' 

talk. Thus partIcipants' dIscursive practices of conung to a decISIon over the criteria 

for what constitutes membership or non-membership In a partIcular age category, for 

where and how boundaries or age tranSItion points should be drawn, and on what 

basIS, was a major concern for the analysis. 

Age-appropriate behaviour 

Age-appropnateness surfaced on several occasions in the analysis. The analysis on 

participants' orientations to the morality of theIr self-descnptions and categonsanons 

provided several examples of this. Speakers corrected their pnor accounts, thus 

making moral consIderatIOns immedIately relevant; some activities were descnbed 

WIth hesitation, hedges, softeners, justifications etc.; actiVIties were generalIsed to 

lessen the potential moral reproach and age speCIfic Inferences; and scenic features 

and detail, like the co-presence of children was used to morally insulate descnption 

of actiVIties. Notions and onentations to age-appropriateness were also Immeruately 

relevant whenever notions of maturity or immatunty were mobilised in the 

descriptions. 

The rhetorical functioning of time 

The conceptIOn of a fimte hfespan and particularly the factual presence of change 

marked most of the accounts analysed here. The results from this thesis could thus 

also be observed from a more dIstinct 'social psychology of tIme' perspective. 

The analYSIS estabhshed how quantified and mathemal1sed descnptlOns of time and 

dIfferent stages of one's personal hfe were used as a means of generalIsing the 

importance of age and of downplaymg Its personal significance. The factual 
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chronology of numbers: talking In terms of numbers of years in between the events 

for instance, worked to turn age into matter-of-fact questIon of quantity, of what is 

more and what is less, to what came first and what followed. At the same time, the 

fimte lifespan became an ordered set of life course events in a factual and 

quantifiable continuum that all people travel through. Simultaneously speakers' 

personal investment In notIOns of age or time was rhetoncaIly played down. 

Discourse and ageism 

This final and central pOint rat sed by Coupland, Coupland and Nussbaum (1993), is 

perhaps the most dIfficult one to combine to the analytIc concerns and observations 

ID this study. By stretching the meaning of 'ageism' (e.g. Bytheway 1995), one rather 

general observatIOn can be made however. That is, looking at the data as a whole, is 

seems surprising that gtven the floor and the opportunity to describe and administer 

age categories in what sometimes were lengthy accounts, speakers repeatedly chose 

to resort to prevalent, often normative and factual descriptions In their talk. This 

again resonates with findings in other work that even when confronted with almost 

an infinite range of interpretive possIbIlities for constructing the meaning of age or 

of life change, the institutionally prevalent linear Imagery is still WIdely reproduced. 

(Gubrium, Holstein & Buckholdt 1994: 203). 

Without wanting to dramatise, we could perhaps toy WIth the notion that at times the 

age categorisation that repeatedly referred to the facticity and to the unavoidable 

nature of decrement and change with time, worked as a situated and discursively 

researchable form of self-inflicted ageism (cf. Coupland and Coupland 1999). 

Another potential, at least a partial explanation would be to write thIS tendency off as 

a phenomenon to do WIth the especially recipient deSIgned features of intervIew 

interactIOn. 
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Towards postmodern conceptuaIisations of age? 

The above dIscussion on the discursive latitude of age description and age identities, 

and the fluidity of category admimstration, takes us to the final point to be raised in 

this chapter: to the discussion of postmodem notions of age. In the wide-ranging 

social scientific dIscussion over postmodemity (cf. Billig 1995 for an overview), 

Identity has been hamessed as the central concept via which the impact and processes 

of postmodemity make themselves visible in society. 

As part of thiS discussion, some theorists also suggest that postmodernist trends are 

loosening the normative control over age boundaries and age identities (Giddens 

1991; Featherstone and Hepworth 1989, see also Bauman 1996). As a consequence­

so the argument goes - there is an increasmg sl1nilarity among age groups, the modes 

of self-presentation, fashion, leisure-time activities and life style (Featherstone and 

Hepworth 1991a). According to postmodem conceptualisatlOns then, age is a blurred­

genre, blended in and by the uni-age, or ageless styles of postmodem culture. The 

centrality of age as a means of self-descriptIOn as well as the predestined narrative of 

a single core-identity travelhng through pre-set structures of human hfe cycle, have 

thus been substituted by Images of durt~e (Glddens 1991: 14), by the notion of new 

and expandmg genres for sense making (Shotter 1993a; Gergen 1991), and by until­

further-notice lifespan identities (Raz 1995). The postmodem flexibility thus seems 

to open the doors not only for gender blendmg (Devor 1989), but also to age 

blending. 

Age blending and the uni-age society as emergent cultural tendencies are supported 

by technological advancement (Featherstone and Hepworth 1989; Meyrowitz 1984). 

The multitude of mass-mediated images 'saturate' our mmds with a plethora of 

pOSSible images (Gergen 1991). Moreover, m the age of techno-personal systems we 

may construct endless ageless virtual Identities and ageless 'post-bodies' for 

ourselves (Featherstone 1995). So this new postmodem age of technology allows for 

variatIOn and even an incoherence of multiple identities, while at the same time, 

makes it pOSSible to endlessly construct and reconstruct coherent representations or 

narratives of one's hfe. 
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How does the discussion over postmodem conceptualisations of age bnk back to the 

analysis and observations made in this work? Is there possIble space for a dialogue 

here? As a first answer to these questIOns we could note - hke many cntics and 

commentators have also done - that much of the postmodern thesis about (age) 

Identity seems to thnve on a theoretical level, whereas fitting ItS claims to the 

everyday hved 'realIty' of people IS rarely attempted (cf. Andrews 1999; Biggs 1997; 

Katz 1995; Nlkander 1999a, 2001; Raz 1995; Wlddlcombe 1998b). Instead, 

empmcal analysIs presented in support of postmodem age, often resorts to cultural 

products, bke images or popular stnps as their illustrative material (e.g. Featherstone 

and Hepwroth 1991b). 

One clear contnbution from investIgations that elUCIdate the interrelation of 

language, action and social structure, via focus on situated interaction, IS that 

theoretical notIOns and claims about WIder structural and societal change can be 

studied and put to a test. It may well be, for Instance, that when talking about actual 

culturally and histoncally sItuated bves of people, the postmodern vocabulary of uni­

age remains largely theoretIcal and thus 'far from becoming an everyday reabty' 

(Featherstone and Hepworth 1989: 145) 

The current study showed that when investigating people In interaction, the 

dIscursive latitude: the bmlts and possibihties of admimstratlng hfetlme categones, 

can be researched In acti on. The analysis of speakers repeated reference to the 

factlclty of hfetlme change, their orientatlOns to the morality and to the age­

appropriateness of theIr descriptions, also brings fore some results that may unsettle 

the theoretical conceptuahsatlons put forward by the postmodem theSIS. 

At the same time, however, the analysis also showed the fluid nature of situated age 

categonsalJon. The obvious flexiblhty in people's descnptive practices, for Instance, 

allowed them to move in between categories; to resist conventIOnal posItions offered 

by the interviewer; to ward off potential Inferences of the descnptions gIven; to 

theonse about the hmlts and tradItional cntena of membershIp and non-membershIp; 

and to push the dIscursIve boundanes of overlap between stage of life categones. 
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In this respect thc;n, the current study already touched upon some of the wider social 

scientific concerns put across in postmodern theories, but dId it via looking at age In 

action. One potential task for future research on age categorisation therefore is to 

examine further whether the largely theoretical chums of uni-age culture actually 

come to life In people's categonsation practices. In analysIs like this the practical 

applicability and the limits of postmodem theories of age can thus be put through 

concrete and detailed empirical testing. 

For, although the analyses In this thesis seemed to underline the moral nature and 

thereby also the limits of postmodem latitude and fluidity, It is quite thinkable, that 

something resembling the notion of 'uni-age' functions as an emerging ideological 

commonsense of our times, and, at least, of our Western thinking. Therefore, by 

studYIng age categorisation in a wide range of argumentative contexts, we may also 

begm to see how postmodern notions and ideologies of uni-age, of personal choice, 

and tailored and blended ages, surface in Interaction but also, what the limits of such 

Ideologies are (cf. BiIIig 1997). 

It seems then, that age categories and age Identities in action IS a field of inquiry, 

which is potent in empirical extensIOns. My hope is that this work has managed to 

convey the complexity, nchness, and potential of the field in ways that also attracts 

and generates future research. For in the end, analysing age In action, and the varIety 

of ways stage of life categones are put to use In talk, texts and In dIfferent 

interactlOnal arenas, tells us about parIicipants' sense-maIo.ng processes, and about 

the cultural knowledge and logic that infonns those processes. 
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Appendix 1. 

Transcription Symbols and Notes about the Art of Translation 

The transcription system adopted in this study makes use of the conventions 

developed and commonly recommended m conversation analytic and, increasingly, 

in dtscursive work (Edwards 1997; Hutchby and Wooffitt 1998, chapter 3; Atkinson 

and Heritage 1984: iX-XVI; Iefferson 1985) 

The following transcription symbols are in use in the text. 

(0.2) 
(.) 

[ 1 

( ) 

«» 
Under 
CAPITALS 

Funn(h)y 

= 
it 
>quick< 

The number in brackets indicates a time gap in tenths of a second. 
A dot enclosed in brackets indicates a pause in the talk less that two 
tenths of a second. 
Square brackets between adjacent lines indicate the onset and the end 
of spate of overlapping talk. 
Colons indicate that that the speaker has stretched the preceding 
sound. 
Empty parenthesis indtcate the presence of an unclear fragment on 
the tape. 
Double empty parenthesis mdicate addllional information by the 
author, e.g. non-verbal activity. 
Underlined fragments indicate speaker emphasis. 
Capital letters indicate the use of noliceable louder speech than that 
surrounding it. 
Degree signs are used to indicate noticeable quieter than surroundmg 
talk. 
H in parenthesIs marks laughter Within speech. 
A dash mdicates the sharp cut-off of the prior word or sound. 
The equal signs indicate contiguous utterances. 
Pointed arrows indtcate a marked falling or rismg intonational shift. 
More than and less than signs indicate that the talk they encompass 
was produced noticeably more quickly than the surrounding talk. 
Arrows in the margm mark points of special analytic mterest m the 
extract in question. 

In addttlOn to transcnption symbols, each extract comes with a headmg of the form: 

Extract 13. PN: M2: Anssi (Cas 1, A: 29.7·30.1) 

This style of marking starts with the number of the extract In the senes presented in 

the chapter in question. The rest of the identification consists of mterviewer's InitialS 

followed by a letter indicating whether the interviewee was a man (M), or a woman 

(W), and the number and pseudonym of the interviewee (in this extract PN:M2: 
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Anssi. For detail on the interviewees, see appendix 2). The rest of the identification 

refers to where the extract can be found on the tape. 

Notes on transcription and translation 

Paul ten Have points out (1999: 93) that the methodological literature of CA (and, 

we could add, DA) hardly ever discusses problems of translation. As a result, 

discussion on the practical choices made, or on the difficulties that almost inevitably 

follow presenting translated data, is a rarity in the literature. Analysts presenting 

translated data to an English speaking audience often discuss the matter in bnef, in 

the following way for example: 

Translation 

'The number of overlaps, pauses, hesitation, hedges, self -editings, and so forth are 
kept constant, as is their location in relatIOn to turn junctures. The translation from 
Swedish has been kept as literal as possible, except where minor modifications 
have been necessary ID order to preserve conversational style: 

(Aronsson & Cederborg 1997: 85) 

Although it is not pOSSible to delve into the complex art and science of translation ID 

much more detrul than Aronsson and Cederborg, some notes on the choices made 

about translation and transcription style are ID order. This is all the more central, 

given that empirical research based on working with transcnpts, particularly 

conversation analytic work, sees transcripts as a central means of guaranteeing the 

publicly verifiable, and cumulative nature of its claims and findings (e.g. Hutchby 

and Wooffitt 1998; Perakylli 1997). 

The literature on the producllon and use of transcripts varies from thorough 

methodological, ideological and practical discussions (e.g. Iefferson 1996; Ochs 

1999; O'Connell and Kowal 1995; Sandelowski 1994; Silvennan 1993; Ten Have 

1999) to diSCUSSIOn about established, good practice (e.g. Atkinson and Hentage 

1999; Hutchby and Wooffitt 1998; K1tzmger 1998) and to critical overviews 

(Ashmore and Reed 2000). The predommant, wntten-in-between-the-lines, notion ID 

most texts on transcription is, however, that of an English speaking academiC, 
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working on data from conversations between native speakers of English, and 

consequently presenting his or her analysis to other English speakers. 

A growing body of conversation analytic lIterature now exists on working on 

interactional data in languages other than Engbsh. The special issue in Journal of 

Pragmatics titled: Conversation analysis of foreign language data is an example of 

thIs. According to the editor of the special Issue m question: 

'ConversatIon analysis offoreign language data refers to two fields. First, studies 
where the analyst is not a native speaker of the language spoken in the data - as 
for example - in ethnography and related fields. Second, the title refers to studies 
where the partIcipants use a language foreign to at least one of them. Naturally, 
then, either the language used or the native language of the participants will be a 
foreign language for the analyst' (Wagner 1996: 145). 

It seems then, that the perspective adopted is again that of a natIve English speaker, 

this time working on non-native, or even 'exotic' (BIImes 1996) data. 

In the current study the notions of 'foreign' 'native' and 'non-native' take up a 

different meaning. Here, the analyst is a native speaker of the language used by the 

participants, and can therefore also adopt a cultural native's perspective. She is, 

however, presenting her data and analysis in a language other than her own. This 

means that her immediate audience is not necessarily fanuliar WIth the language 

used by partIcipants: it is foreIgn to them. Several practical and analytic decisions 

must, for this reason, be made when translatmg and presentmg the data and the 

analYSIS upon it. In this, earber dIscussions on translation come to assistance (e.g. 

Bilmes 1996; Duranti 1997; Moerman 1988; 1996; SOIjonen 1996; Ten Have 1999). 

Ten Have (1999: 93) points out that, when working WIth translated data, several 

options exist in terms of the ways in whIch translations are presented. The writer 

may wish only to present the translation from the onginal (e.g. Aronsson and 

Cederborg 1997), or to present the translation and give the origmal only m an 

appendix (e.g. Bergmann 1992). Alternatively the author may choose to present the 

original transcript immedIately below, or as a separate block of text (e.g. Houtkoop­

Steenstra 1991; Paolettl 1998b) or alternate in between the origmal and the 

translation in a subsequent bne-by-Iine manner (e.g. Ten Have 1999). Another 

pOSSIbility is to offer extensIve information on the structure, semantIcs and syntax of 
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the language in question. In these cases, the origmal, transcnbed spate of talk IS 

often followed by a detailed morpheme-by-morpheme gloss-line that explicates the 

grammatical structure of the language in question after which a free translation 

follows. One example of this three-line format comes from SOIjonen's data where 

the original language IS Fmmsh (1996:295; see also Arminen 1998; Ruusuvuon 

2000). 

(5)[Chapel:4-5] 

1. R: No nah-da-an:: oo.mthh >ovbvovo< 
PRT see-Pas-4 er 

2. 

3. 

4. 

Well let' s mee·t er .mthh >uvuvuvu< 

(1.0) 

INgh-dd-an tQ-ssa: pga-rakennukse-n siina (.) 
see PAS-4 that !NE main-building-GEN there+IN 
let's meet there: in the mllin building's there (.) 

kghvila-n "puole-lla~= 
cafe-GEN side-ADE 
in the qfe °section.o= 

Note how the second line provides the reader With detailed information on the 

grammatical workmgs, on the conjugation of words and on other structural detail of 

speech practices of the language m questiOn (e.g. kahvila+n as the genetive, 

indicatmg possession form, on the use of passive forms etc. For det311 see SOIjonen 

1996: 326-7). 

Practical concerns linked to working With translated data thus include questions of 

the level of detail chosen in the transcription, and of the way in which the 

translatiOns are phYSIcally presented in pnnt In praCtice, these concerns are often 

decided for us, as journals and editors often have their own established conventions 

for data presentation. In the case of thesis wnting, such decisions need, however to 

be made and justified. 

Given that the analysis m the current study was less based on the analysis of specific 

lingUistic phenomena of the Fmnish language, I chose not to follow the three-line 

transcription style. Instead, I chose to present the origmal transcript side-by-side 
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with the English translation. The transcription format and layout chosen, thus looks 

as follows. 

Extract 13. 

1. 
2. 
3 
4. 
5 

6 
7. 
8. 
9. 
10 

~ 11 
12 
13. 

A: 

PN: 

PN: M2: Anssi (Cas 1, A: 29.7-30.1 ) 

No I mean I (.) have saId 
that I hve my hfe and accept 
that I'm (0 2) fifty years old 

and (.) that I'm Just as old 
as I ( ) happen to be at a tIme and 
I don't (.) Imagme bemg (0 4) 
younger or older 
but hke I don't (.) nonetheless 

behave the way m whIch a fifty­
year-old should (.) behave hke 
I don't go to symphony concerts 

heh heh 
(10) 

No el kun maa (.) oon sanonu 
ettii maa elan elllmaam Ja hyvaksyn 
sen etu! maa oon (0.2) ~obas 

Ja (.) ett ma oonJuun mm vaoha 
kum maa (.) kullomkm olen 
enka mU (.) kuvlttele olevam (0 4) 
nuorempl tatkka vaohempI 
mutta ett! en maa ( ) Sllt! huohmatta 

still kJMmydy slllat nim kun vllskytvuollaana 
MalS (.) kaytmytyli etta 
en mina Uy smfomakonsertelssa 

heh heh 
(1.0) 

In the transcnpt, the verbal content in English on a single line seeks to follow that of 

the original. The differences in syntax, length of expression and word order in 

between English and Finnish, as well as the technical Imutations of thIS mode of 

layout, made it impossIble to always match the verbal contents from one Ime to the 

next. Attentive readers, with or without knowledge of Finnish, should, however, be 

able to look for equivalent contents in the Finnish for the English, should they wish 

to do so. 

According to Ochs (1999: 169, ongmally 1979), the spatial organisation of the 

transcript also carries across notions of bIas. The layout, in other words, guides the 

reader to notice some items of talk before others, and thus steers how the units that 

make up the whole are perceived. Ochs also pomts out how our European culture of 

literacy socialises us to encode ideas not only from top to bottom, but also from left 

to right on a page. Leftness is thus linked with priority and assocIated WIth 

prominence In written expression (1999: 170-1). In the case of this study, for 

instance, I seem to have chosen to present the English translatIOn of the data In the 

left hand column, and only then to provide the onginal. Leftness should, in thIS 

context, however, not be linked with prionty, or as conveying first-hand importance. 

Instead, the layout of the transcript was chosen according to matters of practical 

convenience. The order, In other words, makes it easIer for an English speaking 
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reader to follow the Ime numbers etc. when gomg through the data while, at the 

same time, making the data accessible to Fmnish speaking readers. It should also be 

added that the transcript layout does not reflect analytic practice either, as the actual 

analYSIS on the data was always done on the original Finmsh transcript. 

Notes on the level of detrul in transcription are also due. Some methodologIcal 

gUIdelines suggest that one should always seek to produce as detruled a transcription 

as possIble (e.g. Wooffitt 1993: 290). Other texts (e.g. Ochs 1999: 168; O'Connell 

and Kowal 1995), stress the usefulness and clarity of transcripts. Followmg Ochs 

(see also Psathas and Anderson 1990), the level of transcription symbols and detail 

chosen in the current study reflects the particular analytIC mterests of the researcher. 

Some symbols, such as m-breaths, out-breaths, and detailed mdicatlons of intonation 

or creaky voice for example, do not figure in the transcnpt. Other detail, such as 

speaker emphasis indtcated by underlining, is done in less detail than IS sometimes 

recommended. Instead of indicating the exact syllable-specIfic location of speaker 

emphasis, and then seeking to mdicate the equivalent piece of talk in the Enghsh, for 

instance, whole words are often marked as emphasised m both (e.g.lme 10 above). 

The art of translation 

The translation into English in this work is not a word for word, literal translation 

from Finnish. Given the difference in between the two language systems, hteral 

word-for-word translatIOns would not have been possIble, but would, instead already 

have involved extensIve interpretative deciSIon-making (cf. BiImes 1996). Some 

modification was necessary to preserve the flow of conversational style and the 

readabIlity of the translated data. Instances of such liberties-takings, and other 

noticmgs about translation are sometimes indIcated in separate 'cultural footnotes,' 

or in the main text of the analytIc chapters. 

One should perhaps also pomt out that several levels of translation were included in 

the production of the transcnpts. FIrst, the sounds and SIlences on tape were 

transformed mto a wntten format. Followmg a thorough readtng of these texts, parts 

of them were then translated and transformed mto an Enghsh versIOn. The result IS, 
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as always, a non-mechanically produced and detennined product, which can hardly 

be strrughtforwardly judged correct or incorrect. TranslatIOn is instead, as Richards 

(1932: 7, ref. Moerman 1988: 6) points out, an 'inwrectJy controlled guess' and 

consequently something that the reader ends up taking and accepting with a certain 

degree of faith. The general problem of interpretive authority (Bilmes 1996: 172), in 

other words means that those not fannliar with Finnish, as a language and speech 

community must, at least to some extent, take the author's word and hold her 

accountable for the translation. At the srune time, the acceptability of the translation 

constructed in this work remruns open to challenge, and to suggestions of alternative 

expressions from native Finnish speakers. 

In all, the transcnpt provided does not seek, or claim perfection, but rather 

acknowledges and embraces the dilemmas of translation and transcription. The 

whole process of producmg transcripts was informed by the wish to produce 

accessible yet acceptably accurate data that enable both English and FInnish 

speaking readers to make their own judgements, interpretations and assessments. 

The level and detail in transcription also reflects what seemed to suit the analytic 

stance and the analytic interests towards category work m talk. I hope that the 

choices made about transcriptIOn and translation work in favour of both these aims. 
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Appendix 2. 

Description of the data: Interviewees and procedure 

The total number of 22 Interviewees (10 men and 12 women) was obtained through 

• Approaching the readership of a women's magazine C Anna'). 

• Approaching members of an all-male class of high-school graduates (year 1966). 

• Approaching workers in a major power plant in the Helsinki area. 

Most of the women I interviewed contacted me themselves. They were triggered to 

do so by a feature pubhshed in a Finnish women's magazine Anna, on 'Women & 

Age.' The cover of the issue promises special 'thematic pages' on the issue With the 

caption: 'Age: Feelzngs, experiences, let-downs, and comforting realisations'. The 

pages themselves consisted of women of various ages giving their personal 

accounts, and of a separate box with the tYPiCal 'researcher's point of view'. As the 

researcher providing the points of view, I asked for my contact informanon to be 

added. Thus, I was able use the site as a means of contacting potential Interviewees. 

The women's sample has a certain 'bias' towards nnddle-class professions like 

teacher, on the one hand and towards free-lance professions hke artist, on the other. 

This may reflect the readership of the women's magazine In question and/or possibly 

the type of person who wishes to volunteer for research interviews. The special 

feature can In itself be interpreted as partly setting the tone In which the interviews 

later unfolded. In their letters and phone calls to me, some women commented on 

the views presented in the issue, and stated that the extrennty of some of the 

descriptions and opinIOns on age had prompted them to contact me, and to 

participate in research on the issue. 

The age-range, from 42 to 51, in this group is bigger than that in the men's group 

(49-52). This is due to the fact that, although I was mamly wishing to target people 

who were close to 50 years old, I nonetheless did not wish to reject any of the 

women who contacted me and expressed an interest to be interviewed. In additIOn to 

the women who contacted me themselves, interviewees sometimes made 

suggestions for other potennal interviewees. Their suggestions were used to extend 

the number of interviewees, and m the end two additional Interviews were conducted 

via uSing this alternanve contact procedure. 
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The men's group consists mainly of men who had graduated some thirty years earlier 

from the same high school. These men were contacted using a list of names and 

addresses compiled pnor to a class reunion. I obtained this list from one 'graduate of 

the 'year -66' and then approached the men on it, CIting the list and their fonner 

classmate as my source. Out of 28 names on the hst 8 men contacted me, and out of 

this group 6 intervIews were arranged. A second group of male interviewees (4) was 

obtained though approaching the employees of a major power plant In the Helsinki 

area. The deCIsion to Interview workers in this particular site was a result of my 

personal connections with the shop steward of the plant. VIa him. I was able to get 

in contact with men who volunteered to be Interviewed. 

Each intervIewee has been given a pseudonym. which is used consIstently 

throughout the text and analYSIS. Names of places and other obvious detail that may 

have enabled identification have also been erased from the interview transcripts. 

Code Pseudonym Age Occupation 

MEN 
Ml Arto 50 Unemployed 
M2 Anssi 51 Civil servant 
M3 Pauli 50 AccountantlManager 
M4 Kimmo 51 Sheet-iron workerlWelder 
MS Juha 50 Engineer 
M6 Klaus 49 Team foreman 
M7 Tapani 51 Production manager 
M8 Esa 52 Metal worker 
M9 Reijo 52 Manager (of a paper factory) 
MlO Vesa 50 Sales manager 

WOMEN 
Wl Laura 49 Copywriter 
W2 Anita 42 Receptionist 
W3 Eeva 50 Professor 
W4 Liisa 48 Nursery school teacher 
W5 Maria 50 Pre-school teacher 
W6 Irma 50 ArtistIFree-lance journalist 
W7 Helena 51 Teacher 
W8 Anna 44 Textile artist 
W9 Bnitta 49 Teacher 
WlO Anu 51 Nurse 
Wll Saara 50 Lecturer 
W12 Leena 51 Head of Marketin 
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All interviews were conducted on a one-to-one basis. The surroundings, where the 

internews took place, varied accorchng to the wishes of the interviewees: some were 

conducted in the interviewees' homes or work places, some in cafes, or alternatively 

In university facihties. Conducting the interviews included travelling, as the 

interviewees came from different parts of Finland, mainly from the larger cittes, but 

also from rural areas. 

USing interviews as the means for data productton (Rester and Francis 1994) 

allowed imrnechate access to people's practtcal accounting and practical reasoning. 

Sumrmng up the pros and cons of different data, Potter (forth; see also Potter 1996a; 

Wetherell and Potter 1992: 98-100) comes up with a list of virtues for using 

interviews as matenal for chscurslve analysis. These Include 1) Focus: concentratton 

on certain predetennined themes, 2) Standardisation: the possibility for all 

participants to address the same set of themes, and 3) Control over sampling. Of 

these three, the control over sampltng - in the sense of having the possibility of 

delimiting the speakers to a specific age range, not so much in the sense of 

representativeness - was a consideration in this study. Focusing on themes was also 

central; in fact, having no themes on which to proceed would make an interview 

situation impOSSible. The standarchsatton of themes covered was of less centrality in 

my interviews, however. That IS, I was not pressing to cover exactly the same 

themes in all situations (cf. Wetherell and Potter 1992). The same Itst of topics 

provided a general baSIS, upon which the interaction could unfold. The list was not 

used religiously, however, but rather as a basic check-Itst. In many cases the 

interviewees covered, or took up Issues themselves, in a manner that both coincided 

and enriched any thought-up themes of the interviewer. Consequently, the 

Interviewness and conversational nature of the interviews varied greatly as chd the 

level of actiVity by the interviewer. 
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