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ABSTRACT

The Compleat Infidel is a study in discursive psychology {Edwards and Potter,
1992; Potter and Wetherell, 1987). Iis topic is defensive practice in the discourse
of marital and para-marital infidelity. The objectives were threefold: to document
and explicate the discursive terrain; to demonstrate an application of the
principles of discursive psychology:; to develop a critique of selected areas of
social science generally and social psychology in particular. A database of more
than 230 samples of discourse drawn from heterogeneous sources including
newspaper reports, works of popular psychology and original research interviews
was amassed and subjected to discourse analysis according to the methods
described by Edwards, Potter and Wetherell. The findings are that in
contemporary, Anglo-American discourse five discrete types of construction are
routinely produced to defend infidels and infidelity: (1) non-events; (2} isolated
episodes; {3) special categories of self; (4} specific reasons; {S) generic rationales.
The variability within and between these constructions reflects their orientation to
differing aspects of the interactional context and their different functions therein.
Relevant aspects of context include: interviews and other question-and-answer
sessions; silent, anonymous and sympathetic recipients; tabloid and broadsheet
news; contexts of argument and debate. The range of defensive functions being
performed includes: (1) exoneration: (2} appeal to mitigating circumstances; (3)
appeal to diminished capacity or diminished responsibility: (4) defence of
provocation: (5) justification. -The conclusions are thaf social scientific
investigations of infidelity. adultery, cheating. extramarital sex and similar
phenomena must acknowledge that discourse is action orientated if a complete
and coherent analysis is to be achieved. This conclusion is shown to be relevant
to endeavours in sociology, evolutionary psychology. social cognition, the
psychology of individual differences. psychopathology and applications of
psychology in public health surveys and couples therapy. as well as studies of
discourse that are informed by feminist and other varieties of social
constructionism. The conlribution of The Compleat Infidel to the accounts
iterature and to action orientated approaches to discourse such as discursive

psychology is discussed and directions for turther researcn are recommended.
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INnfroducing The Compleart Infidel

Overview

The Compleat Infidel is a study that explores the discursive construction of marital
and para-marital infidelity and develops a theoretical account of the means by
which infidelity and infidels are defended. This 1s accomplished through practical
analysis of a wide range of discursive materials including talk and texis.

In the few years since this study was originally conceived it has sometimes
seemed that, in one form or another, infidelity has hardly been out of the
headlines. Two stories in particular dominated the mass media, one on each side
of the Atlantic. In November 1993, Dianaq, Princess of Wales, made history with her
television interview for the BBC's Panorama in which she admitted her adultery
with Captain James Hewitt. "Were you unfaithfule” probed interviewer Martin
Bashir and Diana replied, "Yes, | adored him. Yes, | was in love with him. But | was
very let down.” In January 1998. the lippergate scandal broke and news
circulated of Linda Tripp’s tape-recorded telephone conversations with Monica
Lewinsky in which Lewinsky spoke of her affair with President Bill Clinton. Within
days Clinton had organised a press conference at the White House and issued his
famous denial: "l did not have sexual relations with that woman.”

Away from the spotlight of the mass media, in the most ordinary situations
where no-one happens to be a princess or a president, infidelity remains a
conspicuously accountable matter. Where there is infidelity, there is occasion for
justihcations and excuses; denials and concessions; appeals to mitigating
circumstances, provocation and diminished responsibility. This accounting for
iInfidelity is a form of behaviour that has gone virtually unstudied by social
scientists. The Compleat Infidelis about to plug the gap. In the process, some
traditional social scientific concepts and perspectives on what sort of
phenomenon infidelty might be will be challenged and reconceptualised.

This first chapter supplies a review of previous sociological and
psychological work that has taken infidelity as all or part ot its object of study. The

idea is to set the stage for the analytic questions addressed in The Compleat
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Infidel and also to introduce the traditional or mainstream social scientific themes
and concepis that will be picked up one by one and re-worked in the course of
performing the analysis. The main criticism in this review will be that previous
social scientific investigations of infidelity have paid little attention to the
immediate constructlive effects and interactional consequences of infidelity talk.
Thus, they have revealed little about the nuts and bolts of discursive (defensive)
practice. Chapter 1 ends by detailing and clarifying the research problem with
which The Compleat Infidel is principally concerned. For now, let me summarise it
thus. The task will be to: {a) discover what kinds of defences for infidelity and
infidels are being articulated, taking note of any systematic variations, (b)
scrutinise the construction of these defensive arguments to find out how they work
in situ and eventually, (c) arrive at a satisfactory explanation for the
aforementioned variability.

The Compleat Infidel belongs to the methodological tradition of discursive
psychology. Chapter 2 explains what discursive psychology is and locates it on
the theoretical map with regard to some neighbouring approaches such as
rhetorical analysis, ethnomethodology and conversation analysis. | then go on to
describe the collection of discursive materials that forms the data-base for this
research. | discuss the sources of these data (they include original research
interviews, participants' contributions to previous research projects on infidelity,
newspaper and television news reports and public internet discussions, 1o name
but a few) and consider some of the ethical and practical questions that thereby
arise. The final part of Chapter 2 marries together the method and the data.
producing an account of the analytic proéedure that underpins the work to be
undertaken in the following five chapters. Thus, by the end of Chapter 2 we wili
be equipped with a set of specific analytic questions and a practical method of
finding out the answers.

Chapters 3-7 are referred to at various points as the analytic chapters of
this document. In these | conduct an empirical analysis of the data described in
Chapter 2. Each analytic chapter takes up a prominent style of defence or line of
argument and examines its construction and practical application. Chapter 3
examines people's reports of their behavioural history and experiences and also
their reports of their attitudes, opinions, beliefs and views about infidelity. In these
reports we will see infidelity constructed as a type of event, defined by the
performance of certoin.ocis iNn certain circumstances or conditions. Chapter 4
looks at how speakers and writers describe the settings and circumstances in
which individud! episodes of infidelity sometimes happen. Chapter 5 considers

the use of personality and psychopathology in accounts of infidelity. Chapter 6
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analyses the construction of reasons and motives for infidelitous behaviour in
reports of unreasonable spouses, unsatisfactory dyadic relationships and

iresistible third parties. Chapter 7 then turns to infidelity discourse in which people
put together accounts of human nature, modern society and its division into
social groups. Collectively, the study of these five topics will constitute a review of
the major strategies and practices of defending infidelity and infidels that are
available to users of contemporary, Anglo-American discourse.

However, the purpose of The Compleat Infidel is not solely to document
and explicate the discursive defence of infidelity and infidels. As an exercise in
discursive psychology it is additionally designed to serve a purpose of critique.

The analytic chapters relate the discursive practices identified therein to certain
‘theoretical arguments and issues that are raised by attempts to make a social
scientific study of infidelity. In some cases there will be an overlap to be pointed -
out between the discursive practices of research participants and the social
sctentists who study them.

Chapter 3 develops a discursive psychological account of practices such
as making evaluations, expressing ambivalence and being vague. This account
will be developed in rhetorical contrast to social scientific studies of infidelity that
try to gather the simple facts about people’'s attitudes to infidelity and their actual
behaviour by means of questionnaires, surveys and polis. Similarly, Chapter 6
builds @ érh‘ique of social psychological studies that solicit and speculate on
people's reasons and motives for being unfaithful. In contrast to those studies | will
develop a discursive psychological account of the practice of constructing
iInfidelity as reasoned, motivated action. .

In Chapter 4, while considering how to construct an isolated episode of
infidelity, | will have some comments to make about the relationship between lay
discourse, professional journalism of the human interest variety and also
psychological studies that investigate infidelity as a matter for causal inference
and attribution. Similarly, in Chapter 5 there will be occasion to discuss the
appearance of personality theory and the psychology of individual differences in
lay people’s accounts of infidelity. | shall draw attention to the overlap between
these accounts, confessional accounts of the sort that constitute news in certain
tabloid newspapers and accounts that are produced by and for professional
counsellors and psychologists. Later. in Chapter 7, | will look at some discourse of
research participants in which they tackle big questions to do with the human
condition and modern society. We will see that these accounts bear a marked

resemblance to the more formal, academic sort of natural and social theory.



Overall, in Chapters 3-7 | will try to show that a discursive psychological
analysis of infidelity discourse does more than provide for discoveries about the
discursive behaviour of those non-professionals who kindly agree to participate in
programmes of social scientific research or who make their discourse available for
the general purpose of public consumption. A discursive psychological
approach also has something to say about research itself and the discursive
behaviour of the researchers. Ultimately | want to develop an account of
infidelity discourse that is capable of explaining The Compleat Infidel as @
discursive phenomenon in its own right as well as rival analyses and all the
heterogeneous bits and pieces of discursive material that are presented herein
under the heading of data.

The Compleat Infidel ends with Chapter 8 in which | draw together the
discoveries of the five analytic chapters and propose an answer to the primary
research question that was specified at the close of Chapter 1. Specifically, this is
the point at which we will be in a position to explain the particular range and
nature of the defences that we have considered. | shall then indicate what has
been contributed by The Compleat Infidel with regard to two distinct spheres of
academic endeavour. The first is the sphere of traditional or mainstream social
scientific studies of infidelity and | shall conclude that there is strong evidence in
support of the argument for foregrounding the local, situated action orientation
of discourse it a coherent analysis of infidelity as a social and psychological
phenomenon is to be accomplished. The second is the sphere of studies of
discourse and in this part of Chapter 8 | will show how The Compleat Infidel builds
on previous discourse-analytic work and ths makes a useful contribution not just
to studies of infidelity discourse but to the general endeavour of discursive
psychology. Finally, | shall take the findings reported in these pages as a starting

point from which to propose some directions for future research.

Some Social Scientific Approaches to Infidelity

In this section | shall conduct a brief review of some previous social scientific
investigations of infidelity. My objectives here are as follows. Principally, | hope
that a concise but critical review of the social scientific literature on infidelity will
help begin to clarify and characterise what will be going on methodologically in

The Compleat Infidel that is different to what has gone before. Particularly, 1 want



to set the stage for a discursive approach to infidelity by reviewing some other,
more traditional approaches. Relatedly, each one of the analytic chapters of this
document (that is, Chapters 3-7) will take up topics and themes that intersect with
issues in conventional sociological and psychological research into infidelity. Thus,
it will be useful at this early stage to take in a broad overview of these research
endeavours, forming an idea of how infidelity has been conceptualised, the sorts
of questions that have been asked and the types of answers and conclusions that

have been attempted.

Studies of human nature and society

One way to conceptualise infidelity is as a form of behaviour that is manifest in
large populations {up to and including the entire human species). This overall
approach characternses both of the following distinct strands of theory and
research.

Firstly, there is the strand based on evolutionary theory, including the
relatively new discipline of evolutionary psychology. In this line of research
infidelity is usually taken to be a sexual activity to which the human species as a
whole is naturally inclined. People may form ostensibly monogamous emotional
and domestic partnerships in pairs but when it comes to sex they are apparently
vniversally prone to covertly engaging in extra-pair copulation or double mating.
Fairly typical are these remarks made by well known behavioural ecologist Helen
Fisher {e.g., see Fisher, 1992) in an interview for the pernodical Urban Desires: "f've
looked at adultery in 42 cultures and, even in societies where you can have your
head chopped off for philandering, men and women cheat. [ ] Monogamy has
never meant fidelity. it's a parenting strategy. [W]e were built to do two separate
things - to pair up and to cheat” (Quan, 1994, untrue.htmi).

Researchers seek to explicate the evolutionary foundations of this
phenomenon and their findings are promoted as adding to the existing body of
scientific and medical knowledge about human life and behaviour, especially
sexuality, reproduction and mc:ﬁng behaviour. A-good example is the study
reported by Baker and Bellis {1995; also see Baker and Bellis, 1993; Bellis and Baker,
1990}. A nationwide survey of 3.679 British women requested select items of
information about their sexual habits and hist-ories. Variables of special interest to
the researchers included sexual expernence (operationalised as the total lifetime
number of copulations so far), the average amount of time spent in the company

of areqgular male partner (including time spent sleeping) and the time intervals



between copulations with two different males. The collected data were used by
Baker and Bellis to support their version of sperm competition theory, which argues
for the reproductive utility of extra-pair sexual congress. The authors include
among therr findings such discoveries as: "in humans, the less time that a male
spends with his female partner between copulations, the more likely her last
copulationis to have been with another male” (Baker and Bellis, 1995, p. 21). The
essence of their conclusions is that "in Britain in the late 1980s, about 4% [and
possibly as many as 12%] of children were conceived via sperm competition (i.e.,
were conceived while their mother contained within her reproductive tract
competitive sperm from two or more different males)” {p. xiii). Other notable
examples of work that investigates the evolutionary foundations of infidelity
INclude: Ast and Gross (1995); Buss {1994, 1999); Buss and Schmitt (1993); Buss,
Shackeltord, Kirkpatrick, Choe, Hasegawa, Hasegawa and Bennett {in press);
Kirkpatrick and Buss (1996); and Shackelford and Buss (1995, 1997).

Secondly, there is the strand of work that studies human societies rather
than the human species. Extramarital sex and extradyadic sexual relationships -
categories of activity that are assumed to be roughly equivalent to the activities
denoted by the more explicitly morally-charged terms infidelity and unfaithfulness
- are investigated as a common form of sexual behaviour and also an object of
societal evaluation. Attitudes to extramarital sex can be sampled and taken to
indicate something about the prevailing moral climate in a given population. An
example is Sexval Behaviour in Britain: The National Survey of Sexual Attitudes and
Lifestyles (Wellings, Field, Johnson and Wadsworth, 1994). The impetus and
rationale for this government-funded survey was a concern about HIV. Reliable
quantitative data about sexual behaviour were needed to "predict the likely
extent and pattern of the spread of HIV” (p. 1). Data about attitudes were
treated as a supplement to behavioural data, revealing something about the
preterences, beliefs and views of the national psyche that would assist in
endeavours such as mounting effective public health education campaigns.
Aggregation of the data and generalisation from the individual respondent to
British society were made possibie by giving the questionnaire items one or
another forced-response format. including Likert scales on which participants
could indicate the extent of their agreement or disagreement with various
attitudinal statements. The authors include among their findings the discovery
that "only one respondent in fifty believes extramarital sex to be not at ali wrong,
and some four out of five people [ ] are of the opinion that it is always or mostly
wrong” (p. 24?). Their inquiries about sexual behaviour did not include specific

questions such as "have you engaged in extramarital sex?2” but the authors infer a
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certain amount of such activity by cross-referencing answers 10 questions about
the number of heterosexual partners in the last year with answers to questions
about marital status. For instance, "4.5% of men and 1.9% of women who are
married reported more than | heterosexual partner in the last year, and a tiny
fraction {1.2% of marmrmied men and 0.2% of married women) reported more than
two partners in the last year” {p. 104). Finally, by assuming that this sex with more
than one heterosexual partner was equivalent to extramarital sex {i.e., assuming
that respondents had not been married less than one year and also assuming
that they were not in group marriages, open marriages or whatever), Wellings et
al. were able to observe a certain concordance between attitudes and
behaviour such that "a tendency towards greater lenience can be seen among
those with some experience of the behaviours they were judging” (p. 25%).

Other examples of this kind of work include Arrey (1984), Glenn and
Weaver (1979). Harding (1988), Hunt (19/74), Janus and Janus {1993}, Michael,
Gagnon, Laumann and Kolata (1994), Quilliam (1994), Smith (1990, 1992), Tavris
and Sadd {1977), Wiederman (1997) and Wolfe (1982). These studies characterise
themselves as basically tact finding exercises: Quilliam (1974, p. 1) describes her
report on her questionnaire survey of 200 women as "not a philosophical treatise,
or a sociological thesis, but a direct statement of the way women see sex today.”
Other investigations of infidelity as a societal phenomenon are more explicitly
informed by social theory such as those of Hite (1976, 1989, 1991, 1993} and
Lawson (1988) and are correspondingly more likely to embellish and enrich a
quantitative analysis with illustrations from interview material and other qualitative

data.

This kind of investigation of infidelity implies a certain ontology and concomitantly
a certain method of analysing discourse. The aim is o describe the properties of
some large, composite entity such as the human race or modern society and so
research participants are treated not as individuals but as representatives of that
larger body. If they are differentiated, it tends to be in terms of demographic
characteristics: researcher-defined categories of nationality {e.g.. Maykovich,
1976), gender {Baker and Bellis, 1995), age (Roscoe, Cavanaugh and Kennedy.
1988). social class (Wellings et al., 1994), urban/rural community of residence
(Wilson, 1995) and so on. Because of this homogenisation there is relatively little
consideration of what individual rescondents must make of the business of data
collection as a social situation.

Certainly, the subject matter of these investigations i1s acknowledged to

be sensitive. The concern here is that people may be reluctant to honestly



disclose the facts about their sexuality. The nature of this problem as it is
conceptualised in evolutionary and sociometric investigations of infidelity is
indicated by the sorts of solutions that are applied. At the outset of Sex in
America: A Definitive Survey, the authors confidently announce: "Like studies of
less emotionally charged sdbjects, studies of sex can succeed if respondents are
convinced that there is a legitimate reason for doing the research, that their
answers will be treated nonjudgmentally, and that their confidentiality will be

protected” (Michael et al., 1994, p. 25). Similarly, Wellings et al. are sure that

A guarantee of confidentiality can do much to ensure veracity of response.
Reassuring respondents of the confidentiality of the survey was of greatest
importance in relation to the self-completion booklet which contained the more
intimate and personal questions. A non-judgemental approach on the part of the
interviewer and a guarantee of confidentiality were also essential. A firm
understanding on the part of the respondent of the urgent need for the data and
the credentials and integrity of the onginators also does much to overcome this
problem. In this respect the introduction was made eaqsier by a reference to
health and AIDS and the need for the information.

(Wellings et al., 1994, p. 20}

With the right kind of reassurance, then, participants can be expected to
overcome any initial reticence and revert to a mode of behaviour that seems to
be the default response to inquiries of a less sensitive flavour: delivering the
iInformation as requested; straightforwardly supplying the facts that constitute the
answers to the researcher’s questions. After the initial hesitancy, and aside from
any nagging suspictons that men routinely over-report while women under-report
their sexual activity {e.g.. Wheeler, 1993). the discourse that research participants
produce is treated as simply reflecting reolii‘y.

Thisis a treatment of research participants and their discourse with which |
shall take issue in the following chapters, especially in chopters 3 and 7. For one
thing. accounts of human nature and human behaviour and evolution are just
that: accounts. They are discursive products and deserve to be recognised as
such, with no inherent differences distinguishing the accounts of evolutionary
psychologists from those of their research participants. The same point can be
made regarding accounts of modern society, sexual behaviour in Britain, sex in
America and so on. Moreover, the forthcoming examination of discursive
practice will make it clear that expressions such as extra-pair copulation, adultery,
philandering, cheating, infidelity, extramarital sex and extradyadic sexual
relationships ought not to be treated as more or less interchangeable signs or
tokens for what is fundamentally the same underlying behaviour or piece of
reality. As we will see, the selection and situated deployment of these and other

terms reveals them to be interactionally consequential. That is, when respondents



are given a free rein in the matter of how to describe legitimate and illegitimate
sexvual practices, they choose terms that shape, organise and actively construct
reality according to the interactional situation in which they find themselves.
These insights contra-indicate the treatment of research participants as
though they were all doing the same thing, responding to the same stimulus and
speaking as representatives of the same population. Researchers’ decistons that
the defining characteristics of their groups of subjects have to do with age,
gender or whatever do not guarantee that these are the membership categories
that participants themselves are treating as relevant concerns when they
formulate their replies. Similarly, displays of non-judgemental integrity on the part
of the researchers and assurances of confidentiality do not automatically de- |
gauss the research situation, cleansing it of messy social and interactional
variables that might otherwise interfere with respondents’ ability or inclination to
reveal the essential facts and bits of social truth which they possess. In the
following chapters of The Compleat Infidel we will examine accounts of personal
behaviour, expressions of attitudes and impromptu bits of natural and social
theory which show that membership categories, ideas of identity and anonymity
and displays of non-judgemental integrity are discursive resources which belong

quite as much to research participants as to the social scientists who study them.

Studies of individuals and interpersonal relationships

A conirasting approach to infidelity is to focus on it as the behaviour of an
individual who acts and reacts with respect to his or herimmediate network of
personal relationships. This approach characterises both cf the following strands
of research and writing.

Firstly. there is the study of social cognition and close relationships, @
distinct area of social psychology. The main concern is to explicate the cognitive
processes underlying people’s behaviour in marital and para-marital relationships
and research is often conducted with a view to practical application of the
findings tn the context of delivering the cognitive-behavioural variety of mantal
and family therapy. Some social cognition research concentrates on identifying
the beliefs, expectancies and patterns of attribution that seem to be associated
with marital discord, the idea being that faulty or maladaptive cognitions can
then be restructured. Here, infidelity can become relevant as a known source of
marital conflict, a common but upsetting relational transgression that expectably

triggers cognitions to do with inferring cause and making attributions of
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responsibility and blame (e.qg.. Beach, Jouriles and O'Leary. 19835:; Buunk, 1984;
Fincham, Beach and Nelson, 1987; Fincham and Bradbury, 1987). Researchers
use a variety of tools and techniques such as inventories and questionnaires (e.g..
the Marital Attributional Siyle Questionnaire of Fincham et al., 1987}, vignettes and
scenarios (e.g., Boon and Sulsky, 1997; Mongeau, Hale and Alles, 1974} and
formally coded clinical observations {e.qg.. Bradbury and Fincham, 1993) to
generate quantitative data that can be correlated together, subjected to
regression analyses and so on. Forinstance, upon examination of their
Relationship Attribution Measure, Fincham and Bradbury (1992} were gratified to
discover that married people’s responsibility attributions {i.e., ratings of the extent
to which a badly behaved spouse was acting intentionally and deserves blome)'
were positively correlated with the amount of anger reported by respondents and
also with the extent to which participating couples were observed to "whine”
during a problem solving exercise.

Other socidl cdgnition research concentrates on developing one of a
range of social exchange theories of close relationships, such as
interdependence theory (e.g.. Kelley, Berscheid, Christensen, Harvey, Huston,
Levinger, McClintock, Peplau and Peterson, 1983; Kelley and Thibaut, 19/8) and
equity theory (e.q.. Hatfield and Traupmann, 1981; Walster, Walster and Berscheid,
1978). Social exchange theories incorporate behaviourist principles of
reinforcement and proceed on the assumption that people in couple
relationships are subject to experience various rewards and costs as a
consequence of their involvement. The outcomes for an individual (rewards
minus costs) are conceptualised in such terms as satisfaction, dependence and
commitment: psychological states that have a practical significance in the sense
that fhey are thought to influence behaviours such as staying in the relationship or
alternatively leaving (a dichotomy close to the heart of the therapeutic
endeavour). Here, infidelity or a strong interest in it may be treated either as an
indicator of causal psychological processes (e.g., Forste and Tanter, 1996;
Johnson and Rusbult, 1989; Rusbult, Johnson and Morrow, 1986} or as an aspect of
inerr practical eftect |e.qg., Buunk, 1987; Hathield, Traupmonn and Walster, 1978).
Again, research is geared to generating quantitative data that can be subjected
to inferential statistical tests. For example. the Hatfield Global Measure of Equity-
Inequity (Hatfield et al., 1978) is a scale that attempts to transform individuals’
feelings about the equity of their relationships into simple numerical values.
Respondents who report feeling that their relationship is equitable - that they get
as much from their partner and relationship as they give inreturn - are assigned a

scale value of zero. Those who feel over-benefited - getting more than they give
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- may be assigned a score of up to three. Accordingly, those who feel under-
benefited - giving more than they get - may be awarded a score as low as minus
three. This quantification made possible the discovery of Hatfield et al. (ibid.) that
of 2000 married respondents, those who felt under-benefited had significantly
more extramarital attairs {and sooner into their marriage} than those who felt
either over-benefited or equitably treated.

Secondly, there 1s a body of literature on affairs, their causes and relational
consequences, that is published for the consumption of the general public. This
self help literature usually arises from more or less clinical experience In a range of
therapeutic settings. One example is Litvinoff's (1998) Guide to Better
Relationships, which imparts the collective wisdom of Relate, a British relotionship
counselling organisation. Anotheris Private Lies: Infidelity and the Betrayal of
Intimacy (Pittman, 1989}, the reflections of a psychiatrist. Other texts in this genre
include Cauthery, Stanway and Stanway (1983), Pittman (1993), Reibstein and
Richards {19922), Schneider (1988), Tysoe (1997) and West-Meads {1997). As with
the social cognition account, this body of writing conceives of infidelity and affairs
as a common but distressing category of relational event (perhaps even a crisis)
that matters because it is a known antecedent of divorce and other kinds of
relationship break-up. To take an example, Litvinoff introduces her discussion of

aftairs as follows:

An affair is what most people think of as the crisis in a relationship. For many the
idea of their partners becoming involved with someone else is their greatest fear.
[] By atfair we mean any relationship with a third person that threatens the existing
relationship between a couple. ] Later we will look in datail at what
characternises the relationships that stay together rather than split up.

(Litvinoff, 1998, pp. 160-161; emphasis in original)

The causes of infidelity are located within the individual and the couple
relationship. Forinstance, Litvinoff includes in her list of causes the factor of

INnsecurity:

If a partner feels rejected for some reqson (as a man might if he loses the main
focus of his partner's attention during pregnancy, or while she is caring for young
children, or a woman might do if the man is wrapped up in his work) he or she
might 0ok for attention or closeness from someone else. SO might someone who is
feeling vulnerable about his or her age or waning sexual attractiveness: only the
excitement of a new relationship and the admiration in the eyes of someone new
can seem like proof that all is stilt well.

(Litvinoff, 1998, p. 163)

In soctal cognition research, the task of the scientist is to distil formal explanatory

models and theories from the observable test performances and other behaviours
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of specific research participants. Contrastingly. in the self help and public
education literature the task of the writer is o communicate theory in an
accessible way. The abstract laws and general principles that constitute the
wisdom of the experienced counsellor or clinician are re-particularised through
case studies and emblematic instances, translated back into the realm of

empirical experience for the benefit of the lay reader.

Compared to studies of human nature and societly, studies of individuals and
interpersonal relationships adopt a more nuanced approach to infidelity
discourse. There is somewhat more recognition that data collection happens in @
social situation, a more localised appreciation of why people say the things they
‘do and a more contingent, relativised concept of the business being reported.
Studies of human nature and society treat respondents as basically honest souls
(cf. Potter and Wetherell, 1987) whose preferred or default modus operandiis o
truthfully and accurately describe their experiences and views. Studies of
individuals and interpersonal relationships admit that the truth about infidelity is
not so easy to get at. itis recognised that dyadic partners may produce very
different histories of the same relationship and its difficulties and that there is not
necessarily much to be gained from a therapeutic point of view by trying to get
to the bottom of the matter, sorting out which among competing versions or
accounts is correct. On the contrary, a more usual concern is that the therapist or
counsellor should appear impartial, which entails being seen to be not taking
sides with respect to the matter of what really happened {e.q., see Potter, 1996q).
Moreover, it is accepted that ind‘i'viducl reépondents are more complex
psychological entities than is implied by studies of human nature and society.
Their expressions of their views, opinions, points ol view and so on may be
affected by more than a modest hesitancy about discussing sensitive issues. For
instance, they might be speaking as someone who is insecure or suffering from
low self-esteem or even as someone who is In denial. These possibilifies will be the
subject of further comment in the following chapters, especially Chapters 4, 5 and
6.

In his discussion of psychological investigations of close relationships.
Antaki (1994, p. 93) notices that their freatment of participants’ discourse is "rather
equivocal.” On the one hand. it is recognised that accounts are contingent and
not straightforwardly reflectioﬁs of some real-world, historical sequence of events
or set of objective facts. On the -other hand, accounts are treated as arising from
and representing reality insofar as they are scientifically demonstrated to

correlate with other indices of mental life; measures of dyadic (mal)adjustment,
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for instance, or commitment or self-esteem or whatever, This equivocationis.
Antaki suggests, disappointing for relativist critics because it fences off
participants’ accounts in such a way that they can only be approached through
the researcher’'s own interpretative framework. Participants’ versions are treated
as eligible for examination but the kind of analysis that can be performed is
restricted because the professional's own discourse of infidelity as having to do
with marital distress, crises, threats, staying together and splitting up 1s allowed 1o
remain exempt from scrutiny.

In the therapeutically-orientated literature that | have been discussing
here, one of the effects of this equivocation is the maintenance of a heavy
emphasis on the victims of infidelity, Throughout, extramarital and extradyadic
relationships are predefined as a problem and of course this problematisation se.ts
limits on the range and nature of conclusions that are reached at the stage of
disseminating professional knowledge and publishing findings. As Kipnis (1998)
observes, the therapeutic idiom is one that excludes any analyses of the
phenomenon of adultery that reach beyond a small network of interpersonal
relationships with the nuclear family at its centre. Investigations of this itk may
improve upon studies of human nature and society insofar as they attend more to
local relational issues but they do so at the expense of recognising the possibility
of ideological and political critiques: "You can be fairly certain it's not going to be
the social order that's organized pathologically, it's you™ {Kipnis, 1998, p. 304).

| do not propose to choose between studies of human nature and society
and studies of individuals and interpersonal relationships. It is not my intention to
sﬁggest that one of these is the superior means of investigating infidelty. The
point is that neither of these broad approaches pays great attention to the
discursive nature of the material from which infidelity is constituted. In both cases.
infidelity is externalised; abstracted and exiled from the fiow of discursive
exchange in which researchers and particinants, writers and readers make it
available to each other in the first place. As an object of study infidelity becomes
part of a selectively reified world: an aspect of human mating behaviour or sex In
America, a marital crisis or a single individual's attempt to restore their own private
sense of equity. There is a segregation of the thing being studied from the
scholar's own activity.

Clearly, the extent to which this needs to be regarded as a problem
depends on one's priorities and methodological perspective. Similarly, there are
variations in the extent to which a relativistic, discursively focused approach to
research can be regarded as a solution. For instance, the over-riding concern of

the researcher may be to produce evidence about human nature and/or the
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state of modern society in order to bring about some large-scale change in social
policy. This could be a simple response to the requirements of the funding body,
as with government-commissioned surveys or it could be a form of independent
political activism. Some researchers choose their area of work according to
highly personal criteria and a conventional methodology may be underpinned
by a radical agenda. To take an alternative example, a project may proceed
pragmatically from the observation that when people encounter problems in their
relationships, they expect that psychotherapists will be available and able to
help; ergo, research may be demanded so as to design and deliver therapy that
ultimately seems to generate the highest possible ratings on some measure of
efficacy, be it customer satistaction or whatever. In cases such as these, the sori‘s
of epistemological tensions and limitations of scope that | have described above
may not be regarded as fatal to the enterprise and a more thoroughly discursive
perspective on the research activity may not be recognised as doing much to
help researchers satisty the requirements of their particular objectives and
crrcumstances. However, The Compleat Infidel is a study of language and the
immediate interactional dynamics of defensive discursive behaviour. As such,
issues to do with the reification of infidelity and its abstraction as a topic from the
researcher’s own discursive practice must be taken seriously. Accordingly, in this
document | shall try to ensure that my own commentary is recognised as very
much part of the phenomenon being studied and is not granted diplomatic
immunity from analysis. Overall, | shall aim for what Antaki (1994, p. 93.) calls a
really committed relativism.” What this entails will become more and more clear

as we progress through the latter part of Chapter 1.

Some Unsatisfactory Treatments of Infidelity Discourse

In recent years a very few pieces of research have appeared that take infidelity
discourse as the object of study. Consequently, from the methodological
standpoint of The Compleat Infidel, they represent an advance on the more
tfraditional social scientific investigations discussed above. However, they also
feature one or two lingering problems and areas of tension that make them not
entirely satistactory. in the following paragraphs | shall briefly review these studies
and indicate where they and The Compleat Infidel finally part company. Three of

the key studies to which | refer are those of Burns and Giriffin {1996), Dryden (1999)
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and Kitzinger and Powell {199235). All of the authors are social psychologists and
they share a feminist perspective on the social construction of infidelity.

The analytic materials used by Dryden (1999) in her exploration of
discourse in and about marriage are research interviews with seventeen couples.
The interviews were, Dryden reports, "loosely structured (around topics such as
family, friends, children, daily life etc.)” (p. 13). Predictably, at least some of the
conversations turned to matters of (in)fidelity. From the outset of her book Dryden
makes it clear that she is not trying to examine marriage in any stark, objectivist
sense but rather that she is interested in how the reality of marmage is ongoingly
constructed by her research participants, through their meaning-making activities
with discourse. "The emphasis throughout this book.,” she states firmly, "is on the '
active and constructive nature of talk™ {p. 15). However, Dryden has misgivings
about constructionist and discursive analyses that focus on the "human being as
textual product” (p. 20) to the total exclusion of individuais' actual, lived
experience. In contrast, she is concerned with constructions and versions of
reality and also with the "material and emotional consequences” (ibid.) that these
constructions bring about for the people who build them.

How does the theory convert into analytic practice¢ Dryden's discussion
of (in)fidelity centres on a longish extract of interview transcript {pp. 138-140}. The
interviewees are a couple named Gillian and Patrick Henderson. The
conversation is not proceeding smoothly. Forinstance, Patrick remarks that
married people are "expected to remain faithful but er [pause] | don't think it's @
very sort of natural thing to do” and a note in Dryden’s transcript records that "[At
this point Gillian looks as though she might burst into tears.]” (p. 140). Now, this
stretch of data is used by Dryden to show that this unremarkable married man is
adept at constructing versions of reality and accounts of marriage that seem
"destined to make his wife feel insecure” (p. 141). Indeed. Dryden adds "Given
that Gillian was highly economically dependent on her husband with three young
children to care for [ ] her position was insecure” (ibid.; emphasis in original).
Maoving from the particular to the general, Dryden’s conclusion is that men
commonly produce discursive constructions that create emotional insecurity in
their partners and this is likely because it provides them with "an effective way of
keeping control over the marital agenda” (ibid.).

The analysis of Burns and Giriffin (19946) is also based on semi-structured
research interviews, this time with individuals instead of couples. The overall topic
was love and infimate relationships. Burns, the interviewer, found that participants
"often talked about infidelities, their partners’ and their own, and all of them said

something about their ideas about infidelity if not their experiences of it." In the
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ensuing report Burns characterises her research method unambiguously as
discourse analysis. She explains that discourse analysis “is not concerned with
allocating descriptions to pre-agreed conceptual categories, bLH with exploring
how conceptual categories are constructed through talk” (emphasis in original).
That is, "the focus is on the talk” and not on some extra-discursive notion of
infidelity that is presumed to underlie or precede it. Specitically, the research
questions about infidelity discourse are as follows. Firstly, Burns wants to ook at the
overall shape of constructions of infidelity and identify the "common themes” that
emerge in the talk. Secondly, she intends to explore constructions of gender
within these accounts and discover whether "double standards are [ ]
constructed in talkk about infidelity.”

As it turns out, by the end of the report these modest objectives are
exceeded. Like Dryden, Burns is additionally (if not more) interested in the
material and emotional consequences of infidelity talk. For instance, her

concluding remarks prominently include the following.

The gendered positions offered by the discourse of infidelity used by the women
makes [sic] it easier for men to be unfaithful to women than for women to be
unfaithful to men., because it is male infidelity that is constructed as expected. This
may be translated into women's insecurity in heterosexual relationships for which
they may blame themselves. By blaming themselves for being insecure, they need
not leave the relationship. This seems similar o women who stay in violent
relationships. blaming themselves for his violence.

(Burns and Griffin, 1996)

Both Dryden and Burns explicitly bracket their work with the investigation of
infidelity discourse of Kitzinger and Powell (1995). In this study over one hundred
students were given a story completion task. The cue story teatured either a male
or female protagonist {John or Claire} who realises that their (heterosexual)
partner has been "seeing someone else ..." (p. 352). The students’ completed
stories were subjected to "thematic content analysis” (ibid.). Kitzinger's and
Powell's report of their findings shows that the analysis was particularly geared to
discovering how constructions of infidelity varied c:cctording to the gender of the
research participants. Forinstance, "male and female subjects painted viterly
contrasting pictures of a heterosexual relationship of one year's standing. Women

tended to romanticize and men to sexualize the relationship” {p. 355). Moreover,

one of the most stnking differences between stories written by male and female
subjects was in the number and nature of words describing emotions. More than
fwice as many men as women wrote stories which contain no emotion words at
all: only 12 percent of the stories written by women contain no emotion words.
compared with over a quarter (26 percent) of the stories written by men.

(Kitzinger and Powell, 1995, p. 359)
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Finally, Kitzinger and Powell draw out interpretations or "readings” of these findings
from two theoretical perspectives, which they term “"essentialist” and "social
constructionist.” Thus, "from an essentialist perspective, these stories could be read
as uncovering sex differences in 'understandings’, ‘beliefs’, ‘personal needs’ or
'underlying motives' with respect to heterosexual relationships” {p. 365). That is,
“from an essentialist perspective, [ ] our findings can be read as claims about
psychological difterences between young men and young women® (p. 366;
emphasis added). In contrast, a social constructionist reading (implicitly the

preferred option) could

relate the stories told here to the various narrative genres with which student
subjects are likely to be familiar; pornography, romantic fiction, stories in women's
magazines and soap operas, the agony columns and the Oprah Winfrey Show.
Given that male students are much more likely to be familiar with the
pornographic genre and female students with the romantic genre {Wilson, 1983), it
s perhaps not surprising to find that their stories draw on and reproduce these

different genres
(Kitzinger and Powell, 1995, p. 366)

All three of these studies are to be commended for their explicit, resolute and
largely consistent attention to infidelity as a discursive phenomenon. There is a
concerted effort {on the one hand) to avoid treating participants' accounts as a
mere conduit for information about infidelity as a pre-existing feature of the "real”
natural or social world and (on the other hand) to avoid treating accounts as
symptomatic of hidden psychological structures and processes. Overall, these
researchers exercise considerable caution about claiming any causes for their
participants’ constructions that are located in the obviously extra-discursive
realms of mind and behaviour. However, when it comes to identifying the effects
of infidelity discourse, the same restrictions do not apply. This is no accident. The
studies discussed here represent (various kinds of) feminist approaches to
discourse and as such they belong to an even broader church of “critical’
approaches that is unified and distinguished by its primary political objective. In
the words of Widdicombe and Wooffitt (1995, p. 59), this objective is one of
‘emancipating ordinary individuals, especially those subordinated through
membership of social categories which render them powerless: ‘ethnic minorities’,
women', 'the working class' and so on.” The basic premise is that discourse
matters because it is through discourse that hegemonic and oppressive power
reiations are maintained and their technologies implemented. In this respect. the
reports of Burns and Giriffin (1996), Dryden (1999) and Kitzinger and Powell (1995)

are allied with the well known, more explicitly Foucaultian, feminist discourse
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analyses of Gavey {1989, 1993) and Hollway (1984, 1989}, which identify discrete
and (for women) malevolent "discourses” of sexuality. They also have something
in common with the more Marxist enterprises of “critical discourse analysis” and
"critical psychology” described by Parker and his associates {e.g., Burman and
Parker, 1993; Parker, 1990a, 1990b, 1992, 1999; Willig, 1998]).

Thus, from the standpoint of The Compleat Infidel there is a problematic
aspect to the three key studies of Burns and Griffin, Dryden and Kitzinger and
Powell. The long range experiential and ideological eftects of discourse are given
centrality at the expense of analytic comment on the more immediate sociail
practices that arise in contextualised discursive interaction {except where they
can be "made to yield political conclusions;” Widdicombe, 1995, p. 108). A -
detailed account of this problem is worked out by Potter, Wetherell, Gill and
Edwards (1990) and | shall not attempt to duplicate it here. Instead, let me
proceed by means of an ttlustirative example. Recall Patnck Henderson's remark
about fidelity that | quoted in the discussion of Dryden’s study, above.

Dryden is primarily interested in long range issues to do with social power
and gender relations and this prionty informs her analysis of the interview
transcripts that are her data. Thus, Patrick’s talk is treated as reducible to the gist
that there is something objectionably unnatural about "remaining faithful” and is
taken by Dryden as evidencing men's "separation behaviour” in {discursively
constructing) marriage (Dryden, 1999, p. 119). The significance of this separation
behaviour is that it causes women (in general, not just Gillian Henderson) to feel
Insecure. From this insecurity, men (in general, but including Patrick) reap the
benefits of increased relational power and Com‘rol.

The problem with this reading is that it leaves the analyst with no principled
way to account for the finer details of Patrick's talk and their role in the immediate |
context of the interview. Forinstance, there 1s no way to explain why Patrick
should have picked on the particular topic of the unnaturalness of fidelity as the
platiorm for his separation behaviour, out of all the myriad possibilities. There is no
basis but intuition for making sense of the many hesitations and disclaimers that
accompany his delivery (e.g.. compare it to the much more blunt,
uncompromising presentation of this same argument by Helen Fisher in the
sechion on studies of human nature and society, above). There is nothing o be
said about whether and how his discursive behaviour is geared to the specific
and perhaps rather unusual circ'umstonces of being professionally interviewed by
Or Dryden.

These unanswered questions about the pragmatics of infidelity discourse

are just the kind that will be addressed in The Compleat Infidel. This is the first
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study to examine the active and constructive nature of infidelity discourse that
does not at some point “step away from language,” as advised by Parker {1992, p.
xi; emphasis added) in order to produce political conclusions. | do not mean to
suggest that The Compleat Infidel is a document sealed into an air lock of
political neutrdlity: far fromit. | do mean to suggest that political import will not be
attempted by imposing on the research a framework that treats discourses as
discrete causal agents (Wetherell and Potter, 1992, p. 90) and thereby neglects to
comment "on discourse as social practice, on the context of use and thus on the
act of discursive instantiation” (ibid.).

In the next part of this chapter | shall say more about what sort of
document The Compleat Infidelis, the readers who might be expected to find In
it something of utility and the rhetorical dilemmas and debates in which if
participates. After that | shall end this chapter by delineating the exact questions

that collectively constitute the research problem.

Defensive Practice:

The Dual Ildentity of The Compleat Infidel

Infidelity discourse is a massive terrain that cannot be exhaustively explored within
the pages of the single volume you are reading now. It is therefore a practical
necessity to home in on some area of the discourse in order to do it justice. In this
section | shall specify the area | am going to focus on and explain my choice.

Since its inception | have thought of The Compleat infidel as a documenti
with a dual identity. First and foremost, it is a research report; an exercise in
discursive psychology. about which | shall have a good deal to say in the next
chapter. It presents an extensive yet fine-grained study of the discursive
construction of infidelity, focussing on constructions that account for infidelity and
explain the behaviour of infidels. However, The Compleat Infidel is also a political
paper: a manifesto and a technical handbook for unrepentant intidels who are
interested in developing the rhetorical skills that their occupation demands. Each
of its five analytic chapters describes a distinct set of arguments and discursive
manoeuvres which collectively amount to a practical guide to conducting one's
own defence. This dualidentity i1s no accident but arnises from two related

considerations.
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Reflexivity

In the following examination of defensive practice in infidelity discourse we shall
encounter a number of interesting phenomena. Forinstance, we shall look at the
ways in which accounts are made to appear factual and convincing through
linguistic devices such as vivid description, empiricist accounting, consensus and
corroboration and the rhetoric of argument, to name but four. Now these fact-
constructive devices are not exclusive to the infidelty discourse that we shall
scrutinise later on as data. They are common to all reports that present
themselves as somehow factual, including social scientific reports on infidelity
{discourse), including the very one you are reading now.

Research reports are supposed to convince readers by presenting units of
knowledge which are true by virtue of having been more or less objectively
discovered, they are supposed to support their theoretical claims by showing a
concordance with discoveries and arguments that have been developed
previously by researchers in the same methodological field and they are
supposed to identify and display an improvement upon flaws and inadequacies
IN previous research on the same topic. That is. research reports (like other kinds
of reports, accounts, descriptions and so on) "are not just about something but
they are also doing something: [ ] they are nof merely representing some tacet of
the world, they are also involved in that world In some practical way” (Potter,
1996a., p. 47; emphasis in original). For instance, they are not just about infidelity
discourse but they also contribute to a world of scientific knowledge and
academic debate. The word tor this feature of discourse is reflexivity {ibid.; also
see Ashmore, 1989; Ashmore, Myers and Potter, 1995).

Not all of the reflexive actions and functions of research reports are as
obvious and explicit as the examples | have cited above. Forinstance, as a
whole the body of mainstream social scientific literature on infidelity is rhetorically
designed so as to participate in making a case or presenting one side of a moral
argument about sex, marriage, heterosexual relationships and so on. To take @
very simple example, the position is adopted in much of the literature of sexology.
the psychology of interpersonal relationships and so on that trust is naturally @
good thing, while secrecy, lying and illicit sexual relationships are all bad things.

Now, {he problem | want to identify With these mainstream approaches o
infidelity is not so much that their side of the moral argument in which they
reflexively participate is simpiy wrong but rather that these texts do not recognise

themselves as being reflexive in the first place. They do not acknowledge the
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debate in which they are participating and taking up an argumentative position.
This is a mistake which | shall try to avoid and one way to do that is through
constructing a dual identity for The Compleat Infidel. Calling this document a
manifesto and a handbook for unrepentant infidels is a way of deliberately
exposing its inescapably rhetorical character and visibly taking a side that
responds to the side that is being occupied more quietly and implicitly by most of

the rest of the social scientific literature on infidelity.

Analytic interest in difficult interactional manoeuvres

1 hope that it s already becoming clear that discursive psychology involves not
only an interest in how objects such as infidelity are constructed but also in what
those constructions can be seen to accomplish interactionally. Of course. some
interactional manoeuvres are much easier to accomplish than others. [t would
be easy and arguably somewhat redundant to produce a piece of analysis that
effegtively showed how to assign blame, issue accusations and generally hold
iInfidels and infidelity accountable, especially in the wake of a prosperous
tfradition of social scientific writing that has overwhelmingly attended to the pain
and jealousy of the cuckolded partners and the disruption to marital or primary
relationships. In deliberate contrast this study attends to the interactional tasks
and problems faced by infidels themselves, the occupon_ts of a rhetorical position
in which they are required to justify the seemingly unjustifiable and defend the
apparently indefensible. Too often presumed guilty of material "homewrecking”
and emotional "devastation” for the sake of a meaningless sexual thrll, infidels
face enormous strategic disadvantage in discussing their own infidelities, requiring
the aglle moral relativism of the convicted burglar or murderer. it is the available
methods of coping with this strategic disadvantage that will be treated here as
analytically interesting. We will return to this topic for a more theoretically
nuanced discussion of the interactional challenges faced by compleat infidels in

the section on analytic procedure at the end of Chapter 2.
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The discourse analyst's dilemma:

A note about the language of agency, strategy and design

As Potter (1996a., p. 65) points out, when writing about stretches of discursive {oral
or written) interaction and finding metaphors to convey what is being
accomplished, the discourse analyst is often faced with a difficult cholice
between two kinds of language.

On the one hand there is an agentic lexicon of strategy and design. The
drawback here is that the analyst may appear to be suggesting that a good deal
of inner cognitive planning and decision making must go on behind the scenes In
the production of discourse. Without getling into a debate about how far this is
'octuolly the case (Potter, 1996qQ, 1999, remains agnostic, after Sacks, 1992;
interested readers may also refer 1o Hertage, 1990/21; Pomerantz, 1990/91). such
suggestions would seem to be inharmonious with discursive psychology. an
approach that tries to focus maximally on language and as little as possible on
psychological, social or material worlds that are somehow extra- or supra-
discursive.

On the other hand there is a mechanistic, deterministic lexicon that avoids
being mistaken for cognitive psychology but is proportionally more likely to be
mistaken for behaviourism, although behaviourism is an etic approach that tries to
describe the objects and events of social life from the outside in objective, neutral
terms while discursive psychology is an emic approach that takes as its starting
point the sense made of social life by participants themselves, within their own
culturally and temporally specitic interactions: see Edwards (1997): Edwards and
Potter (1992).

On balance. the language of agency is often marginally the better
choice. Most people are so practised at ordinary conversation and other kinds of
discursive interaction that they at least give the impression of knowing what they

are doing, most of the time. To borrow an example from Potter (1996q, p. 46)

most people appear quite proficient at ending telephone conversations, though
these have been shown by conversation analysts to involve quite complicated
structures and sets of conventions. However, it is possible to notice that
appearance of procedural knowledge without necessarily assuming that (or how)
speakers are cognitively busy, "plotting how to end [the] phone conversation, or
nhow to stop [it] ending” (ibid.).

Moreover, though | shall use both the strategic and the mechanistic sets of

metaphors, the former particularly suits the dual identity and purpose of The
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Compleat Infidel. There is not really any pure behaviourist theory of infidelity
currently existing in social science. However, cognitivist approaches are
common. Consider the studies of individuals and interpersonal relationships that |
reviewed earlier in this chapter. Even the social exchange theories, which
incorporate some behaviourist principles, rely heavily on notions of inner
psychological states such as commitment and processes such as decision making
to describe the significant outcomes of interpersonal relations. This is the literature
| referred to in the above section on reflexivity, which makes a quiet, even implicit
judgement about the moral responsibility of infidels and the morality of infidelity.
Consequently | shall give preference to the strategic metaphor in this text
because it suits the reflexive purposes of The Compleat infidel to challenge the '
rhetorical position of the mainstream social scientific literature by matching it and
thereby exposing and ironising it. Where the strategic metaphor is used in this
document | hope that this reflexive note will help to set reasonable limits on what

it may be taken to imply about the mental life of the speakers.

The Research Problem

In earlier parts of this chapter | have identified what can now be summarised as
two distinct sets of problems with previous research in the general area of

~ Infidelity. As we saw in the section headed "Some Social Scientific Approaches To
Infidelity,” much of this research presumes to abstract infidelity from discourse and
make that abstraction the principal object of study. As a result, the discursive
nature of the materials that researchers have to work with is necessarily
downplayed and ultimately shunned. In the following section | discussed some
research that begins to improve matters by acknowledging the discursive form in
which infidelity is available as a topic for investigation. The findings of these
projects concern the long range effects of discourse on psychological and
societal entities that populate an extra-discursive world. There is arguably nothing
wrong with this if the researcher’'s agenda is explicitly one of social reform.
However, if one sets out to make a study of infidelity as a discursive phenomenon.
surely it ought to be possible to end up with findings that concern exactly that,
being Irocoied firmly within the realm of the discursive. The present study is an
analysis of.possoges of discourse in which infidelity and infidels are defended. In

this section | want to specify the auestions that are to be askad of these data so
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that we might leave The Compleat infidel knowing something more about the

discourse than when we arrived.

The question of mapping the discursive terrain.

The data examined in this study, while being drawn from a wide range of sources.
are all examples of contemporary, Anglo-American discourse. Arﬁong users of
this discourse there is recognisably a broad, tacit agreement about what sorts of
things may and may not be intelligibly and plausibly produced to account for
infidelity. Forinstance, | have yet to encounter the claim that there is any link
between infidelity and vegetarianism. Neitheris there any evidence that it is
presently acceptable practice to account for infidelity by appeal to the wc:xi’ng
‘and waning of the moon. However, there is abundant evidence of people
introducing such themes as boredom and true love into their accounts and of
other parties to the conversation treating these themes as relevant to the topic of
iInfidelity and worthy of debate. This being the case, a primary goal of this

research must be to chart the prominent features of the discursive landscape.

The question of construction.
Having taken in an aerial view, it will be appropriate to examine the data at close
range. That is, individual conversations and texts can be scrutinised for the local
details of their construction. To put a very simple gloss on what that might involve,
it is partly about content: identifying what discursive resources and materials have
been used in building a case for the defence. It is also about design: noticing
how the various constituent parts of the account are organised and arranged.
Ecilier in this chapter | observed that defending infidels and infidelity is not
the most usual or the most popular of discursive projects. Those who attempt it
can not afford the luxury of assuming that their efforts will be warmly received. In
building such a case, then, it is more than usually necessary that the resulting
structure should appear factual and convincing. How this factuality is
accomplished is one of the puzzles to be addressed in the construction strand of

this research.

The question of function.

This question is closely related to the previous two. From the aerial view, one may
wonder how a person wishing to defend infidelity could make a choice from
among the available range of explanatory themes. Why should an instance of
defensive accounting come to depend on such-and-such a line of argument

rather than one of the others? From the close up view, one may wonder how a
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person accounting for infidelity comes to produce and arrange the details of an
apparently factual construction in this particular configuration in preference to
any other.

There is no doubt that defensive accounts for infidels and infidelity are not
produced in a vacuum. Rather, they appear in some distinctive discursive
context. Sensitivity to this context entails more than making a general display of
factuality and plausibility. It also involves attention to local issues to do with
personal accountability and blame. Thus, the question of function with regard {o
some discursively contextualised instance of defensive accounting is likely to
concern what is accomplished for its producer. What, in discursive terms, might

be gainede
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Methodological Issues

Methodological Overview

The accounts literature

As | observed in Chapter 1, this study is not an attempt to analyse the entire
terrain of speech and writing about infidelity. In order to accomplish more than a
sweeping overview it is necessary to home in on a specific area of the discourse.
In this case, the area of interest is defensive practice. In this section | want to
emphasise my overall preference for the term defensive practice rather than
defences and likewise for accounting over accounts. This will be accomplished
through comment on how The Compleat Infidel is positioned relative to what has
become known as the accounts literature (e.qg., Antaki, 1994, p. 44; Butiny, 1993,
p. 13).

In everyday discourse infidelity is a topic characterised by interpersonal
confiict. Itis the basis for launching personal accusations and ascribing personal
blame. It is characteristically construed not as a sociological phenomenon or @
philosophic puzzle but as an individual's action; one that matters because it inflicts
pain and injury on another individual. From this perspective infidelity seems to
belong in the same bracket of behaviours as insulls, threats, physical assaulis and
other crimes against the person. One might say that all these behaviours are
iInterpersonal offences for which accused and suspected individuals are obliged
to produce an account. This notion is a defining one in an important early
chapter of the accounts Ii’ref_oture: Scott's and Lyman's Accounts (1968). An
account, Scott and Lyman proposed, is a linguistic form that is offered for
‘untoward action” (p. 47}. Indeed, extramarital sex is one of the examples
supplied by Scott and Lyman as an action that calls for an account.

Scott's and Lyman's project, along with those reviewed and refined by

Semin and Manstead (1983) and Nichols (1990), involved developing a taxonomy
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of accounts, identifying various types and subtypes of excuse and justification. In
the data to be examined in the analyfic chapters of this document we will see
some discursive constructions that look as though they could be easily classifiable
in this way: denials in one chapter, provocation defences in another, appeals to
diminished capacity in yet another and so on. On this basis it might then be
possible 1o speculaie about 1hé effectiveness of different types of account or
defence, in the style of Felson and Ribner (1981) or Cody and McLaughlin (1985,
1988). However, such a classificatory system is not used to divide up the subject
matter in The Compleat Infidel. Three related problems arise from this approach
to accounting that The Compleat Infidel seeks to avoid.

Firstly, to impose a predetermined typology of accounts or defenceson
the data would draw the researcher's attention towards abstracted, idealised
discursive forms and away from people's actual, contextualised discursive
behaviour (Antaki, 1994; Buttny, 1993; Edwards, 1997; Potter, 1996a; Potter and
Wetherell, 1987). For example, intoxication might be presumed to be the basis for
a classic diminished capacity defence. However, collecting together examples
of diminished capacity defences by the simple criterion of appeails to
drunkenness would overlook the differences in my data between, on the one
hand, accounts where a person's drunkenness is fied to the reporting of some
single, particular celebratory event that also involved time spent away from
home, reunion with old friends and former sweethearits and so on and, on the
other hand, accounts where the person is constructed as an habitual alcoholic
(cf. Edwards and Potter, 1992, pp. 98-99). It would also overlook the insight of
Atkinson's and Drew's [1979) study of courtroom interaction that a simple
reference to drunkenness might not, in fact, be performing as any kind of
account and that identifying what counts as an account can depend on iis
orientation to something accusatory within a sequentially organised discursive
sequence or conversational exchange.

Secondly, taxonomic approaches tend {o promote a view of accounting
as the production of the account, a momentary, definitive, on-the-record speech
act {Antaki, 1994; Buttny, 1993). This is exemplified by Scott's and Lyman'’s
definition and operationalisation of an account as a discre’re,'ﬁngu'isﬁc
manoeuvre that repairs a social breach. The problem here is that more subtle,
diffuse styles of accounting are in danger of being ignored. For instance, Conley's
and O'Barr's (1990) study of defensive practices in a small-claims court warrants a
move away from the isolated speech-act view of accounts by displaying ihe long
range differences in accounting practice between "rule oriented” and "relation

oriented" forms of discourse. In the former plaintiffs and defendanis take up the
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preferred language of the law, supply precise facts, maintain a tone of objectivity
or nevtrality and stick to information that is "relevant to the narrow principles of
contract law" (ibid., p. 63). In the latter they speak a more vernacular language,
supply descriptions that rely on the inferential work of the listener, maintain an
emphasis on social and interpersonal morality and include information that is
relevant to building a convincing narrative. Similarly, my data show that there is
more to accounting for infidelity than announcing the defence in a single move.
For example, speakers sometimes sideline the issue of accouniing for their own
infidelities and avoid addressing the injurious consequences of that behaviour by
focussing on infidelity as a generic human practice that is explicable in terms of
various positive benefits and advantages. Depending on the discursive context,
this may be necessarily achieved cumulatively, over several conversation turns.
Thirdly, taxonomies of c:ccou'm‘s tend to imply some discrete, definitive
offence or breach to which the account pertains. Granted, an espoused interest
in the defensive practices surrounding infidelity presupposes that speakers and
writers have something to defend. However, it is hardly the case that accounting
for infidelity is confined to couriroom-type situations where people are obliged to
answer for specific crimes, elsewhere remaining silent. My data include accounts
produced in research interviews, on public internet bulletin boards and In
response to surveys, to name but three aliernative circumstances. Oftenit is not
clear what porﬁéulor occasion of infidelity a speaker is accounting for or even
whether they have ever committed such a specific behavioural offence.
Typically in these data the recipient for whom the account is produced is not
straightforwardly the victim of the speoker's' infidelitous actions. Nonetheless, in
ihese situations too, speakers have interactional interests to protect. For example,
consider the research interview. Interviewees may have any number of possible
reasons for participating in an interview about infidelity; thinking the subject an
Interesting topic for discussion, a desire to help with the researcher's project or
whatever. Despite this, simply occupying the position of someone who knows
about infidelity and is authorised to speak on the subject can be an accountable
matter (cf. Widdicombe's and Wooffitt's approach of potential interviewees in
public places on the sirength of their "looking like" rockers and punks:
Widdicombe and Wooffitt, 1995). What interviewees have to say may thus be
defensively designed with respect to guarding against unfavourable inferences
about their personal codes of behaviour or moral character without a specific
accusatiion of infidelity or a voluntary confession ever having to arise. 1t isin this
ongoing, situated sense that | use the notions of accounting and defensive

practice in The Compleat Infidel. The topic of speakers' accountability, as distinct
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from the accountability of the events reported in their speech, will be the subject

of further comment in the next section.

Action orientated approaches to discourse

In this section | want to indicate where The Compleat Infidel is located on the
conceptual map relative to neighbouring action orientated approaches to
discourse. In Chapter 1 | characterised unsatisfactory treatments of infidelity
discourse as those that start out discursive but end up somewhere else; projects
that locate their conclusions about the discourse they study in a realm beyond -
the discursive (e.g., in the individual psyche or in the machinations of society). In
contrast, in this section | will highlight some approaches to discourse that start out
discursive and stay that way. Studying accounts, narratives, arguments and other
discursive data and then locating one's conclusions within the realm of the
discursive necessarily entails noticing that discourse acts oniiself in a very
immediate way. That is, what people say builds on what has been said before,
anticipates what will be said next, shapes the discursive context in which they are
speaking and so on. Approaches that attend to the local, situated action of
discourse on discourse and that are close neighbours of the approach taken in
The Compleat Infidel are the subject matter of this section. They will be
considered in two sub-sections, beginning with rhetorical analysis and following
with ethnomethodology (EM) and conversqﬁon analysis (CA).

The study of rhetoric has enjoyed something of a renaissange since the
Mid-1270s {Poiter, 1996b) and the analysis of scientific rheloric now boasis a
diverse body of literature Soyland (1994, p. 24). Of particular relevance to The
Compleat Infidel are the studies of scientific disagreement and debate of Gilbert
and Mulkay (1984) and Mulkay (1985a) and (of particular importance to
discursive psychology) the critique of cognitive and social psychology developed
by Mick Billig (1987, 19892, 1990, 1991, 1992; Billig, Condor, Edwards, Gane,
Middleton and Radley, 1988). This kind of rhetorical analysis is concerned with
how discourse Is structured argumentatively, to be persuasive and undermine
alternative positions. It employs a wide range of discursive materials including
Interviews, spontaneously occurring talk and a variety of written texts to display
the rhetorical devices used in making a case and the broad social or ideological
character of personal and interpersonal dilemmas.

The Compleat Infidel 1s not solely a rhetorical analysis. It incorporates

analyiic insights and resources from other disciplines, notably CA, in the project of
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investigating the defensive practices of infidelity discourse. As remarked by Potter
(1996b, p. 134), "conversation analysis and rhetorical analysis emphasize two
different orders of relationship: CA stresses sequential organization across furns;
rhetorical analysis stresses the relationship between opposing argumentative
positions. The latter may themselves be sequentially organized, but this is not
necessarily s0." Having said that, rhetorical analysis is an imporiant aspect of this
project. Particularly, rhetorical analysis helps in identifying the argumentative
orieniation of some of the less obviously conversational texts in the data-base and
attention is paid to the appearance in the data of various rhetorical devices such
as logical argument forms (Billig, 1987) and speakers' espousal of strong views
(Billig, 1989).

The sociological movement of ethnomethodology was founded in the
mid-1950s by Harold Garfinkel. As an area of study it investigates how ordinary
members of society make sense of and accountably act on their social world
(Heritage, 1984). |t stresses the central role of discourse in conducting this
normafive social business. Conversation analysis was principally founded by
Harvey Sacks in the 1960s and is now a prominent form of ethnomethodological
work that homes in on the specifics of conversational interaction, especially the
mundane and the everyday. The objective of CA is to discover how participants
In ordinary conversation "understand and respond to one another in their turns at
talk, with a central focus being on how sequences of actions are generated"
(Hutchby and Wooffitt, 1998, p. 14; emphasis in originoi). Research in CA has
been responsible for the discovery of a host of conversational devices through
which speakers orientate to and occomplish their interactional business. Classic
examples of such discoveries include adjacency pairs (Sacks, 1992, vol. 2, pp.
521-570), dispreference markers {(Pomerantz, 1984) and pre-sequences (Schegloff,
1979, 1980).

The Compleat Infidel 1s not principally an exercise in conversation analysis
although it does take an action orientated, situated approach to its materials. It
Incorporates data that are by no means naturally occurring conversations. 1t
Introduces analytic insights and resources from other disciplines {notably rhetorical
analysis) in the project of investigating the defensive practices of infidelity
discourse and its focus is not coterminous with the sequential organisation of talk.
However, CA makes a substantial contribution to this project. Certainly, there is
much of relevance to The Compleat Infidel to be gleaned from CA studies of
interaction in institutionail, especially]udic&al, settings. It is impossible and perhaps
Inappropriate to cite a complete bibliography here, but to provide a taste of

things to come, there is the analysis of action sequences associated with
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accusations, justifications and excuses in the work of Drew (1978, 1992) and
Atkinson and Drew (1979); the analysis of litigants' use of descriptions in the work
of Pomerantz (1987); the "practical epistemology’ uncovered by Whalen and
Zimmerman {1990) in people's reports of irouble to the police. Moreover, as is
amply suggested by the works of Wetherell and Potter (1989, 1992), Widdicombe
and Woofilit {1995) and Antaki and Widdicombe (1998), conversation-analytic
discoveries about such matters as category membership (Sacks, 1979) and "doing
being ordinary” (Sacks, 1984) can helpfully provide an analytic handle on how
speakers manage to produce believable trait-laden identities and defensible

role-based behaviours in the course of accounting for infidelity.

Discursive psychology

The Compleat Infidel is a study in discursive psychology or DP (Edwards, 1997;
Edwards and Potter, 1992; Potier, 1996a). In other incarnations this approach is
known as discursive social psychology {Potter, 1998) and discourse analysis (e.g..
see Potter, Wetherell, Gill and Edwards, 1990), where the latter term refers to a
distinctive form of analysis cullivated in social psychology by Potter and Wetherell
(1987) and before that in the sociology of scientific knowledge by Gilbert and
Mulkay (1984). The disciplines of CA and rhetorical analysis have been two of the
most imporiant attendant influences on the development of this new analytic
programme (Potter, 1998, 1999; Potter and Wetherell, 1994). In the incarnation
iInvoked here, discursive psychology is both -on action onentated methodological
approach to the study of discourse and a radical critique and respecification of
traditional concepts and topics in psychology (Edwards, 1997; Potter, 1998).
Discursive psychology is underpinned by the discursive action model, or DAM
(Edwards and Potter, 1992, 1993), a "conceptual scheme that captures some of
the features of participants' discursive practices [ ] and illustrates some of the
relationships between them"” (Edwards and Potter, 1992, p. 154); a set of
“principles that orientate any psychologist to important features of everyday
reports and explanations” {p. 155). In this section | will make a sketch of DAM and
begin to show how its principles apply in The Compleat Infidel. The specificities of
application will be illu.s’lro’fed more fully later in this chapter, in the section on
analytic procedure.

The discursive action model is built in three sections, headed "action," "fact
and interest” and "accountability." The first section, "action,” articulates the focus

of DP on "people’s practices: communication, interaction, argument; and the
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organisation of those practices in different kinds of settings” (Edwards and Potter,
1992, p. 156; emphasis added). The outward-bound term "action” stands in
deliberate contrast to "cognition” and that term's reference to inner psychological
states and mential life. Edwards and Potter (passim) show that traditionally
cognitivist concepts such as ‘remembering” can be recast discursively as
"reporting,” "attitudes” can be recast as "evaluations” and so forth. This shift of

~ emphaisis from thought to action reminds us that people’s reports about their
memories, attitudes and so on are not produced in a discursive vacuum. Rather,
these discursive behaviours always take part in some activity sequence in which
discourse users handle bits of interpersonal business; imporiantly including
attributional business such as establishing responsibility and allocating blame.

The second section, "fact and interest,” remarks that people
conventionally treat each other as having various motivations, loyalties and
prejudices that give them a stake in the things they say. Reports, accounts,
descriptions and versions of the world run the risk of being undermined by appeai
to the speaker's personal stake in producing that version and not some other one.
To take a topical example, consider Kenneth Starr's prosecution of Bill Clinton over
the latter's relationship with Monica Lewinsky. What Starr presented as simple
pursuit of the frruih, Hillary Clinton set out to undermine, famously redescribing
Starr's motives in terms of a "vast right-wing conspiracy" (The Guardian, 28 January
1998). Stake is an attended-to, orientated-to issue in everyday discourse.
which attend to interests without being undermined as interested” (Edwards and
Potter, 1992, D. 158). This can be cccompIiShed through a range of discursive
techniques for fact construction, including a range of externalising devices, many
of which we will meet In action later on. Moreover, because the issue of stake is
such a pervasive one, bearnng on conversations far less obviously controversial
than Clinton versus Starr, accounts can be seen to be rhetorically organised so as
to promote and bolster one version of the world while contraindicating and
undermining others.

The third section, "accountability,” identifies two levels at which "speakers
routinely deal with issues of agency and responsibility when they offer reports of
evenis” {ibid., p. 165). Traditional psychological research on attribution has always
acknowledged that poriicipdn’rs who are presented with hypothetical examples
or vignettes of accountable events are capable of talking in such a way as to
assign responsibility 1o the different characters involved and to different aspects
of the situation in which the even’r' occurs. Discursive psychology acknowledges

that-reports also orientate to the accountability of the speaker, the person doing
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the reporting. Furthermore, these two levels of accountability are interrelated
such thal each may serve the purposes of the other.

On the one hand, as Edwards and Potter (ibid.) remark, in many situations
the accountabillity of the speaker is the primary concern. Again, consider the
Lewinsky investigation and Clinton's reports and testimonies therein. The
investigation threatened to impeach Clinton, questioning his fitness 1o be
President and taking him to be principally concerned with defending his own
moral character. Many of the objects cnd. events described in his testimonies are
thus produced by Clinton himself as bits of evidence; selected, exemplary items
that matter because of the bearing they have on the principal concern about his
accountable status as an honest man or a liar. '

On the other hand, in other situations, the main concern is treated by
participants as accounting for the object of reports, while the personal
accountability of speakers is constructed as a more secondary consideration. In
later chapters of The Compleat Infidel we will see some internet and interview
data that foreground the business of accounting for infidelity as a problematic
phenomenon. This is not 1o say that speakers’ accountability stops being an issue.
However, speakers may make a point of treating their position or footing
(Gofiman, 1981; Levinson, 1988; and see Edwards and Potter, 1992, pp. 38, 168),
the basis on which they offer their account {be It personal experience or
disinterested observation), as one of a range of possible positions; one that
matters insofar as it bears on their claims about the accountable nature and
status of infidelity.

The discursive action model ana the studies of discourse and rhetoric from
which DAM emerges provide a means of getting to grips with defensive practices
In infidelity discourse; a practical modus operandi for investigating the differen’r
ways in which these accounts are constructed and the various discursive activities

and functions that are thereby accomplished.
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Participants and Materials

Data sources

The data-base from which this analysis of discourse is developed consists of more
than 230 pieces of talk and text in which infidelity and infidels are defended. Of
that number, more than 30 are either briefly quoted or reproduced in full in the
pages of this documeni. My interest is in the defensive resources and practices
that are used in contemporary, Anglo-American discourse. That is a broad remit
and so | attempted to not restrict the range of potential data sources
unnecessarily. Rather, | took an inclusive approach to data collection and
gathered material from a deliberately eclectic mix of sources and media. ror the
immediate purpose of concisely describing this extensive data-base, it is possible
to impose upon the data a simple classificatory system that divides materials

according to the format in which they arrived on my desk.

Print media.

Hard copy, printed documents that yielded defensive accounts of and for
infidelity included British national newspapers (both broadsheet and tabloid) and
the British editions of various glossy "lifestyle” magazines (titles for male audiences
as well as those addressed to female readers). Another rich source In the print
media format was published work in the social sciences, both the formal
academic variety and the more popular genres that are addressed to mass
audiences of lay readers. The social scientific texts were fruittul not least because |
of the common practice of block-quoting research participanits; their interview
talk, written responses to survey questions and so on. Some of the print medic
data that we will examine later in the analytic chapters of The Compleat Infidel
derive from the following sourcés. Newspapers include The Guardian and the
sunday People. Lifestyle magazines include Marie Claire, New Woman and
Arena. The more formal sort of social science texts include Atwater (1979) and
Lawson (1988). The more informal sociol‘science texts include Quilliam (1994) and
Wolfe (1982). Of particular i'n'rerés’r were the data and accompanying analyses of
discursive psychologist Derek Edwards (e.g., Edwards, 1995, 1997). In the course
of his own research Edwards transcribed the talk of unhappy couples in session at
a British relationship counselling facility. He has published lengthy extracts from

these conversations, some of which contain defensive talk about infidelity.
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New digital media.

Documents in plain text, hypertext mark-up language and other formatis can be
downloaded from the World Wide Web. The internet is an immeasurably
capacious resource that was useful in collecting the data for this study in four
ways. Firstly, it provides access in digital format to newspapers and periodicals
that might otherwise be difficult to obtain. Forinstance, my data-base includes
cultings from the Boston Globe and The Deiroit News. Secondly, it is a means by
which documents that are of public interest and in popular demand are
published and circulated. Examples include transcripts of the interview given by
the late Princess of Wales to the BBC's Panorama and President Clinton's grand
jury testimony. Thirdly, searches can be undertaken for information about
particular organisations and highly specialised topics. For instance, at various
times during the data collection process | gathered information about such
organisations as the American Association for Marriage and Family Therapy.
Fourthly, more open-ended searches can be serendipitous in turning up swathes
and samples of lay people’s discourse. Let me illustrate this last point with an
example that anticipates some of the data analysis that we will be doing later on.
In Chapter 6 we will look at messages that were posted by English-
speaking, lay people to an online debate that bore the title "The Other Side of an
Affair” (henceforth OSA). OSA is one discussion thread of several that were
running concurrently on the same public-access bulletin board in 1997. The other
threads also dealt with relationship issues; their tifles included "marriage sex is not
the same,” "Cheating - Those who will not forgive” and "Husband Using Internet for
Sexual Gratification." Discussants contnibute under an assumed name and there is
evidence that many of them were participating in more than one thread at a
time. The host for these discussion threads - that is, the provider of the bulletin
board facility - is the HomeArts Network Forum at www.homearts.com, itself a
division of the Hearst Corporoﬁon. Hearst is the American publisher of women's
magazines such as Cosmopolitan, Redbook and Good Housekeeping, a fact

reflected in the HomeArts website which is aimed at women with an interest in

topics such as "health,” "recipes,” "home"” and "family.” However, there is no
reason to assume that the contributors to OSA arrived via the front door of
www.homearts.com, only then to discover the bulletin boards. An unspecifiable
number (perhaps a majority) will have arrived by more direct methods, for
example, as | did, by typing words such as "infidelity” into a search engine and
tinding that individual pages from OSA were listed among the many resulting hits.

OSA was a conversation that lasted over several months and more than a
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thousand messages or posts. It particularly atiracted my attention because of @
heated argument that broke out between two factions: on the one hand, those
who were or had been lllicitly involved with persons who were already married or

similarly committed to someone else; on the other hand, those who nhad been

decelved and betrayed by unfaithful partners and spouses.

Spoken word.

Some data took the form of tape-recorded speech that had to be transcribed
before any analysis could p-roceed. For example, a few cases were recordings of
radio broadcasts, notably the sort of programme that invites members of the
public to telephone with thelr opinions on various momentarily significant 10pics._
However, the bulk of the spoken word data came from recordings of 14 original
interviews on the subject of infidelity that | conducted for the specific purpose of
this research.

The participants were six women and eight men in their twenties and
thirties who very kindly volunteered for interview when they became aware of my
research. Twelve were previously known to me as colleagues and/or personal
friends. Of these 12, three had participated in a study of mine on the subject of
marriage a few years earlier (see Lawes, 1999) and were enthusiastic about
getting involved in this second wave of research. Alongside these 12, two
respondents were students who offered to participate after hearing me talk
about my rese-orch in a seminar. By the time of their interviews, all participants
were well informed about the topic that | wanted to discuss: infidelity, in general,
and methods of defending it, in particular. LThe interviews took place in their
homes or mine or at some other quiet and mutually congenial venue.

Clearly, | was not trying to assemble a random sample of interviewees.
Moreover, it should be borne in mind that extracts from the spoken word
category of data were not intended to constitute the entirety of The Compleat
Infidel's data-base and in fact amount io approximately one third. As an exercise
In discursive psychology this study belongs to a methodological tradition in which
the point is not to generalise from a sample of individuals to a population but from
specific instantiations of talk and text to culturally sustained conventions of
discursive practice. That being the case there were good reasons for doing some
interviews, which | shdll adumbrate here.

Informal, open-ended interviews with fourteen participants provided me
with considerable opportunities to think out loud about the conventional logic of
defending infidelity, to explore and re-explore questions with participants and -

most importantly - to record the development of these discursive activities in the
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slowly unfolding interactional context of a ninety-minute, private conversation.
Without restricting ourselves to a formal interview schedule, each participant and
| discussed questions such as the following. What does the word "infidelity” mean?
s infidelity a basis for concluding that something is malfunctioning in a couple’s
relationship? If most people agree that infidelity is wrong, why should it seem to
be highly prevalente Additionally, | welcomed and collected narratives about
distinctive, infidelity-related experiences such as "being confronted by other
people's angry pariners” or (to put it another way) "being accused of
homewrecking.”

As articulated by Potter and Wetherell (1987, 1995; Potter, 1996b, 1997;
Wetherell and Potter, 1992), a discourse-analytic approach to research
necessarily treats interviews as dialogic interactions in their own right and not just
a one-sided string of answers to various decontextualised questions. The
interviewer's contributions are just as eligible for analysis as those of the
interviewee. Accordingly, any policy of remaining or attempting to remain
conspicuously neutral and uninvolved with the respondent’s discourse Is
inappropriate. It is far more analytically fruitful if the interviewer takes a fully
—active role in the conversation, expressing views and opinions and even arguing
with participants. Indeed, the participants in this study responded in kind to my
characteristically animated, conversational style of interviewing. Between us we
generated discursive material that describes a diverse range of resources and

practices in everyday reasoning about the defensibllity of infidels and infidelity.

Ethical considerations

Other than the fourteen research interviews on infidelity, all of the data used In
this study were freely available for anyone to examine, through publication or
broadcast in the public domain. This includes the internet discussions such as
OSA, an important point to mention because of the personal minutiae and
passionate arguments that these kinds of data not uncharacteristically contain.
Iwo routine interactional rules circumscribe the revelations and accusatory
displays of discussants at these online bulletin boards and similar fora. Firstly,
individuals' contributions are not marked by any ideniifying information such as
the string of digits that constitutes their persohol ISP (internet service provider's)
address. Contributors are expected to use a pseudonym if they wish to sign their
contributions, for example, for the purposes of debate. Occasionally, depending

on the format of the board or forum, people are invited to Indicate what part of
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the world they are from. This is always optional and the usual protocol is to
indicate a state if one Is in North America or a nation for people outside the US.
Secondly, the organisation that hosts the bulletin board or similar facility - in the
case of OSA this is ultimately the Hearst Corporation - displays on site an
announcement that it avtomatically assumes the copyright to all messages and
other materials that are posted therein. My own research interviews are thus
unique among the data that form the raw maierial of The Compleat Infidel. As
such they are accompanied by various ethical considerations that merit
discussion in the immediately following paragraphs.

Firstly, there is the issue of informed consent. All those who volunteered to
be interviewed for this study had a minimum of one preliminary conversation with
me in which they were encouraged to ask questions while | supplied information
about the research itself and the process of participation, based on my
anticipation of what they ought 1o know in order to give informed consent and
on my reading around ethical issues (e.qg., Banister, Burman, Parker, Taylor and
Tindall, 1994; Foddy, 1993; Lee, 1993; Miles and Huberman, 1994; Minichiello, Aroni,
Timewell and Alexander, 1990). This included information about the overall nature
and purpose of the research; information about the mechanics of participation
(for instance, that the interview would expectably take about ninety minutes and
that it would be tape-recorded and later transcribed); and information relevant
to the period atter being interviewed (for instance, that interviewees retain the
right to withdraw from participation and information about how to contact me
after the interview, for that purpose or any other). Clearly, there was no reason to
withhold information or deceive pan‘icipc:nfs about any aspect of The Compleat
Infidel; indeed, as colleagues, friends and students these fourteen individuals had
listened to me expound at length on the project {many of them on more than
one occasion) and it is arguably the case that the risk of under-information was
exceeded by the risk of overloading participants with more detail about the
topic, and my take on it as a researcher, than they could have possibly required.
There was no offer of any kind of reward for participation and certainly no
occasion for inducement. 1 would like to reiterate that interviewees volunieered
their services rather than being recruited and that three participants from a
previous, similar study were evidently happy enough with that experience to put
themselves forward for involvement-in this subsequent chapter of research.
Moreover, it is worth noting that more people from among my network of
contacts volunteered for participation than | was practically able 1o
accommodate; | interviewed the first fourteen who happened to be available

from a given date (7 April, 1998) and ceased interviewing one calendar month
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later because of the constraints on my time rather than because | had exhausted
the available supply of willing interviewees.

Secondly, there is the issue of confidentiality and anonymity. In the
interview extracts that appear in Chapters 3-7 of this document, participants’
names and all other information from which 1hey. could potentially be identified
have been fictionalised. Indeed, | used pseudonyms rather than participants’
own names from the very earliest stages of transcribing the recorded interviews.
While the fictionalised interview exiracts that were eventually included in the 230-
piece data-base that underpins this project could, if necessary, be made
available for inspection without compromising the anonymity of participants, the
original tapes, the unabridged interview transcripts and the various hand-written
notes and computer files relating to those transcripts enjoy complete
confidentiality and remain accessible 1o no-one but myself. As research materials
go, infidelity talk is a form of co-operatively generated data that participants
might expectably have a particular interest in keeping private and confidential. |
would like to say that as a co-conversationalist | did not shy away from sharing my
own experiences and thoughts about infidelity, even where untlattering
conclusions about my failure to live up to the moral standards that are
conventionally implied by involvement in dyadic relationships became
inferentially available. | think there is reasonable evidence that participants
understood from this that, compared to a self-constructedly distant, "objective”
and "neutral’ researcher, | had more than the usual amount of stake in ensuring
that the privacy and confidentiality of our conversations would be respected.

Thirdly, there is the issue of proiecﬁoh of participants. From the outset of
the interviews, participants were made aware that at any time they could ask for
the interview to be paused and/or the tape recorder to be switched off; one or
two of them availed themselves of the chance to initiate a short break. It is
beyond doubt that participants understood that they were not obliged to answer
individual questions: we will see later that one of the features that especially
distinguishes my research interviews from some of the other data in this study is the
speakers exercise of opportunities to negotiate and transform the meaning of a
question or line of questioning such that potentially unflattering inferences about
themselves as moral characters could be effectively avoided.

Banister et al. ( 1994, p. 154) remark that "disclosure often invites
reciprocation” and caution that the more 'involved, active kind of researcher so
often ossociated* with qualitative research makes necessary a special attention to
participants’ grasp of the principle that they are not compelled to disclose

information that is uncomfortable for them. While taking full account of the
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wisdom of that caution, | believe that the ethical and practical implications of
"disclosure invites reciprocation” also work the other way. That is, collecting
research data from participants via interviews, surveys and similar methods
invariably makes disclosure a feature of participants’ performance. In "normal’
circumstances such as everyday conversation, disclosure brings with it for these
speakers the right to expect that their recipient will respond in kind and not award
themselves the privilege of remaining disproportionately secretive about their own
disclosable opinions and activities. Indeed, formal, institutionalised exchanges
that are pointedly not "everyday conversations” such as police interviews and
courtroom cross-examinations constitute themselves as such precisely through
practices such as soliciting disclosures from one party, the witness, while

privileging the other party, the questioner, with exemption from any normative
reciprocation. Thus, it could be argued that the detached, neutralised type of
interview and survey research that follows this institutionalised model is the more
ethically questionable. In contrast, the involved, active, disclosing interviewer
takes steps to honour the norm of reciprocity and speakers’' reasonable
expectations no less adequately in the research situation than participants would

enjoy on any other occasion as part of their normal lifestyles.

Practical considerations

Some practical questions that might arise with regard to the heterogeneous data-
base of The Compleat Infidel concern whether and how to define and
characterise ditierent kinds of data. In the earlier section on data sources | made
a provisional distinction between printed copy, digital media and the spoken
word for the purpose of inclusively describing the range of materials that | have
collected. Some readers may wonder whether that sysiem of classification has
prchticol consequences for the business of data analysis. Moreover, there may
be additional questions about how analysis may be affected. Forinstance, is it
necessary to set down in advance the characteristics of the archetypal research
interview, as distinct from other dialogues (newspaper and television interviews,
for instance)2 What are the crucial differences between works of academic and
popular psychology?¢ Is there a basis for distinguishing between different types of
journalisme

In this early chapter of The Compleat Infidel, prior to the unfolding of the
analytic chapters, the stance | am going to take is that any such categorisation

must be approached with exireme caution. | propose that classificatory systems



41

ought not to be imposed a priori on the data, according to the analyst's
background knowledge or assumptions about the distinguishing characteristics of
research, the machinations of different branches of the publishing industry and so
on. One of the most fundamental principles in conversation analysis or CA is the’
next—tum proof procedure (e.g., Huichby and Wooffitt, 1998} which recommends
that the background knowledge of analysts takes second pldce as an anaiytic
resource to participants' orientations to their talk as orderly and constitutive of one
or another genre or discursive occasion. Thus, | am going to refrain from passing
judgement on the matter of how best to group and define different categories of
data. If one category of discourse or discursive context is importantly different
from another, that will be revealed in speakers’ and writers' behaviours that mark
the categories as being diiferent. These differences will properly become a
concern tor us as analysts at the stage of drawing conclusions about the various
discursive practices we have witnessed. For now, we have yet to see any
evidence from discourse users about whether and how categories need to be
treated as nof substantially the same.

That said, there are two avenues for doubt about how to analyse
discourse that deserve a mention here. One concerns the possible ditferences for
analysts between, on the one hand, transcripts of what was formerly live talk and,
on the other hand, materials that have only ever existed as written text. The
second, related avenue has to do with analysing dialogues and monologues.

The question common to both arises from conversation analysis and it asks
whether fhe.insighis and analytic tools of CA can be productively applied to
materials that do not resemble the conversd’fion analysts’ usual fare, either
because they are textual or because they are monologic.

In his analysis of orally produced but monologic accounts of psychic and
paranormal experiences, Robin Wooffitt (1992) asks whether the principles of CA
can be legitimately said to have been applied, given that the all-important next-
turn proof procedure seems to depend rather heavily on the availability of a
second speaker to supply the next turn. He concludes that analysing talk that is
not constituted through a turn-taking system may present problems but not
Intractable ones. Firstly, it is true that CA traditionally treats ordinary
conversational interaction as having a foundational or bedrock status (ibid.). Far
from excluding other kinds of talk ifrom analysis, that ireatment has provided @
basis for saying how forms of talk other than ordinary conversation acquire a
distinctive character. For instance, formalised, institutionalised modes of talk
(saliently including divorce mediation sessions: Greatbatch and Dingwall; 1997,

1998) can be theorised according to their adaptation and manipulation of the
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conventional procedures for "doing conversation.” Secondly, Wooffitt observes
that the producers of his monologues about the paranormal did not do so in an
interactional vacuum. They told their tales in the presence of, and for the benefit
of, Wooffitt-the-researcher. Moreover, the discursive resources on which all
speakers necessarily draw are "sensitive to specifically moral and inferential
activities negotiaied through talk” (Wooftfitt, 1992, p. 69). Thus, however passive
the recipient, the descriptions put together by these particular speakers could not
do otherwise than display their attention to, and interpretation of, the
interactional impact of their talk.

What of written texise Alec McHoul {1987) remarks that conversation
analysts have not ignored such materials. Newspaper narratives and more or less
scientific texts have been especially attended to. Forinstance, Mulkay (1985b,
1986) uses conversation analyst Pomerantz's findings about {(dis)agreements in
conversation (Pomerantz, 1984) and responses to compliments (Pomerantz, 19/78)
to make sense of epistolary exchanges among biochemists and also the written
proceedings of Nobel Prize ceremonies. What Mulkay finds is that both sets of
written texts exhibit organisational features that are known to characterise
conversational discourse. McHoul himself goes further and argues that this style of
analysis should not be confined to obviously non-fictional texts. He undermines
the distinction beitween fictional and non-fictional conversations on
epistemological grounds, citing both as instances of Derridean iterability. That is,
he argues 1hd’r speakers and writers draw on shared resources - lexical and
compositional conventions - that render discourse meaningful insofar as they are
iterable orrepeatable. For instance, as MCPHoul points out, transcripts of "aciual’
conversation and dramatic texts such as play scripts share a number of devices
for indicating things like interruptions, silences and special stress or emphasis on
selected bits of speech. |t is because of their iteration that devices such as
dashes, ellipses and underlining are able to function as devices in which
recipients can find intelligible instructions about how to read the surrounding text
or speech. This being the case, McHoul argues against ireating fictional and non-
fictional conversations as inherently different and especially warns against
assuming that one is imitative of, or parasitic upon, the other. He then dismantles
a short extract of conversation froma novel, Mr Pye [Peake, 1972). He discovers
that this ostensibly ficﬁonol exchange is littered with the "investigables” (McHoul,
1987, p. 100) of orthodox conversation analysis such as blame negotiations,

corrections and membership categorisation devices, to name but three.
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The overall conclusion to be drawn from this discussion is that whatever
the classificatory systems and categorical differences that could be imposed a
priori on my data (oral/textual; formal/informal; public/private; professional/
amateur and so on), it is nol necessary 1o do so for analysis to proceed. The
conversation-analytic "proof procedure” can be applied, if not to the letter of the
"next turn” then certainly in spirit, as a means of validating analytic claims
independently of the analyst's background knowledge or assumptions about how
abstracted, ideadlised categories of discourse (ought to) differ. The pointis that if
an account of infidelity is at all intelligible, then it is intelligible through its use of
iterable, conventional devices and discursive practices. These iteratq, their
selection and configuration, will unavoidably reveal whatever, in particular, is
being treated in that given account as blame-implicative and requiring some
defence. If, as you may suspect, the variable content of defences turns out to be
a tunction of the varying discursive contexts in which they are produced then the
distinguishing features of those contexis will be revealed through the varying
discursive practices in which speakers and writers orientate to each context as in

some respects distinctive, If not original or unique.

Analytic Procedure

In this section | want to elucidate the range of ways in which the principles of
discursive psychology can be brought to bear on the data-base of The Compleat
Infidel. How is a discursive psychological analysis of these data practically
accomplishede With two exceptions, to be addressed at the end of this chapter,
my aim here is not that of providing a retrospective account of "what was done”
pbehind the scenes, before the eventual announcement in this document of "the
results.” One of the particular merits of this form of research (Potter, 1996b; Potter
and Wetherell, 1987, 1995) Is the live performance of practical analysis entailed in
any presentation of the research findings. In Chapters 3-7 a series of analytic
projects awaits us so 1h6t readers can witness and indeed become involved in
the processes and procedures of research. In each chapter several illustrative
“target” pieces of discourse will be examined and dissected, often with the help of
supplementary pieces of data. What 1h'ey reveal about defensive practice will
be explicated and displayed. Readers will be able to assess specific

Interpretations of the data for themselves.and reach an informed decision overall
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about whether they are leaving The Compleat Infidel knowing more about the
defensive practices of infidelity discourse than when they arrived. Consequently,
this section need not be used to convince readers that the chosen method was
adequate to a task long since completed. Rather, the aimis to help readers
organise a rudimentary methodological toolkit in preparation for the various
analytic projects 1o follow.

While setting out the three questions that capture the research problem in
Chapter 1, | rhetorically constructed a fairly sharp, graphic difference between
analysis that takes an aerial view of the data {particutarly "mapping the discursive
terrain”) and analysis that is performed on data in situ, at short range. Here, at the
close of Chapter 2, we will benefit from turning down the contrast. Potter (1997,
p. 150) adumbrates a more subtle difference, "between a focus on the kinds of
resources drawn on in discourse and the practices in which those resources are
used"' (emphasis added). Analysis is not a two-stage operation that dispenses
with the aerial view before beginning the ground-level work. Rather, different
points of analytic focus are ongoing, simultaneous concerns. The focus is
necessarily simulianeous and the difference between points is necessarily subtle
because, as Ashmore, Myers and Potter wittily point out, studies of discourse and
rhetoric have broken down easy distinctions between form and content: "it is not
Just a matter of how it is put; the it is mixed up with the putting” (19935, p. 322;
emphasis in originatl). This is important because | am about to follow the scheme
used by Potter and Wetherell (1994) in proposing five practical activities for the
analysis of discourse. They are not linked in any special procedural sequence; the
distinctions between them are not sharp or _cleor-c:ut With that caveat, here are
five of the things that we will be doing in the analytic chapters of The Compleat
Infidel,

Using variation as a lever.

In the section on the research problem at the end of Chapter 1, | observed that
there Is a broad, tacit agreement among users of contemporary, Anglo-American
discourse about what sorts of resources may be drawn on to account for infidelity.
There 1s a certain co-operatively maintained consistency of content among
defensive accounts. However, there is also a good deal! of variation, between
accounts and within fhem. Variation is important to notice and investigate when
doing analysis because it helps the researcher to get a handle on how the
substantive content of a defence translates into actual defensive practice.
Accounits for the same phenomenon vary insofar as they are routinely needed by

discourse users to do different interactional (or interiextual) things.
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Patterns of consistency and variation on the surface of the data can be
observed in a fairly organised way. It can be helpful to think in terms of
explanatory themes and lines of argument that thread through the whole
database but it is also possible to look quite specifically for tropes, popular
metaphors, idiomatic expressions and clichés, appeals to items of common
knowledge and common sense and so on. For example, one way to deiend
allegedly infidelitous behaviour is by appeal to an argument that certain
behaviours "don't count” as actually being unfaithful. This is the subject of
Chapter 3, "Construct a Non-Event." Alternatively, a defence may be founded on
the metaphor of addiction as an explanation for sexual behaviour, as we will see
in Chapter 5, "Construct a Special Category of Self.” To the exient that these
specific discursive items cluster together in actual use, the discourse analyst Is
able to identify distinctive "interpretative repertoires” (Gilbert and Mulkay, 1984;
Potter and Wetherell, 1987, 1995; Wetherell and Poiter, 1992). These repertoires
are sets of discursive resources from which speakers and writers shape what |
earlier characterised as the prominent features of the discursive landscape.

Variation is also key to identifying points of disparity and disagreement in @
given area of discourse. By this | mean to suggest more than that different
repertoires are oﬁ_en treated as mutually exclusive and even opposing when
speakers are engaged in hot debate. Again, variation often can be observed
quite speciifically, within small samples of discourse. For example, consider the
sentence, 'l don't think people who have strong, loving relationships would
jeopardize that for aroll in the hay." Here we see an explicit variation between
two kinds of description: the rather weighiy; worthy, moradlly-charged formulation
"strong, loving relationships' is switched for the light, harmless-sounding "roll in the
hay.” This is an actual quote from a contribution to a public internet discussion
about adultery; the author is_defending infidels (including himself) by claiming
that many are provoked to infidelity by the very commiiments and social
arrangements they are accused of having betrayed. The juxtaposition of these
formulations evokes a category of relationship that "people in general”
accountably would risk for a mere roll in the hay: one that is sanctionably "weak”
and “loveless” (an idea that the author goes on to develop and make explicit).
The contrasting formulations are of analytic interest not because the entities they
describe necessc_::rily differ but because of what they reveal about the author's

contextualised, interactional concerns. .
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Looking for rhetorical organisation.

As Potter and Wetherell (1994) remark, there is significant overlap between a
concern with rhetoric and the previous concern with variation. The point here is
that while discourse users develop arguments by constructing contingent versions
of the world, they are simultaneously constructing against arguments developed
from alternative, competing versions (cft. Billig, 1987, 1991). Again, consider the
author of, "l don't think people who have strong, loving relationships would
jeopardize that for aroll in the hay." His overall claim that many infidels are
provoked into action is not being made out of the blue, a propos of nothing. The
author is making his case in the context of a multi-party debate where all
participants hc:;ve been orientating (some very forcefully) to the competing idea
that at least as many infidels are sanctionably guilty of wilful damage 1o thelr
primary relationships. He has a clear rhetorical position: he is arguing against that
competing version and, through that, achieving his own defence. It is useful for
analysts of discourse to be able to recognise the features of rhetorical design in
people's speech and writing because rhetoric and argumentation are such
pervasive features of discourse. They are not limited to face-to-face, obviously
confrontational situations (Edwards and Potter, 1992}, but can be identified
-wherever there is controversy, iIncluding newspaper reports (ibid.) and internet
discussions where participants have the option of signing in under any
pseudonym they choose and there is not so much as an email address to tell
readers who they really are.

There is a range of features of rhetorical organisation that may be
available in a piece of discourse for deiecﬁon by analysts. One example would
be the moulding of an argument around some logical form. Some arguments are
syilogisﬁc.. methodically setting up two premises and drawing a conclusion. This
can be a handy strategy for discourse users in a range of rhetorical contexts, such
as when making a claim that is likely to be attacked on the grounds that it runs
counter to common sense or common knowledge. To take another example,
some accounts prepare the ground for their preferred version of the world by
critically pointing out inconsistencies in, and thus undermining, a relevant
alternative version. A third example would be speakers' expression of some
reflexively self-characterised strong view (Billig, 1989): "the person with strong views
is elaborating views ih relation to other views, which are being denied and

criticised, whether implicitly or explicitly” (p. 211).
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Reading the deftail.

The details at issue in this strand of analysis are the kind prioritised by conversation
analysts, following Sacks's argument that "all the details in a stretch of discourse -
the pauses, repairs, word choice and so on - are potentially there for a purpose;
ihey are potentially part of the performance of some act or are consequential in
some way for the outcome of the interaction” [Potter and Wetherell, 1994, p. 58).
For instance, the dilemma of stake to which | referred in the "fact and interest”
part of the discursive action model may oblige discourse users 1o construct
accounts that are more or less factual and convincing. This is especially the case
when people are taking on the relatively difficult and controversial task of
defending infidelity. The versions of the world produced in such defences need to
be able to withstand attack and attemptis at undermining from other people’s
counter-arguments. Analysis of discourse, then, involves examining how robust,
apparently disinterested versions are constructed. |t involves attention to what
Potter (1996a; after Woolgar, 1988) calls the externalising devices through which
people play down their own constructive activity as speakers and play up the
objective, independent reality of the worlds they describe.

How are these manifested in infidelity discourse¢ Lel's consider another
quote, c:gcni’h an example from a public internet debate about infidelity. The
author, "Meghan,” is a woman speaking at length over several turns about her
relationship with a married man. At one point in narrating her story, she observes
"You can't turn love on and off." We could pick out at least four interesting
features of this sentence alone. Firstly, the object being described and
commented onis "love." Love is reified: it isrno’r presented as an effect or
consequence of human behaviour but is introduced as an actual player in the
social world where it does things, like retusing to be turned off. Secondly, the
grammatical subject of the sentence is "you.” Not"I" [not Meghan in particular)
but an indefinite "you" that is akin 1o "one" or "people in general.” Thirdly, "can't”is
in the present tense. The resistance of love to being turned off is spoken of as
temporally continuous and ongoing, reaching beyond the specific occasion of
Meghan's encounter with it. Finally, the whole sentence is pithy and to the point.
The claim about love is presented as something that does not need elaboration
or modification with great numbers of clauses. It has a proverbial format that
helps to bolster it ogd‘insi undermining (I will make a further discussion of such
constructions later, with reference to the dndlysi's of idiomatic expressions of Drew
and Holt, 1989). These structural details work together to externalise the power of
love, drawing attention away from Meghan's own agentic behaviour in her

Infidelitous relationship and from Meghan herself as the author of her report.
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The sentence "You can't turn love on and off" is, of course, the tiniest
fragment of discourse. Were we to analyse it in the context of its surrounding
discourse (as will be the practice in the following chapters), there would be much
more 1o be observed about how it contribuies to Meghan's construction of a
factual-sounding retrospective and prospective account of her relationship.
Practices of defensive accounting that rely heavily on drawing attention away
from the nature and identity of the person producing the account will be our

particular concern in Chapter 7: "Construct a Generic Rationale.”

Looking for accountability.

In previous sections of this document | have suggested that there is more to the '
details of discourse than a visible effort to build factual-looking constructions.
More than this, constructions are sensitive to their context in the sense that they
display speakers' orientation to their own, accountable status. They display
participants' concern with local, situated issues of managing personal
accountability and ascribing blame. In this strand of analysis, the sorts of things
analysis need to look for importantly include participants' footing and their use of
categories, especially to construct various social identities, because of the
iInferences that are thus made available for recipients of an account about who is
to blame and for what. This provision for selected inferences is crucial to the
business of defensive practice.

Let me quickly present three simple (indeed, simplified) examples. Firstly,
speakers and writers who are recounting their own experiences of being unfaithful
sometimes display very explicit attention to- the unfavourable inferences about
themselves that can potentially be reached by participants from what they are
admitting. Interview participants interrupt their own reminiscences to insert
formulations such as "this makes me sound really bad doesn't it" and "l know it
sounds a bit tacky.” Participants in internet discussions, who have just a few lines
- tointfroduce themselves and establish the basis of knowledge and experience

from which they speak, often begin with such announcements as:

Hello all, | am what you would refer to as the other man. I've read through all the
posts and | found that aimost all of your views have basis and valid reasoning
behind them. Everything | am about to say is said with caring and interest and no
hostility is meant or desired...
(Hearst Communications inc., 1997,
http://www.homearts.com/cgi-bin/WebX33.him]

Secondly, as we will see in Chapter 5, dividing up the world's population into

different categories or types of people can be a method of sympathetically
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accounting for intidelity. Rhetorical contrasts may be drawn between people
who "are and are not capable of” fidelity; people who are dispositionally inclined
to being "cheats" and "cowards” versus the rest of the population; "sex addicts”
versus "normal” people, to mention but a tew, In this way the inference is
provided for that selected individuals {often including the person producing the
account, not surprisingly) are distinctively vulnerable to the temptations of
infidelity. By these accounts, not everyone is equally responsible for their actions.
Thirdly, as we will see in Chapter 4, accounting for infidelity can involve the
categorisation of various events and objects rather than people. Particular cases
of infidelity can be discursively produced as instances of some general category
such as "a one night fling"” or "a drunken, immature grope." The great advan’rcgé
of this is that it helps speakers and writers 1o resist possible inferences by recipients
that they are, in fact, members of sanctionable categories such as deliberate
‘cheaters,” "philanderers” or generally "that sort of perso'n" who makes a habit of

"this sort of thing.”

Cross-referring discourse studies.

Finally, analysis always involves cross-referencing to other studies of discourse. Of
special relevance 1o The Compleat Infidel are studies where speakers and writers
account for (what they treat as) some controversial or even sanctionable aspect
of their own lives, experiences, tastes, habits and so on. Similarly relevant are
studies where participants speak defensively in situations where their co-
participants are (treated as) sceptical or even openly hostile. | will mention just a
few of the most salient examples here. -

Wootiitt (1992) analyses accounts of paranormal experiences:
clairvoyance, contact with ghosts and spirits and so forth. Wooffitt observes that
"there is a powerful cultural scepticism about people who claim to have
encountered paranormal phenomena” (p. 1); "people who claim such
experiences place themselves in an inauspicious position. The mere act of
claiming such an experience can lead to assumptions of, at best, crankiness, or
worse, some form of psychological deficiency” (p. 2). Accordingly, speakers pay
particular attention to the task of convincing recipients that the described
experiences actually happened. Wootlitt identifies devices such as the
standardised format ';I was just doing X ... when Y" through which speakers bolster
their veracity and reliability. The inauspicious position of defending infidelity may
be subtly different 1o that of claiming encounters with the paranormal. However.
there is a common risk of not being believed to which speakers in both positions

can be expected to orientate.
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Widdicombe and Woolffitt (1995; Widdicombe 1993, 1995, 1998}

interviewed "punks,” "goths” and members of similar "youth subcultures.” Their
analysis of discourse shows how speakers accomplish such tasks as accounting for
"becoming punks,” resisting membership of the category "punks,” complaining
about unfair treatment by non-members of the category and so on. Throughout
the discourse participants display concern with a distinctive collection of
negative stereotypes and assumptions that are {they claim) routinely applied to
people who adopt punk’s distinctive appearance. Their strategies for dealing
with this problem of negative inference prominently include "doing being
ordinary”. constructing the identity of an ordinary person. As we will see, thisis a
strategy also used by defenders of infidelity, who orientate to the ongoing '
possibility that their behaviours will be interpreted according to a body of highly
negative common knowledge about infidels and infidelity.

The data of Atkinson and Drew (19/79; Drew, 1978) are transcripts of
tribunal hearngs in which, for example, police otficers are cross-examined about
events in which they were involved, especially about their faillure 1o take various
sorts of action. The police do not suffer the same problems of identity as Wooffiti's
and Widdicombe's participants. However, they are liable to be accused and
they are shown 1o anticipate attempts by co-participants to attribute fault or
blame to their behaviour. Atkinson's and Drew's analysis of interactional
sequences between witness and counsel pairs reveals a number of fascinating
organisational features of the talk. For instance, Atkinson and Drew highlight a
strong mutual expectation among participants that the recipient of an
accusation should produce some sort of déniol in preference to accepting the
blame. They also show how defendants construct sets of circumstances that
rendered them powerless to act; how defensive use can be made of description
rather than providing bald reasons for (injaction; how failure to act can be
rhetorically contrasted against failure to take some other (even more necessary)
action and so on. Though the speakers and writers in the data-base of The
Compleat Infidel do not, on the whole, find themselves in the situation of being
formally cross-examined before a tribunal, they exhibit many of the same

discursive behaviours as Atkinson's and Drew's police officers as part of their own

defensive practice.
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How were the data exiracts selected?

Given the size of the data-base from which this study was developed, it would
have been possible to include within the chapters of The Compleat Infidel a
much greater number of extracts of data than the thirty or so which aciually
appear. Indeed, at one stage in the development of this document, | considered
presenting it as two volumes, one devoted entirely 1o raw daia and the other
containing the theoretical work and analytic comment. However, it is arguably
the case that that mode of presentation would have been unnecessarily
cumbersome and certainly it would have made additional demands at the point
of reading, since both volumes would have had to be read side by side for the
dnolysi’s to make sense. Ultimately, even had | adopted this strategy there siill
would have been decisions to make about where 1o stop and what 1o leave out.
Take the fourteen research interviews, for instance:; there was little in those
interviews that was decidedly not relevant to some aspect of the analysis, or
some theoretical point raised within the pages you are reading now. However,
had | reproduced them in full, apart from raising ethical questions about
compromising the anonymity of participants, those data alone would have
amounted to several hundred pages of text. Add to that the other transcripts of
spoken word data and the data originating in print and new digital media and
the result would have been impossibly unwieldy. Thus, decisions about what to
include and what to leave 10 one side proved unavoidable.

The decisions were finally made as follows. Firstly, | argue in Chapter 8 that
the defensive practices discussed in each of the analytic chapters are
characteristically constitutive of certain discursive environments; that is, certain
kinds of situations and occasions, some being noticeable as conventionally oral or
textual and others not. For instance, one feature of the defensive practice that
we shall examine in Chapter 4 is that it has the capacity to function as a
confession of the type that invites the recipient to view the recounted events from
the confessor's point of view, thereby soliciting a response of sympathy or even
empathy rather than condemnation, say, or amazement. This explains why it is
highly prevalent in texts of a variety that is often called human interest journalism
(in contrast to forms of journalism such as “serious news" or "celebrity gossip”}. Thus,
one criterion for selection was 1hd’r the extracts appearing here should not be
misleadingly unrepresentative of 1‘hé sorts of discursive environments in which the
described defensive practices commonly flourish.

Secondly, there was a criterion of economy. For instance, Extract 3.01, the

first extract in Chapter 3, is a written response to a survey conducted by one
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Susan Quilliam, who went on to publish a report of her findings. The extract takes
quite a bit of infroducing; it includes mention of who Quiliam is, comments on the
nature and design of her study, and features an ancillary extract of data that
shows the questions that her participants were responding to. Extract 3.02, the
second of four data extracts in the opening analytic section of Chapter 3,
Hlustrates the same discursive practice {a practice which | have called "not
commissioning the act") and could have been any one of a large number of
possible slices of data. Forinstance, for the sake of variety, Extracts 3.03 and 3.04
show versions of Not Commissioning the Act being constructed in Bill Clinton's
grand jury testimony of September 1998 and in one of my own research interviews
respectively. However, the piece of data that | chose to use for Extract 3.02 wWas
generaied by another respondent of Quilliam’s. As such, it needs no separaie
infroduction and the column inches thereby saved become available for the
more important business of doing analysis.

Thirdly, data extracts were selected when it was possible that they could
serve to illustrate some analytic point not only in and of themselves but also
because of their relationship to data extracts in other chapters or in other parts of
the same chapter. Forinstance, extracts from my interviews with participants Kyle
and Emma appear in Chapter 5 and also in Chapter 7. This is because the
extracts in question are in themselves examples of discursive constructions such as
"poor general aptitude” and "public morality, mainstream society”. ltis also
because, being drawn from the same interviews, they demonstrate that the
discursive practices described in Chapters 5 and 7 ("Construct a Special Category
of Selt" and "Construct a Generic Ra’rionole'-') are treated by speakers as having a
special relationship, such that they convert easily from one to the other and back
again as the situation demands. This is not true of all the discursive practices
described in the following analytic chapters, but | argue that it is the case with
those described in Chapters 5 and 7, and the re-appearance of Kyle and Emma
in Chapter 7 supplies the evidence in support of that argument which would
otherwise have 1o be taken on trust.

Overall, the data exiracts selected to appear in this document have been
chosen in order to make the reader's task of understanding the analytic points
and arguments which they support as easily and quickly accomplished as
possible. | have mcldé an effort to choose exiracts from across the range of
sources and media represented in the original data-base, for the sake of interest
and variety and to convey an impression of the heterogeneity of that database.

On the other hand, that effort has been countefbalcnced with an attempt to

choose extracts which are not actively unrepresentative of the discursive
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environments described in my conclusions, which obviate uneconomical
intfroductory exposition and which are capable of demonstrating more than one

discursive practice at a time.

The origin of the five categories of defensive practice

In order for the analysis in the following five chapters to proceed in an organised
manner h‘ has been necessary to pick out ahead of time five categories of
defensive _pracﬁce which can now be systematically addressed one by one. It
therefore behooves me to say something about how those categories were
arrived at. In particular, readers may be wondering whether they were reached
by a process of induction from the data set or whether they were more the result
of the application of a common-sense, log‘ic;ul or otherwise conceplual analysis
of pdssible defensive behaviours.

| have previously argued against the application to discursive materials of
predetermined, conceptual classificatory systems of justifications and excuses.
The process of arriving at the five sets of defensive practices discussed in this
document has very much been a case of induction from the daia. In the classic
texts of discursive psychology, the usual method of explaining how this kind of
work is done is through reference to the notion of interpretative repertoires, an
idea | intfroduced earlier in this chapter. in the section entitled "using variation as @
lever.” Each of the five kinds of construction to be discussed in the following
chapters can be regarded as the product of a distinct interpretative repertoire.
The business of identifying interpretative repertoires is discussed and developed in
texts such as that of Gilbert and Mulkay (1984), Potter and Wetherell (1987, 1995),
Potter, Wetherell, Gill and Edwards (1990) and Wetherell and Potter (1992).

In the time and space available here | will not atiempt to reiterate all of
these authors’ work. Suffice to say that the approach to identifying repertoires of
Potter et al. is noticeably developed in conirast to the method of identifying
discourses that is described and applied by lan Parker and colleagues in the
tradition of critical discourse analysis {a topic of discussion In the previous
chapter). Put very simply, Parker's approach {e.qg., Parker, 1990a) involves using
resources that prominently include the analyst’'s own common sense
understandings of what constitutes a topic to group together sets of propositional
statements as "a discourse.” Thus, one might proceed with an analysis by looking
at a range of texts and intuitively grouping together sets of propositions which

collectively amount to a family discourse, a Christian discourse, a scientific
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discourse and so on. The approach described by Potter ef al. (ibid.) differs in two
important respecis. Firstly, identifying repertoires relies less on common sense and
analysis that is "purely conceptual,” and more on examining the rhetorical
organisation of particular instances of discourse and the deployment of language
therein "as a constitutive part of social practices situated in specific contexts”
(ibid., p.209; emphasis in original). Secondly, induction from examination of
contextualised discursive practice holds open the possibility that institutions such
as the family, Christianity and science are constructed and sustained by multiple
discourses or repertoires which are treated by speakers as distinct and evenin
conflict with each other.

Let me clarnfy matiers with an example that is foundational to discursive
psychology. While Parker's approach permits a largely conceptual identification
of a unified scientific discourse, the well-known study of Gilbert and Mulkay (1984)
looked at the practical business of how scientists described their work and
explained their findings, in contexts that included formal, published papers and
iInformail, oral interviews. The results that emerged from this examination of
sclentists’ actual discursive practice were that two distinct interpretative
repertoires were in use. On the one hand there was an empiricist repertoire that is
characterised by an objective, impersonal vocabulary and grammatical style,
assertions that research proceeds according 1o scientific method, untainied by
human factors, and a commitment to the notion that facts speak for themselves,
Independently of human agency. On the other hand there was a contingent
repertoire in which scientific practice and scientific findings were portrayed as
much more dependent on speculation and subjective and individualised human
qualities such as personality and membership of certain social groups. In this
repertoire a more flexible and diverse range of linguistic resources was used and
the distinction between hard data and human factors was allowed to blur.
Importantly, Gilbert and Mulkay did not stop at remarking the existence of these
two repertoires but went on to identify their various uses and functions, which
Included resolving scientific disagreement and accounting for contradictory
findings. Similarly, in The Compleat Infidel | have concentrated on concrete,
practical examples of infidelity and infidels being defended. From these data |
have derived five categories of defensive practice which are not just sets of
propositions but which are uniquely characterised by a combination of linguistic
resources such as vocabulary and grammatical composition, the substantive
content of an argument, and the contextualised use or purpose that each is

made to serve.
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A related question now arises: to what exient do these five categories of
defensive practice form a comprehensive set of the range of possibilities for
defence typese There is no doubt that the functional diiferences between these
caiegbries of defensive practice, which are discussed as part of the findings in
Chapter 8, emerge so as to display the categories as an orderly system, this giving
an impression of completeness as a range of possible defences. The findings are
in line with Atkinson's and Drew's {1979) discovery of an orderly system of
justifications and excuses in the talk of police officers on the witness stand.
Moreover, they are concordant with Wetherell's and Potter's (1992) remarks about
the range of responses produced by participants in their research among Pakeha

New Zealanders when questioned on the topic of prejudice:

During the course of the interview, most of our sample were asked the following
question or some variant of it: do you think Pakeha New Zealanders are
prejudiced? Is there much discrimination against Maor peoplee QOur introduction
of the topic and typical question format presented an accounting problem for our
respondents. Given the negative identity attributed to prejudice, it sefs up @
certain kind of accusation, or was interpreted in this way. We could thus treat
responses to this question as a set which oriented to a commonly occurring
discursive situation: dealing with an unwelcome evaluation.

What are the standard discursive moves for coping with a negative evaluation?

(Wetherell and Potter, 1992, p. 212)

Wetherell and Potter answer their own question as follows. Firstly, they notice that
it is possible either to deny an offence outright or admit it in its entirety. Added to
that, the standard moves are to "admit the offence but offer mitigations or

- excuses’ (cf. construcling an isolated episode or a special category of self:
Chapters 4 and 5 of this document), "c:lcxim.ihoi one is wrongly accused" (cf.
constructing a verston of "not prohibited”: Chapter 3), "undermine the accusation
itself by renegotiating the nature of the offence, recategorizing it as something
less negative and more excusable” {cf. constructing a version of "'not
commissioning the act”. Chapter 3, and the generic rationales of Chapter 7}, and
finally "redirect the accusation to another group of people” (cf. constructing a
specific reason for infidelity: Chapter é).

The concordance of the findings of The Compleat Infidel with these other
discursively orientated studies is a reasonable basis for confidence that the range
of defensive practices described in this document is indeed a complete
collection of what Wéiherell and Potter call the "standard discursive moves.” It is
no accident that the system described here resembles those discovered by other
discursively orientated researchers, nor that it resembles the orderly systems found
In other forms of discourse such as legal classifications of justifications and excuses

(the defensive practice of "'not commissioning the act" in Chapter 3 is titled by
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way of dllusion to that legal discourse). |t is also not the case that the present
system has had to be invented afresh, devised through logical or conceptual
reasoning, or borrowed from elsewhere prior o examining the data. The point is
that when speakers are obliged to defend themselves, directly or through the
defence of various kinds of behaviour, they routinely behave as though there is a
set of standard moves availlable to them. They orientate to alimited set of
possibilities which include renegotiating the nature of the offence, appealing to
mitigating circumstances and diminished capacity, passing the blame by
producing a specific reason for the contested actions, and so on. This orientation
is noticeable in the discursive materials analysed by Atkinson and Drew (1979)
and Wetherell and Potter (1992). It is noticeable in the meta-discourse of lawyers
and the authors of the accounts literature such as Scoff and Lyman (1968). i
would be surprising, then, if it were not also noticeable in the discursive materials
that form the data-base of The Compleat Infidel. There may be variations in the
detail of the ways that these standard discursive moves are executed: that is, the
details of the constructions through which this range of defensive functions is
performed may vary. However, the range of defensive functions itself is hearably
a finite one and as such it has been possible to describe and document it in the

chapters that follow.
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Construct a Non-kEvent

Introduction

Welcome to Chapter 3, the first of the analytic chapters of The Compleat infidel.
‘In this chapter we shall look at the first of five promi’neht features of the landscape
of infidelity discourse: the non-event. Let me begin by explaining what will be
going on In this chapter and how it is organised.

As a preliminary measure | shall describe the gross structural characteristics
of the non-event as a discursive phenomenon, our object of study. Recall that in
Chapter 2 | introduced the idea of interpretative repertoires {Gilbert and Mulkay,
1984; Potter and Wetherell, 1987; 1995; Wetherell and Potter, 1992). Interpretative
repertoires are "broadly discernible clusters of terms, descriptions and figures of
speech often assembled around metaphors or vivid images. [] They are
available resources for making evaluations. constructing factual versions and
performing particular actions” (Potter and Wetherell, 1995, p. 89;: Wetherell and
Potter, 1992, p. 90). At this stage, non-events can be usefully considered as the
product of an interpretative repertorre. Speokers!cnd writers who construct a
non-event draw on a distinctive set of discursive resources and that is what | shall
try to sketch in this section by way of an introduction to the subject matter of
Chapter 3.

The middle section of this chapter, "Data Analysis,” is where the real work
begins. Some extracts of raw data will be presented and readers are invited to
join In with their analysis. We shall continue to look at discursive resources but this
time in closer detail, searching out and examining specific discursive devices and
mechanisms. By ‘reading the detail.” looking for accountability, cross-referring
with other discourse studies in rhetoric, conversation analysis and so on, the
consitruction and design of the unique non-events we are about to examine will
reveal something about the interactional functions that they are required to
serve.

In the final section of this chapter, "Critique and Conclusions.” we shall

return to the aerial view of the data and draw some conclusions about the overall

S7



58

function of constructing a non-event as a defensive practice. Moreover, the
evidence that the discursive business of constructing a non-event is action
orientated will be used to fulfil the critical function of discursive psychology by
reconsidering and reworking some salient notions and concepts from selected

areas of traditional of mainstream social science.

What is a non-event? The data to be examined in this chapter are all accounts in
which infidelity is presented as a singular type of event, defined by the
performance of a certain act, in certain circumstances and conditions. Or, to put
It more accurately, infidelity is treated as a label, definition or category term that
1S precludéd by the non-performance of some act, and/or the non-applicability
of some circumstances and conditions. Recall Bill Clinton's famous statement
about Monica Lewinsky: "l did not have sexual relations with that woman.” Later
In this chapter we shall examine an extract from Clinton's testimony at the grand
jury hearing of September 1998 in which he carefully constructs a difference
between the category of activities denoied- by “sexual relations” and a second,
remarkably similar category that he terms "inappropriate contact.” This
construction of difference is central to the business of building a non-event.

The dimensions along which the distinction is made are limited in number
but nonetheless quite varied. Sometimes the dimension is one of physical activity,
as with Clinton’s sexual relations/inappropriate contact dichotomy. Similar non-
events can be constructed by drawing attention to the difference between "sex”
versus “just a case of getting off with one of my friends,” "if you actually fuck
somebody” versus "having a bit of a fumble,” and "doing a whole lot of stuff"
versus having intercourse,” to take just a few examples from my data-base.
sometimes the dimension provides for comparison of physical activity with
something more cognitive, as in "physical infidelity” versus “mental infidelity,” "sex"
versus "emotions.” "shagging” versus "'making love" and so on. Alternatively, the
difference between fidelity and infidelity (or the difference between "being
taithful” and "being unfaithful,” or whatever the category term to be contra-
indicated happens to be on that particular occasion) may depend on @
dimension of types or states of reloﬁohships’, whereby "open relationships” are
distinguished from "closed relationships,” “just dating” is not the same as "married”
and being “tOgether" is crucially different from peing "broken up.” Accerdingly, in
the data analysis part of this chapter we shall tackie two varieties of non-event. |
have called the first one "not commissioning the act" and it incorporates the

distinctions between different kinds of sexual and romantic activities, as
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exemplified above. The second variety is called "not prohibited” and it covers the
construction of distinctions between different types of relationships.

It is interesting 1o note that distinctions between categories are usually
constructed in pairs (of activities or types of relationship) but this is not inevitably
the case. | have a few examples in my data-base of differences between
categories being constructed in sets of three. One of my research participants,
Johnny. made the following remark in the context of a discussion about what
"counts’ as being unfaithful: "I think there's three levels, | think there's three levels of
[.) looking {.) then there’s snogging and then there's intercourse [.) on the highest
(branch).” Another interviewee, Emma, speculated that: "if it's not sex but
everything but, | don't really consider that (.) um (.) being unfaithful {.} um (.) |
think you know sex starts to be (.} bottom line {.) and emotions (.) definitely, | think
(.) are untaithful but then you can't stop yourself feeling emotions.” However, the
overwh