
Conversation Analysis
Since the early 1960s, beginning with the work of Harvey Sacks and Emmanuel Schegloff, conversation
analysis (CA) has grown into an international interdisciplinary enterprise. The approach was inspired by both
Erving Goffman and Harold Garfinkel, largely through their mutual connection with Harvey Sacks, who with
Emmanuel Schegloff was a student of Goffman at Berkeley. Goffman and Garfinkel exchanged work in the early
1950s, and the three, Sacks, Goffman, and Garfinkel, met in the late 1950s. From then on, Sacks continued to
meet with Garfinkel, and his first studies in the detailed analysis of conversation emerged from the
convergence of his Goffman-inspired interest in the moral commitment involved in interaction and Garfinkel's
insistence on an ethnomethodological (EM) study of the details involved in the production of that moral
commitment, and the fragility of intelligibility that required it.

Since those early days, CA and EM have increasingly staked out separate intellectual ground. CA, largely
because it was identified as a rigorous methodology, was taken up into many disciplines, while EM, insisting that
it remain a total approach, remained more difficult. The reputation of CA as a rigorous new approach to the
study of both language and social order was established in particular through the foundational paper on
turntaking, first published in 1977, “The Simplest Systematics for Turntaking in Conversation.” Written by
Harvey Sacks, Emmanuel Schegloff, and Gail Jefferson (a student and associate of Sacks at the time), the paper
established an “economy of turns,” and preferences related to turntaking orders, as the basic organizing feature
of all social orders. This article was augmented by important work on assessments by Anita Pomerantz and on
presequences by Alene Terasaki, both students of Sacks. Work by Schegloff on repair and conversational
sequencing and his sophisticated critiques of established linguistic and philosophical approaches to language
was essential to establishing the CA enterprise. Finally, the lectures of Harvey Sacks, given between 1964 and
his death in 1975 (carefully transcribed by Gail Jefferson), circulated widely in Xerox form among students the
world over for more than 20 years (before finally being published in their entirety by Cambridge University
Press, edited and introduced by Schegloff), made a huge impact on thinking about not only conversational
orders, but orders of practice in all disciplines.

The basic idea advanced by Sacks was that conversation is orderly in its details and that those details manifest
themselves in the form of turn types, turn transitions, membership categorization devices, and many forms of
indexicality (words and sentence fragments with multiple possible meanings) designed to guarantee that
participants fulfill hearing and listening requirements. According to Sacks, these requirements must be displayed
by all participants at most points in any interaction if conversation and interaction are to succeed. This solves
the problem posed by ordinary language philosophers as to how persons can know whether or not the other has
understood what was said (see Paul Grice for a classic discussion of this problem) and also introduces an
inevitable moral dimension to interaction.

According to Sacks, the ability of a speaker to take a recognizably intelligible turn next, after a prior turn (given
a sufficient degree of indexicality in the talk), guarantees they have understood. Thus, Sacks argued that
speaking in indexical fragments, which linguistically would appear to be a problem, is a highly efficient device
for ensuring mutual intelligibility. It ensures that all participants who take turns are fulfilling their listening and
hearing requirements and either understand what has been said or display their lack of understanding in their
next turn. That is why, according to Sacks, the person who fails to speak at all is so suspicious. Even speaking
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last demonstrates attention to a long sequence of turns. But not speaking at all or speaking to a different topic
(as those we refer to as “mentally ill” often do) demonstrates nothing about one's attention and
trustworthiness.

The position taken by Sacks is, in general respects, consistent with Wittgenstein's argument that meaning is
established through conventions of use. However, instead of searching for a logical conceptual mapping of use
meanings, as Wittgenstein's followers tended to do, Sacks, Schegloff, Jefferson, and Pomerantz set out to locate
specific details of conversational exchange that provided for the recognizability of use conventions to speakers.
This essentially altered the problem of language from logical categorization, what Wittgenstein called “family
resemblances” between terms, to documenting situated sequential details—from clarifying concepts to detailing
practices. In doing so, CA focused on a phenomenon referred to as “recipient design,” a process in which each
speaker, at each next conversational point, designs a turn at talk with the “other,” the recipient and the last
turn in the conversation, heard or spoken by that recipient, in view. The recipient, in turn, will hear the talk as
oriented specifically toward his or her position in the current sequential ordering of turns in the current
interactional situation.

All conversational preference orders have direct implications for what can be done next in conversation and
how immediately prior utterances can be heard to follow from those before. The general position on the problem
of indexicality and social order was articulated by Sacks and Garfinkel in “On Formal Structures of Practical
Action.” They established each interaction as a context for what occurs within it, but a context that is in
essential ways independent of broader social contexts, except insofar as they act as, what Garfinkel called,
“contexts of accountability.”

Thus, via “context-free/context-sensitive” character of recipient design, it became possible to move away from
generalities involved in words and focus instead on the enacted positioning of words in spoken sequences of
turns. Each speaker orients toward both the positioning of the other's turn and the positioning of his or her own
turn following an immediately prior turn at talk, and does so such that turns are designed to be recognizable to
other participants and responsive to the immediately prior concerns of those recipients (such as an indicated
desire to take a turn, a missed turn, a misunderstanding, an indicated or anticipated disagreement, the need to
leave, etc.). Thus, the sequential sensitivity of turns not only avoids the problem of adequate conceptual
typification but also retains the general context of the immediate situation or conversation, as a whole, while
avoiding the problem of “context” conceptualized as a generality.

Much of the sensitivity involved in such practices can be explained in terms of requirements Goffman argued
were necessary to preserve the presentational self: preferences that preserve face and prevent embarrassment,
for within-turn repair, or repair by speaker with minimal prompt by listener (Schegloff). But other details of
conversational sequencing focus more directly on mutual intelligibility, a concern that owes more to Garfinkel:
recognizing a conversational move or the relevance of an indexical expression to an utterance two turns earlier.
The two concerns, for intelligibility and self, are so closely interwoven in most conversational preferences orders
that they cannot be separated.

This idea that turntaking preferences require a sensitivity to the intelligibility of conversation and also to the
presentational selves of participants presents elements of both “within-turn” and “between-turn” preference
orders that transcend particular conversations. The importance of the “context-free/context-sensitive”
character of particular conversations as a context, in place of the more popular but problematic idea of
context as shared biographies or shared cultural values, has largely been missed. This has been particularly true
in Europe, where the reception of CA and EM has been hampered by the priority placed on politics and morality,
essential issues for which they have an enormous potential but have only recently begun to address. This
oversight not only colors the perception of CA by sociologists in general but is also shared by many
conversational analysts. As a consequence, disciplinary work still struggles with the problem of context
(particularly postmodern and interpretive sociologies), while the potential of CA and EM to address
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contemporary moral questions in ways that avoid this issue goes unappreciated.

The need for a way of understanding context that avoids the problem of shared biography or culture is
particularly acute in what are generally referred to as “modern” societies, those in which shared cultures are
deteriorating and conversations in public often take place among strangers or mere acquaintances, who have
little personal knowledge of each other and thus are depending on displays of practice for a determination of
“trust” and intelligibility. Most such conversations depend so heavily on conversational preference orders that
it is not necessary for participants to know much about the individual participants in order to understand what
they are doing or saying.

Because of this, commitment to interactional orders is a moral commitment and as such provides a sound basis
for discussions of morality and justice. Many social theorists have made superficially similar arguments. But
none have been able to ground them on an approach to language and interactional practice that could provide
for the necessity of the moral commitments required. They continue to think in terms of associations (Latour)
and the content of dialogue (Habermas), instead of abandoning all conventional forms of thinking about
intelligibility, as Sacks did, and focusing on the situated character of conversation. The route to necessity is,
ironically, paved with contingency. Any attempt to stop short of a complete embrace of conversational
contingencies fails to provide the necessity required for moral argument.

For Sacks, contingencies in the form of indexicality made it necessary for participants to commit themselves to
the unfolding orders of conversation. The less indexicality produced, the less moral commitment required.
Possibly, this is why those in authority are so fixated on “correct” speech and formal institutional orders. There
is so little indexicality in such speech and action that their moral commitments, especially when speaking to
persons of so-called lesser status, are virtually nonexistent.

Unlike most theorists who assume a great deal of ambiguity in language use, the idea behind CA is that in
successful everyday encounters, there is very little ambiguity. To be intelligible, interactional moves must be
recognizable as moves of a particular sort. Participants typically are engaged in ordinary encounters in which
unrecognizable moves are evident, either within turn or within several turns. The unrelenting ambiguity of social
life that so many scholars in the social sciences and humanities speak of simply does not exist in most everyday
contexts of “ordinary talk.” It does, however, exist in many formal texts, in situations of great inequality, and in
settings wherein participants are not able to recognize one another's moves. There is a very short time span in
which unrecognizable moves can be repaired, and when they are not, there are immediate and often elaborate
and serious troubles in the immediate conversation. These troubles also tend to attach themselves to the
persons who would be said to have “caused” them, through their failure to observe appropriate turntaking
practices, creating accounts about such persons whose “face” and “trustworthiness” are thereby implicated.

There is some debate over whether this turntaking system is universal or whether it has minor variations. Some
variations seem to occur between groups separated by space and social expectation or by physical impairment.
Many conversation analysts, however, take the position that certain basic aspects of the system must be
universal. Whatever position one takes on the question of universality, however, one thing is clear; wherever
the dynamics of conversation have been studied using CA methods, an “economy” of turntaking accompanied
by orders of preference, both within and between turns, has emerged from the data. If the preferences
themselves are not universal, or not all universal, the requirement that they be observed in each particular case
in order to achieve mutual intelligibility, and the concomitant moral commitment of all parties to the situation to
observe them, is a universal. As such, it stands as the only universal established by social science: one with
great promise for studies of morality in a modern global context.

The conversation analytic approach promises to explain not only how the mutual intelligibility of words is
ordinarily achieved but also why various persons from different social “categories,” including race, gender, and
visual and hearing impairments, experience conversational difficulties. Schegloff has recently begun to explore
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the relevance of “membership categorization” devices/accounts for the understanding of racial and cultural
problems. In addition, small differences in the details of preference orders promise to unlock the key to
intercultural misunderstandings. The study of preference orders in medical settings has already made a
significant contribution to studies of doctor–patient interaction and the delivery of what Maynard calls “bad
news” in medical and other settings. Similar advances have occurred in the study of human machine interaction,
Internet financial exchanges, and technology and policing.

The great promise of CA, as with EM, goes beyond the study of language to the recovery of Durkheim's promise
that social order itself can be studied empirically and in detail: that “social facts” can be laid bare to social
scientific research. It is a promise that Anthony Giddens tried to revive in The Constitution of Society (1981),
but in that attempt focused too heavily on the Goffmanian conceptual side of things to realize the promise of CA
and EM. The project of studying social facts as detailed orders has also been seriously sidetracked by the
postmodern rejection of the idea of science as positivist and the belief that all social reality is an ambiguous
text. We do often experience social life in this way. However, it is essential to understand that these are points
of interactional breakdown, more common as society becomes more global, not normal interaction.

For CA, EM, and Durkheim, the idea of science was never positivist in any current sense. They argued that the
intelligibility of both word and action is a mutual construction at all points, severely constrained by interactional
preferences at every level. Unfortunately, it is just those details of mutual construction that are overlooked
when social orders are reduced, as they usually are, to conceptual abstractions and aggregated across
individuals in populations (in an attempt to avoid “positivism”).

The conversation analyst should approach conversation as an ongoing mutual construction according to
orders of preference that all participants are committed to. That all conversation analysts do not work in this
way is not a failure of the perspective, but rather a consequence of its ready adoption into existing disciplinary
frameworks by those who do not understand what it implies theoretically: that social order and meaning are
fragile, ongoing constructions that require a deep moral commitment and mutual attention to detailed mutually
expected orders of practice at all points.

With CA and EM, the sociological promise is transformed and rejuvenated. Instead of beginning with social
individuals and assuming that aggregating their attachment to beliefs and symbols across large numbers of
persons will reveal the underlying causal effects of institutions toward which they orient, as Parsons assumed,
CA and EM assume that institutions, where they exert an influence on daily life, will, and indeed must, manifest
themselves in the details of interaction in order to do so. Persons generally have no conscious knowledge of how
this is accomplished, conversational preference orders belonging to a large body of embedded practice that
persons learn to employ without conscious thought. Indeed, stopping to think about such things generally
makes it impossible to continue, an experience students of CA frequently have when their “seeing” of turns
stops their speech. Therefore, interviewing persons to discover their beliefs and values about what they do, a
staple of so-called macrosociology, is worse than misleading. What is necessary is to discover those orders,
which, when they are violated, render interaction unintelligible, and how such troubles are repaired. In this way,
the underlying social facts of social orders can be laid bare.

Thus, CA does not study a micro-order assumed to accompany a macro-order, an idea that has been popular
among sociologists for decades. The idea is that all social orders, including politics, race, inequality, and justice,
must be enacted at the level of conversational and interactional orders or they would cease to exist. This is not
a reductionist argument either, as many have argued, and it does not begin with the individual. It begins with a
more or less universal set of preference orders for enacting conversation and interaction and maintaining
intelligible, mutually situated associations between persons. This does not mean that power, inequalities of race,
gender, and class, or institutional constraints are not of interest to CA and EM or that manifestations of such
constraints cannot be found at work in interaction. If they are not artificial constructs, then conversational
interaction is exactly where they must do their work of constraining action. The point is to find these constraints
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at work in interaction without performing a conceptual reduction or starting with assumptions about
macrostructures.

The point of refusing to begin with so-called macrostructures is not to deny that constraints exist beyond local
orders of conversation, but rather to argue that treating “macro” structures as independent entities that
manifest themselves in beliefs and values of individuals renders the effects of such constraints on persons
engaged in the work of producing living social orders invisible. Both CA and EM take these issues seriously as
matters that can be discovered only through a close analysis of conversational and interactional encounters.
One might say that they take these issues of so-called larger social constraints more seriously than do
traditional sociologists, as they have been the only ones to attempt a theoretical reconstruction, from the
ground up, so to speak, that would provide a sound empirical basis for understanding such institutional
constraints. Garfinkel's (1967) “Good Reasons for Bad Clinic Records” stands as a landmark paper in this
regard.

The incorporation of CA into various disciplines thus presents a problem. Despite the emphasis on methodology
in CA, it is not just a methodology. Both CA and EM ask one to think very differently about social order. When
they are incorporated into conventional models of social order, as is increasingly becoming the case, they lose
much of their explanatory power. This has for many years caused a much popularized rift between EM and CA.
The problem is not a principled dispute between the two enterprises as much as a criticism by EM, trying to
retain the integrity of studies as a whole, of the way CA has been taken up into disciplines in ways that do not
challenge existing disciplinary presuppositions. If CA and EM are taken seriously, then the theory of order and
meaning they propose should challenge any existing disciplinary schema, in much the way that Wittgenstein's
meaning-as-“use” argument challenged the philosophy and linguistics of his own day.

It is also a problem when persons going by the name of CA work without background knowledge of either the
settings they are studying or the situations in which their transcripts were collected, treating the transcript itself
as a representation of reality. Good conversation analysts do not do this. Both CA and EM require extensive
fieldwork, or familiarity with and mastery of, the scene being studied. When such familiarity with the
interactional work required on the spot is missing and analysis is done on the basis of transcripts only, without
reference to the video or audiotapes on which they were based, analysis tends to miss just those essential
details that the perspective was designed to lay bare. While it is often true that certain things can be seen
immediately just from picking up a transcript, what they mean and why they happen is always a situated
matter, and there are always details that are apparent only on a hearing or viewing of an interaction.

This does not mean that every situation assumes a different set of preference orders. It does mean that the
situation itself, as a situation of a particular sort, places requirements on what participants can and must do,
and those must be understood by researchers. These situated requirements, in fact, are the stuff and substance
of EM and CA. They comprise the moral fabric of modern life. That each situation requires persons to mobilize a
set of resources in ways that will be recognizable to others in that situation is a basic feature of modernity.
When CA and EM are incorporated into existing disciplinary ways of working, this empirical/theoretical
foundation is lost and both become tame participants in the ordinary positivist enterprises of disciplinary work:
just what they had been designed as remedies against. They should offer a new foundation for the discussion of
politics and morality in a modern global context, not accommodate an outmoded debate.

—Anne W. Rawls
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