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DESCRTPTION IN THE SOCTAL SCTENCES

TALK-IN-INTERACTIONl

Ernanuel  A.  Scheglof f

I

Let me begin by not ing that  the t i t le  r rDescr ipt ion in
the Social  Sciences'r  can be taken to point  us to at  least
two dist inct ,  but  not  unrelated,  foci  of  at tent ion.

one of  these is  gui te a t radi t ional  set  of  topics:  the
prob lems  o f  soc ia l  sc ien t i f i c  desc r ip t i on .  Under  th i s
rubr ic is  col lected a var iety of  by now farni l iar
concerns.  There is  the concern wi th the possib i l i ty  of
object iv i ty .  There is  the concern wi th the bear ing of
context  and contextual i ty  on the possib i t i ty  and forrn of
descr ipt ion.  There is  the problem of  indigenous vs.
exogenous terms of  descr ipt ion (or  in the terns of  one
recent anthropological  d iscourse (Harr is ,  l -968),  the
rret icrr  vs.  the rremicrr) .  UnderJ.y ing these and other issues
is t t re root  observat ion,  in the c lassical  socio logical

1 Prepared for  a conference on rrDescr ipt ion in the
Soc ia l  Sc iences r r r  Cer j - sy -1a -Sa l1e ,  F rance ,  Sep tember ,
1986. The conference was organized to br ing together
French scholars working in ways re lated to the semiot ics
and pragmat ics of  Greimas and American scholars working
a long  po ten t ia l l y  re la ted  l i nes  - -  soc io l i ngu is t i cs ,
var iet ies of  ethnography,  ethnomethodology,  conversat ion
ana lys i s ,  e t c . ,  and  the  tex t  ve ry  l i ke l y  bears  the
impr int  of  the occasion for  which i t  was prepared.  My
thanks to co-organizer Bennetta Jules-Rosette for
invi t ing me to part ic ipate,  and to Sandro Durant i ,
Charles Goodwin and Bambi Schieffelin for comments and
suggest ions in a id of  c lar i ty  and c losure.  The c losure,
however, nay well be temporary, as I take this
publication outlet to be designed as a medium for work in
progress.
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canon most sel f -consciously addressed by Max Weberr  2
concerning the indef in i te extendabi l_ i ty  of  d.escr ipt ions
o f  soc ia l  ob jec ts  o f  i nqu i r y  - -  t ha t  i s ,  t ha t  the  se t  o f
ways  o f  desc r ib ing  any  se t t i ng ,  any  ac to r ,  any  ac t ion ,
etc.  is  indef in i te ly expandable.  L i teral  or  e ihaust ive
desc r ip t i ons  a re  no t ,  t hen ,  ava i l ab le  so lu t i ons  to  the
problems of  socia l .  inquiry.  And the correctness of  any
par t i cu la r  cha rac te r i za t i on  i s  no t  by  i t se l f  an  adequa te
war ran t  fo r  i t s  i nvoca t ion .  Var ious  ve rs ions  o f  soc ia l
sc ience have vary ing solut ions to these problems. But  i t
is  th is set  of  issues which is  commonly intended when
ment ion  o f  "desc r ip t i on  in  the  soc ia l  sc iences r  i s
understoqd to refer  to a feature of  the work of  socia l
s c i e n c e . 3

Bu t  r rdesc r ip t i on r ' r  o r  be t te r ,  r rdesc r ib i .g r  t ,  i s  a l so
one of  the pract ices which socia l  sc ience may ain to
r lesc r ibe .  To  bo r row Haro ld  Gar f i nke l r s  usage  (L967276-
115)  w i th  reve rsed  e rnphas is ,  r rdesc r ib ing "  i s  no t  on ly  a
fea tu re ,  i t  i s  a l so  a  top ic  o f  soc ia l  sc ience  inqu i r y .
r rDesc r ip t i on  in  the  Soc ia1  Sc iences , '  may ,  a long  these
I ines,  be taken to focus our at tent ion on r tdescr ib ingi l  as
an act iv i ty  in which persons engage in the course of
ordinary conduct ,  and which is  therefore an apt  target  of
enquiry for  those socia l  sc iences which aim to g ive an
account of  the pract ices of  ordinary act iv i ty .

obviously,  these two senses of  our t i tLe cannot for
long be r ig id ly segreqated.  I t  is  improbable that  the
prob lem o f  desc r ip t i on  as  a  p rac t i ce  o f  soc ia l  sc ience  i s
i :c t  rooted in the pract ices of  vernacular  descr ib ing.  And
a socia l"  sc ience account of  the pract ices of  descr ib ing
in  o rd ina ry  d i scourse  w i I I  i t se l f  i nescapab ly  imp l i ca te
p robJ -ems o f  soc ia l  sc ience  desc r ip t i on .

2  S e e ,  a m o n q t  o t h e r s ,  W e b e r  ( L 9 4 9 ) .  W e b e r t s  w a s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,
part  of  a larger preoccupat ion wi th such issues in German socia l -
sc i -ence,  inc luding f igures such as Di l they and Rickert  before
h im,  and  A l f red  Schu tz  a f te r  h im.  A  ve rs ion  o f  the  p rob lem i s
fo rmu l -a ted  by  Ta lco t t  Pa rsons  (1937)  as  pa r t  o f  h i s  theore t i ca r
undertaking.  This is  but  one contr ibut ion to an immense body of
programnat ics,  commentary and debate.

3 For some conversat ion-analyt ic  t reatments of  these
q u e s t i o n s ,  s e e  S a c k s ,  L 9 6 3 ,  L 9 7 2 a  a n d  S c h e q l o f f ,  L 9 9 7 .
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One hope which has been enter ta ined in the past  is
that  the pract ices of  socia l  sc ience descr ib ing could be
informed and constra ined by the pract ices of  vernacular
descr ib ing.  This prospect  informed my late col league
Harvey Sacksr ef for ts,  most  e legant ly in h is paper r tOn
the  AnaLyzab i l i t y  o f  S to r ies  by  Ch i ld ren r t  (1 -972a) ,  i n
which the dual  focus of  I 'descr ib ing' r  which I  have
ment ioned was incis ively int roduced. Sacks proposed at
the outset  of  that  paper that  i t  n ight  be I 'by reference
to an exarninat ion of  instances of  members t  descr ib ingst t
that  progress night  be achieved on rrhow socio logists
night  solve their  own probleru of  construct ing
desc r ip t i ons r '  (197  2a . .  329)  .

Sacks used rrmembersr  descr ib ingsrr  as the occasion for
construct ing what he cal led rran apparatust ,  by the use of
which one element of  those descr ipt ions rn ight  be produced
- -  name ly ,  t he  iden t i f i ca t i on  o r  desc r ip t i on  o f  pe rsons .
And he had var ious i l luminat ing th ings to say about
' r recognizable descr ipt ionsrr  as objects of  inguiry in
their  own r ight .  But  the bear ing of  these accounts of
rnernbers I  pract ices on the socio logists I  problems of
descr ipt ion was lef t  tac i t  at  best .  Sacks ident i f ied a
class of  vernacular  pract ices of  reference to persons as
involv ing select ion f rom col lect ions of  category terms,
and, obviously,  th is cLaim about their  pract ices
constra ined what h is descr ipt ion of  their  pract ices
should be 1ike.  But  what other bear ing should these
pract ices have on one another? Clear ly,  socia l  sc ience
descriptions should be constrained by the rnernbers I
pract ices being putat ively descr ibed.  But  should they be
constra ined by mernbersf  pract ices of  descr ib inq,  and i f
so ,  how ?

.  Actual ly ,  what Sacks had in rn ind has been pre-supposed
in the preceding discussion.  At  that  t i rne,  and perhaps
even nohr,  the point  st i l l  was/ is  to be made that
descr ipt ion in ordinary d iscourse is  to be understood as
the resul t  of  pract i .ces,  or  methods,  procedures,  ru les,
etc.  The bear ing of  th is on the socio logistsr  problem is
that  socio logists '  descr ipt ions should be descr ipt ions of
p rac t i ces ,  and  doma ins  o f  p rac t i ces .  In  tha t  ea r l y  work ,
Sacks did not  press the c la i rn that  socia l  sc ience
descr ipt ion should be constra ined by vernacular
descr ipt ion;  but  that  socia l  sc ience descr ipt ion should
be constrained by the procedural character, the
lrpract ical r r  character  in that  sense,  or  rpract ice-dr l

R
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charac te r ,  o f  ve rnacu la r  ac t i v i t i es .4  By  p i ck ing
rrdescr ipt ionrt  as the vernacular  act iv i ty  to be examined,
this focus of the argument was somewhat obscured,
although an opportunity was afforded for making some
elegant points about the inportance of  I 'possib le

descr ipt ionsrr  and rrdoing descr ib ingt t  as autonomously
recogn i -zab le  and  desc r ibab le  ob jec ts .

The quest ion remains,  then:  what can be learned about
problems of  socia l  sc ient i f ic  descr ipt ion f rorn the
pract ices of  vernacular  descr ipt ion.  I  hope here to
examine one di rect ion in which th is quest ion can be
pursued, and to do so by examining a di f ferent  type of
pract ice of  vernacular  descr ipt ion than has been focussed
on in past work, and to exarnine it in a manner more
at tent ive to sequent ia l  organizat ion.

Sacksr work on categor ical  descr ipt ion of  persons
(L972a ,  L972b) ,  m ine  on  re fe rence  to  p laces  (Scheg lo f f ,
L972) ,  and  ou r  j o in t  work  on  re fe rence  to  pe rsons  (Sacks
& Scheglof f ,  L979) were al l  fundamental ly  select ional  in
ernphasis.  They descr ibed al ternat ive sets and types of
descr ipt ive terms, and character ized the pract ices of
descr ib ing or  ident i fy ing or  referr ing to persons or
places as involv ing select ion f rom among these
al ternat ive types and sets.  Al though some of  then
incorporated reference to aspects of  the sequent ia l
organizat ion of  ta lk in interact ion,  and the paper on
place formulat ion (Scheglof f ,  L972) was expl ic i t ty
addressed to showing that  pract ices of  formulat ion could
be conseguent ia l  for  aspects of  seguent ia l  organizat ion
and v ice versa,  in none of  these accounts hras sequent ia l
organizat ion a const i tu l ive aspect  of  the pract ices of
desc r ip t i on  themse lves .  5

4 Sacks had developed an argument on th is matter  based on
the ways in which scient i f ic  descr ipt ions work.  See the account
in a specia l  issue of  the journal  Hurnan Studies devoted to Sacks'
lectures of  1964-65,  wi th an introduct ion by the present author.

5 t t  assessment or  evaluat ion is  t reated as a type
of descr ipt ion,  then sequent ia l ly  sensi t ive t reatrnents
can be found in work such as that  of  M. Goodwin (1-980)
and A. Pomerantz (  1,978 ,  1984 )  .
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I  want here to engage in an exerc ise in which we
exarnine a bi t  of  vernacurar descr ipt ion which does not
appear to be formed up as a problem of  serect ion wiEn-tne
desc r ip t i on  o f  se lec t i on  p ra l t i ces  as  i t s  so ru t ion ,  and
which is  rather more t iqhlry bound to i ts  sequent ia l
con tex t .  r  w i l l - ,  t ha t  i s ,  do  a  b i t  o f  one  k i r i a  o f  soc ia l
sc ience descr ipt ion of  one k ind of  vernacular
desc r ip t i on .  A t  the  end ,  I  w i1 l  ask  how,  i f  a t  a l l ,  wha t
we learn about the vernacurar pract ice of  descr ib ing
should bear on the socia l  sc iences r  problem of
desc r ib ing .

I T

h the episode of  conversat ion to be examined, the
f ive part ic ipants have been to the movies together,  and
have gone to the horne of one of the coupres -- Heidi and
her_husband (who does not figure in the excerpt which we
will exarnine) , where they sii, around with dri-nks andrrmunchies.  

"  Aside f rom Heidi  and her husband, the other
part ic ipants are David and his wi fe Cece, ,ho h. . r "
recentry returned.  f rom Nepal ,  he having arr ived two days
ear l ier  af ter  a -stay of  one year,  she having returned a
nonth earr ier  af ter  a stay of  e ight  months.  Heidi  had
also v is i ted Nepar some years eair ier .  And there is
winnie,  a correague of  the other two women in a g i iauate
program. So:

+*Heidi  /  husband
+*Cece /  +David

*Winnie

w h e r e / = r n a r r i e d t o
1 = co-9rad-students
+ = has been to Nepal

The talk immediately preceding the excerpt which isreproduced below has been concerned with thl movie they
13r" .  sggn together_- - .a  "pogt  mor tern. , ,  A br ie t  rapse 

- i i r

the tark sets in, during wtrictr David apparentry riachesover and takes a cracker. Then, beginni irg with' tne i ; ; ;" ,

( 1 )

6 2
6 3  W :
6 4  D :
6 5
6 6  W :
67

rrAfter the Movierl

( 3 . o )
C o u l d n r t  r e s i : s t ,  g h u h :

t  N o .
( 0 . 6 )
The  pu l l :  o f  f ood .
( 0 . 4 )



6

68  D :  Th r  pu l l  o f  c racke rs .  The  Lu re  o f  c racke rs .=
69 W: :Drpeople s i t  around eat ing in Nepal?
7 0  ( 0 . 2 )
7 L  D :  A I l  t h e  t i m e  t h a t ' s  a 1 l  t h e y  d s o
72 c:  [They never dr ink
7 3  w i t h o u t ( ' t )  ( 0 . 2 )
74  D :  Yeah  ya  never  have  l i quo r  w i thou t  (1 .0 )
75  f r i ed  mea t  e r
7 6  W :  F r i : e d  m e a t ?
77  H :  (  hh  hh )
7 8  D :  U h  h u h .  ; F r i e d  I
7 e  ? z  |  ( l o i n )  l
8 0  W :  L Y r m e a n  j ' s t  g e n J e r i c  f r i e g : d  E e a t ?
8 1  H :  t * ( h h  h h )
82  D :  (Mhn)  usua l l y  bu f f .
8 3  H :  ( O h  y r  )  6 b u f f
8 4  W :  r B ( h ) u : f f ?  ( h h  h h )  * h h  E u f f  a s  i n  r r a - l o w r r ? -

85  H '  =Bu f f  bu rge rs .
85  D :  Mrnyeh ,  ( '  )  |  s  i n  r ra - Iowr r .

87 W: ^Real ly? They eat  buf fa lo? tey have that  in San
87a  F rang isco .=
88  C :  -Dav id  a te  a  l o t  o f  bu f f  bu rge rs .
8 e  ( 0 . e )
9 0  H :  I  ( ' )  g r e a l l y  g o t  i n t o  r n y  ( ' )  f  i r s t  b u f  f  b u r g e r .
9 l -  D :  t B u f f ( b - )
e 2  ( r . 2 )
9 3  H :  F i r s t  a n d  1 ( h ) a s t ( h )
94 C: (hn mn rnrn)
95  W:  They  do  tha t  i n  San  F ranc isco  (a t  W ins lows) .  I t ' s  l i ke
96 a big p (wurst  factory)
97 c:  toh you had vegie-  vegie burgers.
9 7 a  D :  ( y e a h )
e 8  ( 1 . 8 )
99  W:  What ' s  a  yeg ie  bu rge r .
1 -00  C :  (  j  )  ;wou ld  be  he re
1 0 1  D :  t 1 ' s  j u s ' )  a  l e n t i l  b u r g e r . =
1 0 2  H :  O h  y e a h : =
L 0 3  c :  = A  l e n g t i l  b u r g e r .
104  D :  l t ha t rs  j us t  whegn-  whenever  I  a : te  a t  t h i s :
1 0 5  W :  t o h  i t ' s  p r o b a b l y  f . i k e  a  f a l a f e l
106  D :  =one  wes te rn  p lace .
r - 0 7  (  1 . 0 )
1o8 W: gThey have a western restaurant?1
L 0 9  H :  t (  ) l
l - L0  D :  Yeah  the re ' s  a  r l o t  l t a  (  )  res tau ran ts .
11 r .  c :  

tT lo t :  I
L12  W:  Oh  yeah?
1 1 3  ( 0 . 2  )
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In the l i rn i ted space avai lable,  I  want to focus
at tent ion pr imar i ly  on the descr ipt ion at  l ines 74-75.
However,  because the descr ipt ion was produced a) in a
turn at  ta lk,  b)  which is  in a sequence of  turns,  c)
through which a course of  act ion ( indeed, several  courses
of  act ion) was being pursued by the part ies
interact ively,  and the descr ipt ion was produced in and
for  th is moment,  in and for  th is sequent ia l  posi t ion in
the interact ion,  I  cannot avoid a br ief  account of  the
sequent ia l  context .  ( I  caut ion,  however,  that  th is barest
of  accounts is  not  meant to provide a fu l l  analysis. )

Davidrs taking of  a cracker occasions a remark by
w inn ie ,  a  remark  o f  d i s t i nc t i ve  fo rm wh ich  fo rmu la tes  Drs
ac t ion  as  a  fa i l u re  ( I i ne  63 ;  no te  tha t  h i s  ac t i on  o f
tak ing  someth ing  i s  fo rmu la ted  as  r r cou ldn ' t  res i s t ' r ) .
This sort  of  formulat ion here,  as elsewhere (see,  for
examp le ,  Scheg lo f f ,  1988 :L2O-L23) ,  makes  an  accoun t
relevant ,  and thus engenders a sequence ( I ines 63-68)
which topical izes what could otherwise have been an
unrernarked occurrence.

This sequence is fo l lowed by another,  in i t iated by
Winnie at  l ine 69.  As the pr ior  sequence t reated the
taking of  the food as i ts  source,  so does the next  one.
In asking whether r rpeople s i t  around eat ing in Nepalr"
f rorn out  of  the present scene, Winnie can be heard as
formulat ing that  scene --  the one she is  in - -  as
' rs i t t ing around eat ing.  r t  She has of  fered a descr ipt ion of
the scene she is  in.  She is  asking,  r rdo they do in Nepal
what we are doing here --  what we do here.r l

That her interlocutors so understand her is shown by
Cece fs  add i t i on  ( l i nes  72 -73 )  to  Dav id rs  response .  On  the
one  hand ,  he r  response  sca les  down Dav id ts i  he  had
c la i rned  r r tha t rs  a l l  t hey  do ; r t  she  res t r i c t s  the  t r s i t

around eat ingtr  to r rwhen dr inking.  t t  But  in using i lwhen

dr inkingi l  as the rnode of  moderat ing Davidrs answer,  she
shows her understanding of  Winniers quest ion as "do they
do what we are doingf ;"  for  what the present company are
doing can also be character ized as s i t t ing and dr inking.
The  re fe rence  to  r rnever  d r ink ing  w i thou t . . . r r  t hus  a l so
issues f rom the current  scene, and shows an or ientat ion
to that  source of  Winniers quest ion.  Cece responds in
terrns of  scenes t rsuch as th is, r r  which she shows hersel f
to target  by the reference to "dr inking.  

r r  In th is
seqfuence,  then,  ta lk about Nepal ,  perhaps inevi table in
an evening wi th recent  returnees (and especia l ly  wi th one
two days I 'of f  the boat f r ) ,  is  int roduced by reference to
the  p resen t  scene ;  i s  i t  l i ke  th i s?
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The in i t ia l  response is  by David.  we cannot te l l  i f  he
was targeted by Winniers gaze,  but  the sequence does have
his act ion as i ts  source,  and he was the partner in
colloquy in the imrnediately preceding seqluence. He is
also newly returned from Nepal. The irnport of his answer
appears  to  be ,  " yes ;  i t  i s  the re  l i ke  i t  i s  he re , r l
a l though in h is seeming exaggerat ion (r r thatrs aI1 they
do")  is  a h int  of  ways in which i t  is  d i f ferent  there.

wi th her fo l lowing ut terance,  Cece does not  just
e laborate the descr ipt ion.  She moves to be a co-te l ler
wi th David about Nepa1. But  topic r rownershiprr  and
author i tat iveness can be an interact ional ly  del icate
matter .  There can be prerogat ives in th is regard,  and
they can be c losely guarded. Note,  for  example,  in the
fol lowing excerpt  ( f rom a di f ferent  conversat iono) how
this prerogat ive is  or iented to:

(2 )  Goodwin :  Au tomob i le  D iscuss ion ,  13 - l -4 .

At  h is wi fe Phyl l isr  prompt ing,  Mike has been te l l ing
a story to Curt and Gary about a fight at the stock
car race t rack the previous evening,  in which a
character  named rrDeWaldrr  ( the rrhe[  in Phyl l isr  f i rs t
ut terance below) f igured as the v i l la in.  Upon the
possib le complet ion of  the story,  the fo l lowing
transpires ( t ranscr ipt  s inpl i f ied by omission of  some
inter ject ions f rom unrelated events in the set t ing):

0 l -  Cur t :  tWe: l1  you  w-  l
02  Phy l l i s :  t l , t i ke  sa id  re  use tuh : l : :  race  go  [ ca r t s  en :
03  M ike3  tHe  use -
04  Phy l l i s :  = 'e  go t  ba r red  f rm the  go -ca r t  t rack
0 5  b e p c u z  h e  r a : n  l i t t l e l  k i d s  ( h ) o f f  t h e :
05  M ikes  lgve r  i n  T i f f en .  l
0 7  P h y I l i s s  = t r ( h )  a 1 c k .
08 Curt :  ihhhhh. l
0 9  i l i k e 3  t T h a t r s  a - J  t h a t r s  a  f a c t . =
1 0  P h y l l i s :  = r ' h h h

L l -  M i k e r  = l  r n -

12  M ike :  DseWald  i s  a  l b ig  bu r l y  (  ( s i f en t )  )  bas te rd=
13  Cur t :  t Jeezuz .  t
L4 Phyl l is ;  t 'hhhh hhehhhhhhehheh,

6 The excerpt is from a videotape colLected by Charles and
Marjor ie Goodwin,  t ranscr ibed by then and Gai l  Jef ferson.  The
talk preceding the fragment in the text is discussed extensively
i n  G o o d w i n ,  L 9 8 6 .



l _5  M ike :  =g j i hknow,
L5  Cur t :  = tMmhm,
17  Phy I I i s :  hhshheh
L8 Mike:  tEn thatrs a fact  he got  barred f ron
l-9 carts over in Tiffen because he usetuh
20 l i t t le  k ids of f  the t rack.

runnin go
run the

Note several  points here:
1 )  PhyJ - I i s  a t t r i bu tes  the  te lLab le  to  M ike  ( I i ne  02 ) ,

but  te l ls  i t  anlrway,  even though he is  present;
2l Mike rnakes various moves during the tell ing which

display his c la i rn of  pr ior  and independent knowledgie --
an incip ient  co-te l l ing echo wi t t r  r tHe use(tuh)"  ( I ine
03),  an addi t ional  fact  p laced precisely in the course of
pa r t  o f  Phy l l i s t  t e l l i ng  ( r rove r  i n  T i f f en r r  l i ne  06 ) ;

3)  At  the end of  her te l l ing,  he provides a
con f i rma t ion  ( I i ne  09 ,  r rTha t rs  a  fac t [ ) ,  f o l l owed  by  a
re te l l i ng  o f  the  who le  te l l ab le  as  h i s  own  ( l i nes  1 .8 -20 )  t

4)  Take specia l  note here of  the fornat ,  namely:
[conf innat ion token + rete l l ing] ,  and note that  i ts
product ion involves re-doing (at  l ine LB) the token
( ' r t ha t rs  a  fac t r r )  ea r l i e r  done  a t  l i ne  o9 ;  /

5)  Mikers re- te l l ing is  near ly ident ical  wi th the
f i rst  te l l ing.  wi th aI I  the conf i rmat ion and convergence
on the detai ls  of  the te l l ing,  Mikers tack here recla imq
and re-asserts author i tat ive r ights to the rr te l lable. ' r  8

/ In an rrExerciserr developed during a seminar at
UCLA in Spr ing,  L978, Gai l  Jef ferson explored a range of
var iat ions of  the format [Ut terance + Token],  the base
form of which she proposed to be lRepeat +
(Acknow ledgement )  Token l .  She  a rgued  tha t  r r . . . such  a
format does three sorts of  th ings.  (1)  I t  provides that
there is ecruivalence between this utterance and prior
ut terance,  (2)  i t  at t r ibutes authorship to pr ior  speaker,
and (3)  i t  marks accord as between th is and pr ior
speaker. rr The fragments treated in the text of the
present paper suggest that the reverse order format is
enployed for  d i f ferent  outcomes.

8 char les Goodwin suggests ( in personal
comnunicat ion) that  Mikers re- te l l ing may be designed to
get a hearing for the natter being told about (which has
been ident i f ied by Phyl l is  as his r t te l lablerr)  as ser j -ous
rather than laughable. (Note the laugh tokens insinuated
in to  the  end  o f  Phy l l i s '  t e l l i ng  i n  l i nes  05  - -  r r (h )o f f ' r
- -  and  07  r r t r (h )ack , r '  d i sp lay ing  the  s tance  she  i s

r'1
t
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Returning now to f ragrment (1) ,  David appears to be the
rr localr r  author i ty  on Nepal  by v i r tue of  the length of  h is
stay there, and the occasioned commentator about Nepal by
vir tue of  the recency of  h is return.  This in i t ia l  inguiry
about Nepal  (at  l ine 69) is  produced as prompted by an
act ion of  h is and is  thereby apparent ly  d i rected to h in;
and i t  is  he who answers f i rs t .  In "supplement ing" h is
response --  actual ly  correct ing i t  or  scal ing i t  down,
cece c la ims qnd enacts a co-te l l ing stance in the ta lk
about Nepal .9 She does th is wi th a b i t  of  descr ipt ion,
which,  as noted,  f rarnes the descr ipt ion in a more
res t r i c ted  way ,  r rThey  never  d r ink  w i thou t ( ' t ) . r r  Th is
provides the imrnediate seguential context for the
ut terance of  Davidrs upon which analysis wi l l  be
focussed.

6 2  ( 3 . 0 )
5 3  W :  Q o u l d n r t  r e s i : s t ,  g h u h : .
6 4  D :  t  N o .
6 s  ( 0 . 6 )
66  W:  The  pu l l :  o f  f ood .
6 7  ( 0 . 4 )
68  D :  Th '  pu I I  o f  c racke rs .  The  fu re  o f  c racke rs .=
59 w: =Drpeople s i t  around eat ing in Nepal?
7 0  ( 0 . 2 )
7L  D :  A1 l  the  t i rne  tha t rs  a l l  t hey  d lo
72 c:  tThey never dr ink
7 3  w i t h o u t (  r t )  ( 0 . 2 )
74  D :  Yeah  ya  never  have  l i quo r  w i thou t  (1 .0 )
75 f r ied meat er

Note that  Davidrs ut terance (aE 74-75) has a format
s im i la r  to  tha t  o f  M ike rs  i n  f ragTment  (2 ) ,  na rne ly :
[agreement token + rete l l ing] .  But  in th is case,  the
rrrete l l ingrr  is  bui l t  to be systemat ical ly  d i f ferent  in
i ts  descr ipt ive terminology,  even whi le seerningly
remaining ident ical  in proposi t ional  content .  wi th th is
ut terance,  I  want to propose,  Davidrs apparent  agreement
is used to re ject  cecers move to be co-te l ler .  How does

taking toward what she is  te l l ing,  and const i tut ing an
inv i ta t i on  (Je f fe rson ,  L979)  to  Cur t ,  t he  te l l i ng ts
recj .p ient ,  to co-al ign wi th th is stance,  which he does at
l i n e  0 8 .  )

9 For some recent work on rrco-te l l inqrr  see Mandelbaum
( L 9 8 7  )  a n d  L e r n e r  ( l - 9 8 7 :  C h a p t e r  6 ) .
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th is  work? Note the fo l lowing features of  Davidrs
ut terance.

L )  A f te r  the  ag reement  token  ( r r yeah" ) ,  Dav id ' s
utterance is shaped to have the same grammatical
structure as does Cecers preceding turn.  This is  a
paral le l  construct ion of  the form:
[Subject + never + verb phrase + without]. By structuring
the next  turn in th is paral le l  fashion,  the r tagreement +
resayinqrr format previously noted is invoked. Further,
the mutual relevance of these two utterances is
underscored, over and above the relevance given by their
seguent ia l  adjacency.  With in th is heightened mutual
relevance, the changes introduced into the utterance by
David (speci f ied and discussed in the fo l lgwing
paragraphsl  take on specia l  s igni f icance. l0 (RecaII  that
in data fragrment (2) , Mike I s resaying enployed a
v i r tua l l y  i den t i ca l  repea t  o f  Phy l l i s r  p r io r  say ing ) .
These changes constitute a modification by David of the
descrigtion given by Cece. It nay be noted in advance
that these changes leave ttre propositional content, in
the logical sense, apparently unchanged. Yet a change i.n
the descriptive language has real inport and
consequences.

2) The first change involves a replacement of rrtheyrr

by t ry4t t  (or  r ryoutr)  as the rrsubject l  of  the sentence.
Strictly speaking, both iltheyr and ,'yzt* are anaphoric
re fe rences  to  | t peop le r r  o r  r ' peop le . . . i n  Nepa l r r  i n  l i ne  69 ,
carrying over into the answer turns the subject of the
guest ion turn.

But note that  Cecers [ theyt t  ( l ine 72) t reats i ts
referrents as rrothersr t t  as [other than w€rt t  as known
about f rorn the outs ide.  Davidts r ty6t t  ( l ine 74) shi f ts
ground in a crucial way. Although this sort 6f tryestr is
conmonly referred to as I t the i rnpersonal  tyoutrr r  here i t

L0 See the discussion by Goodwin and Goodwin (1987)
of  r r fornat  ty ingrr  as a device for  the construct ion of
oppositional rnoves in arguing. In the present data
( the i r  pos i t i ona l  ad jacency  as ide ) ,  i t  i s  the  ove ra l l
grannat ical  format which l inks the two ut terances,  wi th in
which more is  var ied than is  reta ined.  Further,  what is
var ied is  not  done in a rnarkedly contrast ive fashion,  and
is done in the guise of agreernent rather than arguing.
The rropposi t ionrr  here is  at  a d i f  ferent  level .
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real ly  is  used as a t 'personal  (and knowtedgeable)  r  
1 l r r  

'  LL

That is :  th is r ry6rr  a l iudes to Davidrs ovtn part ic ipat ion

in t f re pract icel  ne descr ibes;  i t  rnakes of  h im an

insider l  one exper ienced^in,  and knowledgeable about,  the

pi"" i i " !s  so delcr ibed.12 the posi t ion f rom which the

l'L Cornpare the clairn of Norbert Elias (in an

unpublished inanuscript of 1966), guoted by Rod Watson

(L987  22621  z

ll;::Y::."i:=t':3 il;"ii',"li3"i"lll 131 ",and r rHer  l l  .  .  .

My thanks to watsonrs paper for  br inging the c la im to rny

attention and to Rod Wltson for making a copy of Eliasl

paper avai lable.

12 The fo l lowing instances may enhance appreciat ion

of  th is usage-
J u s t b e f o r e t h e f o l t o w i n g f r a g m e n t r E v e l y n t - r a s b e e n

describing/ cornplaining about her husbandrs getting lost

in a car t r iP ear l ier  that  daY.

(Berke ley  I I I : 73 '77 )

Evelyn:  l {e l l  he:  d,rn know wbere the hel l  he

was. we were somewhere in the pg: : rk '  I

donr know where the hel l  re gas'

S idneY:  P t !  Wrz  i t  g ra in ing l  t hen?=

E v e r y h :  t 1  ) l
Eve IYn :  =Pour in r .

And in the following fragnnent (discussed in

Mande lbaum,  1987) ,  V iv ian  and  shane  have  jus t  f i n i shed

tell ing a story to Nancy and Mike about making a wrong

turn i i to a onl  way street .  (Sirnpl i f ied t ranscr ipt .  )

Nancy:  heh I t  I  s  a scary fee:  I ing '=r /  / -eaI l .y
v i v i l n :  Y e a h :  r y i : s  (  )  r d  w r e : c k '

S h a n e :  t Y e a h :  I t  g e r t a i n l Y  i : ( h ) s '

( 0 - e )
Nancy:  toward you wi th thpeir-headl ight  . l=
V iv i i n :  tWe: l l  t hank  Go€ t r=

= g there weren I t that rna: n1t. 1
Mike'  : t 'Member that  guY: we qav' :  '  r
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ways of  the Nepalese are being descr ibed is  thus sharply
di f ferent  f rom that  in Cecers account.

Note,  by the way,  that  Cecers usage was s imply adopted
f rom Dav id ts  p r io r  usage  a t  l i ne  71 .  There ,  i n  the  f i r s t
pronoun ref  erence to r rpeople,  t t  h€ uses rr  .  .  .  that  I  s  aI I
they do.rr  In that  respect ,  he puts h imsel f  wi th Winnie
(whose quest ion he is  answer ing) ,  v is-a-v is l rpeople.  .  .  in
Nepal . r r  But  when cece c la ims to ta lk author i tat ively f rom
thb sarne posi t ion,  13 David shi f ts  h is usage, and speaks
as a re lat ive insider.  (Al though Winnie is  rnuch less
knowledgeable than Cece, he does not  d iscr in inate hinsel f
from hert but she has made no claim. )

A last  observat ion on th is shi f t  re lat ive to Cecers
turn: rrysrt cornbines with rrneverrr differently than ntheyil

does, so that even though rneveril seems to be an element
conmon to both utterances, a shift has occurred. Whereas
rrthey never do X'r is a form of vernacular enpirical
report, ttya never do Xrr has the form of a vernacular norm
or maxim, or  a p iece of  vernacular  wisdom. This
di f ference is  a d i rect  conseqfuence of  the outs ider vs.
ins ider sense of  the two pronouns.

3)  Where Cece character izes the behavior  in quest ion
by the tern rrdrink, rr David shifts to rrhave liquor. rr This
is a pecul iar  term, qui te infe l ic i tous and unid iomat ic in
vernacular English, and something which attracts
attention to the issue: what is being done by using such
a term at aII, Iet alone using it as an overt replacement
for the term tfdrinktr used in the prior turn, for the same
referrent, in an identically fornatted sentence?

And Mike and Nancy go on to teI I  a s imi lar  story,  Hike
having understood Nancyrs r ryrseei l  observat ion as
introducing the re levance of  her,  and their ,  exper ience.

L3 Note in her turn at l ines 72-73 (rrThey never drink
without (, t)  t ,)  the declarat ive voice, with no uncertainty
narking, her absolute quantifier rrneverrr which inversely mirrors
h is  pr ior  r ra l l  the t imerr ,  e tc .
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with rrdrink, rr a conventional term for a conventional
activity, Cece invites recipients to understand the
activity engaged in by Nepalese as the same activity
engaged in by trus'r (rtArnericans like usrr) when we engage
in the act iv i ty  we caI I  r rdr inkingrr !  Davidrs term
"behavioral - ize-s"  the descr ipt ioni14 distances i t ,  and
inv i tes  rec ip ien ts  to  unders tand  tha t  when  ' rpeop le . . . i n

Nepalrr  engage in that  act iv i ty ,  they are not  doing what
we are doing when hre are engaged in the activity we call
f rdr inking.  r r  Presumably,  there is  some Nepalese term which
carr ies wi th i t  the r ight  halo of  meaning and al lus ion,
but his interlocutors here are not l ikely to appreciate
i t .  So David rnarks the point ,  and his contrast ing grasp
of Nepalese l i fe as compared wi th Cecers,  by ernploying a
terrn which resists efforts to apply the ordinary texture
of cultural understandings to the practice being referred
t o .

fn  shor t ,  Dav id ,s  desc r ip t i on  , texo t i c i zes t t  t he
reference, makes of the nthemtr (to whom he has
nonetheless c la imed access v ia h is r ryarr)  sourething
different from us, thus thoroughly shifting ground frorn
the in i t ia l -  posi t ion,  in which he had seemed to say to
Winnie "yes,  they do what we do.rr  In recharacter iz ing the
matter  being descr ibed as exot ic  and di f ferent ,  the need
for specia l  knowledge and exper ience is  projected --
specia l  qual i f icat ions his r ryart  has hinted he has.  A k ind
of vernacular ethnography has been broached, for which he
is prepared and Cece has shown herself not to be. And
eecers  c reden t ia l s  to  be  a  co - te l l e r  abou t  Nepa l  a re
thereby undercut.

6 9  W :
7 0
7 1 "  D :
7 2  C z
7 3
7 4  D :
7 5
7 6  W z
7 7  H z
7 8  D :
7 9  ? z
8 0  w :
8 t -  H :

=Drpeople s i t  around eat ing in Nepal?
( o . 2 )
A1I  the  t ime  tha t rs  a l l  t hey  dgo

tThey never drink
w i t h o u t (  r t )  ( o . 2 )
Yeah ya never have l iquor wi thout  (1.O)
fr ied meat er
I r i : ed  mea t?
( hh hh)

Uh huh. lFr ied . l

f l r o i n y  ]
L Y t m e a n  j t s t  g e n J e r i c  f r i e g : d  E e a t ?

r *  (hh hh)

L4  Gar f i nke l ,  op .  c i t . ,  p .45  uses  th i s  te rn  fo r  a  so rnewha t
di f ferent  descr ipt ive pract ice.
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82  D :  (Mhn)  usua l l y  bu f f .
8 3  H :  ( O h  y ' )  s b u f f
8 4  w :  t B ( h ) u : f f ?  ( h h  h h )  * h h  B u f f  a s  i n  I ' a - ! o w r r z =

85  H :  =Bu f f  bu rge rs .
8 6  D :  M n y e h ,  ( ' )  r  s  i n  r a - I o w r r .

87 w: ^Real ly? They eat  buf faLo?/ rey have that  in San
87a  F rang isco .=

4) David cont inues in the same vein.  fn referr ing to
what r rpeople.  .  .  in  Nepal ' r  eat  whi le they r fhave l iguor,  r r  he
chooses the tern t r f r ied rneat ,  r r  designed, just  as rrhave

l iquor[  was,  for  i ts  proto-scient i f ic  adeguacy by being
cul tural ly  non- id iomat ic.  Americans do not  ordinar i ly
refer to fried rrmeatx but to some kind of meat -- as in
rr f r ied pork, ! r  etc.  (Or they refer  to r rsome kind of
( f r ied) meatrr  for  the gener ic tern.  )  Here again the
descr ipt ion is  ethnographic in character ,  and i t  is  taken
up accordingly.  Winnie now asks I ' f r ied meat?rr  ( l ine 75)
and then rr just  gener ic f r ied neatr t? ( I ine 80) .  And David
has the ilexotictr payoff he has been alluding to; and he
responds wi th an exot ic  meat - -  r rbuf fa lo.r l

But he continues to draw this out, or have it drawn
out of  h im, by a dia logic process.  Just  as he did not  say
rfbuf fa lo[  to begin wi th at  l ine 75,  but  put  i t  in  pvzzle
form with |tfried meat, rt so he here gives its nickname
trbuf f ,x  leaving i t  for  Winnie to rnake the exot ic  object
expl ic i t  hersel f  in a separate ut terance --  t rbuf f? as in
a - Iow?r r  ( l i ne  8a ) .  He  uses  an  ins ide r rs  te rm to  an
outs ider,  forc ing her to press for  c lar i f igat ion,  again
underscor ing the esoter ic /exoter ic  issue.15

When her expl icat ion is  conf i rned,  Winnie shows (at
l ine 87) her fu l l  appreciat ion of  the exot icness which
David has been underscor ing --  f i rs t  wi th r rReal ly?rr ,  then
with t r they eat  buf  faLo?r ' ,  and most te l l ingly wi th r rThey

have that  in San Francisco.  "  Why rnost  te l l ingly? First ,
because in her ef for t  to domest icate i t ,  she shows
herself to treat it as otherwise undomesticated.
Secondly, because the best she can do at domesticating it
is to clain that they have it in her state, but not in
her c i ty  or  neighborhood, which are the re levant  locales
for eating. (One does not say about hamburgers, o!
asparagrus, or even fresh mussels, rfthey have them in San
Francisco, rr even though they do. )

15 Sugrgested by Jennifer Mandelbaum.
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5) Note f inal ly  that  when Oavidrs cast ing of  matters
llepalese as exotic and in need of special nomenclature is
thus rat i f ied by Winnie,  cece ta lks again - -  the f i rs t
time sj-nce her comment about "drinkingrr noved to co-tell
about Nepal and was subverted and rejected. Rejected as a
teller about Nepal, stre had withheld further
part ic ipat ion.  When she ta lks again,  she shi f ts  re lat ive
and relevant expertise and re-enters the talk as a teller
about what all spouses are experts on -- the behavior of
their  spouse --  r rDavid ate a lot  of  buf f  burgersrr  ( l ine
88).  (But  note as wel l  that  David understands th is to be
an at tack on his c la i rn of  ins ider-ness to Nepal ;  he later
dismisses a corrected vers ion of  Cecers account at  l -04-5,
as [ just  when I  ate at  th is one western place.rr )

There is rmrch more to be said, not only about other
utterances in this seguence, but about other facets of
the utterances f have touched on. But they cannot be
talcen up here.

I I I

In the preceding discussion, I have been concerned
with descr ipt ion at  several  levels.  on one level ,  I  was
concerned to provide a part ia l  descr ipt ion of  a speakerrs
turn at ta1k, how it vas constructed, what the speaker
was doing by it, and how the speaker procedurally
achieved that doing in the construction of the talk. The
turn in guest ion was Davidrs at  l ines 74-75,  and one
act ion he was proposed to be doing was re ject ing Cecers
move in the preceding turn to be co-teller about Nepal.
Indeed, it is in the account of how it does rejection
that that it does rejection is warranted -- both of which
can be captured by the phrase rrhow it is a rejection of
co-te11in9.  "  I t  is  th is jo in ing of  a descr ipt ion of  what
some talk is doing with an account of how it is doing it
-- the method or device by which that practice is a
pract ice for  achieving that  outcome --  which ( i f
successful /correct)  makes the descr ipt ion an analysis. ro

And this has involved us in a concern with description
at another level, for it is by the form of description

16 The tack taken here goes back at  least  to Sacksl
analysis of the utterance frl le lrere in an autornobile discussionil
as  an  inv i ta t i on ;  Spr ing ,  L966 :  Lec tu res  4 -6 .
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which composes Davidrs ut terance that  i ts  nrethod of
re ject ing Cecers co-te l l ing may be speci f ied.  Addressing
this aspect  of  the episode involves of fer ing an account
of  a vernacular  pract ice of  descr ib ing.

One way of  doing vernacular  descr ipt ion can be
charac te r i zed  as  r r re -do inq  ano the r rs  desc r ip t i on . t t  Th is
is c lear ly a d i f ferent  sort  of  procedure or  pract ice than
those of  r rselect ing among al ternat ivest t  which has
predominated in most ear l ier  work in th is area.  fn the
rrselection fornat, rr already recurrent descriptors (such
as category terrns) or descriptor types (such as
rrrecogni t ional  vs.  r tnon-recogni t ionalr r  references to
persons) are avai lable for  use and select ion.  But  in the
episode examined here,  "yat '  and rr theyrr  are not  canonical
a l te rna tes  fo r  r rpeop le . . . i n  Nepa l r r ,  no r  i s  r r ya r r  ava i l ab le
as a conventional l inguistic token for qeneric plural
anaphoric reference. Nor are ildrinktr and trhave liquorrl
s tanding al ternate descr iptors for  that  act iv i ty .  David 's
terms are invoked, improvised, rrirnpressedrr into service
for  th is occasion of  use to contgast  wi th Cecers pr ior
turn wi th in the paral le l  format.17

This descr ipt ive dict ion is  deployed wi th in a
dist inct ive format for  a turnrs construct ion --

fagreement token + resaying] ,  wi th the rr resayingt l
component itself retaining the grammatical structure of
the first saying as an underlying frarnework for potential

L7 In th is reqard,  the present r r re-doinetr  of  anotherrs
descr ipt ionrr  is  d i f ferent  f rom that  descr ibed by Jef ferson ( l -987)
as rrembedded correction. rr

At least two orders of rrseguentiality'r can be iurplicated in
the pract ices of  descr ipt ion.  One is the succession of
descr ipt ions of  same or re lated objects of  descr ipt ion.  In th is
sense,  ear l ier  work on descr ipt ion has incoporated at tent ion to
sequent ia l i ty .  Sacks (L972b),  for  example,  formulates a
"convergencerr problem between successive categorizers of some
populat ion;  Jef ferson (L987) is  concerned precisely wi th
successive but  d i f ferent  references to some referrent ;  etc.  The
other order of sequentiality concerns the ernbeddedness of
descr ipt ions in turns- in-a-ser ies,  in order ly seguences of
act ion,  in overal l  sequent ia l  s t ructures of  occasions of
interact ion,  and the l ike,  to which their  formulat ion is  unl ikely
to be indi f ferent .  I t  is  at  th is intersect ion of  descr ipt ion wi th
seguent ia l  organizat ion(s)  that  inquiry is  re lat ively untested,
and i t  is  to th is intersect ion that  the present analysis has
ained to contribute.
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compar ison of  the elements of  the pr ior  turnrs
descr ipt ion and the fo l lowing turnrs descr ipt ion.  This
observation adds another element to the description of
Davidrs turn and the method by which he achieves the
tu rn rs  ou tcome.

The rrresayingrr component of this format was described
by i ts  re lat ionship to the f i rs t  saying,  as rete lJ. ing the
same way or  wi th changes,  and the rrsame vs.  d i f ferentr l
feature was applied both to the grammatical forn of the
utterance and to its word selection, in this case its
descriptive terms. This type of examination was brought
to bear on the ut terance at  l ines 74-75 as wel l  as on
another fron another conversation, in which the forrnat is
real  j .zed di f  ferent ly .

The redescription here invokes the dinension of the
esoteric/exoEeric, with a consequent bearing on shared or
di f ferent iated access and author i ty .  I t  is  re lated to
I icenses to ta lk about.  ment ionables,  t rownershiprr  of
topics,  and or ientat ion to re lat ive prerogat ives to te lL.
Indeed, it is the prinary vehicle by which the proposed
ac t ion  - -  o f  re jec t i ng  Cecers  co - te l l i ng  - -  i s
acconpl ished here.

What we have then is the invocation of a counter-
description of some object in terms which cast it as in
some respect  t rexot ic i l  - -  that  is ,  inaccessib le to the
ordinary experience and understanding of others engaged
in the discourse,  and dist inct ively accessib le to the re-
descr iber by v i r tue of  that  personrs knowledge or
exper ience.

I t  is  the resonance of  th is stance wi th the tenor of
some professional  socia l  sc ience accounts - -  commonly but
not  exclusively anthropological  - -  that  inv i tes an ef for t
to connect the outcome of the preceding analysis to the
pr incip led issues of  descr ipt ion wi th which th is essay
began. Those issues are,  of  course,  immense and complex,
and we can here but  begin a tentat ive explorat ion.  What
bear ing,  i f  any,  can be der ived f rorn a)  the descr ipt ive
undertaking in the preceding sect ion of  th is paper,  and
fron b)  the vernacular  pract ice of  descr ipt ion which was
part  of  i ts  subject  matter ,  for  our ef for ts to come to
terms wi th the problen(s)  of  descr ipt ion?
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IV

There are two issues.

First  are the consequences of  the indef in i te
extendabi f i ty  of  descr ipt ions.  For Weber,  th is was the
place,  or  one place,  where the values of  the invest igator
enter into the determination and shaping of inquiry. In
the terns of  a d i f ferent  stance toward socia l  sc ience,
th is int roduct ion of  the invest igatorrs t rvaluesrr  is  the
inescapable ideological  component in any socia l  sc ience
inquiry. From yet another point of view, this is but one
aspect of the generic under-determination of theory by
enpirical data, and marks as strategic the role of
presupposi t ions in the logic of  socia l  inquiry
(Alexander,  1982) .  Whether cal led rrvalues,  r r  r r ideology,  r l
or rrpresupposition, rr what is at issue here is an elenent
of apparent arbitrariness in inquiry into the social and
cultural -- arbitrary in not being grounded in, and
solely in,  propert ies of  the object  wor ld which is  the
targel  of  inquiry.  lS r f  there are indef in i te ly many
aspects avai lable to descr ipt ion,  then i t  is  not  the
object itself which is grounding what actually enters
into its description, but something about the inquirer
and/or the context of inquiry -- sornething other than
descr ipt ion alone which is  being done. And s ince the
inquirer and context can vary, the stability of
descr ipt ion appears threatened.

In the context of ordinary conversation, there is a
cognate version of this rrproblem, rr though to be sure its
import is quite different in that quite different
rrcontext .  r r  In most  ordinary ta lk- in- interact ion i t  is
v i r tual ly  inpossib le for  conversat ional is ts to accornpl ish
rrmere description. rr Descriptions are inspected by co-
participants to see what their speaker is doing by
talking in that way, by describing in that way.
Descr ib ing is  a vehic le for  act ing.  (This seems to be a
direct  vernacular  t ranslat ion of  the ideological  analysis
of  socia l  sc ience accounts i  they are forms of ,  t lp ical ly
pol i t ical ,  act ion.)  In the conversat ional  f ragment on
which the preceding analysis has focussed, descr ib ing

L8 I  leave intact  here the possib i l i ty  of  the
rrindependencerr of an rrobject[ world of phenomenona being
investigated and a rrsubjectrr world of the investigator. From
perspect ives,  th is in i tsel f  marks the present d iscussion as
fo rn  o f  r rmundane  d i scourse r r  (Po l l ne r ,  L987) .

some
a
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something "as exoticr" by using descripti-ve terms which
forbade conventionalized understanding, in the sequential
context we have examined, was a v/ay of doing rejection of
co-te l l ing,  and was so understood by the part ic ipants.

But this contrast between rrdomesticrr and rrexotictl

vers ions is  no more l in i ted to vernacular  pract ices of
descr ipt ion in conversat ional  contexts than the issue of
rrpurerr  vs.  r ract ion inpl icat iverr  descr ipt ion is  l in i ted to
the rneta-methodological ones. Within the domain of
scholar ly /sc ient i f ic  accounts of  conduct  there are
commonly a l ternat ive descr ipt ive opt ions,  some of  which
embody the commonalities of conduct across group and
cul tural  boundar ies and | tdornest icaterr  the di f ferences,
others of which explicate or underscore the
discriminations between the conduct and practices of
di.fferent groups or contexts and mark each as potentially
' rexot icrr  re lat ive to the others.  The lat ter  usage may be
couched in a fashion that makes the object of description
out to be at  least  part ia l ly  inaccessib le to those who
rrhave not been there, rr which makes it false when
descr ibed by tenns appl icable to others,  as is  the case
with Davidrs vers ion of  the pract ices of  the Nepalese.
This is  a conmon theme in socia l  sc ient i f ic  descr ipt ions
--  especia l ly  anthropological  and l inguist ic  ones.

As noted ear l ier ,  Davidrs deployment of  th is
descr ipt ive pract ice in the part icular  conversat ional
context in which he employed it seemed to be doing a
reject ion of  the previous speaker as a proper descr iber
in that  context .  What is  ' rdescr ib ing as exot icrr r  as
esoter ic ,  as di f ferent  f rom al l  e lse,  doinq as a strategy
of  descr ipt ion in socia l  sc ient i f ic  accounts? Does i t
a lso re ject  as inadmissable the c la im of  others to
describe conduct of some set of persons as convergent
wi th the conduct  of  others? Reject  i t  as based on
inadeguate license and authority? (As for example when
effor ts to character ize gener ic pract ices or
organizat ions of  ta lk ing are contested by anthropologists
and l inguists who insist  on the di f ferent iae speci f ica of
some people or context, knowable only by direct fietd
exper ience) .

Are choices between rrdomesticrr or rrexotic, rr common or
unique,  descr ipt ive stances l inked to act ions which the
descr ipt ion is  doing in sociaL scient i f ic  d iscourse,  or
pol i t ical  s tances which are thereby being taken up? or  is
rrmere descr ipt ionf i  possib le in socia l  sc ient i f ic
discourse,  to return to the c lassical  qfuery broached
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earlier? Perhaps the account of what went on between
David and cece and Winnie can offer some evidence on this
guest ion.

There is  a l ine of  response to the problem of  nul t ip le
description which offers an alternative to the tlpe of
solut ion which f inds the inexorable presence of  value,
presupposition or ideology. When the data are drawn from
the nater iaLs of  human interact ion,  and display the
orientations to relevance which infono the conduct of the
participants thenrnselves, then the problens of the
indef in i te extendabi l i ty  of  descr ipt ion can be resolved
not by reference to values, ideolo!ry or presupposition,
each brought by the investiqator and thus potentially
arbitrary from the point of view of the object, but by
reference to the relevancies to which the participants
thenselves show thenselves to be oriented. At least this
domain of inguiry within the social/human sciences may
then appear to have a principled and non-arbitrary
solut ion to the problem, that  is ,  one grounded in
features indigenous to, and constitutive of, the dourain
being examined.

But this stance is not merely one of remote principle.
It has a bearing on actual candidate accounts of
particular fragrments of data. The crucial warant that
needs to be established for these descriptions is that
they address aspects of the talk and other conduct which
catch what is relevant for the participants. It is a
tacit clairn for each element of my account that this is
the case. Where space and my current ltrasp of the data
have nade it possible, I have tried to indicate evidence
in the material which has been examined that this is the
case .

The possib le a l ternat ive,  then,  to the arbi t rar iness
noted earlier is to ground descriptions in the
or ientat ions of  the part ic ipants.  Socia l  sc ience
descr ipt ions which subni t  to th is d isc ip l ine can,
perhaps,  be rrmere descr ipt ionsr ' r  for  the select ion made
alnong the indefinitely many aspects available to
descr ipt ion wi l l  ref lect  not  so much the or ientat ions of
the inquirer or the context of inquiry as those of the
part ic ipants in the events being descr ibed,  that  is ,
selection principles indigenous to the events being
descr ibed.
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