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Introduction

In virtually any situation appeal to the facts, to what really happened and
what is only invention, can be a powerful device. Factual accounting is the
stuff of arcane scientific disputes over whether neutrinos have been detected,
of mundane domestic conflict over who last washed the dishes, and of ideo-
logical concern as particular versions of the economy are assembled and
undermined. Descriptions are so bound up with our lives that virtually any
conversation includes reports of events and actions. We read newspapers and
watch television programmes which overflow with real life stories and varied
factual claims. Factual reports are a commonplace currency of occupations as
varied as doctors, teachers, engineers and police officers. And fiction, too,
ironically but interestingly, is full of realist description striving to make char-
acters believable and plots coherent.

This book is concerned with two closely related sets of questions. First,
how are descriptions produced so they will be treated as factual? That is,
how are they made to appear solid, neutral, independent of the speaker, and
to be merely mirroring some aspect of the world? How can a factual descrip-
tion be undermined? And what makes a description difficult to undermine?
Sccond, how arc these factual descriptions put together in ways that allow
them to perform particular actions? What kinds of activities are commonly
done using descriptions? And why might descriptions be suitable for doing
those activities?

There are three main objectives for the book. First, it provides an overview
of the main traditions of work on fact construction: the sociology of scientific
knowledge, the closely related perspectives of ethnomethodology and con-
versation analysis, and the ‘structural tradition’ of semiology, post-
structuralism and postmodernism. The coverage is necessarily selective. [ am
trying to capture the main thrust of the arguments, and pull out the issues
which are particularly relevant to the study of fact construction, while avoid-
ing getting bogged down in unnecessary technicalities. The coverage is
comparative and points of convergence and conflict are emphasized where
possible. Anyonce hoping for a full integration will be disappointed; however,
I do draw on clements of all three traditions in the more specific discussion in
the later chapters. .

The second objective of the book is to give an account of some of the
basic procedures through which the factuality of descriptions is built up, and
how thosc descriptions are involved in actions. This combines a detailed dis-
cussion of a range of relevant research on fact construction - some derived




2 Representing Reality

from the traditions reviewed earlier, some with more disparate roots — with
novel analyses of my own. In particular, a set of themes in the construction of
facts are identified and illustrated with sample analyses. My hope is that
these will both provide an organizing framework for making sense of the dif-
ferent studies and highlight some issues which any research using descriptions
would wish to discuss. Further, they should provide some considerations
which anyone analysing descriptions and accounts of any kind are likely to
find helpful.

The third objective is more diffuse, but perhaps more important. I hope the
book will show both how significant the role of descriptions and factual
accounts is in our lives and what a rich and fascinating topic it is to study. I
have deliberately chosen to draw on materials from a wide range of factual
descriptions to illustrate the generality of the questions I am raising. At the
same time, many of the examples should be familiar to most readers (for
example, newspaper reports and relationship disputes) which I hope will
make the points more accessible as well highlighting their generality. I have
come to see that factual discourse, even in casual, mundane settings, such as
in an argument between a husband and wife, is organized in enormously fine
detail and with great subtlety. If I can convey some of that subtlety and intri-
cate organization here I will be very happy.

Before starting with Chapter 1, there are three tasks. First, I will provide a
small number of brief examples to illustrate more explicitly what is involved
in studying fact construction, and to raise some of the themes that will come
up later. Second, I will comment on some background issues relevant to the
book and discuss one or two precursors to the work described here. Finally,
I will give a brief overview of the book as a whole.

Welcome to the Fact Factory

A Fictional Undercover Cop

In Quentin Tarantino’s film, Reservoir Dogs, a central character is a young
undercover cop, Freddy. His mentor, Holdaway, has helped get him access to
a gang of jewel thieves and is teaching him a story that he can use to make his
criminal identity convincing.

Freddy: I gotta memorize all this? There’s over four fuckin’ pages of shit
here.

Holdaway:  1ts like a fuckin’ joke, man. You remember what's important and the
rest you make your own. You can tell a joke, can’t ya?

Freddy: I can tell a joke.

Holdaway:  Well just think about it like that. Now the things you hafta remem-
ber are the details. It’s the details that sell your story. Now your
story takes place in a men’s room. So you gotta know the details
about that men’s room. You gotta know if they got paper towels or a
blower to dry your hands. You gotta know if the stalls got doors or
not. You gotta know if [Holdaway continues . . ] Now what you
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gotta do is take all them details and make "em your own. This story’s
gotta be about you, and how you perceived the events that took
place. (Tarantino, 1994: 71)

What lessons are there here? The first is very basic, and easily missed. It
takes work to produce a description that is convincing; it can be done well
and it can be done badly. There are more or less standard procedures that can
be drawn on when establishing the veracity of an account. Note the empha-
sis that Holdaway places on detail. It is not the general pattern of events so
much as the details that makes the story credible. These are the sorts of things
that someone who was there to witness events would know but which are not
intrinsic to the general narrative. This is a theme that will be explored in
Chapter 6.

A further consideration is that Freddy is working up an invented story. It
is tempting to consider this to be totally different from someone recounting
an actual story. That is, we might consider the actual story as the standard,
natural form and the fake one as a derived form or parasite. However, both
the conversation analyst Harvey Sacks and the philosopher Derrida offer
reasons for not accepting this hierarchy too readily. It may be that an authen-
tic story draws on the same resources as a subversive alternative that pretends
to authenticity. And maybe the way authentic stories are organized is partly
a consequence of the possibility of inauthentic alternatives.

Two final issues are highlighted with this example: the contrast between
fact and fiction and reflexivity. This is not a real dialogue between an under-
cover cop and his boss — it is invented, and it is part of a fiction where a whole
set of considerations about the dialogue will be at work over and above
whether it is the sort of thing that might actually be said in a real-life ex-
ample of this kind (does it work dramatically? does it develop the characters?
and so on). Indeed, there are all sorts of reasons to think that a real life con-
versation between cops like this would be very different. Most basically, a
comparison between transcripts of actual conversations and playscript dia-
logue is likely to show the actual conversation to appear messier than the
fictional one - it will be full of corrections, hesitations, pauses, ungrammati-
cal constructions. However, that does not mean that actual conversation will
not be organized in subtle and artful ways; nor, for that matter, that the fic-
tional cxample is uninteresting. Both are fascinating, and both throw light on

cach other.

One of the interesting and paradoxical features of fiction is that it is a
major domain for fact construction. Novelists and playwrights produce texts
which need to be credible and believable on some level. For example, the
vivid detail and witnessed perspective that Holdaway emphasizes is also a
central feature in the literary skill of making a story convincing. Tarantino’s
text is both about the cop’s process of learning fact construction and, simul-
tancously, doing fact construction as it vividly paints this interaction for us
with its swearing, colloguialisms and displayed anxictics. And this reflexive
relationship is repcated here in the introduction to the current book, where it
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is both standing as an example of fact construction and contributing to the
credibility of this text. Freddy is convincing the jewel thieves; Tarantino is
convincing cinema goers; I am trying to convince readers.

Economies of Truth

In the course of the famous ‘Spycatcher’ court case in Australia, in which the
British government attempted to prevent publication of a book claiming the
security organization MI5 was run by a traitor, Sir Robert Armstrong
famously responded that he had been ‘cconomical with the truth’ when exam-
ined by defence attorney Malcolm Turnbull. The following is reconstructed
from partial reports in different newspapers:

Mr Turnbull:  Did the letter contain an untruth?

Sir Robert: It does not say we already had a copy of the book.

Mr Turnbull: It contains an untruth.

Sir Robert: It does not contain that truth,

Mr Turnbull: Tt gives a misleading impression.

Sir Robert: It was a misleading impression in that respect, but a lie is a
straightforward untruth.

Mr Turnbull:  And what is the difference between an untruth and a misleading
impression?

Sir Robert: The question is rather one of being economical with the truth.

This example illustrates a number of relevant themes. Note first that the
phrase was produced as a response to cross examination. That is, it is part of
the interaction, it is occasioned by its context where it is a response to an
accusation. It addresses inconsistencies in testimony while resisting the impli-
cation that the speaker had been lying. The simple point here is that people do
not produce descriptions out of the blue; they produce them for what they can
do in some stream of activity. Sir Robert’s claim should not be understood as
an abstract claim about truth that he will stand behind in whatever future
context he might find himself; it is produced on this occasion for this occa-
sion.

A second point is related to the idea of being economical with the truth
itself. It captures in a very neat way how the business done by a description
can relate to both what is described and what is left out. The point of the
being ‘economical with the truth’ in this version is that you can provide an
answer to a question which does not contain actual falsehoods, but works by
leaving out something that would give a very different impression. For ex-
ample, in this case Sir Robert denied that the government had a copy of a
book without telling the questioner that it had the proofs of the book; that s,
although it did not have an actual bound copy it did know what it would con-
tain. This is a feature of factual accounting that we will return to in detail in
Chapter 7.

This example also shows up the sorts of skills that people have for under-
mining and resisting factual versions. Although this phrase was used as part of
a distinction between lying and giving a misleading impression by withholding
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information (Sir Robert later claimed to have been drawing on Edmund
Burke’s distinction between ‘falsehood and delusion’ and ‘economy of truth’),
it was widely taken as a softened admission of lying. Indeed, since then ‘eco-
nomical with the truth’ has become a popular pejorative phrase for certain
kinds of official lying and deception. Here are just three examples from around
50 thrown up by a brief search through just three months of two newspapers
on CD-ROM.

For ministers to point out that four out of five prescriptions are not paid for by
individuals is surely being economical with the truth. Forty percent of the population
pays for prescriptions. (Guardian, 19 February 1994)

Mr Paul Marland . . . also disputed claims that Lloyd’s never made Names bank-
rupt. He said the market was being ‘cconomical with the truth’. (Daily Telegraph, 17
January 19%94)

Grave doubts have been cast on the financing methods used to purchase Venables’
stake at Spurs by indicating that he has been somewhat economical with the truth
when he claimed he had put all his moncey into Spurs. (Daily Telegraph, 19 January
1994)

The phrase is not always directly quoted in this way; it can be modified to do
different tasks. For example, an editorial about a minister’s disputed hotel bill
(the issue being whether his visit was an undeclared gift) describes him as
being ‘miserly with the truth’, and a cartoon about a government law officer’s
criticism of an official inquiry features one commuter saying to another, ‘he
feels they have been extravagant with the truth’. By modifying the phrase,
reporters, cartoonists and others can draw delicately on the original and
familiar meaning to ironize some claims and arguments.

More generally, the notion of an economy of truth serves as an appropri-
ate metaphor for the topic of this book. Like money on the international
markets, truth can be treated as a commodity which is worked up, can fluc-
tuate, and can be strengthened or weakened by various procedures of
representation.

The Anecdotalizer

This extract is from a light-hearted article where the author confesses to be a
compulsive anecdotalizer.

Anecdotalising. It’s an addiction. Every minuscule detail of my life is transformed
into another party piece. Pubs, bus stops, the office, are all turned into impromptu
theatre spaces. . . .

Often there is no incident. Having a point, an event or bizarre coincidence is
reserved for beginners. Anyone can string out a tale about the time they were locked
out of the house naked while a Salvation Army brass band marched down their
street.

Only a true raconteur will hold forth on a failed attempt to adjust a wall ther-
mostat. (Guardian Weekend, 6 January 1993)

One point that this extract neatly illustrates is that descriptions are not just
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involved in situations of conflict, or where there is a strong concern with fac-
tual accuracy. People in their everyday talk tell stories to one another; they
construct narratives — anecdotes — to make points, for entertainment and
laughter.

In the continuation of the article the writer tells a story about recklessly
starting an anecdote and only halfway through realizing that there is no point
or punch line. This again stresses the theme of reflexivity. The article about
the compulsive anecdotalizer is itself constructed as an anecdote, where a rel-
atively trivial matter — not having a good ending to a story — is turned into a
major disaster: ‘like the captain of a sinking ocean liner, I refuse to acknowl-
edge defeat, tell the band to play on’. And again, note, this narrative is being
set to work in the current text that [ am writing.

Another issue highlighted here is the flexibility of descriptions.
Descriptions are not determined by events but are worked up, and this work-
ing up can itself be skilful. Thus the achievement of making the failed
thermostat adjustment is turned into an interesting and involving story.
However, while the surface implication of the article is that the compulsive
anecdotalizer is a rather special figure, I will argue that issues involving the
construction of versions are endemic in conversation. People package their
lives into narratives which they tell for a whole range of different purposes.
For example, one of the materials which will be used in several chapters
below is taken from a relationship counselling session in which a couple each
gives versions of an evening where the woman may have been flirting and the
man may have attempted suicide (as we will see, these are already highly con-
tentious descriptions). The ancedotalizing in this casc is geared Lo actions
such as assigning blame and showing who needs to change their behaviour.

These three examples are intended to provide an initial orientation to the
themes that will be explored in detail later in the book. Before then there are
some final introductory issues that need airing.

Preparations

Philosophy

It is important to emphasize that this is not a work of philosophy. In partic-
ular T am not trying to resolve classic philosophical disputes between, say,
advocates of realism and anti-realism. And I am certainly not trying to
answer ontological questions about what sorts of things exist. The focus is on
the way people construct descriptions as factual, and how others undermine
those constructions. This does not require an answer to the philosophical
question of what factuality is. Nevertheless, this approach cannot fail to have
implications for broader debates about the status of realism and relativism,
and about the appropriate ontology for social sciences. Work of this kind con-
tributes to the respecification of the nature of philosophical discourse as
rhetoric (following Richard Rorty, 1991). Conversely, one move in linguistic
philosophy has been to rework unmanageable and enduring metaphysical
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questions as issues which can be addressed through a nozma.o_,m:o:. of
people’s discourse. For example, rather than trying to mo_<m the philosophical
question of free will, John Austin (1961) suggested it might be more con-
structive to consider the way people account for freedom and constraint.

Rather than arguing directly with realism, the sorts of rhetorical devices that
are used to shore up a realist position have been analysed (Gergen, 1994;
Potter, 1992). There are certain common tropes that realists use to attack the
coherence of the sort of constructionist position developed in this book, most
notably the furniture argument (‘see this [bangs on table]; you're not telling me
that’s a social construction’) and the death argument (‘what about the victims
of the Holocaust, the fleeing Iraqis on the Basra Road, victims of amnesia —
surely you don’t want to deny their reality’). Again, the response that Derek
Edwards, Malcolm Ashmore and I (1995) developed to these arguments was
not to argue directly against them, but to take apart the rhetoric on which they
are based; decoupling the implied equivalence between relativism and lack of
political commitment, and emphasizing that constructionist arguments are
not aimed at denying the existence of tables (a very realist idea!) but at explor-
ing the various ways in which their reality is constructed and undermined.
Interesting though they are, these debates move away from the main issues of
this book, and they will not be further explored here.

Definitions and Etymology

The simplest way of characterizing the main theme of this book is in terms of
the way descriptions are made factual, and what those descriptions arc used
to do. However, the words fuct and description (and related terms such as
report and account) have a complex history. and their current sense is only the
start-point for research. Fact in the sense of ‘a thing done or performed’
(Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd cdition on CD-ROM; henccforth OED) goes
back to the sixteenth century; while the seventeenth century starts to see the
more familiar modern sense, ‘something that has really occurred or is actually
the case’, and contrasts made between facts and inferences or fictions: ‘a
particular truth known by actual observation or authentic testimony, as
opposed to what is merely inferred, or to a conjecturc or fiction’ (OFD). The
interest in facts in this book is attributional rather than actual. That is, the
topic is what participants count as factual rather than what is actually factual.

The term description can refer to both action and object: on the one hand,
it is ‘the action of setting forth in words by mentioning recognizable features
or characteristic marks’ and. on the other, it is ‘a statement which describes,
sets forth, or portrays; a graphic or detailed account of a person, thing, scene,
cte.’ (OED). Both of these senses date back to the fourteenth century. The
terms account and report are described in a similar fashion. To report some-
thing is ‘to relate, narrate, tell, give an account of (a fact, event, etc.); while an
account is ‘a particular statement or narrative of an event or thing; a relation,
report, or description’ (OED). Note the way the definition of description uses
the term describes as well as the term account, the definition of report uses
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account, and the definition of account uses report and description. There is a
lot of circularity. However, the contrast that I want to pick out is the way fact
implies truth and real occurrence while description does not. This book cov-

ers the interactional space between these two notions, the business of building
up a description as a fact.

Specificity versus Universalism

One of the tensions in this book is that between specificity and generality. I
will argue that to understand the way factual accounts are constructed, and
the way they are bound up with activities, it is important to understand their
specific features, and the way those features relate to the setting in which
they are used. Harvey Sacks (1992) has effectively shown the way much of the
business of interaction is carried by what might at first sight seem to be the
details. In talk, for example, this may be the selection of one specific word
from a group of words with similar meanings, or the appearance of delays and
overlaps, hesitations and corrections. Much of the book will be concerned
with specific features of talk such as this, or with the particular constructions
that appear in newspaper reports or texts of other kinds.

As a counterpoint to this focus on specificity, I have deliberately chosen to
cover a very wide variety of forms of factual discourse. In the chapters that
follow, I discuss scientific discourse, newspaper articles of various kinds, a
couple’s relationship counselling sessions, novels and films, everyday talk and
talk amongst documentary film makers. My use of this wide selection of
materials is driven by the conviction that there are general features of fact
construction. That is, there are considerations that are likely to be attended to
whatever the type of discourse. By casting the net widely in this way these gen-
eral patterns are more likely to be revealed along with limitations on their
generality. It is notable that the main traditions discussed in Chapters 1 to 3
combine major theoretical differences with differences in the kinds of mater-
ial they are focused on: sociology of scientific knowledge obviously deals
with scientific practices; ethnomethodology and conversation analysis have
come to focus on talk in everyday and institutional settings; and work in
post-structuralism and postmodernism has concentrated on literary and

philosophical texts. I have opted for a comparative approach at both the level
of theory and material.

Transcription

A number of the chapters below discuss examples of transcribed talk. Most
use the increasingly standard system of transcription developed by the con-
versation analyst Gail Jefferson (1985; for an overview see Psathas, 1995). In
some cases the origin is published articles; in other cases the examples are
reproduced from original transcript. Either way there is a dilemma over its
presentation. Many people find the sorts of detail, and the transcription sym-
bols that go along with it, interfere with its readability. That would be a
rcason for simplifying the transcript: stripping off the extraneous symbols and

g3
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elements. However, given the sorts of arguments about %.mom.mo:w I have just
noted, this kind of detail needs to be recognized as an intrinsic part of a good
transcript. The transcribed detail is not just an empiricist :o.::m.r to demon-
strate completeness or conscientiousness or rigour Am._z_ocmr it :.:m.E do 9.80
things — see Bogen, 1992); it is an intrinsic and essential part of the interaction.
In addition, anyone wishing to evaluate the claims and _:8638:03. I make
about sections of transcript might want to do so without being handicapped
by information lost through judgements about what is nx:mnoocm..

I have been mindful of both of these concerns, and I have 8@:2_ tran-
scription symbols and information unless it is a major :m:.a._omv mo the
intelligibility of the example. I hope that those nomﬁ.uoa F.S?B___mn i:r the
Jeffersonian system (briefly described in an Appendix) will soon come to see
it as clear and, indeed, invaluable for giving a sense of the talk as mzcmﬁ.oa,
voiced and, most importantly, a co-constructed part of an interaction
(Schegloff, 1995).

Reflexivity

This is a book about constructing facts. One of its themes is the c.,\mw.aomo:n-
tions are organized to make some version seem credible and oEmQEo. This
also is a book full of descriptions (of theory, of disciplines, of literatures, of
findings, of bodies of belief, and so on). It is a U.oo_ﬁ then, that z.wmm.a .8
itself. This immediately raises the issue of reflexivity. Let me put this in its
sharpest form. If the book is revealing that facts are constructed by devices,
what of the devices that it uses to construct the fact that facts are oozmﬁ:oa.a
by devices? Put another way, do the conclusions of the book have any impli-
cations for the book itself? Is it, for example, entirely mn:.mom.qco:é@
Without getting too far ahead of arguments :@ <<.=_ be aired more thor-
oughly later, I do think that there are reflexive implications from work on fact
construction for this book and for social sciences more generally. Indeed, |
cven think there is an element of self-destruction. At the end of Eo.coow the
idcal reader should be able to turn their gaze back on the book itself and
decompose the techniques and tropes that it mq.miw on so freely. 12._ have
opted to use a conventional mode of presentation. : is not a new _:oB.Q
form; no alternative voices will pop up to argue with the main authorial
voice (Mulkay, 1985); and it is not (I hope!) a parody of a social science vo.o_n
(Ashmore, 1989). I hope that erratic, but persistent, references to reflexive
issucs in the course of the text will underline their pertinence. .
That is not to say that a novel literary form would have been mzmn?on:wﬁ“
more than anything it is the sheer difficulty of achieving one without making
the text reader-unfriendly that put me off. So, as it stands the book rwm a
single authorial voice (although thinkers such as ?:.EE: Bakhtin, 1981, might
dispute whether any book actually has a single voice) and a:.,im on many of
the familiar tropes of social science writing and fact oosmn.qco:oz more gener-
ally. It is (almost) unashamed of drawing on the kinds of visual Sommv:oa :.::
imbuc recent western writing about knowledge: it is concerned with throwing
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light on murky topics, tracing out a new point of view, and seeing how far a
constructionist argument can be pushed (Derrida, 1982; Rorty, 1980).

Omissions

As [ will discuss in detail later on, academic writing tends to draw on textual
forms — tropes - which construct a god-like, all-seeing, all-knowing, all-com-
prehending stance, which is at the same time disinterested and fair. Real
authors are, of course, located in history, in particular communities, con-
strained by their grasp (or lack of grasp) of bodies of ideas, by the quality of
their libraries and so on. Writing is full of serendipity and is inseparable from
academic biography. Even noting this can have the same quality: ‘look, here
is a stance so disinterested and so god-like that it can even understand and
admit its own limitations!” Nevertheless, this is an opportunity to highlight
(confess?) some limitations. (I am not going to confess prejudices — I am sure
they will be all too apparent.)

The first limitation is in my coverage and use of the work of Mikhail
Bakhtin. He makes a couple of brief appearances, but I have a strong sense
that his work could be made much more relevant to a number of the argu-
ments used here (cf. Shotter, 1992). The second limitation is in the failure to
address seriously the Actor Network Theory developed by Bruno Latour,
Michel Callon and John Law (for example, Callon, 1995; Latour, 1993; Law,
1994). This is an exciting approach to facts and knowledge which has impor-
tant implications for any study of fact construction. Yet I have been unable to
decide whether it provides an organizing frame within which some of the
ideas that I discuss could be situated, or whether those ideas raise problems
for that frame. My rather weak solution in this text is to attempt neither sit-
uation nor critique.

A third limitation is of a rather different order. I long cnvisaged this book
to have a chapter on images or visual rhetoric. The fact that it does not is not
because I do not think this is an important topic - I do it is because the book
has grown and was already in danger of becoming unwieldy. This chapter was
the one that could be abandoned with least disturbance to the overall argu-
ment. If had been included, it would undoubtedly have covered the recent
sociology of scicnce work on practices of ‘making visual’ in research scttings
such as staining cells, graphing animal habitats and charting features of the
sea bed (Aman and Knorr Cetina, 1988; Atkinson, 1995; Lynch, 1985, 1988;
Myers, 1990; Goodwin, 1995 — see also references in Ashmore et al,, 1995). A
common theme here is the collaborative work that goes into producing
observable images that provide for stable interpretations. The chapter would
also have covered some of the classic work on semiology, such as Roland
Barthes’s essays on photography (Barthes, 1977, 1981) and more recent semi-
ologically inspired developments (Hodge and Kress, 1988; Shapiro, 1988;
Williamson, 1978). This body of work in particular provides a major attack
on the idea of photography as an innocent medium of factual representation.
Some other time . . .
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Precursors

It is uscful to-situate what comes next in terms of two of its 331 .5.5383
precursors: John Austin’s speech act philosophy in How 1o Do 1 \:zn.,. with
Words and Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann’s urosanso._om_nm_ aoxo_-
opment of the sociology of knowledge in The Social QE@:.:ES.: of Reality.
These two books are part of what made the current project possible.

Austin and Speech Acts

One of the main elements in Austin’s philosophical project was an attack on
views of language that made referential issues of truth m.sa mm_m.:w ﬁmqmaomsr
In place of the overwhelming philosophical concern with the Hwﬁr value’ of
statements taken in the abstract, Austin emphasised the ﬁé@q& nature of
language. Language is used to do things; it is a medium of action.

Initially, he built a plausible distinction between two classes of utterances.
On the one hand, there are utterances that state things: ,rocmrcoacm: is _.s
the middle of England’; on the other, there are utterances that do :::mw“. |
bet you five pounds that Labour win the election.’ wc.ﬁ in E.o course of a bril-
liantly argued set of lectures he showed that the a_mczo.:oz could not be
sustained. He proposed a general theory of speech acts which treats all utter-
ances to be both performing actions and having features that aovosaaa on
issues of truth and falsity. Thus ‘I bet you five pounds that rmvocw i_zm.ﬂro
election’ is part of the act of betting — but depends on there being m‘mosm.&_o
referent for the words ‘Labour’ and ‘election’; at the same time
‘Loughborough is in the middle of England’ is a statement that may cm.a<m_-
uated for its truth or falsity — but when uttered performs the act of stating.

This is the crucial and radical point. Austin’s work starts to move S.o a_.m-
cussion away from the idea of statements — descriptions, reports - hanging in
some conceptual space where they can be compared to some .;Q\:.Eo o“.. the
world and focuses attention on statements as actions performed in settings
with particular outcomes. As he put it ‘the total speech act in the total speech
situation is the only actual phenomenon which, in the last resort, we are
cngaged in clucidating’ (1962: 148). . .

[t would be most unfair to criticize Austin for not doing moan:.::m m_:: :.m
was not trying to do; after all, his targets were mm:.moc_m.q :.m&:o:m in phi-
losophy. Nevertheless, it is worth noting some __3..8:03 in his work, m.zm the
burgeoning literature it spawned, for the enterprise I am concerned with.

First, despite the expressed commitment to elucidating the total speech act
in the total speech situation, Austin worked with Bwan-cn mxmav_.nm, which
tend to be typifications (the standard bet) or Em:E:o:m_.q anpa_,B._:oa (Ido
in the marriage ceremony) and which are considered o_:man.oﬂ their produc-
tion in actual settings. Again, this is not a problem for Austin in so far as he
is scen as developing a philosophical argument, but it'starts ﬁ.o become an
important problem when Austin’s work is aqmia on as the basis for an w:w._
Iytic programme for studying language practices in general and factua
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language in particular (for example, see, Duranti, 1992). It cuts across the
sorts of sense making that go on in everyday interaction by having the mean-
ing of .:.n target utterance determined by fiat. This approach will be discussed
more in Chapter 2. Austin’s emphasis on idealized cases as the best start
point _.oﬂ. understanding language has been effectively criticized by Jacques
Derrida in a series of arguments discussed in Chapter 3.

. >=092 problem lies with Austin’s treatment of statements as actions, This
is m.ama_om_ first step in the study of fact construction, but the w_.oooamno of
basing arguments on decontextualized invented examples leads him to miss
one of the fundamental features of statements, Statements are used to do
things. This can be secn as a subclass of one of the classic problems with
speech act theory, that of indirection. Speech act theorists have struggled to
mnoo:s.ﬁ successfully for one of the most pervasive phenomena in language
use which is, to put it crudely, the separation of form and function. Thus
s.}o: we say dm.: you pass the salt’ we are not asking a question about abili-
ties, we are making a request for the salt to be passed; while if we are making
an offer we often couch it as a request: ‘have a drink’. As we will see, state-
ments are a more or less indirect way of performing a huge range of different
actions: complimenting, complaining, inviting, blaming and so on. Showing
that m.:‘_:w.Eo:; are actions is just the preliminary; what comes next is an
examination of the many different actions that statements can do; where
Austin finishes this book starts. ,

Berger and Luckmann and Social Construction

Berger .m:a Luckmann’s classic, The Social Construction of Reality, made a
hugely :..::ms:m_ contribution to the sociology of knowledge. It vmoiaoa a
systematic argument to the effect that the worlds in which we all live are not
Just there, not just natural objective phenomena, but arc constructed by a
whole range of different social arrangements and practices. For our present
purposes it had the important role of establishing processes of social con-
struction as a central topic of study.

A .monona important feature of the book is its emphasis on taking a ‘sym-
.32.:@_, stance to knowledge that is treated as true and false. As they put it:
.: is our contention, then, that the sociology of knowledge must concern
itself with whatever passes for “knowledge” in a society, regardless of the ulti-
ﬁwﬁn validity or invalidity (by whatever criteria) of such “knowledge™ (1966:

As we will see in Chapter 1 when’ discussing the sociology of scientific
knowledge, this stance is an extremely important one when dealing with fact
construction because it frees the researcher from taking sides with particular
groups whose beliefs are better established than others and, more funda-
mentally, from deciding what should be counted as true or not. The social
Smom.ao.rnn is thus excused the difficult task of being a better physicist than the
nrwm._o_ma that are being studied, a better surgeon, or whatever.

Like Austin, however, Berger and Luckmann were better at opening up the
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potential for analysing fact construction as a topic than following through
that analysis. There are a number of potentially problematic features of their
argument. First, the book is not an analytic book. It does not contain much
in the way of analysis of how rcality is constructed. Instead it provides general
arguments for such construction and explores their implications for social life.
Again, it would be unfair to criticize Berger and Luckmann for something
they were not attempting, but this is an important difference from the
approach to fact construction that I have adopted.

Second, Berger and Luckmann’s study is focused on the phenomenology of
individuals’ experience. That is, rather than see processes of construction at
work in talk and texts, it emphasizes people’s pereeption and understanding:

The reality of everyday life is organized around the ‘here’ of my body and the
‘now’ of my present. This ‘here and now’ is the focus of my attention to the reality
of everyday life. What is ‘here and now’ presented to me in everyday life is the realis-
simum of my consciousness. (1966: 36)

The sorts of problems that this kind of ‘cognitivism’ generates are discussed
in various places below, but particularly in Chapters 4 and 8. For the
moment, I will just note that it tends to obscure the interactional and rhetor-
ical nature of fact construction, while reifying a mental world which itself a
major element in factual discourse. In other words, people produce versions
of their mental life — their motives, their beliefs and so on — in the course of
establishing the factuality of particular claims (see Edwards, 1996).

A final problem with Berger and Luckmann is that their constructionism
is a rather limited affair. Although they spend a lot of time considering the
various assumptions that a garage mechanic, for example, makes about ‘his’
world and its nature, they themselves can see round the edges of this con-
struction without any problems. They do not, that is, consider the
implications of treating social construction as a general feature of knowledge,
including that of sociologists. I have already stressed the valuc of reflexivity,
Berger and Luckmann ignore any cpistemological troubles it faces them
with. Despite these limitations, both Austin and Berger and Luckmann
played a crucial role in opening up for study the issues that are the topic of

this book.

Overview of the Book

The first three chapters in the book cover the main traditions of work
involved in fact construction. Chapter 1 covers the sociology of scientific
knowledge which exploded, especially in Britain, in the late 1970s and
throughout the 1980s, stimulated by earlier developments in philosophy of
scicnce. This offered a radical reappraisal of traditional views of scientific
facts and is still a site for heated debate between sociologists, philosophers
and scientists. The chapter describes traditional sociology of science, and a
range of challenges to it from philosophers. These challenges reconceptual-
ized the nature of observation, stressed the interconnected nature of scientific
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clatms, and emphasized the importance of scicntific community and practice.
The work of Harry Collins and the ‘Empirical Relativist Programme’ is dis-
cussed in detail, particularly his studies of the social construction and
destruction of replication, along with ‘constructionist’ and ‘interest’ theories
of scientific knowledge. This chapter highlights the value of taking a relativist
perspective which starts without preconceptions about what facts are true,
and illustrates some of the ways in which rhetoric is both emphasized and
underplayed in sociology of science. ,

Chapter 2 takes ethnomethodology and conversation analysis as its topic.
Stimulated by the pioneering work of Garfinkel and Sacks during the 1960s,
these perspectives offered a novel account of both social interaction and the
procedures that people use to understand the nature of their world and to dis-
play their conduct as coherent. It laid a particular emphasis on the way the
stable, orderly nature of human life is achieved by people’s practices. The
chapter describes the central ethnomethodological concepts of indexicality,
reflexivity and the documentary method of interpretation, and reviews some
studies of the organized practices through which facts are made, concentrat-
ing on the example of suicide statistics. Another important topic is Melvin
Poliner’s work on ‘mundane reason’; that is, the pattern of methods and
assumptions that people use to sustain the sense of a stable and agreed under-
lying reality. Conversation analysis is introduced with a focus on the way it
has conceptualized accounts as a structural element in particular kinds of
interaction. This provides a developed research example where one class of
descriptions (accounts) can be understood as performing a particular action,
and having features that facilitate the performance of that action.

The loose tradition of semiology, post-structuralism and postmodernism
continues to exert i major influence across the human sciences and wider cul-
tural debates. Here the nature of human understanding has been redelined
more than once. Chapter 3 introduces the basic ideas of semiology with a dis-
cussion of Ferdinand de Saussure’s foundational work and some of Roland
Barthes’s later refinements to the approach. A range of post-structuralist
thinkers are discussed including Roland Barthes (again), Michel Foucault
and Jucques Derrida. | try and provide a feel for what is common and what
is unique with respect to their work as it relates to fact construction, using the
example of intertexuality and war to explore some of their insights. The sec-
tion on postmodernism concentrates on Jean-Frangois Lyotard’s diagnosis of
the postmodern condition and Donna Haraway’s political and feminist explo-
ration of the nature of factuality and stories given that condition. Some of the
issues raised arc addressed through a discussion of David Byrne’s movie True
Stories.

Chapter 4 provides a transition from the reviewing and systematizing in the
first three chapters to the focus on specific procedures that makes up the chap-
ters that follow. It outlines a set of considerations that need to be taken into
account, and distinctions that need to be made, in research on fact construc-
tion. Some of these derive from the earlier traditions and some are new. One
of its roles is to describe different ways in which the metaphor of construction
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has been used in linguistics, ethnomethodology and post-structuralism. It sug-
gests that a complete constructionist account of fact construction will need to
consider both the procedures through which versions are stabilized and made
credible and the resources that those procedures draw on. The chapter ao<.o_-
ops an argument for taking an analytic approach to fact construction which
focuses on texts and talk in action (discourse) rather than mental models, rep-
resentations and idcas (cognition), and for treating that discourse as having
two rhetorical orientations: an offensive orientation concerned with under-
mining alternative descriptions and a defensive oanawz.o: .8:833 with
resisting discounting. Chapter 4 ends by introducing a distinction between Em
action orientation of descriptions (what the description is doing) and the epis-
temological orientation of descriptions (how the description m:ndam to its
own factuality). It is also intended to serve as a compact introduction to the
themes that will be explored in the next three chapters. .

Chapters 5 and 6 concentrate on the various procedures that are 5<o_<.oa
in constructing (and undermining) factual accounts. In Chapter 5 the topics
of interest management and category entitlement are ammommmma. The refer-
encing of a speaker’s interest in their description is one major vnoom.a:nn .A.On v
discounting it. The discussion focuses on a range of different ways in which
writers and speakers resist such discounting. Categories of persons are cmn.z
closely connected to their epistemological rights EoQ.oG know about medi-
cine, people with good memories can be trusted to give accurate accounts,
and so on), and building a category entitlement for the producer of a descrip-
tion can be an important way of building up its factuality. This chapter also
discusses the notion of footing — for example, is the speaker claiming or
merely reporting? This has an important role in fact construction. Hro dis-
cussion here coneentrates on the way neutrality with respect to a claim may
be built up or undermined by various technigues of quoting,

In Chapter 6 the general concern is with the procedures that people use to
scparate descriptions from their own interests and produce them as neutral
and external; that is, to give them a quality of out-there-ness. There are a
range of these procedures, or externalizing devices. | @o.._m on Em use of
empiricist discourse (impersonal constructions characteristic of science and
some news reporting), constructions of consensus and corroboration c:ao-
pendent observers agree in their descriptions), and the use of narrative
involving either rich detail or general formulations (rich detail can be used to
sustain the category entitlement ‘witness’, general formulations can be used to
resist casy rcbuttal). In each case the emphasis will be on the way they can be
worked up or undermined; these devices are not ‘plug and play’ modules
that work irrespective of context. . .

While Chapters 5 and 6 concentrate on the epistemological orientation of
descriptions, Chapter 7 is focused on their action oansﬂw:oa. As this is such
a huge topic I restrict coverage to three themes. The chapter discusses the con-
nected issues of categorization and ontological gerrymandering. A lot of the
business of a description is done through its categorization; &z,nno_.: cate-
gories imply different stories of motive and responsibility and have different
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implications for what should come next. At the same time categorizations can
work to exclude potentially relevant considerations; they can gerrymander
what is taken into account in a way that contributes to business at hand. A
second theme is extrematization and minimization. This involves building
some description to present bigness or smallness, violence or passivity, good-
ness or badness and so on. The third and final theme is normalization. How
can some event or conduct be made out as normal and commonplace, or how
can it be undermined as strange or deviant?

The final chapter returns to the nature of constructionism and asks how it
should be conceptualized in the light of the arguments in the book. It also
considers the significance of these arguments for the conduct and presenta-
tion of social science, taking work on public opinion and on social
representations as two contrasting examples where a concern with the busi-
ness done by descriptions can have important consequences. Finally, the
chapter explores the broader implications of these arguments for politics and
practice, highlighting tensions between different kinds of criticism and the
reflexive exploration of social science texts.

The book is organized in two groups of chapters (1-3, 5-7) and two indi-
vidual chapters. Chapters 1, 2 and 3 focus on the main theoretical and
analytic traditions, and each could be read separately as a review which
cmphasizes the way descriptions are established as factual. Chapter 4 is a
linking chapter which provides brief illustrations of the themes that are devel-
oped in detail in the following three chapters. This could be read as an
introduction to what comes later and stands as a relatively compact summary
of the perspective on fact construction developed in the book. Chapters 5 and
6 concentrate on procedures for fact construction, while Chapter 7 focuses on
the way descriptions are fitted to activities.

These threc chapters contain much of what is novel in the book, and they
can be read as a relatively self-contained whole without losing too much.
Although they draw on a range of different arenas where factual descriptions
are used, for simplicity they will return repeatedly to a small number of
examples: the relationship counselling sessions of a couple called Connie and
Jimmy, the talk of various people involved in making a film about the failure
of cancer research, and a range of different kinds of television and newspaper
reporting. These will be combined with repeated discussion of two path-
breaking studies - Dorothy Smith’s (1990) study of the workings of an
account describing someone’s mental illness, and Robin Wooffitt’s (1992)
study of the construction of accounts of paranormal experiences. Chapter 8
ends the book by raising the broader questions of constructionism, social sci-
ence representation and criticism.
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Discourse and Oosm:.:o:.o:

Although the traditions of work discussed in the last three chapters contajn
4 wealth of materiaj relevant to a Systematic study of factual accounts, they
cach have their limitations and blind spots, as well as specific arenas of devel-
vpment and application namely, science, cveryday talk and literary texts,
This chapter can be thought of s a crossroads in the book. I will start to lay

chapters, and draw On a range of specifijc research studies which will be
described in detaij in later chapters. The chapter is intended to Serve as both
a frame and organizing introduction to the next three chapters, It will also
introduce » range of more specific questions, Why do people use descriptions
or factual accounts? What sorts of activities can they be used to achieve? How
Are accounts made to seem solid, factual and independent of the speaker?
What procedures are used to undermine lactual accountsy However, before
we tackle these questions there are some fundamenty] theoretical and analytic
precursors that must be addressed.

Some Stories of Construction

The Mirror and the ¢ ONSIruCtion Yard

One way c_,cc:cc_.s.:m the arguments ol this book is a organized around (he
clash between (wo metaphors: the mirror and the tonstruction yard, With the
mirror metaphor there are 4 set of things in the world which are reflected onto
4 smooth surface, by in this case (he surface is not glass byt language,
Language reflects how things are in its descriptions, representations ynd
dccounts. And as these are circulated in (he world of human alfairs they may
be treated ag accounts which are reliable, factual of literal, or, alternatively,
the mirror may blur or distort in the case of confusions or lies. This metaphor
s Lamiliar in storieg about science ang a whole range ol more ‘mundane’
human practices, Itis a metaphor which makes descriptions passive: they
merely mirror the world. Yet like 4 mirror image or » photograph, they can
also stand in for that world and be as good as the world for many purposcs,
The metaphor of construction works o two levels when applied (o
descriptions, The firstis the idea that descriptions and aceounts construcy fe
world, or at least versions of the world. The second is the idea tha these
descriptions and accounts are themyelyey constructed. Construction here
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suggests the possibility of assembly, manufacture, the prospect of different
structures as an end point, and the likelihood that different malterials will be
used in the fabrication. It emphasizes that descriptions are human practicces,
and that descriptions could have been otherwise. There is nothing much that
can be done about the reflection in a mirror; you can clean the mirror, make
sure it is flat and smooth, but that relates only to its ability to receive an
image passively. Yet a house is built by people, and it could have three chim-
neys and lots of windows, or it might have no chimneys and a sct of Irench
doors. It might be built with concrete, mud bricks, or girders and glass, and
it might be very strong or rather delicate.

How strong is construction in this metaphor? The strongest version of the
metaphor would have the world literally springing into existence as it is talked
or written about. Ridiculous, surely! Perhaps. but I want to opt for something
nearly as strong. Reality enters into human practices by way of the cate-
gorices and descriptions that are part of those practices. The world is not
ready categorized by God or nature in ways that we are all foreed to accept.
I is constituted in one way or another as people talk it, write it and argue it.

Now there is no sense in trying to decide whether one of these metaphors
is true and the other false. It is most unclear how such a judgement could be
made  although that has not stopped considerable philosophical energy hav-
ing been expended on the problem for a fong time. The difficulty is in
formulating the question. To judge whether a deseription was mirroring or
constructing reality requires the description to be compared to the reality. Yet
reality (or ‘reality’) cannot enter this debate except as another description,
which would beg the question of whether this new description is itself descrip-
tive or constructive.

I have chosen the construction metaphor on pragmatic grounds. It is the
more productive of the two because i allows a set of questions to be asked
thaat do not make sense il we aceept the nurror metiaphor. I we treat deserip-
tions as constructions and constructive, we can ask how they are put together,
what materials are used. what sorts of things or events are produced by them,
and so on. I do not see the main issue here to be philosophical discussions of
ontology: that is. discussions of what sorts of things cxist and what their sta-
tus is. Instead. these arguments about metaphors are intended to clear the
way for a focus on practical and analytic issues. Indeed, the abstract formu-
Lation of this problem can be positively misleading because it focuses on the
relation between a description and ‘reality” in the abstract. rather than con-
sidering the sorts of practices in which descriptive discourse operates.

Another way of thinking about this problem of construction and reality is
to apply the requirement of methodological relativism discussed in Chapter .
Mecthodological relativism is the claim that scientists” assertions or judge-
ments about what should be treated as true or not should not be the start

point for social analysis. 1t allows rescarchers to avoid the kind of tangle that
results in the social rescarcher needing to know more about science than the
scientists themselves, Their science needed to be better so they could properly
assess what was true and what not as a prelude to social analysis. Not
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rescarch has attempted to test the hypothesis that people’s perception of the
world is determined by the language they use. For example, Eskimo tribes (as
they were then called) were claimed to be able to make very fine distinctions
between different kinds of snow because of the wide range of different words
they had available. They had separate terms for snow that has just falien, for
wet snow. for snow that has frozen hard and so on. Whorf worked for a com-
pany which assessed insurance risk, and he used his job to illustrate the
hypothesis. He gave the example of employees of a firm who had described
gasoline drums as ‘empty’ and therefore safe: yet the drums were actually full
of highly inflammable vapour which had exploded and started a fire. If only
they had described the drums as *full’ (of dangerous vapour) they would have
seen how dangerous they were and taken more care when dealing them. In
this constructionism. language constructs people’s perception of the world.
According o Derck Edwards (1994b 1996) the problem with this idea is
that it treats language as a system of classification lying between the static
individual perceiver and the world. What it does not do is treat language as
part of a set of social practices. For example, with the gasoline drums we can
ask what the employees who talked to Whorf were doing with their descrip-
tions”? 1f we do so. another possibility becomes available. Perhaps the
description ‘they were empty’ was not a simple report using language that
influences perception. but an account offered in a situation where issues of
blame (‘who was responsible for the fire?’) and its practical consequences
(‘should the insurers pay up?’) are pressing? That is. what Whorf is not doing
is examining the reflexive quality of descriptions which emphasizes their role
in both describing the world and contributing to current activitices.

Later linguistic work in this tradition is in some ways more sophisticated,
as well as being more integrated with developments across the social sci-
ences. Nevertheless. this kind of limitation is still apparent. For instance, we
can see this same assumption at work in Roger Fowler’s interesting study of
language in news reporting:

Language and other codes . .. have a cognitive role: they provide an organized men-

tal representation for our experience. Whatever the ‘natural’ structure of the

world . . . we handle it mentally, and in discourse, in terms of the conventional

meaning-categories embodied in our society’s codes. (1991: 3)

Again, the story is of an inchoate and unformed world which is crystailized
out into entities and processes somewhere in the perceiver’s mind by a suitable
set of linguistic spectacles.

One of the most ambitious recent attempts to spell out the process of hn-
guistic construction comes from the linguist George Grace (1987). He
suggested that the linguistic construction of reality involved three distinct
stages. The first stage involves the *specification” of a ‘conceptual event’.
Each language includes scts of terms, tenses, grammatical forms and so on,
which allows for a range of possible events to be specified. For example,
modern English makes it very easy to distinguish something that happened
yesterday from something that happened last week or last year, in a way that
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they emphasize both their familiarity and their authority: that is, the codes ,
have a taken-for-granted quality that makes their products seem natural or
commonsensical and they are often associated with powerful and influential
institutions such as medicine and cducational psychology. Even Barthes’s
81/ for ali the obsessional detail in s analysis of Balzac's text, describes the

that hold the whole structure together. Nothing works without the stuff
revealed by conversation analysis, but a study of fact construction will be lim-
ited without a close examination of bricks and prefabricated parts.

At the same time as claborating this metaphor, let me bricfly emphasize
, some problems. Its main shortcoming is that it treats the parts as solid prior

codes at work without saying why the use of any particular code will make the
text scem more real. Derrida was certainly concerned with what might be
called the textual mechanics through which arguments arc made to scem
obvious and effective. However, for the most part his arguments were directed
at the truth or validity of philosophical arguments rather than at realism or
factuality as such and apartfroma highly suggestive emphasis on the central
role of tropes and metaphors, his approach is not casily applicd to the con-
struction of factual versions.

In contrast to the linguistic and post-structural storics of construction,
conversation analysts treat reality construction as something that has to be
achicved using some devices or techniques. That is, from a conversation ana-
Iytic perspective the use of a particular descriptive term, or even Camiliar
discourse. may not be cnough to construct a version of events which will be
treated as real or factual. Rather, realism and factuality are worked up using

a set of rhetorical devices and techniques which may be specific to particular -

seltings. Morcover. these techniques do not guarantee that a version of an
action or an event will be treated as factual. They can be deployed cilectively
or badly, and they can be undermined vigorously or accepted credulously.

Conversation analysis provides the final story of how fact construction
gets done. Ttis particularly attractive because it opens up an area of rescarch
not strongly ecmphasized by the other approaches. The story of linguistic con-
struction left little to explain; whenever words are uttered construction gets
done. There is some value in this, as itis certainly the case that using descrip-
tive language produces versions of the world. Yet it docs not engage with the
question of why some versions “work ™ and some do not; that is. the question
of why a version is treated as a factual depiction of how things are in some
interaction. or why it is repudiated as biased, confused or self-serving. The
post-structuralist story raises the important question of how particular inter-
pretative codes or discourses came into being. and gencalogical rescarch m
the Foucauldian tradition has attempted to provide answers 1o questions of
this kind. Nevertheless, it too fails to open up the ficld of research on fact
construction because it makes only general claims about familiarity and
forms of understanding that have become habitual. 1t works less well when
applicd to the specitics of deseriptions and to non-textual materials where the
rigours of conversation analysis come into theirown.

Let me assemble these different kinds ol construction into an overall
model. We can imagine the words and syntactical possibilities as the bricks
and girders that arce needed for any building. Post-structuralist discourscs
and codes can be thought ot a prefabricated wall and ceiling sections that can
be used as parts of very different buildings. The devices and procedures that
are grist to the mill of conversation analysis make up the bolts and cement

to the building. What we actually need to imagine is that the bricks are soft
w:a vague in outline, so that they only snap into shape as they are cemented
_._:c place. And the prefabricated sections must themselves be somewhat
_E.“:cn:n. with their solidity emerging as they are bolted together. Everything
exists in a fuzzy and fluid state until crystallized in particular texts or partic-
ular interactions.

Discourse, Mental Furniture and Rhetoric

So far I have discussed a number of general features which characterize a con-
structionist approach to facts, starting from the traditions discussed in the
carlier chapters. Before moving on it is necessary bricfly (o address three
themes that have important implications for the understanding of facts and
descriptions. The themes are anti-cognitivism, discourse and rhetoric: and
they turn out to be closely bound together.

Anti-cognitivism

I have already discussed problems with cognitivist accounts of the operation
of facts and descriptions in the context of de Saussure’s semiology and other
kinds of linguistic constructionism which sce that what is constructed is inner
pictures or representations of some kind. Itis necessary Lo go 1nto a bit more
detail with the problems with cognitivist accounts to show why they are
q.&.cﬁca here. There are now a range of general lines of criticism of cogni-
tivism. mostly stimulated by Wittgenstein's later philosophy or by
cthnomethodology (Costall and Still. 1991 Coulter, 1991 Ldwards. 1996).
Three problems are particularly pertinent here.

The first problem is with the notion of representations as ‘inner’ mental
entitics. Should they construed as coneepts, or pictures, or what? The very
coherence of the idea of inner representation is problematic (McKinlay and
Potter. 1987). Morcover, inner representations are inferred from various rep-
resentational practices involving talk and writing. and such inferences tend to
circularity with the inner representations being used, in turn, to explain those
representational practices. The straightforwardness of the notion of mental
representations dissolves when itis examined closely, particularly in the con-
text of actual interaction involving representations and descriptions.

A second problem with taking a cognitive focus is that representations
become separated from the practices in which they are used and start to be
conceptualized as static entities which individuals carry around with them.
Put another way, the cognitive focus draws attention away from what is being
done with representations and descriptions in the settings in which they arc
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produced. It prevents their reflexive and indexical properties being explored
analytically. In terms of thec metaphor of construction, then, the concern will
be with descriptions and representations as they are built in the course of
interaction; it will not be addressed to notional, in-the-head entities such as
perceptions or representations, along with the cognitive apparatus of scripts,
schemas and so on that go with such explanations.

Third is the problem that cognition is often the ropic of description. In
everyday life people spend a lot of time talking about their ‘inner life’: their
thoughts, feelings, attitudes, goals and so on. When dealing with natural dis-
course, it is very hard to distinguish this kind of talk from discussions about
whether the National Health Service is being run down or whether there is an
invitation due for Saturday’s party. Take the following extract from a rela-
tionship counselling session (C is the Counsellor, W is the wife; she mentions
Jimmy who is her husband).

.

I ¢ So you- you seem to be saying you're recognizing some
kind of pattern (0.6)

12 But the pattern | recognize is not (0.8) the pattern (.) that Jimmy
recognizes about the situation. Y'know? (1) 1 just (.) feel that
(2.2) I feel () that (.) he didn’t (0.4) he says he didn’t leave me: (.)
for another woman (.) but I f- (.) believe (.) that if she hadn’t’ve
been there (1) this wouldn't have happened [Continues)

(DE-T17C2/82:2)

The wife’s talk here moves fluidly between descriptions and avowals of her
own mental life (‘the pattern I recognize’, ‘I feel’, ‘I belicve’), that of her hus-
band (‘the pattern that Jimmy recognizes’), and descriptions of actions and
cvents (‘he says . . ."). Now it is certainly the case that these different elements
rently by participants: the procedure someonce uses o

may be treated di
undermine another’s clinm about lus own feclings, for example, may be dif-
ferent from the procedure for undermining a report of what happened in a
past event. However, from an analytic point of view, to start with the assump-
tion that cognitive descriptions have a different starus will lead to all sorts of
tensions and confusions.

The approach to fact construction developed will, therefore, be just as
interested in the construction of descriptions of the world of cognition as with
descriptions of the world of actions and cvents. Indeed, as we will see later,
there are often complex patterns of inference between these realms in ordi-
nary talk (Edwards, 1996; Edwards and Potter, 1992; Potter et al.. 1993).
This can work in both directions. On the one hand, people can construct a
description of how the world is that will warrant some cognitive state or
event; a description ol an insult can be used to warrant and make believable
feelings of anger. On the other, descriptions of mental life may be used to war-
rant the existence of events in the world; a claim about having seen a flying
saucer may be buttressed by noting a long-standing scepticism about such
things on the part of the observer.
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The arguments against attempting to treat the business of fact construction as
the business of building mental versions of the world, when turned around,
become arguments for focusing on discourse. Indeed, we have already seen a
discourse focus to be central in ethnomethodology, conversation analysis and
post-structuralism; although there are important differences in the way dis-
course is understood in these different fields. 1 am taking a focus on discourse
to mean that the concern is with talk and texts as parts of social practices. This
is somewhat broader than the conversation analytic concern with talk-in-
interaction, but rather more focused on the specifics of people’s practices
than the Foucauldian notion of a discourse as a set of statements that for-
mulate objects and subjects. This sense of discourse will be exemplified in the
next three chapters where the focus will be on actual materials - transcripts of
conversations in different settings, newspaper articles, formal texts of various
kinds - and on what is done in and through these materials.

It is important to emphasize that I am not arguing that a focus on dis-
course in the specific sense developed here is a prerequisite for producing
sophisticated research on fact construction. There is plenty of high-quality
research in this area that uses other approaches, some of which was discussed
in carlier chapters. For example, sociologists of scientific knowledge have
conducted revealing cthnographic studics of laboratory work (for example,
Knorr Cetina, 1995a; Traweek, 1988): | have already quoted Karin Knorr
Cetina’s claim that *ethnography furnished the optics for viewing the process
of knowledge production as “constructive™ rather than descriptive’ (1995b:
141). Nevertheless, there are reasons for a discourse focus being particularly
apposite for studies of fact construction.

Take the difference between what an cthnographic obscrver and a dis-
course reseitrcher might make of the interaction seproduced in Extract |
above. In ethnography the rescarcher is typically using their own participa-
tion, cither actual or vicarious, as a basis for building understanding, and this
will be supplemented with field notes (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1983).
The goal is typically to generate an account of the actions and events that
happen in a setting. So the ethnographic observer might make a number of
obscrvations about the woman’s feclings, those of her partner, past cvents that
have happened and so on. In contrast to this, the discourse focus proposced
here will be concerned with the way in which the woman’s account is estab-
lished as literal and objective, and what it is being used to do. This will involve
attending to what is often thought of as the (mere) detail of interaction: the
hesitations, repetitions, repairs and emphases. Conversation analysts have
shown just how important these things are to interaction  and they are vir-
tually impossible for an cthnographic observer without a tape recorder and
high-quality transcript to capture adequately.

There is a final virtue of taking a discourse focus. If we have a transcribed
record of discourse, rather than a set of formulations in note form, it places
the reader of the research in a much stronger position to evaluate the claims
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and interpretations. Harvey Sacks' goal of producing a form of analysis
‘where the reader has as much information as the author, and can reproduce
the analysis’ (1992: 1, 27) may be impossible to realize in practice. Never-
theless, therc is an important sense in which this approach democratizes
academic interaction. For example, the reader does not have to take on trust
the sensitivity or acuity of the ethnographer. In the end, however, it is the rel-
ative success of these different approaches that is important. Are analyses
with a discourse focus productive and convincing? Perhaps the answer to
that question will be a bit clearer by the end of the book.

Rheroric

So far [ have stressed the value of focusing on fact construction in public dis-
course rather than mental pictures or subjective feelings of certainty. I wish to
combine this focus on discourse with a stress on rhetoric. Recent work on
rhetoric by Michael Billig (1987) has maintained that rhetoric should not be
confined to obviously argumentative or explicitly persuasive communication.
Rather. rhetoric should be seen as a pervasive feature of the way people inter-
act and arrive at understanding. For example, he suggests that the social
psychological notion of attitude needs to be rethought in rhetorical terms.
Attitudes have traditionally been treated as individuals® isolated cognitive
evaluations of parts of the world. Billig argues that they should be seen as
public positions that are inseparable from current controversy; indeed, there
is no role for attitudes except in issues where there is conflict and dispute. The
implication of this is that ‘every attitude in favour of a position is also. implic-
itly but more often explicitly, also a stance against the counter position.
Because attitudes are stances on matters of controversy, we can expect atti-
tude holders to justify their position and to criticise the counter position’
(Billig. 1991: 143). This same argument can be applied to factual accounts,
[ndeed, Herbert Simons has argued that that *part of the job of the rhetori-
cal analyst is to determine how constructions of “the real” are made
persuasive’ (1990: 11). The consequence of emphasizing rhetoric here will be
that, when descriptions are analysed, part of the interest will be in what alter-
native claims or arguments are being undermined. Put at its simplest, one of
the features of any description is that it counters  actually or potentially a
range of competing alternative descriptions (see also Dillon, 1991).

Lyotard suggested that a characteristic of the postmodern condition is its
emphasis on local rhetorical wars:

In the ordinary use of discourse  for example, in a discussion between two friends

the interlocutors use any available ammunition, changing [language] games from

one utterance to the next: questions, requests, assertions, and narratives are

launched pell-mell into battle. The war is not without rules, but the rules allow and

encourage the greatest possibility of flexibility of utterance. (1984: 17)

Without wanting to accept the postmodern assumption that there is some-
thing historically new about such fragmentation and dispute, the metaphor of
war is useful. In a war it is possible to consider offensive as well as defensive
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weaponry. Many weapons serve both purposes, of course. Following (his
through for factual accounts, we can consider how a factual account can be
inspected for its offensive and its defensive rhetoric.

On the one hand, a description will work as offensive rhetoric in so far as it
undermines alternative descriptions. It may be constructed precisely to rework,
damage or reframe an alternative description. On the other. a description may
provide defensive rhetoric depending on its capacity to resist discounting or
undermining. A whole range of techniques may be used to protect descriptions
in this way, and they will be an important topic of later chapters of the book.
The point, then, is that this rhetorical emphasis can serve as a counter to the
more familiar approach to descriptions as primarily about the relationship
between a particular set of words and a particular part of reality. Instead, it
emphasizes the relation between a description and alternative descriptions.
and the way such relationships may be worked up in argument.

The distinction between offensive and defensive rhetoric also emphasizes the
value of taking a double analytic focus. Studies should look both at the pro-
cedures through which factual versions are built up. and the ones by which
they arc undermined. As we will see. these things are closely related. There is
some terminology that will be useful here. 1 will refer to discourse which is con-
structing versions of the world as solid and factual as reifying discourse.
Reifying means to turn something abstract into a material thing: and this is the
sense I wish to emphasize, although material should be understood very
widely. These are accounts which are producing something as an object. be it
an cvent. a thought or a set of circumstances. In contrast, we will refer to dis-
course which is undermining versions as ironizing. The standard meaning of
irony is Lo use words in the opposite way to their literal meaning. However,
irony has come to have a more specific sense in SSK as an approach to dis-
course which treats it not as literal but as a product of interests or strategy
(Woolgar, T983) 4-alling somewhere in between these senses. 1 will treat ironiz-
ing discourse as talk or writing which undermines the literal descriptiveness of’
versions. It is the opposite of reifying discourse: it turns the material thing
back into talk which is motivated. distorted or erroncous in some way.

Let us illustrate this by returning to Extract 1

la €0 So you- you seem to be saying you're recognizing some
kind of pattern (0.6)
I But the pattern [ recognize is not (0.8) the pattern () that Jimmy
recognizes about the situation. Y know? () I just () feel that
(2.2) leel (1) that () he didn't (0.4) he says he didn't feave me: ()
for another woman (.) but 1 - () believe (.} that if she hadn't've
been there (.) this wouldn't have happened [Continues]
(DE-JF/C2/82:2)

The wife's talk is organized (o reify a particular object: *the pattern [ recog-
nize”. Thatis, it presents this as something that is actually the case. At the
same time it ironizes another object: “the pattern that Jimmy recognizes'. It
presents this as a version claimed (‘he says’), and even perhaps believed



108 Representing Reality

(‘recognized’), by Jimmy - but nevertheless implausible because of the pat-
tern of the events (which is itself a version that is reified in this talk).

There is a final point to note about rhetoric. Often rhetoric is treated as vir-
tually synonymous with persuasion (Cockcroft and Cockcroft, 1992).
However, this can easily turn the study of rhetoric into an exercise in cogni-
tive psychology. It will treat the answer to the question of whether rhetoric is
effective as dependent on an assessment of whether there has been a change
in mental state in the audience. The way rhetoric is used here will not depend
on psychological judgements of this kind. Instead, rhetoric will be treated as
a feature of the antagonistic relationship between versions: how a description
counters an alternative description, and how it is organized, in turn, to resist
being countered. This conception of rhetoric meshes much better with the
general approach to discourse introduced above. It is close to the traditional
notion of ‘suasive’ rhetoric, which is discourse designed to elicit expressions
of agreement from an audience.

The remainder of the chapter will introduce a scheme for understanding
descriptive and factual discourse which will be elaborated on in the next three
chapters. The basic argument will be that factual accounts have a double ori-
entation. They have an action orientation and an epistemological orientation.
On the one hand, a description will be orientated to action. That is, it will be
used to accomplish an action, and it can be analysed to see how it is con-
structed so as to accomplish that action. On the other, a description will
build its own status as a factual version. For the most part, the concern is to
produce descriptions which will be treated as mere descriptions, reports which
tell it how it is.

It is important to emphasize that the perspective developed here treats the
epistemological orientation of accounts as itself a form of action; it is some-
thing built by speakers or writers - although it does not assume that this
building is necessarily, even often, conscious or strategic. This quality is a con-
structed element to descriptions rather than something they either possess or
not. The study of the epistemological orientation of accounts is the study of
this building process.

The Action Orientation of Description

Why Descriptions Are Used

The idea that people can and do use descriptions to perform actions, or as
part of actions, is not novel, and it can be easily iliustrated. Take the follow-
ing extract, in which some students are discussing a noise outside their flat.

2 Becky: oi{.) sh shh (.) it could have been that
Neil: ZOﬁ that’s not making a noise
Alan: no (.) something outside (0.4) it was
definitely outside
= Diane:  Neil you've got shoes on
(DSS-K:94:1)

0 B -
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At the end of the extract Diane addresses Neil with the utterance ‘Neil you've
got shoes on’. Now as competent conversationalists, and people familiar with
cultures where shoes may be taken off indoors but are required out of doors,
we do not have any trouble hearing the arrowed utterance as a request for
Neil to investigate the noise. Crucially, the participants clearly treat it in this
way; for the extract is followed by a slightly jokey conversation about the dan-
ger of meeting a burglar and the risk that they might be carrying a weapon.

My concern is not so much with the specifics of this example. It has two
features that are interesting because they are characteristic of the use of
descriptions in performing actions. The first is that there is no explicit for-
mulation of the request. Diane does not say ‘please investigate that noise,
Neil’ or ‘can you see what is going on?’ Instead, a description is offered (‘Neil
you’ve got shoes on’) from which a request may be inferred. In this context,
the description of Neil’s shoes identifies him as someone who can most eas-
ily investigate.

The second feature is connected to the first. The action being done by the
description is a somewhat sensitive one. Diane is requesting Neil to do some-
thing that involves effort and perhaps even risk. The sensitivity here is not just
about the pressure it puts on Neil. There is also an issue about the identity
that is displayed by Diane, the person doing the requesting. By asking that
Neil investigate the noise, Diane opens herself to being seen as ‘lazy’ or even
‘cowardly’. That is, the focus on shoes displaces attention from these trou-
bling interpretations by focusing on the topic of who has shoes on, and
thercfore can go out, rather than who can be bothered to or who is not scared
(see also Pomerantz, 1980).

It is no coincidence that this sensitive action is done indirectly. Quite the
reverse. One of the principal reasons for doing actions indirectly by way of
descriptions is that the actions are sensitive or difficult in some way.
Commonly, they will involve a potentially undesirable or problematic iden-
tity; that is, they may be actions which display the speaker as selfish,
cowardly, insensitive, racist, stupid, flirty, pushy or one of a whole range of
possibilities which are negative in the relevant context. This may seem like
something of a paradox at first, for descriptions are commonly associated
with coldness, objectivity and neutrality. However, it is not a paradox if we
consider that it is precisely this feature that makes factual versions so suitable
when there is a conflict or sensitive issue. For example, Bruno Latour noted
that when dispute between different groups of scientists gets vigorous,
description gets more and more technical (1987); and Anita Pomerantz notes
that in everyday settings it is precisely when there is some dispute that people
start to provide detailed warrants for their claims (1984b). Or, to give a final
illustration, take Extract 1 again.

Ib C: So you-you seem to be saying you're recognizing some
kind of pattern (0.6)
W:. But the pattern | recognize is not (0.8) the pattern (.) that Jimmy
recognizes about the situation. Y'know? (.) I just (.) fee] that
(2.2) I feel (.) that (.) he didn’t (0.4) he says he didn’t leave me: (.)
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for another woman (.) but I {- (.) believe (.) that if she hadn't *ve
heen there (1) this wouldn’t have happened [Continues|
(DE-JEIC282:2)

Note the way the wife accompanies her contradiction of her husband’s
version — which treats his affair as not relevant to their marital difficulties -
with a description which links the affair and the difficultics together.

The Dilenmma of Stake

One way of understanding these features to the production of descriptions is
to see them as a way of managing what Derek Edwards and [ (1992) called the
dilemma of stake. The dilemma is that anything that a person (or group) says
or does may be discounted as a product of stake or interest. The referencing
of such a stake is one principal way of discounting the significance of an
action, or reworking its nature, For example, a blaming can be discounted as
merely a product of spite; an offer may be discounted as an attempt to influ-
ence. The Prime Minister's claim that tax cuts are needed to stimulate the
economy can be discounted as an attempt to make people feel good just
before an election. In the case of Extract 2 above, Diane’s request that Neil
should investigate the suspicious noise could be discounted as a product of
her not wanting to do it herself. Diane resists this danger by making the
request implicitly via a description.

It is important to emphasise what I am nor claiming here. The argument is
not that social researchers should interpret people’s discourse in terms of
their individual or group interests. There are all sorts of difficulties with such
an analytic programme, not least of which is that it is very difficult to identify
interests in a way that is separable from the sorts of occasioned interest attri-
bution that participants use when in debate with one another (see, for
example, Woolgar, 1981; Yearley, 1982; and the discussion of interest theory
in Chapter 1). The argument here is that people treat one another in this way.
They treat reports and descriptions as if they come from groups and individ-
uals with interests, desires, ambitions and stake in some versions of what the
world is like. Interests are a participant’s concern, and that is how they can
enter analysis.

Take this extract from an account of the deliberations of a jury:

3 Itwasn't, in truth, much of a case. The only defence witness was a cousin of one
of the defendants and she got her story muddled up anyway; and the prosecu-
tion witnesses, many of them passers-by with no conceivable axe to grind, were
articulate and plausible. (Independent on Sunday, 15 May 1994)

The author’s explanation of why the defence case was treated as uncon-
vincing by the jury relies heavily on judgements about the stake of the
different witnesses. By naming the defence witness as a cousin of the defen-
dant, he provides information from which readers (and jurors) can infer a
motive for her to lie on the defendant’s behalf. In contrast, the prosecution
witnesses are described as passers-by, and the implication of this is spelled out
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by stating that they have ‘no conceivable axe to grind'; that is, they have no
prior relationship or stake in the fate of the defendant. As we will see, the
management ol stake is one of the central features in the production of fac-
tual discourse.

There are two final cautions to make. | have started with rather simple
examples to make the argument as clear as possible, but such examples may
not be characteristic of the sorts of cases we will consider later. The first
problem is the nature of the agent who is assumed to have stake and interest,
So far we have considered cases where stake is treated as a feature of individ-
uals. Yet, stake attribution is by no means restricted to such cases; it is
regularly attributed to social groups, nations, ethnic groups, on the one hand.
and to parts of persons such as their unconscious, or ideal, self. on the other.
Accounts can move fluidly between attributing stake at these different levels.
Sccond, descriptions are bound up with the performance of actions in all
sorts ol complex ways. Sometimes a description is used alone to perform an
action, as in Extract 2; at other times descriptions have a standardized role as
part of an action, as is the case with the way accounts play a role in turning
down requests and invitations (sce pages 60-4).

How Descriptions Are Used

So far. then. I have argued that factual or descriptive discourse may be drawn
on to manage issues of stake, in particular where the speaker or writer may be
treated as having a negative or problematic identity. However, this only gives
an account for why descriptive discourse may be used. This must be comple-
mented by an account of how particular actions are performed by
descriptions. In other words, how is a particular description constructed to
perform a specific action? This question will be the focus of Chapter 7. For
the moment I will just note some of the considerations which such an account
will need to address.

Potentially, there are a huge number of ways in which the production of
descriptions is involved with actions. Descriptions are closely bound up with
the idiosyncratic particulars of settings. In Extract 2 there are references to
Neil and shoes which are crucial to the workings of this account. but are
likely to be irrelevant in almost every other piece of discourse it is possible to
imagine. At first sight this might well make us sceptical about the very possi-
bility of making general claims about the procedures through which factual
accounts are used in actions. Nevertheless, when we start to study the describ-
ing it becomes possible to make some general observations.

A central feature of any description is its role in categorization; a descrip-
tion formulates some object or event as something; it constitutes it as a thing,
and a thing with specific qualities. The description presents something as
good or bad. big or small, more violent or less violent, although often with
more subtle options. Another common role of descriptions is to present some
action as routine or, conversely, exceptional. Sometimes, the success of a
description in action will depend on its selective management of the realm of
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objects and events that are to be considered. The point, then, is that although
the details of what is talked about may be endlessly varied, the sorts of pro-
cedures for constructing and managing descriptions may be much more
regular, and therefore tractable in analysis. We have already seen an example
of this with the discussion of accounts in Chapter 2, where we noted the way
that accounts for turning down invitations and offers have a highly regular
overall structure.

The Epistemological Orientation of Description

Referential talk on its own carries no guarantee that it will be treated as ?.o-
tual; producing a text with descriptions in it does not, on its own, constrain
the reader to treat those descriptions as literal. This is particularly true in sit-
uations of conflict, or where there are delicate issues of identity, where
descriptive discourse is common. People have a wide range of womo:noam.gmﬁ
they can use for ironizing descriptions, including notions of :nm,.an_cm_ozm,
mistakes, flattery, deceptions and misrepresentations, all of which can be
drawn on to undermine the adequacy of a description. Given that there are
these resources for undermining factual versions, it is not surprising that
there are a developed set of counter-resources that are used to work up the
facticity of a version and make it difficult to undermine. These are the
resources that are used to construct a description as a factual account.,

Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar conceptualize this process in terms of a
hierarchy of modalization (Latour, 1987; Latour and Woolgar, 1986 Woolgar,
1988b). This is illustrated in Table 4.1. At one end of the Eo«m:&x there are
descriptions whose status is considered highly suspect or provisional and
may be treated as the lics or confusions of the speaker; at :8 other o:.a.
there are descriptions which are treated as solid and unproblematic, and quite
separate from the speaker. At this end, some m::cao:.pm.a.&\ be treated as so
unproblematic that they do not even need to be explicitly formulated: they
can be presupposed.

Table 4.1 A hierarchy of modalization

{1

X

X is a fact

I know that X

1 claim that X

I believe that X

I hypothestze that X
I think that X

I guess that X

X is possible

The process of fact construction is one of attempting to reify aomozvzo.:m
as solid and literal. The opposite process of destruction is one of attempting
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to ironize descriptions as partial, interested, or defective in some other way.
Often, of course, these things are combined as one version is established at the
expense of another, as in Extract 1, for example. If we think of the hierarchy
as a ratchet, processes of reification attempt to ratchet the description up
through the hierarchy; processes of ironizing attempt to ratchet it back down.

The brief overview that follows is intended to illustrate the issues rather
than deal with their complexities. It will divide processes of fact construction
into two. On the one hand, there are resources that work on the identity of the
describer; their descriptions may be undermined by reference to stake and
they may be built up by reference to knowledge entitlements. This will be the
topic of Chapter 5. On the other hand, there are a range of resources that
contribute to the independence of the speaker from the description. These will
be the topic of Chapter 6.

Interest Management

Interest management is one of the most fundamental approaches to fact con-
struction. In Gaye Tuchman’s well-known ethnographic study of newspaper
reporting, she lists attention to interests as the first thing a reporter will note
when assessing a source: ‘Most individuals, as news sources, have an axe to
grind. To be believed, an individual must prove his or her reliability as a
news source.’(1978: 93). I have already noted some of the discounting through
interest imputation in the discussion of the dilemma of stake. Indeed, one of
the basic arguments here is that descriptions are often used precisely because
they manage issues of interest. This point can be developed by returning to
the two examples we used previously. By describing Neil's state of dress (‘Neil
you’ve got your shoes on’), Dianc in Extract 2 provides a rcason for him to
investigate the suspicious noise which focuses attention on Neil it does not
involve Dianc addressing any of her own possible reasons (fear, laziness) for
Neil going. Put simply, a description like this can attempt to take the sensitive
concern away from the speaker and make it a part of what is described.

The report of a jury deliberation in Extract 3 shows the writer reporting a
pattern ol stake to represent one side of a case as strong and the other weak.
The defence witness is suspect because she is a relative of the accused; the
prosccution witnesses’ accounts are likely to be accurate because they have no
stake in the outcome: they are mere passers-by. Just mentioning these partic-
ulars is treated as sufficient to cast doubt on the claims of the defendant. This
again illustrates the power that interest invoking can have.

Extract 3 also illustrates a more general feature of fact construction.
Claims about stake are themselves descriptions, and as such they are subject
to the same concerns about fact construction. People may need to work up
the factual nature of the elements in the accounts that are used, in turn, to
work up the factual nature of what is being described. Put another way, the
resources for reifying descriptions can work recursively. Just as much effort
may be needed to construct the facticity of the resource as goes into using the
resource to construct the facticity of what is at issue.
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My overall argument is that stake is both a potential problem for those
wishing to establish the facticity of accounts and a resource for those wishing
to undermine it. [ have deliberately left the specific nature of stake and inter-
est vague. Stake is a participants’ issue which may be constructed in many
different ways. It may be treated as something to do with features of a specific
individual, or as something to do with their broader group allegiances; it
may be as ‘trivial’ as a concern not to look foolish, or as ‘important’ as a
desire not to be identified as a murderer. The role of analysis is not to assess
whether these are right or not, but to explore the practices through which
stake is established and discounted. A range of these practices will be
explored in the next chapter.

Category Entitlements

If interest management is generally involved with the problems of accounts
being undermined, category entitlements are the other side of the Q.::.
Knowledge is culturally and normatively linked to categories of actors in a
variety of different ways. Certain categories of actors are treated as entitled to
know particular sorts of things, and their reports and descriptions may thus
be given special credence. At its simplest, a person visits the doctor because
she is expected to know something about illness. She is in a category of people
who are treated as entitled to have such knowledge; she knows about illness by
virtue of the fact that she is a doctor. That is, we assume that her category
membership is a product of training, knowledge and so on.

The role of category entitlements can be seen in materials from a study by
Jack Whalen and Don Zimmerman (1990). They analysed calls to an emer-
gency switchboard of a large North American city and noted the ways in
which different kinds of caller were treated. Some sorts of caller were asked
about how they knew about what they were calling in, and others were not.
Take two examples. The call in Extract 4 comes from an ‘ordinary caller’, an
unknown member of the public (CT stands for Call Taker, C for Caller):

4 CT: Mid-City emergency
C: Would you send thuh police to eleven six oh Arvin Avenue North?
CT:. Eleven six oh Arving Avenue north?
C:  Yes there’s been raping goin’ on
CT: WHERE
C:  Eleven m;x oh
CT: Inside ur outside?
C:  Inside thee house.
CT: There’s somebody being RAPED?
C: Yup=
CT: =How do you know this?
C:  Ilive next door. Two ladies bein raped, eleven six oh=
CT: = Di- How do you know they're Being raped inside that house.
C:  Because ... [Call continues for 15 more lines]
(Whalen and Zimmerman, 1990: 473)

Discourse and Construction 115

In this call we see the caller being questioned in some detail about their
grounds for the claim that someonc is being raped and the police should
attend. Now contrast this to the brief and smoothly managed call in Extract
S:

5 CT: .hh Mid-City emergency
C:  Hi .hh This iz General - there's been an over dose (.) twenty-six twenty-six
.hh Columbia: hh upstairs apartment num:::ber two: .hh
CT: O:kay thank you
C: umhm bye
Whalen and Zimmerman, 1990: 483)

In this case the caller from the hospital is treated as someone entitled to
know about drug over-doses and their location. They are not asked how they
know.

Now it is tempting to think that these categories are merely a feature of the
world, and that speakers and writers will be assessed according to their mem-
bership in a straightforward way. However, this is too simple. As we have
noted, fact construction processes need not just work on the facts, they can
also work on the resources that build up the facts. Thus participants can
work up their category entitlements in a variety of ways. And conversely, of
course, they can undermine the entitlements of others. We can speculate, for
example, about the way the caller in Extract 5 builds up his or her category
entitlement, not just by naming (‘This iz General’), but also by the familiar
greeting at the start and the air of routine (‘General’ rather than ‘the General
Hospital’). Interests and category entitlements, then, are pervasive partici-
pants’ concerns as they work up, and undermine, factual accounts,

Interest management and the building of category entitlement both involve
constructions of the person who is making the report. That is, they are not
focused on the content of what is being reported, but on the status of the
reporter. In effect, they are addressing two relevant questions that can be
asked when descriptions are offered. Docs the person making the report have
an interest that discounts the report? Does the person have an entitlement that
increases its plausibility? These are not the only sorts of constructions that
can help ratchet descriptions up or down through the hierarchy of modaliza-
tion. Other approaches can involve the way the topic of the report is described
(empiricist discourse, detail and narrative) and also the relationship between
different reports of the same event (consensus and corroboration).

Empiricist Discourse

In Chapter 1, I discussed a range of sociological approaches to science.
However, discussion of the strand of this work that has focused on scientists’
discourse was postponed until later because of its direct relevance to issues of
fact construction. One of the main conclusions of work on scientific dis-
course is that scientists draw on different vocabularies or ‘interpretative
repertoires’ when they are describing their work. Interpretative repertoires are
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systematically related sets of terms, often used with stylistic and grammatical
coherence, and often organized around one or more central metaphors. They
are one of the major resources that scientists use when constructing versions
of their worlds. Nigel Gilbert and Michael Mulkay (1984) call the repertoire
that predominates when scientists are describing their own work, and work
that they take to be true, the ‘empiricist repertoire’. Discourse of this kind
treats data as primary and provides only generalized, inexplicit formulations
of the actions and beliefs of the scientist. When the scientist does appear he
or she is depicted as forced to undertake actions by the demands of natural
phenomena or the constraints of rules,

6 A long held assumption concerning oxidative phosphorylation has been that the
energy available from oxidation-reduction reactions is used to drive the forma-
tion of the terminal covalent anhydride bond in ATP. Contrary to this view,
recent results from several laboratories suggest that energy is used primarily to
promote the binding of ADP and phosphate in a catalytically competent mode
and to facilitate the release of bound ATP. (Gilbert and Mulkay, 1984: 41)

We will explore this discourse in more detail later. For the moment there
are two points to note. First, although this discourse is characteristic of for-
mal science writing, many of its features are familiar in other settings,
including everyday conversations, Second, we can make sense of some of the
features of this kind of discourse by considering the general role of fact con-
struction and its relation to dilemmas of stake. Although science, as I have
already noted, tends to be taken as an arena where there is disinterested dis-
cussion of pure facts, a whole variety of interests are potentially invokable to
discount a scientist's claims (Gilbert and Mulkay, 1984, ch. 4: Potter and
Wetherell, 1987: 151--2). Empiricist discourse manages the dilemma of stake
by directing attention away from the scientist and on to what is being
reported, in much the same way that we saw Diane in Extract 2 focus on
Neil’s shoes rather than her own reasons for not investigating the potential
burglar. Indecd. the empiricist repertoire takes this to extremes by not merely
focusing on the data, but also by constructing the data as having its own
agency. The reporter becomes a passive responder to the requirements of the
facts.

Constructing Corroboration and Consensus

Notions of corroboration (is there another witness to this event?) and con-
sensus (do the different witnesses agree?) are familiar in legal settings.
However, they have a much wider currency. As with category entitlements, it
is tempting to think of these things merely as straightforward and sensible
features of reasoning. Independent witnesses, particularly if they are all say-
ing the same thing, make an account more credible. The argument here is not
that this intuition is a mistaken one, Rather, it is that it is too simple on its
awn because it ignores the way that witnesses can be constructed as indepen-
dent and the way that their versions can be constructed as the same. And this
is not simply a technical, analytic observation. This is also a participant’s
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concern. That is, participants orientate to both corroboration and its con-
struction as they build and undercut such accounts;

For example, in a study of arguments about what went on at an off-the-
record press briefing (Potter and Edwards, 1990), we found examples of the

reports. The following is from an MP’s question posed as part of a parlia-
mentary debate to do with the content of the briefing; it comes from Hansard,
which is the official parliamentary record:

7 Mr David Winnick ( Walsall, North): As all the Sunday newspapers carried yir-
tually the same story, is the Chancellor saying that every journalist who came to
the bricfing  he has not deniced that there was one -- misunderstood what he
said?

(Hansard, 7 November: 26, emphasis added)

a set of accounts is a product of collusion rather than a set of people inde-
pendently witnessing the same thing, and thus providing the same
description. The following extract is from shortly after in the same parlia-
mentary debate. The speaker, Chancellor Lawson, has attempted to deny the
newspaper stories.

8 Mr Lawson: |.. -] the statements that appeared in the press on Sunday bore no
relation whatever to what I in fact said. .. ] they will have their shorthand notes
and they will know it, and they will know they weny behind afterwards and they
thought there was not o good enough story and so they produced tha. .

(Hansard, 7 November: 26, emphasis added)

The minister discounts the idea that the reports are the same because they are
true by introducing the notion that they are the same because the reporters
made them up to be the same, Note, also, that this claim about collusion is
itself a description which is open to dispute, and the minister warrants it by

they made one up. This reminds us that these procedures of fact construction
are not working in isolation, They are equally likely to be drawn on together.
as in this case.

Detail and Narrative

The detail, the specifics of a description, are crucial for the activity that the
description is used to do. However, vivid detailed descriptions can also be used
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some event. Again, to treat this as a rhetorical construction is not to argue
that detail is not an important element in fact construction; rather, it is to note
that such detail can be produced and worked up for its fact-constructional
properties. After all, this is one of the primary skills of novelists as they tell a
story in a believable way.

Take the dispute about what went on in the controversial off-the-record
press briefing I have just discussed. As the dispute continued, with further
questions being posed about the news reports of the briefing, several of the
papers responded with lengthy articles which included detailed descriptions of
the briefing, containing much contextual detail. .

9 Mr Lawson sat in an armchair in one corner, next to a window looking out over
the garden of No 11 Downing Street. The Press Secretary, Mr John Gieve, hov-
ered by the door. The rest of us, notebooks on our laps, perched on chairs and
sofas in a circle around the Chancellor. It was 10.15 on the morning of Friday,

4 November. . ..
(Observer, 13 November)

Few of the details in this account are directly relevant to the substantive issue
of dispute which was focused on potential change in the government’s
arrangements for the payment of benefits. Neither the armchair, the garden,
the hovering by the door of Mr Gieve, or the perching on chairs is conse-
quential for the benefits change and none of these particulars had been
denied. or even commented on, by Chancellor Lawson. However, such
descriptive features are characteristic of the way scenes are built in novels
(Fowler, 1977). They work to make what is described graphic and believable
by warranting the speaker or writer as a proper witness.

It is here that a concern with detail blurs into a concern with narrative and
narrative organization. Details of this kind can be organized to provide nar-
rative structure to an account; the order of events, who the characters are and
so on. Narrative organization can be used to increase the plausibility of a par-
ticular description by embedding it in a sequence where what is described
becomes expected or cven necessary.

Although detail can be used in this way, there are times when detail can be
ineffectual and descriptions that are vague or global can be the preferred
pathway to a sustainable account. One of the problems with providing rich
detail is that it may be undermined in various ways: details may be picked
apart, or inconsistencics identified which cast doubt on the credibility of the
speaker. The use of vague or formulaic descriptions may provide just enough
material to sustain some action without providing descriptive claims that

can open it to undermining.
Combining Action and Epistemology
So far, for the purposes of this initial exposition, I have separated out the

action and epistemological orientations of descriptions, as well as treating the
various styles of epistemological warranting as themselves separable from
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one another. However, in actual situations these different types of warranting
ma.mos.n:_:w blended more or less scamlessly together and bound up with Ew
action itsclf. It is important to stress again that these styles of fact construc-
m.c: do not work in a mechanical way. Rather, they have to be worked :,v and
fitted to the specifics of the situations they are used in and there is always the
potential for their being undermined. .

To end this chapter. I will devote a bit more time to a single example .5
show how the various elements and considerations I have introduced can be
Bmm.:n.a. together. The following extract comes from the first five minutes of
the initial relationship counselling session involving a couple whom we ,<<=_
call Connie and Jimmy. We have already met them briefly in Extract 1, which
was E_Sq._ from their second session. One of the points 260:8::0:.5 this
first session is precisely what the couple’s relationship problems are. The
Counsellor asks about the sequence of events that led up to an abortive .30<m
to start counselling.

10 1 ¢: Wha-(.) what happened at that point.
m W: At that poi:nt, (0.6) Jimmy ha- (.) my- Jimmy is

extremely jealous. Ex- extremely jealous per:son.

4 Has a:lways Ybeen, from the da:y we met. Y'know?
5 An’ at that point in time, there was an episo:de,

6 with (.) a bloke. (.) in a pub, y’know?

7 And me: having a few drinks and messin”. (0.8)

8 That was it. (0.4) Right? And this (0.4)

9 got all out of hand to Jimmy according to Jimmy

10 I was a:lways doin’ it and .hhh y’know a:lways .m_.‘mm:Zm::m him
11 He was a jealous person I: aggravated the situation. .h o
12 And he walked out that ti:me. To me it was (.)
13 totally ridiculous the way he (1) goes o:n (1)
14 through this problem that he ha:s.

(DE-JFIC2/S1:4)

,_,__.c_.c are a lot of fascinating features of this account, but | will concentrate
especially on Connie’s description of Jimmy, and her description of the events
that preceded his *walking out” (for analyses that deals with these materials :,d
more detail, see Edwards, 1995, 1996). Note first the way Connie breaks o.:, a
direct response to the Counsellor's question to insert a description of Jimmy
(2 3). She describes Jimmy as an “extremely jealous person’. The specifics of
the aomcz.s:.cz are crucial here. Jealousy can be something to do <<,:: the per-
son E:c is jealous, or it can be caused by someone else. Connic’s description
paints Jimmy’s jealousy firmly as something to do with him: he is an c,x:m_:o_w

Jealous “person” and he had been like that *from the day we met”. This descrip-

:,c: counters the possibility that the jealousy was caused by something that
( onnic Ea - flirting with men in pubs for example, as Jimmy later claims. The
._c,.f.c:U:c: of Jimmy doces two things. In terms of the disputc over why :.::3\
_c_.~ _F..r it counters the inference that he left because of her actions. In terms
:._ cpistemological entitlements, it provides a sceptical frame _.o.ﬂ :aml:w
Jimmy’s subsequent version of the same event. A pathologically jealous man’s
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description of his wife’s good time in a pub is unlikely to be fully objective,

reports where causality js being questioned or recast (Fowler, 1991; Hodge
and Kress, 1993). ‘Bloke’ and ‘pub’ specify minimum particulars. And in line
7 Connie characterizes her activity in a minimal fashion. In this speech com-
munity ‘messin’ is part of a familiar idiom, ‘Just messing’; that is, being
playful or non-serious. And even this is further mitigated by noting that she
had had a ‘few drinks’. What one does after ‘having a few drinks’ is often
(although not always — the rhetoric can be worked either way) less criticizable
than what one does when sober,

Having strongly built up Jimmy’s jealousy as a feature of his personality,
and provided a description of an event which downplays its seriousness,
Connie is in a position to disparage his (reported) claim that he left her
because of the event as ‘totally ridiculous’. It is particularly important to see
Just how subtle and sophis i

examples of this kind how the different features contribute to the task at
hand. For example, the global formulations Connie uses in her descriptions of
the event are robust against undermining. Some of the cflort Jimmy puts in
shortly afterwards is shown by the way his description of the evening extends
to 130 lines of transcript compared with the 3 that Connie devotes to it (some
of his version will be discussed in Chapter 7). The general point, then, is that
descriptions are closely fitted to particular activities, and their epistemologi-
cal basis is attended to in a variety of different Ways.

Overall, this chapter is intended to prepare the ground for a more system-
atic and elaborate discussion of procedures for fact construction in the two
chapters that follow, It started by arguing that exploration of the manufacture
of factuality will be facilitated by pressing the metaphor of construction (o its

process, involving the cognitivist apparatus of schemas, memory stores and
social representations. There are a variety of reasons for eschewing such a per-
spective. However, one of the principal ones is that it draws attention away
from how factual dccounts are organized and how they are fitted into partic-
ular interactions. Whether derived from cognitive psychology (Neisser, 1976),
social representations theory (Moscovici, 1984) or critical linguistics (Hodge
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social practices, rather than, say, ethnographic reconstructions of these things,
The focus on discourse makes it more straightforward to retain the order of

tion (reification) but also with fact destruction (ironization); and it will be
dealing with both the defensive rhetoric through which an account is protected
against attack, and also the offensive rheroric through which a contrasting
description is undermined.

Following these preliminaries, | developed a distinction between the action
orientation and the epistemological orientation of descriptions. The point here
was to show that descriptions can be analysed both in terms of the sorts of
actions that they are performing or contributing to, and in terms of fact con-

actions get done. The epistemological orientation is not an abstract, philo-
sophical concern with truth; it is a practical, situated concern with making a

Finally, & number of different clements that can contribute to fact con-
struction were broken down into two clusters. On the one hand. there are
practices which involve different constructions of the agent. such as con-
structions of interest and disinterest and the building of category entitlements,
On the other, there are practices that make descriptions separate and external
to the actor, such as the use of empiricist discourse, the manufacture of cor-
roboration, and the organization of descriptions info narrative. These will be
the topic of the next two chapters.
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Social Studies of Science

If we are asked to think of something that cpitomizes the world of facts,
before very long we are likely to consider science. Colossal investments of
time. money and people seem to have led to facts which are sharply specified
and precisely defined, sustaining the weight of prodigious technological
advances. Looked at in this way science becomes a ‘hard case’ against which
to test an argument about the constructed nature of facts. If you can succeed
in showing that scientific fact gencration deviates from idealized models, then
you expect that fact generation in other realms is likely to be even further
from those models (Collins. 1985). If even white-coated scientists, with all
their training and technical back-up, produce facts which are in some way
problematic, then what hope for barristers, newspaper reporters or ‘ordinary
people’? .

This argument makes many assumptions and can easily be viewed as a
piece of rather transparent rhetoric used by some social researchers into sci-
ence to build up the importance of their work. However, with the proviso that
we should not take the ‘hard case’ argument too seriously, the social study of
science is an excellent place to start examining fact construction. Not only has
it been a melting pot for different theories of khowledge generation but it has
also led to numerous detailed case studics of the work of scientists. Many of
the themes and problems that arise in science recur in other fields of fact mak-
ing.

Social studies of science have broadly based origins. Although much of it is
characterized as the sociology of science, or the sociology of scientific knowl-
edge, in the last two decades one of the notable features of the field is the wide
interdisciplinary collaboration among sociologists, philosophers and histori-
ans of science, psychologists, linguists and literary analysts. Indeed, the
traditional sociology of science, which held sway until the 1970s, now seems
striking in its conservatism and its resistance to a thoroughgoing exploration
of the social basis and context of facts. It is worth briefly considering the
nature of this carlier work to provide a contrast to what came later.

Traditional Sociology of Science

Typically, traditional sociology of science was concerned with two questions.
How is scicnce organized as a social institution in such a way that scientists
regularly and successfully produce objective facts? And, conversely, what dis-
torting social factors might result in the production of scientific errors? The
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figure in the sociology of science who was most involved in formulating and
attempting to answer these questions was Robert Merton (1970, 1973). 1 will
take his solutions in turn.

Norms and the Scientific Ethos

Merton wanted to understand the way particular social conditions paved the
way for the emergence of modern science. He suggested that the rise of
Puritanism in the seventeenth century generated an ethos characterized by
values such as utility, rationality, empiricism and individualism which was
ideally suited for science. Merton argued that, when they conformed to these
values, people were starting to view their world more in the manner of mod-
ern scientists, and thus starting to act in a way that facilitated the production
of objective facts.

In an extension of this argument, Merton suggested that modern science is
sustained by a more developed set of puritan values, which he called the
norms of science. The argument is that modern science is constrained by four
particular institutional imperatives: universalism, communism, disinterest-
edness and organized scepticism. While historically developed from the
Protestant ethos, the role of these imperatives is to generate the conditions
which allow facts to be produced in a reliable way. Communism requires that
knowledge is freely and openly shared; organized scepticism, that all knowl-
edge claims are assessed for their theoretical coherence and empirical
adequacy; disinterestedness and universalism, that everyone’s knowledge
claims arc assessed by essentially the same impersonal criteria and thus that
scientific status is gained through merit rather than patronage or social posi-
tion.

This account of science has continued to generate a large critical literature
{for recent discussion, see, for example, Fuller, 1995; Lynch, 1993). And stor-
ies have been told about the origins of science which are strikingly different
from Merton’s (Shapin and Schaffer, 1985; Latour, 1993). The major point of
interest for us is the way in which the problem of fact production was initially
constructed in Merton's work. Essentially, it started from a received view of
the nature of scientific facts - that they are impersonal, empirically war-
ranted, rigorously tested and then asked what kind of social organization
could produce such things. In what has often been called a storybook
(Mitroff, 1974) view of science, scientific activity is taken as given, and the
problem for the sociologist is to outline a social system that will explain it.

The problem with starting with the storybook view of scientific facts, as
many subsequent analysts have pointed out, is that it is just that: a storybook
account which does not describe the actual practices of scientists. For ex-
ample, it is possible to view norms such as universalism very differently, by
not treating them as clear-cut constraints, but as symbolic and open-ended
resources that have to be interpreted differently according to the context in
which they are used (Mulkay, 1976, 1980). Moreover, it is possible to consider
seientifie accounts which invoke such norms as vocabularies of justification
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(Mulkay and Gilbert, 1981; Potter, 1984). That is, norms can be seen as one
element in the persuasive armoury that scientists draw on when they are
arguing with other scientists or attempting to legitimate the practice of sci-
ence as a whole.

This brings us to the guestion right at the heart of this current book. How
are descriptions made to seem literal and factual? In this case, how can sci-
entists describe their individual activities in a way that presents them as
following from the impersonal rule of ‘proper’ science? Before focusing
directly on that, however, I will turn to the other major feature of Mertonian
sociology of science, which is its concentration on error.

Sociology of Error

Although Merton stressed the importance of the set of norms for guiding the
scientific activity of fact finding, he also stressed that scientists do not always
conform to these norms. At times there is fraud; scientists may keep results to
themselves or pass them only to selected associates; there may also be preju-
dice against particular individuals or groups. However, these deviations were
treated as exceptions - indeed, for Merton they must be exceptions, for with-
out their general effectiveness scientific facts would not have the special status
they do.

Merton suggested that these deviations from the norms provide a socio-
logical or psychological way of explaining scientific error. Prejudice against a
group of rescarchers may result in the maintenance of a mistaken theory in the
fice of a correct alternative, or individual ambition may lead a scientist to fal-
sily findings to fit into a desired model. What is interesting here is the
asymmetrical way in which researchers in the Mertonian tradition approached
what they construed as true and false belief. False belief could be directly
explained through a ‘social fact’ (personality, prejudice and so on) disrupting
the proper operation of scientific norms. True belief was dealt with quite dif-
ferently. For scientists governed by the norm system, true belief arises directly
from a carcful investigation of how the world is. Put simply, in this view of sci-
ence, the facts themselves determine truth, while error is explained by
processes of a psychological or sociological nature. The consequence of this is
that with truc belief there was nothing to explain save for how the conditions
lor proper scientific inquiry came about and how thosc conditions are under-
mined. Social rescarchers only come into their own when they apply their
kills in understanding group processes and psychodynamics to understand
how Talse beliel came about. This set of assumptions has been most effectively
wdentitied and criticized by the sociologist David Bloor (1991).

in effect. then, the tradition represented by Merton and others bracketed
oll the study of facts themselves and contented itself with examining their
sociological context. A full sociological analysis of the content of science - of
wientific ideas, theories, methods and so on — was reserved only for false-
hoods. With the benefit of hindsight, we can see that these sociologists
embraced seientists” own stories about the distinctive and privileged nature of
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their knowledge and were led to focus their attention on facts that scientists
had already discarded as mistaken for one reason or another. Given this self-
imposed limit on analysis it is perhaps not surprising that the crucial
developments that paved the way to a full social study of scientific facts came
from philosophy and history of science rather than sociology.

Philosophy and Scientific Facts

It is important not to give the impression that philosophers and historians of
science have been more sceptical about scientific activities than sociologists.
For, with some notable exceptions, they have found scientists’ stories as con-
genial and as self-evident as Merton. Philosophers have been primarily
concerned with the justification of scientific knowledge; while historians have
been traditionally interested in the thoughts and procedures that led ‘great’
scientists to ‘great’ discoveries. Philosophers in particular have traditionally
taken it as given that scientific knowledge is special; and have seen their role
as being to show how this special nature can be rigorously demonstrated.
However. in their attempts to provide such a demonstration through the
detailed exploration of classic scientific episodes, philosophers and historians
started to build a radically different view of science. I will focus here on three
facets of this novel view: the breakdown of the distinction between observi-
tion and theory; the notion that scientific beliefs are bound together in
complex networks; and an emphasis on scientific communitics and practices.

Observations and Theories

One of the most powerful and bewitching ways of understanding facts has
been to think of them as observations of how the world is. Do I sce a table
there or not? Was that a blip on the photon scintillator or not? Observation
has been thought to provide two basic rewards. First, it appeared to offer
direct and unmediated access to the world and its features. It is the evidence
of onc’s own eyes. Second, it scemed to allow for a basic process of corrobo-
ration: any observer who takes a particular viewing position ought to be able
to see the same thing. Taken together, these appear to allow observation to
work as a foundation for knowledge building; whatever else might be going
on, we can sce some particular properties of the world, and also others can
check our observations by substituting themselves for us (Mulkay, 1979).
The idea that facts are a product of observation (the doctrine of empiri-
cism) is so taken for granted, and so fundamental to scientists’ understanding
of their current practice, that it is difficult indeed to resist viewing it as sclf-
evident. Indeed, both our scientific and everyday language of knowledge and
understanding are permeated with visual mectaphors: looking for the truth,
seeing the point, viewing it as self-evident, and so on. Yet this idea of knowl-
edge based on observation has a complex historical pedigree. Its self-evidence

to us now is not something natural; it has been built up over a long period of
time.

* For example, Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer {(1985) documented the
way that, in the middle of the seventeenth century, Wocmz._woz_.o a_..oé on
ideas from the judicial process to provide a new way of justifying his scientific
claims about air pressure and the existence of a vacuum. They quote from
Boyle:

For, though the testimony of a single witness shall not suffice to prove the accused
party guilty of murder; yet the testimony of two witnesses, Eoe..m.: but of equal
credit . . . shall ordinarily suffice to prove a man guilty; because it is thought rea-
sonable to suppose, that, though each testimony single be but vz.vcmc_n, yet a
concurrence of such probabilities, (which ought in reason to be m::ccﬁa to .En
truth of what they jointly tend to prove) may well amount to a moral certainty, i.e.,
such a certainty, as may warrant the judge to proceed to the sentence of death
against the indicted party. (1985: 56)

The truth of the scientific claims is established for Boyle, then, through using
a number of witnesses who can concur in their support. It should cn. noted,
however, that not just any witness would do; for Boyle, reliable E_ﬁsnmmnm,
were members of the appropriate communities, while ‘Papists and .m:a_ma
were apt to find their stories questioned. Note also Emr for Boyle, this way of
understanding scientific observation was not self-evident. He :ma.ﬁo argue for
it and he imported the practice from the more familiar _omm._ mo:,_zm. o
In this century the utility of observation as a _,::._:_::::. for .f..c_c_:.___c
knowledge has started to come under threat from 1_:_0.,.,%_:2__. historical
and sociological analysis (for example, Barnes, 1977; Imcx.:_m, _.cx.ﬁ Kuhn,
1970; Rorty, 1980). In questioning the idea that visual expericnce is somechow
a direct and unproblematic facsimite of aspects of the io:a, v?_omonsna
drew on psychological rescarch on visual cnnco_u:w:. and in particular <<o.1ﬁ
showing the sorts of reversals in how one sces an image .::: p.m_rc place .<<.::
visual illusions along with the role of cultural expectations in Q:omc:.x_:m
what is seen. We are all familiar with line drawings that can be seen as either
a duck or a rabbit, or as cither the top or bottom of a set of steps. IQn.Eo
visual experience changes, although the drawing stays the same, and ::,.z 18
taken to raise the possibility of fundamental disagreements over the meaning
of the same scene (Hanson, 1969; Kuhn, 1970). Cultural nxvnﬁm:o:.m are
shown to operate in contexts where, for example, vnov_‘o quickly :.m<o to iden-
tify playing cards from a pack in which the colour of the ace of spades :mm
heen changed to red. The tendency is to report the ace of m.vm..a.om as black in
line with expectations. The lesson, and the nqo.c_o:d for empiricism, is that we
may see what we expect rather than just what is 520. o
['hese are rather artificial examples and their relation to actual mc_oz.::c
practice is open to question. Practices of observation in the sorts o_, scttings
t scientists actually work in are much more complex than these simple, 1so-
lated visual exposures imply (for example, Goodwin, _ccm“. Lynch and
Woolgar, 1990; Knorr Cetina and Aman, 1990). For example, Michael Lynch
{1994) notes the way in astronomy the term observation serves as a rather
loose device for collecting together a range of actions such as setting up the
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position of a telescope, connecting a particular sensor to it, building up pat-
terns of dots on an oscilloscope, converting a series of these into a chart and
then gaining the support of colleagues over a particular interpretation. Unlike
the snap judgement made of a single projected image, observation is ‘tempo-
rally extended, socially and equipmentally distributed, and contingently fated’
(1994: 138). Nevertheless, the sorts of psychological examples used by Kuhn
and others worked as powerful rhetorical counters to the idea that what is
seen is determined by the object, or even its image on the retina.

The problem with the idea that perception provides a firm and unprob-
lematic foundation for knowledge becomes more apparent when we consider
that, whatever the images on scientists’ retinas, when observations enter the
currency of science they do so in terms of utterances or some form of written
discourse. Even at its simplest this involves some form of categorization; it is
not just seeing what is before the eyes but seeing it as something; not just a
particular colour sensation but a descriptive choice: red, brown with golden
speckles, or whatever. And in science, as with ‘common sense’, our categories
are not some neutral and abstract set of descriptive pigeon-holes; they are
derived from theories and broad cosmologies. Philosophers such as Mary
Hessc (1974) have argued that scientists work with descriptive terms - mass,
mitochondria. muscle fibre - that presuppose a whole set of theoretical
assumptions: and if we try to unpack these assumptions, and ground them in
terms of other observations, these too are theory dependent (see Chalmers,
1992; Mulkay, 1979, for useful summaries of these arguments).

In addition to this range of problems with observation there is another
issue which is increasingly apparent with modern science. Much of the time
scientific ‘observations’ (and, as | have noted, this term starts to become
increasingly misleading) are dependent on intricate recording apparatus such
as clectron microscopes, oscilloscopes and bubble chambers whose workings
arc themselves dependent on a range of elaborate theories which arce presup-
poscd in every observation (Feyerabend, 1975). Take Karin Knorr Cetina’s
(1996) ethnographic study of the use of a particle detector in high energy col-
lider experiments at CERN. The detector is immensely complex., and the
physicists spend much more of their time trying to make sense of its behav-
iour than they do looking for the hypothesized and almost unimaginably
small particles that are their rescarch topic. They run the huge equipment
over and over again to find out about its blemishes and idiosyncrasies. The
term ohservation here stands only in the loosest relation to rescarch practices
in this community.

The Web of Belief

Another facet of this critique of empiricism considers the way scientific state-
ments or beliets are connected together in a network. In the carly part of the
twenticth century the philosopher of science Pierre Duhem argued that sci-
entific claims were never evaluated purely in relation to the findings of
particular experiments. Instead, claims are evaluated by considering a whole
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range of issues, including experimental findings, theories, ideas about method,
statistics and so on (Duhem, 1962). For example, if a finding is consistent
with a well-established body of theory, it is more likely to be accepted without
discussion than if it is thought to contradict an established theory. An ‘obser-
vation’ of *dark matter’ in space is more likely to be rigorously repeated if it
is seen as contradicting basic postulates of modern astrophysics; astronomers
will search for alternative interpretations that sustain the coherence of their
general account of the universe. In contrast, an observation that meshes with
a large body of theory may be accepted with relatively little discussion.

In the 1950s, the American philosopher Willard van Orman Quine dével-
oped Duhem’s ideas about the interconnection of beliefs and the role of
experience into a famous metaphor, often elaborated as the Quine Duhem
thesis (1961 sce also Hesse, 1974; Quine and Ullian, 1970). Quince suggested
that scientific belicfs should be regarded as stretched in a fabric, rather like
the skin of a drum. The fabric is pulled toward the edge of the drum by expe-
ricnce; however, this experience does not determine the organization of the
fabric, for it adjusts all the time to case tension. Sometimes adjustments arise
because of new observations pulling from the edge: at other times theoretical
developments lead to reorganization of the fabric.

The crucial, and radical, point of the metaphor is that no single scientific
observation will have a determinate effect on the web of belief. The impact of
observations will depend on the state of the fabric as a whole. This way of
understanding science suggests that there could never be a crucial experi-
menlt, a study which on its own definitively forced the choice between two
campeting theories: indeed historical work has suggested that experiments
commonly thought of as crucial arc often viewed in this way only some time
after the abandonment of the carlier theory (Collins and Pinch. 1993). The
general consequence is to undermine the idea that observation provides a
conclusive foundation for knowledge. At the same time 1t provides a novel
pragmatic emphasis on issucs like the coherence of one belief with others and
the overall simplicity of the system.

Conmmmity and Practice :

A final and somewhat tromie consequence of these philosophical reassess-
ments of science was an increasing recognition of the crucial role of scientific
community and practice. While sociologists were led away from concerns
with the content of scientific knowledge by Mertonian ideas. philosophers
were finding that their concerns led them to psychology and sociotogy. The
hest-known proponent of this view was the philosopher and historian
Thomas Kuhn (1970), whosce ideas can be uscefully seen as an extension of the
Ouine Duliem thesis. The notion of a web of beliels is a very abstract one.
Kubin's important modilication was Lo stress that such a network does not
hang i some abstract conceptual space, but is embodied in the knowledge
and practices of specific groups of scientists. Scientific beliefs are expressed in
debate and inseribed in scientific writing.
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If the network is going to be readjusted in the way Quine suggests, this will
involve groups of scientists changing their theoretical commitments. learning
new methods, abandoning favoured and laboriously acquired standard mod-
cls of problem solving (‘paradigms’) and so on. Kuhn argued, on the basis of
historical case studies, that instead of putting the network into a state of
minor but continual disruption, the community of scientists will carry on
doing ‘normal science’ in the face of anomalies and problems that arise from
research until at some point the whole system will be so stressed that it will be
forced to undergo radical readjustments. Only after this period of ‘revolu-
tionary science’ can the serenity of normal science return. Kuhn not only
claimed that science actually worked in this way, but also that it was sensible
lor it to do so.

Kuhn’s community-based model of science was not the only one devel-
oped by philosophers. For example, Imre Lakatos (1970) argued that the
central social unit for doing science is the ‘research programme': a developing
series of studies organized around a set of more of less basic theoretical
assumptions. Others, notably Karl Popper (1959), suggested that it is not the
soctal and intellectual organization of science which is important but the
manner in which scientists carry out their activities. For Popper, science is dis-
tinguished from non-science by the acrivity of trying critically to test
hypothescs and resisting the temptation to make continual ad hoc modifica-
tions to keep hypotheses going in the Face of counter-cvidence. For example,
he argued that scientists should not have postulated new but invisible planets
to keep Newtonian theory going in the face of seeming deviations in plan-
etary orbits from predictions. In fact. Popper was strongly critical of Kuhn's
suggestion that periods of ‘normal’, stable and unquestioning science are
necessary for its development; for him this was simply bad science (Popper,
1970).

This briel characterization ol developments in the philosophy of science
does scant justice to the complexity and richness of what has been one of the
most exciting areas of modern philosophy. Controversy continues, and there
are many in philosophy who would reject some or even all of the points
above. T have covered it in this way becausce it [its into the general narrative 1
am constructing about facts in two ways.

First, it is intended to show the way that even philosophers, whose basic
concern has been the justification of the unique status of scientific facts. have
raised fundamental problems for simple storybook models of science and its
development. The simplicity of empiricism  the lone contemplative scientist
and the world ready for inspection  is compromised by observations blurring
into theories, by theories being interconnected, and by the recognition of
how this is dependent on a community of scientists and their actions. The
value of this work doces not arise from a demonstration of how facts are war-
ranted  for it has left only a vague outline of how this is done - but from its
revelation of the limits of the classic empiricist story of science.

Second. this work shows how an abstract epistemological concern with
the relation between an observation statement and some part of reality has
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turned into a psychological and sociological concern with the role of expec-
tations. machineries and communal practices. Unlike the traditional
sociology of science, which effectively locked the content of _,:c,::.__ knowl-
edge away from the prying eyes of analysts, the new v_:_c.,,cn:,« of science was
an invitation to open the box and grapple with the specifics of scientific
knowledge. And. particularly in Britain where Mertonian theory had anyway
not been so well established. the invitation was accepted with relish.

Sociology of Scientific Knowledge

Modern sociology of scientific knowledge (or SSK, as it is widcly cw___oav 1s
characterized by a number of overlapping theoretical concerns, analytic meth-
ods and rescarch focuses. It is an arca of lively internal debate, quite apart
from sporadic controversies with more traditional woﬁo_om;?.::a n—:_c.mc-
phers of science (Bunge. 1992: Laudan, 1990) as well as with .mc_m::mz
themselves (Labinger, 1995: Wolpert, 1993). T will start by discussing 2~:Q
Collins’ work because it raises effectively many of the fundamental issues in
SSK. as well as providing some powerful examples of this position in analytic
practice.

The Empirical Refativist Progranune

The clearest way to introduce this work is through a contrast to the tradi-
tional sociology of science. which focused on the social conditions or norms
that enable the generation of true knowledge. and on the way ?:F.:_mq moem_
or psychological factors such as prejudices and personal ambitions _.ma to sci-
entific errors. For Harry Collins, the problem with this work is that it adopts
wientists” own distinctions between what is true and what is false and sets
itsell the twin problems of explaining how the errors came to be made z:.g
what the social conditions are which sustain the truth. His point was that this
traditional work legitimated any current status quo by presupposing the cor-
rectness of any current state of beliel. It assumes that what scientists take as
valid scientilic knowledge needs no social explanation. for it is adequately
accounted for by the nature of the narural phenomena that are being studied
(Collins 1981: Collins and Cox, 19706).

Collins argued that, if they are to avoid becoming public relations man-
apers for science. then social analysts need to adopt a relativist stance. Now
relativism is a complex and fiereely contested notion in the social sciences.
and one which is often treated as a straightforward term of abuse: someone
has “fallen into™ a relativist position: the “spectre of relativism™ has to be
avonded (Edwards et al.. 1995: Smith. 1988). Collins wanted to rescue the
notion from its theoretical dungeon.

Collins proposed that a form of methodological relativism is crucial for
SSK. That is, scientists claims about what is true and false should not be taken
as the start point for analysis but should become a topic of analysis in :,,r.‘:.
own right. One of the most striking consequences of approaching scientific
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knowledge from a stance of methodological relativism is that it immediately
frees up the whole scientific ficld for study. The social analyst is no longer
restricted to picking up the scraps rejected from the scientific table as false
beliefs or having to be content with routine studies of its organizational psy-
chology. Furthermore, the analyst no longer has to sort out the scientific
issues in a more definitive manner than the scientists themselves. In fact, what
might have seemed at first sight to be an unnecessary and even rather eccentric
start point for social research quickly comes to seem sensible and, indeed.,
indispensable. The value of methodological relativism immediately becomes
apparent as we concentrate on the sorts of tangles that we can easily get into
as we attempt to make unproblematic judgements about scientific truth and
falsity. Itis worth briefly noting some of these difTiculties before we proceed.

In many of the most exciting arcas of contemporary science there is no con-
sensus over what is correct or not; instead there is heated controversy. Indeed,
itis often the controversy that generates the excitement. There are also large
scientific fields in which there is apparent consensus over matters of truth and
falsity. Yet even here the analyst often does not have to look too hard to find
an appreciable number of dissenting voices. Furthermore, the content of the
consensual view may be varied: that is, scientists may espouse the ‘same’ the-
ory. but what they mean by that theory may be radically different (Gilbert
and Mulkay. 1984; Latour, 1987). Morcover, if we take a longer historical per-
spective, many scientific claims which are widely accepted at one time have
later been drastically revised or entirely abandoned (Feyerabend, 1975; Kuhn,
1970). Sometimes the process has happened in reverse; initially ridiculed
ideas become accepted.

Collins has focused much of his rescarch on scientific ficlds in which there
1s ongoing controversy. ‘This has (wo benefits. IFirst, in controversies the rules
and competencies that underlice science are thrown into question and may
thus be explicitly formulated in ways rare in more consensual areas. That is.
the rescarcher can use the controversy to bring into the open what is clse-
where often tacit. Second, the researcher is better able to maintain the
relativistic stance of indifference to the way things ‘really are” because this is
preciscly what is in dispute.

The advantage of controversies is underlined by the use of a powerful anal-
ogy. which has implications for the analysis of fact production more generally.
Collins (1985) suggested that when we deal with scientific knowledge it is
often like studying the sorts of traditional ships in bottles that sailors make.
Alter all the glue has dried and the strings have been cut they seem almost
magical. There is no casy way of seeing how they came to be made. The
advantage of looking at controversies, according to Collins, is that they are
situations where we might be able to catch a glimpse of the glue being inserted
and the strings being pulled.

Collins suggests that there are three stages to providing a sociological
account of a controversy (Collins, 1983a). The first stage involves document-
ing the flexible ways in which experimental results can be interpreted. How
can particular findings be made out as supporting a theory or not? How can
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a replication be constructed as confirming a finding or dismissed as incom-
petent? Such flexibility is just what is to be expected in the light of the
Quine Duhem thesis which stresses that the findings of an individual exper-
iment will be judged against bodies of theory as a whole. There are all sorts
of ways in which tensions in the network introduced by novel findings can be
reduced.

The second stage focuses on the way this open-endedness is dealt with so
that one particular outcome results. How, ultimately, is the controversy set-
tled? Here Collins departs from the Quine-Duhem view. Recent versions of
the Quine-Duhem thesis (Hesse, 1980; Knorr Cetina, 1982a; cf. Kuhn, 1977)
suggest that although there may be varied responses to the findings of indi-
vidual experiments, there can be an orderly and rational response to
accumulations of findings from a range of studies. This response depends on
the application of general criteria which encourage the network to change in
ways that emphasize coherence, say, or simplicity. However, for Collins the
flexibility in dealing with research results combined with the holistic nature of
scientific belief systems provides an opportunity for a variety of rhetorical
devices and techniques of persuasion to be used. The debate is not closed by
these rational considerations but by the sorts of strategics that might be used
to sell a political programme to an clectorate,

The third stage of the programme is much less developed in Collins’ work.
It concerns the attempt to relate the closure of controversies to wider social
and political structures in socicty. I will return to this theme later in the chap-
ter. when examining another tradition in sociology of scientific knowledge
which has tried to relate the choice of theories and development of contro-
versies Lo scientists” group allegiances and, ultimately, the broader societal
context. For the moment it will be uscful to move away from these rather
abstract and programmatic claims and illustrate what they add up to when
Collins researches a specific controversy. There are a number of case studies
ol controversies that have been carried out within this framework (lor ex-
ample, Collins and Pinch, 1982; Pickering, 1981; Pinch, 1986): I will concentrate
on one ol Colling” own studies which is well known and well respected and
concerns a dispute over the detection of gravitational radiation (Collins, 1975,

1981, 1985).

Cravitational Radiation and the Sociology of Fucts

One prediction adduced from Einstein's theory of relativity is that gravity
ought to be detectable as a form ol radiation. The movements of large objects
should create a flux or discharge of this radiation. The problem for
researchers is that this flux is almost unimaginably weak, making detection an
evceptionally ddficult task. Hlowever, massive galactic events such as explod-
mg stars should generate quantities of radiation that might be detectable on
the Farth. In 1969 the American physicist Joseph Weber claimed to have
heen the first person to detect it Put very simply, he had hung up a very large
Alumumum har i a sealed chamber and measured minute vibrations using
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strain gauges. The bar is like a stick floating at the edge of a pond; if there is
a big splash near the middle of the pond it should bob up and down.

Following Weber's claim, a number of other groups of scientists attempted
to find gravitational radiation using similar apparatus. None of them found
success. Collins examined the published papers and disputes between these
scientists as well as interviewing a number of the key figures. Much of his
argument was directed against what might be called the orthodox scientific
interpretation of what went on namely, that a number of studies had tried
and failed to replicate the original. and thus the original was mistaken.
Collins raised two difficulties with this orthodox view.

First. in practice what was described as ‘repeating the experiment’ did not
involve using precisely the same apparatus and measurement techniques as
Weber's original. So-called replications generally attempt to improve on the
original apparatus, or address its potential shortcomings; there is often no
profit for the rescarcher in doing a mere duplication. In fact. scientists often
move between two different ways of characterizing a replication. When con-
sidering its methodological role in demonstrating the trustworthiness (or not)
of some findings they often characterize the replication as a mere duplication:
but clsewhere they may emphasize its novelty or sophistication when com-
pared with the original (see also Ashmore, 1988; Mulkay. 1985).

Collins™ study raised a second and more fundamental problem with the
orthodox account of replication. For it turned out that there was a lack of
agreement over what counted as a competently conducted experiment.
Collins documented a range of ‘extra-scientific considerations’ which were
drawn on as evidence of scientific competence or lack of it. It could be the
personality and intelligence of the experimenters, a previous history of fail-
ures, the prestige of their home university, and so on. He notes that these
Judgements seem also to be closely related to the scientists™ prior beliefs about
the existence of gravity waves. Thus scientists who helieved in measurable
gravity waves tended to treat replications claiming to find them as comperent
and rephcations failing to find them as incompetent. Mirroring this, those sci-
entists who did not believe gravity waves were measurable thought that the
rephications which did not tind them were competent, while those which did
lind them were incompetent. In this situation the status of replications does
not stand outside the controversy in a way that can neutrally close it down in
one way or another: rather, the controversy extends to the status of replica-
tions.

Collins concluded that the best way to understand what was going on was
not to think of it in terms of simple attempts to replicate but as a negotiation
about what counts as a competent experiment in the field. Rather than repli-
cation being an arbiter of dispute, it becomes a focus of dispute in its own
right. And as judgements of the competence of experiments were bound up
with judgements about the nature of gravitational radiation, in effect the
experiments were negotiations about the nature of the phenomena. Collins
expressed this perspective on replication in gravity-wave rescarch in the fol-
lowing manner:

—————
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the most fruitful way of interpreting the activity of scientists . . . is not as N_:.Q.:.Em
to competently replicate, or competently test . . . findings, but rather as negotiations
about the meaning of a competent experiment in the field. Ipso-fucto, they are nego-
tiating the character of gravitational radiation and building the n:_::w o_,;:_m: v.m:
of science which may become known as “gravitational wave observation” (€ ollins,
1975: 216).

This element of the rescarch can be scen as part of the first stage E, the
empirical programme which demonstrates the potential flexibility in the
interpretation of experimental findings.

In a later part of the study, Collins (1981, 1985) went on 6 the second stage
of the programme and tried to show how particular strategies ._::_ been :mo.a
to close the controversy down to the point where it was essentially dead. I._m
crucial sociological point was that there were no purely rational or .,.K.\.q:.:..\?
reasons that compelled gravity-wave scientists to disbelieve Weber's c_m:dm.
The incredibility of these claims had to be socially produced by the use of a
range of different rhetorical strategics. o

According to Collins, the critical actor in the controversy was a .,,r._c_:_ﬁ he
called Quest (the pseudonym is to protect his anonymity). Quest was instru-
mental in closing down the controversy. However, this was not because .2.:#.
technical merit of his work. or the novelty of his evidence, or the wcv_:w:nm..
tion of his experimental design: rather, it was because Quest ace‘o.ﬁca _:_jwn:.
to a high-profile campaign. using skilful rhetorical presentations in dcwr sci-
entific and more popular outlets. Collins quotes different scientists in the
ficld in support of this interpretation of the effect of Quest’s work.

1 ... as far as the scientific community in general is concerned. it's probably
Quest's publication that generally clinched the attitude. But in fact the exper-
iment they did was trivial it was a tiny thing ... but the thing was the way

they wrote it up. . ..

vity so T would have thought he would have

(%)

Quest had considerably less so .
made less impact than anyone, but he talked touder than anyone and he did a
very nice job of analysing his data.

Vo jQuests paper] was very clever because its analysis was actually very c::i:.r,.
ing to other people. and that was the first time that anyone had worked out in
a simple way just what the thermal noise from the bar should be. .. Tt was
done in a very clear manner, and they sort of convinced everybody.

(ANl from Collins, 1985:92)

Collins” general conclusion is that, although there were a variety :_., ::.&:m,f.
and studies that went against Weber, it was not these that were crucial: it was
the manner in which they were marshalled by a particular scientist. Quest,
Alongside his own work. in such a way that they appeared to settle unam-
_,_E_H:;Z the non-existence of measurable gravity waves. With the campaign
o ,.,:?.3.,.. the controversy was cifectively over, pushed out of the market .:.:F.
mipht say) like a weak brand in the face of a sustained bout of television
advertising from a stronger competitor.
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Collins, Relativism and Facts

At this juncture it is useful for us to take stock of what is valuable in Collins
approach in order to consider how far it could provide the basis for a more
gencral account of fact making. There are two important features of this
work which T will carry forward throughout this book. The first is the stance
o' methodological relativism. Collins does not start from the assumption
that Weber’s research is flawed or that his critics were misguided. The empir-
ical programme of relativism is intended to be indifferent to both of these
possibilitics. When he considers the success of Quest and failure of Weber, he
is not wanting to argue that this is because Quest is, in fact, right or, indeed.
that Webcr is wrong. The alternative to methodological relativism would be to
assume a knowledge of astrophysics greater than the participants (a tempting
but unlikely claim!) or simply to treat the beliefs of whoever is currently suc-
cesstul as right. That would mean that the social analyst would be forever
providing a sociological gloss on the current scientific status quo: that is, they
would be repeating the Mertonian sociology of error discussed above.

The second feature of Collins™ approach I want to emphasize and support
is his more general emphasis on deriving conclusions from a detailed analy-
sis of specific fact-making practices. He is avoiding the theoretical or
conceptual stipulations that are present in much philosophy of science along
with much of the sociology of knowledge tradition (for a uscful discussion of
that tradition, see Dant, 1991). Such stipulations may be usetul il the enter-
p is the normative one of specilying what should count as a good fact: il
however, the concern is with what participants count as lactual in particular
socil settings, and how their versions are warranted, then a strongly analytic
stance will be indispensable. Throughout this book 1 will emphasize the
virtues of understanding fact construction through considering actual cases.

Both methodological refativism and the analytic focus are very important.
However, Collins” work raises some equally interesting but much more prob-
lematic issues (see also Ashmore, 1989; Mulkay et al., 1983). It is worth
spending time on them as they have implications for how my argument will
continue. Fwill take three arcas of difficulty in turn: Collins™ use ol a realist
perspective to understand the social world: the leaking away of his relativism
in analytic practice; his treatment of accounts of rhetoric as non-rhetorical.
To address these points we will need to become more and more entangled in
some of the rich but complex detail involved in the study of fact making. In
lact. we can start to see that much of the descriptive language that we have
used up to now in talking about science is far from neutral in its implication
about whatis going on.

The Problem of Social Realisni Collins adopts a realist stance when con-
ceptualizing the activities and beliefs of scientists. His scientific world is
furnished with individual scientists; these scientists have specific beliefs and
are organized into collectivitics within which there are controversies with
sides: they may be persuaded by rhetorie or by evidence: and a controversy
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¢an be up and running or closed down. Collins is treating science as you
might a car engine: here is the distributor, over there the spark plugs, <.<:c:
the pistons move they turn the crankshaft, and so on. Thus Collins takes issue
with the stories that scientists tetl about gravity waves. the quality of experi-
ments, and more generally how science progresses: yet, at the same time, heis
accepting their general common-sense understanding of the relevant cate-
gories. objects and processes. .

This is an important point, so it is worth spelling out carefully s.\r.& is
being suggested. Take categories of scientists. for example. It is possible to
take a category such as ‘gravity-wave scientists’ as a neutral descriptive term
that colleets together all the scientists who actually work on gravity waves.
That would be to treat the category realistically. However. the category can
also be treated as a construction: that is. as a category that different scientists
use with different boundaries. say, and as part of different activitics. Some
versions of the category may be widely accepted, while others may be fiercely
contested.

There are numerous theoretical reasons for questioning the kind of social
realism Collins uses. some of which derive from traditions of social analysis
that we will cover in later chapters (such as cthnomethodology and decon-
struction). But for the moment 1 will focus on the analytic problems that
confront Collins in his attempt to produce a unitary and realist version of
what is happening in the social worlds of *gravity-wave scientists’.

To understand these problems better it is necessary briefly to consider
Collins” analytic method. Although the gravity-wave study was conducted
mainly through two major interview tours, along with extensive reading of .::u
pravity-wave literature, Collins characterizes what he is doing as ﬁ_c<c_..5_=m
his participant comprehension of the field (Collins, 1983b). That is. he is not
treating his interviews simply as a means of finding out what is going on in
the lield: instead he is using them as a setting in which to develop his partic-
ipants” understanding of what is involved in gravity physies. He learns what s
involved in being a member of this community, albeit somewhat vicariously.
and then uses this developing understanding to guide his analysis. This means
that when he presents extracts from interviews they are not meant to be the
data on which the analysis is based but an exemplification of his participants’
understanding. Given that they are meant to be ideal cases. is it possible to re-
read them in a way that reveals a different story? That is. is it possible to

trouble Collins” realist story? T want to argue that it is.

When we start 1o took forit, it is not hard to find considerable variability
i the way events, people and developments in the gravity-wave ficld are con-
structed by the participants. For example. I quoted above some participants
who present Quest as having been effective in closing down the controversy:
others characterized their response to Quest very differently:

4 [Quest and his group| are so obnoxious, and so firm in their belief. that only
theiv approach is the right one and that everyone else is wrong, that T immedi-
ately discount their veracity on the basis of self delusion. (Collins, 1981: 47)
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Variability of this kind is profoundly troubling for the kind of realist story
Collins is telling. It poses the question of how Collins decided on his partic-
ular version of Quest’s effectiveness, or on his version of what is happening in
the field more generally. To construct his realist account in the face of vari-
ability of this kind Collins is forced into selectively reifying (reading as
literally true) some accounts and ironizing (treating as mistakes, lies or
rhetoric) other accounts. I will discuss these two terms in more detail in
Chapter 4. Collins was led to work in this way by the demands of producing
a realist version from the competing and fragmentary texts at his disposal.
This also leads him into difficulties sustaining his relativist stance.

The Problem of Relativism Leakage  Although the relativist position allows
Collins to be disinterested in the truth or otherwise of scientists’ utterances
about the natural world, his need to provide a definitive version of what is
going on in the social world forces him to make exactly such judgements
concerning scientists” utterances about the social world. The difficulty with
this is in keeping the two sorts of judgements separate. For example, Collins
claimed that the technical arguments against Weber's experiments were not
sulficient to end the controversy it had to be finished off rhetorically.
However, this appears to be moving beyond a mere judgement about what is
happening in the field socially towards the provision of a definitive version of
the adequacy of particular experiments. Indeed. it is the sort of version that
Weber could use in detence of his position: he might say: ‘They have not
shown me to be wrong scientifically: I am a victim of a political vendetta.’

‘The particulir concern with the way relativist analysis may favour one
party i a dispute has been developed by Brian Martin, Evelleen Richards
and Pam Scott (1991). They give examples of the way relativist studies of sci-
cntific controversies  for example. over the value of vitamin C in cancer
treatment  can be treated as asymmetrical by the participants. As studies of
this kind are showing the flexibility in the interpretation of experimental
findings. and the rhetorical means through which disputes are closed down,
they can be drawn on by the participants on the weaker side in the contro-
versy 1o help ceriticize the stronger side. The demonstration of the social
contingency of an argument is more troubling for an argument that has been
established as solid and rationally justified than for one that has been widely
treated as unreliable and inadequately justified. Martin et al. (1991) refer to
the phenomena of participants in a controversy taking over SSK arguments
within the controversy as capruring.

The point I am making is shightly diftferent from that of Martin et al.; it is
not that Collins” work has been captured by participants but that it is
mevitably ivolved in making judgements about the content of science,
because these are inseparablie from judgements about what is happening
socially. Accepting evaluations of the relative worth of sets of experiments (for
instance, that Quest’s rescarch was trivial but rhetorically effective) amounts
to the same thing as evaluating the relative worth of different versions of the
natural world. To paraphrase Collins’ own conclusion about replication:
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negotiations about the value (rhetorical or genuine) of a particular experi-
ment are, ipso facto, ncgotiations about the character of gravitational
radiation.

The Problem of Non-rhetorical Rhetoric  The final issue is with the way
Collins uses the notion of rhetoric. Rhetoric is central to his account because
it provides closure to controversies; without it the indeterminate nature of
experimental findings would allow the controversy to drift on and on. Yet
although rhetoric is one of his major concepts for understanding social life, he
does not explore its senses or develop an elaborate theoretical account of the
notion. When he provides examples of rhetoric they are often in the form of
rhetoric attributions. That is, he gives examples of people claiming that such
and such an experiment or publication had its eflect through rhetoric  but
takes the claims themselves as non-rhetorical. Michael Billig (1989) has sug-
gested that rhetoric attributions of this kind are themselves a powerful
rhetoric.

[ will be devoting more space in later chapters to the role of rhetoric in
social analysis. For the moment let me start with a preliminary. but useful,
definition of rhetoric as discourse used o bolster particular versions of the
world and to protect them from criticism. Using this notion, et us look again
at the extracts (1 3 above) which Collins uses to illustrate his claim that it was
Quest’s rhetoric that was crucial in finishing the gravity-wave controversy
rather than the intrinsic quality of his rescarch findings.

Ih ... as far as the scientific community in general is concerned, it's probably
Quests publicition that generally clinched the attitude. Butin lact the exper-
iment they did was trivial it was a tiny thing - but the thing was the way
they wrote it up. . ..

2b  Quest had considerably less sensitivity so | would have thought he would
have made less impact than anyone, but he tatked louder than asiyone and he
did a very nice job ol analysing his data.

b [Quest’s paper] was very clever because its analysis was actually very con-
vincing to other people, and that was the first time that anyone had worked
out in a simple way just what the thermal noise from the bar should be. .. . It
was donc in a very clear manner. and they sort of convinced everybody.

(Al from Collins, 1985:92)

In cach of these extracts we see the speaker focusing on the effect of Quest’s
work on orfier scientists. These scientists do not characterize themselves as
taken in by what they see as the work’s style: indeed. they are keen to praise
Quest's clarity, his very nice job of data analysis and his novel problem solu-
non. We therefore have to take on trust that these speakers can give an
accnrate account, not only ol the mluence of Quest’s work on i large number
ol ather scientists, but also exactly what feature of the papers was responsible
for the influence. The irony in Collins” analysis, then, is that he is clevating
thetoric o a position as the crucial lubricant for controversy closure  yet he
is treating the accounts which supposedly show this as non-rhetorical.
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This discussion has taken us some way from central features of Collins’
Empirical Programme of Relativism. However, its value is in introducing
issues which will appear repeatedly in different guises in the course of work on
fact construction. If we think back to the use of a car engine as a metaphor
for the social world of science, we can now be clear just how limited it is.
Rather than there being carburettors, plugs and so on which are simply there
to study (or so the garage tells us!), we would need to treat these things as con-
structions. The social world of science is produced in the talk and writing of
the different scientists. And the production is very much a part of the business
at hand. Weber can use the sort of construction that Collins has worked up as
part of his defence that his research was undermined by rhetoric rather than
proper scientific argument; Quest can characterize his arguments as effective
because they so clearly show Weber’s flaws. From this perspective it makes
sense for us as analysts to treat hoth gravity waves and social processes equally
as constructions.,

Oh, and there is another construction here, of course. 1t would be very odd,
to say the least. for me to expend this effort in showing some of the difficul-
ties of Collins™ mixture of realism and constructionism, and then to repeat
them precisely in my own text. My version of Collins’ work is a story put
together for the purposes of this text, it is designed to make a particular
argument. Collins, the Empirical Programme of Relativism, philosophy of sci-
ence all these things are simplifying and clarifying categories that allow me
to build a story. That is not to say that the story is wrong or untrue or inac-
curate - for those judgements presuppose that there is a definitive *Collins’, a
definttive philosophy. and so on that this account could be compared with. It
is a story that works here.

For the rest of this chapter I will discuss, rather more briefly, two of the
main contemporary alternatives (o the Empirical Programme of Relativism:
constructionism and interest theory. As well as being important players in
contemporary SSK._ they will allow us to address further central issues that
are involved in the study of lact construction.

Constructionist and Interest Theories of Scientific Fact Making

These two approaches to the sociology of scientific knowledge have their
own distinctive features; yet they share with Collins” work a rejection of the
principal assumptions of traditional Mertonian sociology of science. They
reject the view that a set of broad social norms will ensure the production of
true knowledge, as well as the idea that the task of the social analyst is to
account only for scientific errors, Constructionist work will be considered
first. This is best exemplified by the work of Karin Knorr Cetina (1981, 1996)
and that of Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar (1986). While Collins’ research
1s bascd largely on interview studies (although, as 1 have indicated, he gives
them an ethnographic spin), Knorr Cetina and Latour and Woolgar derived
their conclusions mainly from cthnographic studies performed in laboratories
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involved in biochemistry and high energy physics. As Knorr Cetina put it,
ethnography ‘furnished the optics for viewing the process of _Soi_nam.m pro-
duction as “constructive” rather than descriptive; in other words, for viewing
it as constitutive of the reality knowledge was said to “represent™ :ocmm”
141). Such studics involved spending time with scientists watching their
actions at the lab bench. sitting with them at their workstations as they
analyse data, and trying to make sense of what is going on in much the same
way that an anthropologist might make sensc of an cxotic culture. _:.ﬁ_moa. it
is hard to think of a culture more cxotic than the high-cnergy physicists at
CERN with their vast detection machines and extraordinary cosmologies.

The Construction of Knowledge

The term ‘constructionism’ is used with a number of distinct and mo_:m:::..,w
contradictory shades of meaning across the social sciences and even E:::«
SSK itself. I have already briefly introduced the phenomenological variety of
constructionism of Berger and Luckmann (1966), which was concerned with
the life world of individuals; how a person's experience takes the form of
solid and enduring entities and structures. In SSK a constructionist mngowor
is typically contrasted to a descriptive approach. In this case s\:ﬁ is being
stressed is a contrast to parts of the standard or storybook view which treats
scienee as producing increasingly accurate and powerful descriptions of an
external reality. Knorr Cetina expressed this contrast as follows:

Rather than view empirical observation as questions put to nature in a language she
understands, we will take all references to the “constitutive’ role of science seriously,
and regard scientific inquiry as a process ol production. x::_c._‘ than considering
scientific produets as somehow capturing what is, we will r.::.f..z_c_, them as selee-
tively carved ont, transtormed and constracted from whatever is. \,/_:_ rather ::_,:
examine the external relations between scicnce and the “nature” we are told i
deseribes. we will look at those internal aftairs of scientific enterprise which we take
o be constructive. (19811, emphasis i original)

In opposition to the standard view, Knorr Cetina and E:nqw in this :.._»::,.5
have suggested that the products of science are fabricated qu:m_.g moa_m:
mteraction between specific individuals in accordance with ad hoc eriteria in
wiosyneratic circumstances that are dealt with in an opportunistic manner.
Much ol a researcher’s time will be occupied with “tinkering’; that is, using the
local resources  apparatus, raw materials, available skills - to ‘make things
work". where the criteria of something ‘working” will itsell have been devel-
oped. The analytic studies in this arca have concentrated on documenting the
rale of these different constructive activities in fact production.

Fhis perspective has two related consequences for how epistemology is
understood in practice; that is, for the status of scientilic knowledge. On #._F.
one hand. the argument is that there is nothing cpistemologically special
ahont scientific work. Scientific knowledge production does not have prin-
apled differences rom knowledge in legal or o<n_.<g:.< zi::mz.. 422
surprisingly, this is a claim that has not always been taken in good spirit by
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practising scientists (for example, Wolpert, 1993). Knorr Cetina quotes
Richard Rorty’s provocative formulation: “no interesting epistemological
difference” could be identified between the pursuit of knowledge and the
pursuit of power’ (1995a: 151). On the other hand, the argument breaks up
the supposed uniformity of scientific practices. Rather than science being
characterized by a small set of methods that are followed, whether in bio-
chemistry. astronomy or sociology. constructionists have stressed that
scientific disciplines and sub-disciplines operate with a disparate set of epis-
temic cultures. For example, molecular biologists and high-energy physicists
work with strikingly different notions of the empirical: compare the hypo-
thetical events in the particle collider which may be reconstructed within
several concurrently available theoretical systems and the search for change in
bacteria growth on a high-protein culture in a petri dish (Knorr Cetina.
1995b).

Constructionists also emphasize the importance of negotiation in the mak-
ing of scientific knowledge. Again. the point here is generally to build a
contrast with the storybook view that scientists’ decisions are governed in a
mechanical or simple manner by the outcome of experiments, observations,
replications and so on. Just as Collins argued that what counts as a competent
replication should be seen as a product of negotiation, so various construc-
tionist rescarchers have shown that a wide range of features of scientific life
do not have universal determinate meanings, but are subject to processes of
negotiation and interaction. For example, Michacl Lynch (1985) has studied
the interactions taking place where neuroscientists decide whether observa-
tions made by microscope are genuine phenomena or really artefactual. These
interactions are not merely an adjunct to the decisions, but are part of the
constitution of their nature. ,

Exactly what is being suggested about the nature of knowledge and truth
by workers in this perspective is not always clear. For example, at times Knorr
Cetina (for example, 1982b) has characterized her work as complementary to
that of Collins; yet at other points she has distanced herself from his work,
and seems to be more interested in following up the sociological implica-
tions of accepting the Quine Duhem thesis (Knorr Cetina, 1982a). Although
she has adopted the methodological relativism which is widespread in SSK
she did not follow Collins in hypothesizing that the *natural world’ makes no
difference to science. As she puts it, *facts are not made by pronouncing them
to be facts but by being intricately constructed against the resistances of the
natural (and social!) order’ (1995b: 148, emphasis added). For her, the natural
world is an emergent product of laboratory practices, but this does not mean
that these practices are not revealing high quality, powerful or at least useful
knowledge in some not quite precisely specified sense.

Whatever the detailed cpistemological differences between an empirical
relativist and a constructionist position, their difference in research empha-
sis is reasonably clear. While empirical relativists have looked mainly at
controversies, constructionists have concentrated on ‘unfinished knowledge’.
This has involved them approaching fact making through ethnographic and
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observational studies of scientists at work in laboratories. This emphasis
fits, of course, with the theoretical stress on the opportunistic, ud hoc, situ-
ated nature of knowledge manufacture. If scientific products are n_omo_.<
dependent on the contingencies of their location of production then that is
the sensible place in which to study them. The obscrver needs to be on .:E
spot because that is where knowledge is actually manufactured. This is a
contrast to Collins who. in his work on controversies, sees the end of a con-
troversy as the moment when a fact is finally stabilized: that ,m..s;._o: the _.:.ﬁ
strings are puiled out of the bottle, the glue is set and the ship is m::am:m
magically. Knorr Cetina sees facts as fabricated through anoncam taking
place somewhere within the laboratory; while the controversy is merely the
place in which they are later argued over. rationalized. and accepted or
rejected. . .
We have already noted that Collins is rather vague in his use of notions
such as rhetoric and negotiation in the outcome of controversies. There are
often similar ambiguities over the exact explanatory role of some of the fea-
tures constructionists emphasize when studying the production of specific
facts in laboratorics. As Knorr Cetina herself notes, the notion of negotiation
is used with a range of different inflections and the precise UBonac.Em at
work in any situation are not always well specified. Part of the problem is that
constructionists. like Collins, are often attempting to produce a unitary. real-
ist version of how facts are manufactured out of idiosyncratic local resources:
and as such they are subject to the same problems that we aoS_Bo‘:Sa m_uo.<o
with respect to Collins. In particular, constructionists arc forced into a mix-
turc of ironizing and reifying accounts as they produce a singular realist
narrative, and this means that they have not always attended carefully to the
rhetorical orientation of scientists” accounts. This is not to claim that the gen-
cral perspective, or individual studies done 5::.: it, have not made
mportant contributions to understanding fact making. Far ?33 it. The
work of Latour, Woolgar and Knorr Cetina has provided a powerlul alter-
native to the accounts of science given by traditional philosophers and
historians. Morcover, the general perspective | will be using in this book 1s a
variant of constructionism. To end the chapter, let us now turn to the final
SSK perspective concerned with social interests.

Lhe Theory of Social Interests

I he best-known researchers in this tradition are Barry Barnes (1977, 1982),
David Bloor (1982, 1991) and Steven Shapin (1982; Shapin and Schaffer,
1985). These and others have tried to explain the content of scientific knowl-
cdpe in terms of various kinds of interests. Put simply, perhaps :.::S .50
simply, these rescarchers suggested that scientists are making certain m_:__:.f.
about reality because it is in their interest to make those claims. Some of :.F.zc
mterests may be a product of the local disciplinary context in which a scien-
st works  scientists may have an interest in getting their work published. ﬂoq
example, as this will further their carcers. And studies of scientific practice
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which are concerned with interests of this type (for example, Pickering, 1984)
overlap to a considerable extent with those in the empirical relativist and
constructionist traditions. What is distinctive and provocative in the theory of
social interest is the emphasis it places on the role of scientists’ background
culture and broader social allegiances  their group memberships and politi-
cal viewpoints. And it is this aspect of the approach which 1 will concentrate
on here.

The Quine: Duhem thesis has again proved a useful reference point for
interest theorists (Barnes, 1982), although they refer to ‘Hesse nets’ in recog-
nition of the important development of these ideas by the philosopher Mary
Hesse (1980). As I noted carlier in the chapter, the Quine Duhem thesis sug-
gests we regard scientific beliefs as lying in an extensive interconnected
network or web of belief. Although observations provide a boundary condi-
tion for this network. no individual observation has a determinate effect
because of the interconnected nature of the network. Any particular belief
statement may thus be retained in the face of a contradictory observation
statement by making a readjustment somewhere clse in the network: by mod-
ifying or abandoning a theory, say. or even in the extreme case a logical law
(Quine, 1961).

One important consequence of the Quine Duhem model, which I have
not stressed so far, is that there will be a strongly conventional aspect to sci-
entific judgement. When a novel observation or theoretical statement is
mtroduced into the network there are a riange of different ways in which
adjustments could be made. The adjustments that are actually made will be
dependent on some general notions about what sort of transformations in the
network are acceptable. Interest theorists have argued that such general
notions themselves are neither a product of *observation® nor ‘pure reason’
(Barnes, T981). In his original article Quine talked rather vaguely ol the net-
work tending towards “simplicity” and ‘conservatism'. Interest theorists have
suggested that such general notions are not sufficient to force determinate
choices between theories: they have to be supplemented by the operation of
social interests. They will modify their networks in ways that serve their inter-
ests and they will also use their interests as standards against which to
evaluate extensions of the network (Pickering, 1992: 4).

From this perspective certain scientific laws or theories will be retained,
perhaps in the face of what some scientists would see as contradictory evi-
dence. because of their pereeived use in Justifying social world views. That is.
the social background of a group of scientists may lead them to see a certain
conliguration of theory as appropriate because it fits in with their social
understanding. Interest theorists argue that this will result in homologies
between the structure of knowledge and the structure of socicty (Bloor, 1982).
Scientists will be literally rediscovering or redescribing the structure of their
soctety in their test-tubes and cloud chambers,

This is all rather abstract  let me try and flesh it out using a highly
regarded study of the relation of interests to scientific knowledge. Brian
Wynne (1979) tricd to demonstrate the crucial role of social intercsts in a
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debate about the nature of the ‘ether’ in late <mn~o.1m: times. Many mm:”o-
physicists in Victorian Britain believed in m:a existence of the m.:.or. an
invisible medium that filled space and explained a variety of physical and
astronomical phenomena. Wynne claims that the theory &2:2 im.m.n.u:_e.,\_:..
on by its proponents at Cambridge University as a part of a E:_.:_ A_d.fi,.:._..'...r_
to legitimate their own social ideals. Ether :EcQ S:.ncaa their general socia
and religious beliefs which stressed ‘the organic unity of knowledge, BQ.M.J
physical realism, and the unseen io:a., {Wynne, _o.qo” ._ 76). .;omw mo.n_w
beliefs opposed the fast-growing secular ideology of scientific :mEE__mq.: an
individualism which, according to Wynne, was a by-product o?:a:m:_m:‘mm-
tion and the increasing power of the bourgeois middie class. Thus there is a
two-way causal connection: ether theory was influenced by Eo.ﬂ_anq .mOnE_
concerns, and it was also used to effect those concerns. Put simply, it was
believed because of the ideology of its proponents, and these proponents
used the theory to justify that ideology. . .
Interest theory has made an important no::wg:.o,: to .mm_A and has stim-
ulated a number of fascinating case studics of scientific episodes. However. it
raises some of the same issues that we noted above 2::, respect to construc-
tionism and. in more detail, with respect to the empirical programme of
relativism (sce also Woolgar, 1981; Yearley. 1982). It qocqam.n_:w 4.«59:3
attempt to develop a realist version of a ?_:_c:_:q‘h:c:: of scientific s.\o:».,
indeed, itis even more ambitious, for not only docs it Qcﬁc:&. on producing it
realist account of scientific events, beliefs and groupings but it z_mw has ? Co-
ordinate this with a similarly definitive account ol the nature ol _x.:.:c.:r:.
social groupings, classes and their ideologics. Whether such a version is in
principle possible or not, in practice, 588% analysts are also _=<o_.<wa in
processes ol selective ironization and 3:‘_9__5.: as they :zmoEZ > an :rrc.cwﬁ.
from particular historical documents. In addition, _vcc::.f,r.. of their emphasis
on the central role of group allegiances they are led to n:é‘:_c clear-cut group
and sometimes social class categorizations for cich ,.f..n_c::z_. , .
For example, Wynne uses a variety of what s‘c.::m_: call .::_::mc:_\._:m
devices” to sustain his unified account of the beliefs of Q_Bg.imn physicists.
The principal device is to treat everyone who taught .~: Q:dc:amo or went Lo
Cambridge at some point as sharing the same social beliefs. m:i:ﬂ:ﬁo&.
Wynne's attribution of social interests is particularly problematic. He is con-
cerned to show that scientific beliefs are a product of interests Eﬁ not purely
understandable as produced by technical concerns. To warrant this he quotes
scientific judgements that the ether theory cannot be warranted c.:?._v\. n
terms of the contemporary state of theory and chc:cc.“ :9<o.<$. in ao:.i
this he is moving away from a relativistic stance EE starting to side with crit-
ies ol ether theory who at times argued exactly this. Yet ﬂ::mq :,:5 sce these
crihies” accounts as themselves factual constructions designed for _..:2::2__
purposes (showing the inadequacy of ether :ucﬁ.:.v;, Wynne is :.Nm:sm :F.:.r
lor the purposes of his own argument, as definitive documents ol the actual
sttuation for ether theory. o o
So we see again in the theory of social interests the combination of social
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realism, relativism leakage and selective reification and ironization that we
identified in Collins’ work. Nevertheless, this is an ambitious theory, and
one of the most successful existing attempts to relate the content of scientific
knowledge to the broader social climate in which those ideas were produced.

Realism, Relativism and Rhetoric

I have not tried to provide a thorough review of SSK in this chapter.
Sociology of scientific knowledge is now a major area of social research and
one that has boomed during the 1980s and continues to grow, most recently
with a major concern with technology (Bijker and Pinch, 1992). Research in
SSK is conducted from several different perspectives of a complexity to which
itis hard to do justice in a single chapter. (For very different summarics, sce
Ashmore, 1989; JasanofY et al., 1995; Woolgar, 1988b). Some work that is
often treated as part of SSK is dealt with elsewhere. For example, Donna
Haraway's more postmodern explorations of the intersections between science
and society appear in Chapter 3, while discourse analytic work done by Nigel
Gilbert and Michacl Mulkay is discussed in Chapter 6.

In this chapter [ have tried to show how SSK ecmerged out of issues in the
philosophy of science which raised questions about traditional imagces of sci-
ence and its operation. Although it focused on the breakdown of the
conventional distinction between observation and theory. the stress on the
way scientific claims are organized together in interconnected networks, and
the emphasis on scientific practice and its communal nature, there are several
other themes in recent philosophy of science that would have led in the same
direction (Chalmers, 1992). The sociological work which 1 have reviewed
picks up this attack on the storybook view of science and develops it in var-
ious directions.

The Empirical Programme of Relativism stresses the flexibitity in dealing
with scientific findings and the central role of rhetoric in the ending (or sus-
taining) of controversics. Constructionist work stresses the local and ad hoce
nature of scientific work along with the importance of negotiating the mean-
ing of observations, methods, replications, policy implications and virtually
everything else in situ, in laboratories and on work benches. Interest theory
reconnects scientists to their broader social allegiances by suggesting that
their choice of theory is related to their understanding of society.

Three theoretical and analytic themes will be taken forward into later chap-
ters. First, the argument for methodological relativism is crucial not just for
work on science, but for work on fact construction generally. Mcthodological
relativism means that the analyst is not starting with a set of assumptions
about what is true and false in any particular social setting and then trying to
work out what led some people to get it wrong. Instead. the analyst will be
indifferent to whether some set of claims is widely treated by participants as
‘true’ or *false’. Truth and falsity can be studied as moves in a rhetorical
game, and will be treated as such rather than as prior resources governing
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analysis, to avoid subordinating the analyst to a o:.:m_: scientific ozro.aox%
Sccond. onc of the positive points about mm_A._m its strongly mas_wp_o. or
empirical, orientation. Even though it raises questions about :ma_:osm_ﬁim«m
of understanding the nature of empirical rescarch, it m:o&\m.ﬁro.é—cw o Q.us.m
ducting detailed studies of fact construction. One of the distinctive .on.:cz.wm 0
the field is its assumption that the best way to mE&\.?Q oo:mﬁz._o:o.z is ~_o
research its operation in particular settings, m.:a [ will mo__os.\ this .v::o_ﬂ.a
throughout this book. So, although there are important and live v._:_mvmov 1-
cal questions to do with realism, epistemology, the :.m::a .o:.::: an .mo osm
these will be bracketed off in favour of concrete investigations of factua
accounts. As it turns out, many of them reappear as practical concerns for
people as they construct and undermine <wa.o=m.o., the Eo.._.a. . -
The third and final point concerns social Em:ma.. The a_mncm.m_oz of the
work of Collins focused on problems with his combined ogvrmm_m. on mOn._w:
realism and rhetoric. Collins told a story of controversy R.mo_::o: which
drew on notions of sides. strategies, rhetoric and so on. I_.w goal was ::M
actual story of how the controversy was &Omoa down. >q._a his most n.m_uﬁ,qﬂ
explanatory tool was rhetoric: the scientists were acmcjvca as mobi _.N_zm
political strategies. Yet Collins’ realism cno.m_.:n v.qoc_mam:n Eno._mm_v\ Uooucﬂmm
of the importance of the rhetoric. Scientists will .Uo aosm::o::m‘voiﬁ__m
arguments not just about gravity waves and nx.ﬁn.ZBo:G but m,_mo.mvo_:." M
groupings that they fall into, about the q.:oﬁc:n in each oS.Q.m U&wn.ﬁm, mﬂ
about the very closure of the controversy itsclf. ._,_F.. 303_03 1s _:.:n,:_:m t o
deadness of the controversy as simply there, a social fuct; when its »_G:_:.mu.,,,_
itself is part of what is at issuc. That 7 the deadness nm:.cm.m q._._c.ﬂo:«r.m,
accomplishment, but not, as Collins c_m::cw_‘ through .15:52_._ v:.:om_nv
enabling one side to win, but instead attempting to constitute the controversy
as dead is itse!f one move in the controversy. . o i
Consider this another way. Collins has to limit Q:c_.:_._« the o:mo:é:nm..w m:
rhetoric to make his social realism work. If the rhetoric s too weak, then it 7
cither not strong enough to foree the closure ».._. CONLFOVETSIES or, even <§.:..,,c
for Collins’ argument, the controversies are vo:.i n_o”ﬁoa because of the accu-
mulation of rational considerations such as telling Q_aosco. novel :::Em_w ol
duta. successful theorizing. However, if the rhetoric is too strong, the realism
hreaks down because the social furniture - the groups, n_.omna debates, strat-
cpics becomes subject to 32@13._ Sfclcsm. In this book En. no:m_n..
quences of a strong notion of rhetoric will be explored E_ano :n:::.m (the
datat. the sides in the controversy, the text I am n:?o_:_.v\ writing) is excluded
A priori from being considered as a rhetorical construction. The next c:.z,_iﬁ
discusses the perspectives that have most Lo say z_.vo:._ facts as an accom-
plishment: cthnomethodology and conversation analysis,
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Constructing Out-there-ness

This chapter continues the focus developed in the last ol the devices that are
used to construct descriptions as factual. While the previous chapter con-
centrated on the way in which the nature of the producer of the description
could be managed by discounting any potential stake they might have in it
and building their category entitlement to be a competent describer, this
chapter will coneentrate on procedures which, for the most part, draw empha-
sis away from the nature or identity of the producer. These are procedures
designed to provide a quality of what might be called our-there-ness. In other
words. they construct the description as independent of the agent doing the
production. More specifically. these procedures draw attention away from
concerns with the producer’s stake in the deseription what they might gain
ortose and their accountability, or responsibility, for it
One of the most basic and familiar forms of oui-there-ness construction
involves the use of what Nigel Gilbert and Michacl Mulkay called empiricist
discourse. This eschews constructions such as 1 found that .. i favour of
‘it was found that . ... These are descriptions in a grammatical form that
delete the desceription’s producer. Another approach to producing out-there-
ness involves constructing consensus and corroboration by presenting a
description as shared across different producers, rather than being unique to
one. Descriptions of this kind undercut attempts to discount them as the
product of a particular person’s stake or concerns. Detail and narrative work
rather differently. They are involved in producing 4 version which is ‘real” and
vivid: they paint a scene as it might have been observed. One way to think of
this is that they work to put the recipient of the description in the place of its
producer. Indeed. one way of thinking about such descriptions is as providing
an impression of remote sensing: they pull the recipient into the scene in the

manner ol a telescope viewer.

Steve Woolgar calls approaches to fact construction such as these evter-
nalizing devices. As he puts it the ‘externalizing device provides for the
reading that the phenomenon described has an existence by virtue of actions
beyond the realm of human agency” (1988b: 75). In eflect, the description is
of a thing (or action or whatever), and that thing exists, as described. without
the describer’s having any influence on it. Expectations about agency are
moved from the producer of the factual account to the entity that is being
constituted (sce Figure 6.1). Let me ¢mphasize strongly at this point that Tam
not assuming that people simply have agency and that they work to conceal

it by various technigues. My concern with agency is as a participants’ notion
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which may be understood and reworked in a very wide range of different ways

appropriate to particular settings (sce As e el e :C
e p ¢ gs {(sce Ashmore et al., 1994: Callon and Law,

Fact Agency

Account - Factual

Producer > Entit
Transfer Y

Figure 6.1 Externalizing devices

To illust ate this, let me turn Woolgar's idea of externalizing devices around
and :EJ_M 1t toatselll In this text T am formulating [externalizing gc,<.:..z H ;
pre-existing objects. (The descriptive word device helps here o_..cw:_.mo m_rw Hﬁ.i
cc:::::_.,., used for physical gadgets that.can be picked :_,.:_. put _,:.q ;,_ _, ._,J
.>.,. I ac,/.c_.__#” this chapter as a surver of [externalizing ;c,._cc./._ their :.rm.y‘_r:,#._.v
1s ::.:_c equivalent to doing a survey of the _:__:Um_.z and ._4.3?, of c._._: .?:._
?_::JE lot. say, or of the range of ditferent uses of some farm _A_._:_ :._.f.v__u1 _;
mg with _.:.c-cx_./::m things that the surveyor just comes m_c_.:f. In :F;..“\r... -
_cic_.::__\_:m devices] are being produced in this text as not ,”,,“._:c:::.mr_je.;v*\m
up. or constituted. or argued tor: not something which might .7c controv .:_r
,c_:::_zca. a daft idea or simply non-cxistent: ~,:c< are _:.f.,n there. They A_r_mw_.._-,”

ST gdructed o 1 . ; . .
“\c“r._.r” constructed as not being constructed. So. on with the device sur-

Empiricist Discour

Ihe ::,::: that there is a specifie set of tropes, grammatical forms and are
mentative styles that hang together comes :_._m:_,::v\ froma z:,,:::.ch_ .,,”:.__F:m,
the discourse of a group of biochemists who were _.czc:_.n_::,r. the ;.”_ ”v\ n_v_
cc:.f, store energy by Nigel Gilbert and Michael Mulkay ( _cxwv ._,_F.,,,., Jm:_
this type of fact construction “empiricist discourse’ because ::_4_:, :_,.:rf,.__,.f
tures are characteristic of traditional empiricism. Gilbert and M . :,:._.,
:::_:_c_cﬁ_.._:::_<, extended interviews with 34 members :_.::,,__.:: ) .___._ .._.,_
_:_c._.<_r.,sf were conversational in the sense that they ranged M.Fw,:f.*.. ,.Hrzm,
topies in i Muid .::a mformal manner. The main focus w_, .,::7,‘.,.,.h.__fyﬁr_.:“-
_,fp____r_”_f, of these interviews along with the scientists” rescarch papers and
.C_:.Jm.: and Mulkay's work contrasts markedly with most of the studies of
,c_c.:::c knowledge discussed in Chapter 1. ::m:?. E:U:..mc:_ _...._.:.:._._M_“r.,, c~
soctt interest researchers, their aim was not (o provide an :cc:_.:: ..,_..s.,“__w_»_

Jﬁ.—. . (LY S 1 H . 5 Y 1
tence is really like. For example. Gilbert and Mulkay did not trv 1o decide
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on the best model for how scientists select between different theories. Instead,
they were concerned with how scientists constructed accounts of theory
choice and. in particular, in the variations between such accounts. They
noted. for example, that scientists typically offered one version of theory
choice when describing their own theory sclections. but a rather different
one when criticizing as misguided choices the theory choices of competing sci-
entists (Mulkay. 1991: ¢h. 10; Potter, 1984).

In effect. Gilbert and Mulkay's analysis extended the general emphasis on
methodological relativism in sociology of scientific knowledge (SSK) to sci-
entists” accounts of their actions and beliefs. Just as empirical relativists did
not attempt to decide. say. which theory of neutrinc production was correct
(Pinch. 1986). discourse analysts of science did not attempt to judge which
description that a scientist gave of theory choice was correct. They were not
fooking at accounts of choice in rescarch papers. interviews or even scientific
jokes. for their truth: the interest instead was in how that account was con-
structed and how it was used to manage specific interactional tasks.

The Empiricist Repertoire

The broadest level of analysis Gilbert and Mulkay carried out compared the
way scientists described their actions, theories and experimental procedures in
informal interviews with what they wrote in more formal contexts ol research
papers. They found systematic and widespread differences between the ver-
sions produced in these two settings, and they suggested that these differences
are a consequence of scientists using (wo contrasting vocabularies or ‘inter-
pretative repertoires’. In this chapter the focus will be primarily on the
empiricist repertoire.

Take the following examples. The first comes from the introduction to a
rescateh paper and the second from a methods seetion. Note that the techni-
cal details here are, well, technical — luckily 1t 1s not necessary to have a full
understanding of them to get Gilbert and Mulkay’s point.

I The chemiosmotic hypothesis (1) proposed, inter alia, that cach span of mito-
chondrial respiratory carriers and enzymes covering a so-called energy-
conservation site (2) is so arranged that 2H are translocated across the mito-
chondrial inner membrane for cach pair of reducing equivalents transferred
across that span. Evidence in favour of this value of 2.0 for the ratio of protons
translocated (o reducing-cquivalent pairs transferred (e — H:/2¢- ratio) has
come mainhy from one type of experiment.

(Gilbert and Mulkay. 1984: 44)

2 Heavy beel heart mitochondria were prepared by the method of Wong and
stored i iquid nitrogen. Well coupled mitochrondrial partickes were prepared
by a medification of the procedures of Madden. These particles were used to
prepare inhibitor-protein-depleted particles by centrifuging under energised
conditions according to the method of Gale.

(Gilbert and Mulkay. 1984: 51)

Gilbert and Mulkay proposed that scientific papers have a coherent and
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distinctive set of linguistic and rhetorical features. These are clustered around
:a.?..o 7.:::_ themes. First of all, papers draw on a grammatical form which
minimizes the involvements or actions of the authors. The style is imper-
sonal, using constructions such as ‘the hypothesis proposed’ or ‘evidence has
come .::::_v\. which make no explicit mention of the authors’ actions. inter-
pretations and commitments. Second, data are treated as primary. both in the
logical sense of forming the foundations of any theoretical ideas. and in the
chronological sense of being identified before theory was developed from
them. Indeed. verbs that might be expected to be applied to the actions of
humans are often applied to data in this form of discourse: constructions such
as ‘these data suggest . . " and “the findings point to . . ." abound. Third. lab-
oratory work is characterized in a strongly conventional manner as being
constrained by rules which have a clear-cut and universal application.
Methods sections construct a world of standard routines and analytic proce-
dures (‘centrifuging under energised conditions’. “the method of Gale').

These three features (grammatical impersonality. data primacy and uni-
<w?z_ procedural rules) are by no means restricted to *hard’ sciences. The
biochemists studied by Gilbert and Mulkay seem to be doing science which is
pretty hard when compared to social psychology. for example. but both dis-
ciplines share a widespread utilization of the empiricist repertoire, as a quick
perusal of the mainstrcam journals will confirm.

Why doces the formal writing of scicnee use the empiricist repertoire? From
_.__c pomt ol view of the smooth operation of science these sorts of construc-
tions may have a positive consequence. Sciencee is an institution where dispute
1s cc:,::::_d_:cc. and often a requirement ol successful work. The pervasive
use of the impersonal constructions of the empiricist repertoire may dampen
this conflict down and reduce the possibility of the journals ending up full of
_#4_‘”[:::_ attacks. Yet empiricist discourse is also bound up with the business
of fict construction. The empincistiepertorre provides for descriptions of sei-
entists’ :n.:::x and beliels which minimize the involvement ol the scientist in
cc__./,:.:c__:,,.. and interpreting what is studiced. The scientist becomes parssive
virtually a bystander, or evaporates altogether: white simultancousty the »_::_.
take on a life of their own. They become rhetorically live actors. who can do
suggesting. pointing, showing and implying. The empiricist repertoire is a
standard deviee for constructing the out-there-ness of scientific phenomena.

Empiricist Discourse Bevond Science

One of the important questions lor a project concerned with Fact construction
n nw:c_.:_. rather than with construction only in science. is whether there are
similar features to empiricist discourse outside of science, Are Gilbert and
Mulkay documenting something specilic to science? Or does cmpiricist dis-
course have a more widespread currency? To address these questions we :cr.,;
to ook for other situations where this transfer of ageney from author to phe-
nomenon takes place.

First note, however, that even within science the empiricist repertoire only
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appears in its fully fledged form in research papers and formal publications.
Although Gilbert and Mulkay found a number of clements of the cmpiricist
repertoire in their interviews, the grammatical impersonality — which is per-
haps its most striking characteristic -~ was not widespread. The biochemists
did not lace their interview talk with phrases such as ‘it is believed that’ or ‘a
study was conducted’. Such impersonal constructions might well have
sounded peculiar in a situation where the speaker is physically and vividly
present; although that is not to claim that such constructions will not appear
when certain sorts of actions are performed or in certain sorts of face-to-face
settings. For example, think of the formal speech associated with the British
upper classes: *one finds that the servants don't respect one as they used to’
However. Gilbert and Mulkay’s analysis did not explore this Ievel of speci-
ficity.

When considering whether the empiricist repertoire can be found in non-
scientific situations two considerations are helpful. First, we can ask whether
the different elements of the empiricist repertoire necessarily hang together
outside of the domain of formal scientific writing. Second. we can ask
whether some features of the empiricist repertoire mark out the institutional
specificity of science. That is, do elements of the repertoire have a role in con-
stituting what it is to do science (Drew and Heritage, 1992; Schegloff., 1991)?

Take the question of whether the empiricist repertoire is a coherent entity
first. When Gilbert and Mulkay considered its role in scientific discourse, they
did so in rather general terms, suggesting that it plays a central part in war-
ranting scientific belief through giving primacy to the role of experimental
findings and omitting references to personal or unique features of the scien-
tists” beliefs or actions. As they put it. the ‘great advantage of this form of
account is that it makes the speaker’s scientific conclusions appear entirely
unproblematic and in need of no further support” (Gilbert and Mulkay. 1982
J00Y. There is a limitation in this style of argument, however, as Robin
Wootlitt (1992) has pointed out. 1t tends to treat the empiricist repertoire as
working both as a scamless whole, and at a level which is separable from indi-
vidual instances of use. As we will see in a moment, it is possible to ask how
specific elements of the repertoire are working in particular settings.

The second consideration is the question of the institutional specificity of
science discourse. 1 will explore it by comparing Gilbert and Mulkay’s work
on science with a set of records of North American broadeast television and
radio news. Transeripts of CNN, National Public Radio and so on are avail-
able on CD-ROM. This allows them to be scarched for particular strings of
words. This is a great help for doing large-scale searches for the prevalence of
the sorts of constructions characteristic of the empiricist repertoire. A search
through one years output on CD-ROM came up with no examples of the
sorts of present-tense impersonal formulations common in scientific writing:
“itis believed that'. it is claimed that'. We can perhaps see why this is il we
consider the difference between broadcast news and science with respect to
the footing categories introduced in Chapter 5.

Scientific authors are in a complex and potentially tricky footing situation.
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On the one hand, they have written the scientific articles which are vamg::m
their rescarch, their theories, their claims and so on. It is they who will be pre-
sented with the Nobel Prize, or perhaps accused of fraud: they are
accountable for the contents of their papers as both principal and author. On
the other hand. the empiricist repertoire is constructing the experimental
data as an agent; ir points in particular directions. if shows things, it leads to
conclusions. Here the researcher maintains the role of author; but at the same
time the data start to take on the role of principal. There is a potential ten-
sion, then, between these two tendencies, and impersonal constructions such
as it is claimed that’ may be a way of managing this tension. This is a con-
struction which both implicates a responsible agent'(the person or group
who docs the claiming) while avoiding a direct identification of the current
writer or writers with that agent. The contrast will become clearer in the next
scetion when T eonsider similar constructions in media contexts,

Constructions of Impersonality

News interview talk has a rather different pattern of footing from that in sci-
c:E._o papers. News interviewers are typically constructed as. and treated as,
animators who are merely reporting the claims and views of others (Clayman,
1992: Heritage and Greatbatch. 1991). In general. broadcast news presenters
do not get Pulitzer prizes and their everyday views and character can be at
odds with their news persona a theme played upon in the British comedy
about a satellite news programme Drop the Dead Donkev. in which on-sereen
gravitas is contrasted with off-screen frivolity and slobbishness. Talk of this
kind does not have the same requirement for impersonal present-tense con-
structions such as ‘it is thought that'. And even where such constructions are
used itis not likely that the news reader will be treated as the agent doing the
believing. Past-tense empiricist constructions are much more common (see
also Roch and Nir, 1990).

Here is aspecimen, with the empiricist construction highlighted. The con-
text is the report of an attack on a “tavern” in Cape Town prior to South
Africa’s first multi-ethnic election.

3 A caller has claimed responsibility on behalf of UPLAR. the military wing of

the radical Pan Africanist Congress. but UPLAR's headquarters hasn't con-
firmed this. The weapons and tacties used are very similar to previous racially

directed attacks, In July, five gunmen used grenades and
attack o church service ina white suburb of Cape Town: 11 people were
That attack was believed 1o be the work of the UPLAR.

(National Public Radio: 12 December 1993 emphasis added)

Ihis extract is part of a complex news story. However, it is not an unusual
one; readers of this book will no doubt be fan

! ar with news reporting of this
kind. What T want to pick out particularly are the sorts of pragmatic consid-
crations that occasion the empiricist construction "was believed to be-.

The first thing to note is a similarity between news reports and scientific
articles. Just as in science data are given m :aning by theorics, so news ‘events’
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are given meaning by interpreting them in frameworks of other cvents and
embedding them in narratives (Tuchman, 1978). In this case, an attack on a
tavern in South Africa. even with its details of death and drama, is only par-
tial news. We expect stories to provide motive and background: who planted
the bomb and why. and what is the response? With this story. the event has
been linked to a previous attack, and this attack is linked to a political orga-
nization: the UPLAR. So one of the fact construction issucs for this story to
attend 1o is how these links are produced. The connection to the UPLAR 18
particularly interesting because it is not managed through citing evidence
but through reporting a beliel.

I is here that the report draws on an empiricist construction. for the belief is
not attached to an agent or collective (Kerry believed in discipline’, *Christians
helieved in God'). Instead it is Tree floating: “that attack was helieved . In some
ways it is rather odd to have a belief referenced without its “owner’; we might
think that it would be hard to recognize such a disembodied entity! However,
this would be to try to understand beliefs within the rhetoric of cognitivism as
objects with specific locations and therefore to miss the practical, interactional
roles that such constructions serve (cf. Coulter. 1979).

One role for constructions of this kind is to avoid dealing with issues to do
with the status of the claims made by news organizations. The official rhetoric
of such organizations stresses both neutrality and an cmphasis on reporting
facts. As Gaye Tuchman (1978) documents in some detail, news organizations
profess not to have beliels and opinions: rather. they report facts. including
lacts about the beliefs and opinions of others.

This “official story” about facts is itself a construction. For example, one of
the common preoccupations ol the television current-affairs film makers
which we met over lunch in the last chapter was linding a set ol informants
for the Tilm which would fit the pre-planned argument. The following extract

displays this concern.

3 Thompson: Sow-we know what he's going to do () in questions

one to nine. we don't know what he's going to doin

ten and cleven,

(1.8)

And that's the bits that we most (1) _ need him to be good on.
Chitry: Right.
(Tape 5: )

The point is that this careful procedure of selection and encouragement pro-
vides @t linished film which appears to do the film maker’s job of mercly
reporting on views rather than having views. The narrative appears to origi-
nate with the interviewees rather than the film makers.

Now. coming back to our current example. if we assume that the same sorts
of considerations apply with National Provincial Radio’s report of the tavern
attack. we can see that reporting the involvement of the UPLAR as some-
thing believed by the news reporters or presenters will be problematic.
Officially at least. it is not their job 1o be having beliefs.
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Another way for the v to deal with the issue of beliel aboug
C_u.r\.,x involvement is to attribute it to some individuals or organizations,
This is what Clayman’s work on footing might lead us to expect. However,
:,.Sn arc two potential problems here. First, some of the relevant Um:mom,
might well be seen, by newscasters and listeners, as having a stake in claiming
UPLAR involvement. For example, the South African police are an obvious
source of information about violence of this kind, but were widely felt (') to
be discredited as a source. And the official white politicians and olficials who
could have been quoted might have been seen to be making inferences based
on stereotypes or simply as wishing to smear the Pan African Congress in a
moaoa leading up to an election. Second. the news sources might be fragile or
limited in a whole range of ways: news reports rarely carry claims attributed
to ‘what another reporter told me in a bar’, or “something 1 rather indistinetly
overheard’.

In the light of these considerations, we can see the potential value of the
construction ‘was believed to be". For it reports the belief, which is needed to
build the general news narrative, while avoiding the potentially problematic
attributions cither to the news organization or to interested or limited parties
in South Africa. Without wanting to labour it further. the point is that the
empiricist construction *was believed to be' can be understood as more than

Just an clement in a general vocabulary used to warrant facts. Rather, it can

be scen as i specific design solution to a range of fact construction and war-
ranting problems. It is not the only solution. of course it is casy to imagine
the news story in Extract 3 constructed in difterent ways  but it is one neat
way of managing the combined concerns of factuality and accountability.

Ageney and Evidence

Inaddition to grammatical npersonabity, a cardinal feature of the empiricist
repertoire 1s its attribution of agency to experimental data: “the results show',
‘the data support” and so on. A Turther scarch through a recent broadceast
news CD-ROM was able to find recurrent constructions ol a similar nature
such as “the record shows™, “the facts lead™ and “the evidence shows™. Here are
three examples with the facts show™ construction emphasized:

S Facts show that there's no increase i drug use related to [needle-exchange] pro-
grammes and there will hikely be a decrease in HIV inlection because of them.
Anybody who looks at these facts as objectively as we have, I think. will come to
the same conclusions.

(CNN: 30 September 1993)

O [Governor of Florida responding to the death of i British tourist] 1 think e
Sacts show very elearly that this year we've had much less crime against tourists
than we had the vear before, than we had the year before that. _.;.,G‘,,- any act is
an act Loo many. o

(CNN: 1R September 1991)

7 [Responding to claims that "Gangsta Rap’is anti-social] And why should we tell.
you know. young youth that, well, you should go to school, and [success] is
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what's going to happen, when facts show that that’s not what's going to happen.

(CNN: 27 January 1994)

I have reproduced three examples here because .:E< illustrate some shared
characteristics in the use of this construction. 1tis notable that :_.r.v\ do __:_.
come from the newscaster’s own discourse, :::.? they are _:.: from A:S_<.,/
reports or from the newscaster’s own .n,:::.:::_:: —.: Ezc:zm_::. __d.J_.»_»__”
tion. they are from settings where there is a r.:::.:,.cq.z_:_ Issue, and ,<_F_r.1 I}
speaker is potentially in a weak or :::c_._Q opinion. _._F. doctor :_.:::m
about the virtue of needle-exchange schemes in Extract 51s ?.n.,..o._:oa n :S.
context of official condemnation of the policy. In _.,.z_._.u‘_c_ 6 the ?:,.6_._5._.,..:
Florida is responding to questions about the Ec__,_:__‘d__c_wﬁ_ death of a B _.:,f.__,
tourist in the state. In Extract 7 the speaker is ac_o:f::m :,F. values of his
brand of music. “gangster rap’, in the Face of eritical points from callers to-a

-1 programie. o
c:_:___m:ﬁ p_:_. .M%_ noted that in situations of contlict E both mc_oq:,_:o ::.a
everyday .,.c:::,y...,. people will provide increasingly _cn_::ﬂ; 2_35_..._2. _z.Z..
tions and be increasingly concerned with giving g _.x_..,._m _.c their claims
(Latour. 1987: Pomerantz. 1984b). This form s_‘n_:_:_._c_m.ﬂ g_z.cc:_.mc can be
understood as an extension of this process. The support is built up by con-
structing the facts. the record. the evidencee, as having its own ageney. Such
n::z:.:m:::z obscure the work of interpretation ::a construction ac:,r., _.J\.
the desceription’s producer: “the facts™ are. lirst, not bemg n::..f.:.:c_cg as _..F_.J
and. second. their significance is not being generated by Eo: producer. 1t is
provided by the facts themselves. They do :5._. own m:oé_s.m. .

The general point here. then. is that the empinicist repertoire S:v.oa_r.,f rz“
tures sr_‘ fact construction that are found beyond scientific mo:_:mv...d._c
sociologist Seven Yearley (1985) has made s.w::__i E.m:_.:a:_.mcoi o,:#“o”ww_-
tures of the empiricist repertoire and the social 3&25_0%_& Z_mo_ mm_nv\.A.. & W

has provided a fascinating analysis of its use n news _.0_5_._4__% i.:..r‘r._ _::r_
British royalty. Particular elements of the _.onc:c:.c :.:: :.:F. _:Er, w.r:.r_.,_\
currency are constructions of impersonality (it was believed T:E fact ,_mn:,r..«.
(lacts show’). Rather than see these constructions as n_:_ém_.»_c»_ inarepel .:,_._r
that is used as a4 whole and with general consequences. as Gilbert and 7\_:::5_\,
(1984 argue 1s the case with science. T suggest ::_,ﬁ._:cv\ are _#.:m._. :d.c:mf 0

as han :Er»:mc_.ﬁc uses with respeet to practices :_._:2 nn:m:.:.c::: _.:,_“47 E,m.
:.:_._.::_m:m and accountability. 1t will be :.:c_.cJ::m to ,:;.c,/,:m:.E ”fcr d mz..f
further as well as to go on to explore the epistemic use .c_ these for ms in r.(:.u\.,
day discourse. In the meantime, the empiricist repertoire can ._#. r.::z:_.c_ﬁ_.._.f
a set of resources that may be drawn on when ci,c_.::__x:F. facts by divesting
ageney from fact constructors and fvesting it in facts.

Conser and Corroboration

Quite a lot of space was devoted to technical issues related Lo the st_:”“.ﬁ
repertoire However the transfer of explicitly formulated agency from the

M
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speaker to the facts by broadly grammatical means is only one of @ number of
externalizing devices. Constructions of consensus and corroboration are two
lurther, and closely related, externalizing devices.

One way ol transforming a description into a fact is (o produce the assent
ol reliable witnesses. Note that this is quite different from the superlicially
similar argument that some belief is true or justified because it is endorsed by
many peoplec or the chiim that some activity is aceeptable because many
people doat (el Hilton et al.. 1988). The crucial feature of this kind ol every-
day reasoning about facts is that consensus in reports provides corrohoration
of the factuality of a version i one witne

Lo a car accident claims the dri-
ver was going (oo fast they may be discounted: however, i most or all
witnesses claim this they are likely (o be more convincing.

There are potential problems with consensus warranting of this kind, how-
ever, which may require the use of a second form of everyday warranting.
Although witnesses to an event may agree because they all saw the same
thing, the agreement may be produced in other ways. For example, they may
have cooked up a story together or, more innocently, interacting with one
another may have resulted in a common but flawed understanding of the
event. This places a premium on finding witnesses who have not communi-
cated with once another, or who are independent beciuse their versions cannol
be cross-contaminated. Thus this second form of fact CONSIUCLION SUresses
the independence of the holders of the consensual view.

The question. then, is how can consensus and corroboration be con-
structed? How can they be deployed as resources for fact building? 1 will
focus particularly on two studies that we have encountered already from

Dorothy Smith and Robin Wooffitt. They address this question in some
detail.

Smith and Hennv-penny

We have already considered features of Smith's study of-an account which
establishes the facticity of a girls mental illness which relate to issues of inter-
est management. Smith also discussed the construction of the account’s
objectivity via the use of independent witnesses. Indeed. the narrative struc-
ture of Angela’s account of K's decline cumulatively adds a series of witnesses
to her mental health problem in a way that Smith equates with children’s sto-
rics such as Henny-penny. where an incr: casingly large band of people go to
tell the king that the sky is falling. Some extracts will give a feel of this, Note
the way the descriptions of K's (supposedly) problem behaviour are produced
ias coming from cach of the witnesses.

Iirst there is Angela, the teller of the tale:

8 We would go to the beach or pool on a hot day. and [ would sort of dip in and

lic in the sun. while K insisted that she had to swim 30 lengths.
(Smith 1990: 18)

And then there is Angela and Trudi:



160 Representing Reality

9 .. amutual friend. Trudi who was majoring in English, had looked over one of
her essays. and told me afterward: She writes like a 12 year old - I think there is
something wrong with her.

(Smith 1990: I8)

And then there is Angela, Trudi and Angela’s mother:
10 At that time Angela’s mother thought, well she misunderstood me. But later she
noticed that K was unable to put on a teapot cover correctly. she would not
reverse the position to make it fit, but would simply keep slamming it down on

the pot.
(Smith 1990: 19)

The cumulative adding in goes on through the narrative with the addition of
Betty and a woman friend of the family.

As Smith notes. the effect here is of each of these witnesses coming inde-
pendentdy 1o inspect K's behaviour, and cach independently coming to the
conclusion that K is not well. The consensual judgemient that K is mentaily il
is given independent corroboration. Of course. it might be objected to Smith’s
analysis that she is merely picking out features of a perfectly straightforward
descriptive text. What is wrong with the claim that this account is a simple
deseription which colourlessly reports various people’s independent discovery
of K's mental illness?

The first response to this is that. hopefully. at this stage in this book it
should be clear that deseription is anything but simple and straightforward.
However, Smith goes further than making the sorts of general claim that
descriptions are selective, and involve categorization, that we saw in carlier
chapters. She suggests that the independence of the various witnesses is care-
fully managed by the organization of the narrative. which cuts across a
number of other. rather downplayed elements. For example, there are parts of
the account which suggest that Angela and Trudi and others are in fact good
fricnds. and may have been in regular contact with one another. Such features
could be used to build alternative narratives in which K is not actually men-
tally ill. but instead her mental illness is a shared fiction which develops
among the group of friends in the course of conflicts and jealousies. Indeed.

Smith puts some effort into building up the plausibility of this alternative ver-
sion of events. The point here is that the consensus and corroboration are
being worked up to have their effect.

Waoflitt and Active Voicing

It is worth repeating that Robin Wooffitt's study of accounts ol the para-
normal trades on the scepticism with which they are commonly greeted.
Because of this seepticism such accounts are likely to be designed to resist
undermining. and this is why they can be such a revealing topic for study
when the concern is with fact construction. One of Woolflitt's obscrvations is
that when people produce accounts of extraordinary cvents they often
include sections of quoted speech. These are commonly marked out as such
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c.v\ wzzwm in intonation although they are not always explicitly named as such
(‘he said . . ."). For reasons that will become clear. he calls this active voicin

. Wooffitt identifies a number of specific uses of active voicing in nmﬂmczmm..
ing the factuality of some claim. The first is through providing corroboration
Fake the Tollowing extract which follows o story about a strange cx_gc_._.c:cr“
the speaker’s husband had with a particular hut while living abroad.

I And. well, what is even more fascinating about the story is.
that he's telling the experience to other people and they said
— "Oh. that wasn’t too strange an experience’

because they had heard it before from this particular hut.
(Wooffitt, 1992: 158)

This gencral way of establishing objectivity works by showing that different
people have had the same experience or scen the same thing. Here this is con-
z:.:c_c»_ by providing a quotation which supposedly comes Irom a m,_.c,:v of
witnesses. The active voicing here confirms that there was something present
i .:F. ,,.m:.:_:.:: which could also be experienced by other people. _<_:_.Qh<c_.
it is not just the speaker’s judgements that other people had czvc_._c:ccn_.
something from the hut  we have their own words to prove it. This is the
beauty ol active voicing it brings into being separate corroborating :n_c?m
who, like ventriloquist’s dummies. seem to have life. opinions and personali v
of their own., e pemonaty
This extract also illustrates why WoolTitt wants to call this active voicing
Here the quote is not claimed to come trom an individual: it is what ther z:_m.
Unless we are to imagine a chorus of synchronized spcaking, this makes :,”
status as an actual quote unlikely. Rather, it may be taken to he c_:_q_c_s.,_:c.
as the \,.::.\:_.:::m that people said., or what they would have said. or a ﬁ__.c:..
ened version that is truce to the gisr or spirit. This shows that it is :r..:<c_v\
s.:.:?i up as the voice of speakers. Although this is clear in E.c case of
Extract 11 Wooltitt proposes that amalysts should make the :,f.,f.:_:_::,:. that
all such quotes are actively voiced or. looked at the other way round, that :._c
analyst should not assume that words presented as quotes :.,.m_:___< :_..c E._:Fz
As .__c puts it 1Uis “usclul to begin with the assumption that the w_gc:rcqm N:Hr“
»_cm_m::,,m certain utterances to be heard as if they were said at the time (1992:
161). If we think back to the discussion of footing in the previous cha ?.:q.
Woollitt can be seen to be exploring the rhetorical deployment c_.:.?. .:.:_w:._..
torforigin distinction. . .
5 ._._F._..c _, :_.::_F._. point worth noting about the construction in this extract
I'he voicing is plural: *they said”. This makes it casy to hicar it as _.c_zp.::v N.
E.E;.:\ experience of a range of people. (Remember. this is delivered in the
last and fluid {low of a conversation: everyday interaction does not work in
:_.c slow-motion manner of transcript that can be inspected =,:g re-read at
_c_.ﬁ:.r..v However. without any details we do not know that it was not Lw_:,f.|
thing z.:a by only a small number of people perhaps just two :.:; :Ac, don’t
_,,__cs.__. they were independent: were they asked about the hut on separate
occasions, or could some people be merely, and politely. backing :3.: single
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speaker? (We don't, of course, know if there were any speakers!) The point is
that the non-specific plural avoids these troubling difficulties with the
account. It allows the inferences that there are both wide consensus and inde-
pendence; but the speaker has not actually or explicitly claimed that many
people heard the sound, nor that they are independent. She is not account-
able, then, for others' ereative inferences.

The general point is that. although the account is making these inferences
available, they are not explicitly stated. and are therefore deniable. This is a
common feature of factual account construction. For example, if we look
back 1o Extract 3 the news report on a South African attack - we can sec
that the anonymous formulation ‘it was believed that' allows the inference
that the belief is widespread. which contributes to its fact constructional role,
without being explicitly committed to the existence of more than one believer.

Woollitt’s work on active voicing shows the broader significance of footing
and the way various features of footing may be constructed to service the task
of fact building. It also shows that the ‘seeing the same thing’, which is basic to
this kind of lay reasoning about consensus and corroboration, is not something
simple: rather. it can be managed and worked up. In fact. one example which
vividly illustrates this point is the sociological work on replication in science dis-
cussed in Chapter 1. Replication can be thought of as an institutionalized
forum for independent witnessing. As Harry Collins and others have demon-
strated. what counts as a proper or competent replication often becomes as
contentious as the finding that is to be replicated. If WoofTitt had been 4 para-
psychological sceptic rather than a conversation rescarcher he would have
questioned participants about the number and status of the witnesses to the
noise. The ventriloquized witnesses would themselves have become a focus for
dispute and come to need their own procedures of fact management.

Detail and Narrative

Back in Chapter 3 1 discussed post-structuralist work on realist discourse,
particularly Barthess study of the operations of Balzac's *realist short story
in 577, One of the main roles of this work was to show up the limitations of
simple ideas about realist discourse and, in particular, the idea that realist dis-
course derives its sense from a simple sequence of descriptions of objects
and events. What Barthes was less interested in was the role of deseriptive
prosc in establishing the factuality of a text. Issues of factuality do not imme-
diately come to mind when dealing with literature, which is a paradigm
fictional form  although it turns out to be quite difficult to make clear-cut
distinctions between truth in literature and other realms (Whiteside and
Issacharofl. 1987: Scarle. 1975). Nevertheless. 4 number of literary theorists
have been interested in the way particular literary effects are generated and,
more specifically. in the way a vivid realistic world is created. One of the cen-
tral concerns here is the role of detailed descriptions and their placement in
narratives, For our purposes. what is interesting is how such effects can be
generalized to other texts and to talk.
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The first thing to consider here is what is meant when talking about detail.
Clearly, this is a contrastive category. What is detailed from one perspective
might be gross and vaguc from another. The sort of detail given about the
structure of a steel girder by a nuclear physicist is of quite a different order
from the sorts of detail given by an engincer. Moreover, the term derail is
often used with pejorative overtones for relatively unimportant things; there
is the big picture and the details. However, I will use the notion of detail in its
dictionary sense of ‘treating something in its individual particulars’ (OED).
Specifically, I want to contrast descriptions which gloss general processes
and categories with descriptions that capture the particulars of scenes or
events as they might be seen by an observer.

Take, for example, the extracts from scientific papers reproduced earlier (1
and 2). They drew on general sorts of descriptions of the actions of scientists.
Yet even in the procedure sections of scientific papers, which are often
claimed to provide a description of the actions of experimenters, the descrip-
tions are of gencric practices (*mitochrondrial particles were prepared by a
modification of the procedures of Madden’): that is, they are ‘anybody’s’
descriptions. We are not told whether the test tubes were cracked, whether it
was raining outside, or whether the stalls in the lab toilet had doors. Their
point is to show that something standard or universal was done; any individ-
ual or unique features were unimportant. and therefore not described.
Contrast this with an extract of’ counselling talk where Jimmy the jealous
husband’, whom we met briefly at the end of Chapter 4., is talking about an
evening in a pub. This is just a small part ol a long passage.

12 Jinnnv: Uim () when these people came in. () >t was:< ()
Johnand Caroline, (1.0) And then they had- ()

s other Dave “With them as well
f...]
Ui (1.2) He ¢- he came- () they all came in the pub anywiy.
(1.0) Well () Connie sat beside (0.6) Caroline. And 1 sat
(further back). So you was (1) you was split between us,
They sat in- on the other side. (1.0) The only words Connie
spoke to me (1.0) for the rest of the eveining ((.8) was ()
getanother drink. "Get another drink ©

(DE-J12:C2:S1: 1)

In contrast to the extracts from the scientific paper. what is striking about this
description is that it is full of specific references. These are not formulations
ol generic features ol going to pubs, although a proper understanding of the
extract might draw on knowledge of such features, Rather. it is full of definite
characters (Caroline, Dave), indexicals Cyouw was split between us'). and active
voicing (‘get another drink’). i

To tease out some of the fact constructional issues in descriptions of this
kind I want to draw on a concept from narratology known as focalization.
This was developed in the work of Gerard Genette (1980) and Micke Bal
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(1985). The simplest way to think about tocalization is in terms of the point of
view which a narrative presents. For example, in some narratives there is an
omniscient, God-like narrator who can peer round the back of any of the
characters and swoop between scenes and into their thoughts. Genette calls
this. perhaps confusingly. zero focalization. In other narratives the narrator
views scenes, but has no access to the thoughts or feelings of individual char-
acters: this is external tocalization. The discourse in the extract above more
closely corresponds to what Genette calls internal focalization. That is. the
narrative is constructed from the point of view of an individual character it
accesses that character’s thoughts and feclings, but not those of other char-
acters exeept through inference. For example, here is an extract from later in
Jimmy's account of the pub cvening;

13 Jimmy: Uh: Twas (1) boiling at this stage and 1 was real angry
with Connie (.) And uh went up to bed 'n ()

I lay on the bed. (0.7) °got into bed.® (0.6)

- uh () could hear giggling ('n all that) downstairs

and then () the music changed (.) slow records.

(DE-JF:C2:S1:11)

Jimmy describes his own feelings as with a simple report which requires no
inference. In contrast, this description allows the actions and feelings of oth-
ers to be only indirectly inferred. He describes the sounds which are available
to him from his bedroom. These reports of sounds are not meaningless behav-
toural particulars. They allow precise inferences to be made about the
acuvities downstairs. Even without the rich contextual detailing that has
gone on in the prior 80 or so lines of the account, I imagine that it is hard to
resist the implication that something intimate and potentially sexual is being
overheard. Fven if we do not know the etymological association of gigple (a
lewd wanton womanza giddy romping girl” OFID). giggling is not a charac-
teristic of interaction between strangers or in formal situations: it signals a
certain informality. shared jokes. The change to slow records is. of course.
associated with a shift to close, intimate dancing such as might happen when
people pair o at the end of a disco: or, from a slightly carlier era Chuck
Berry sang “but when the sun went down the rapid tempo of the music fell,
c'est La vie say the old folks it goes to show you never can tell'.

The point. then. is that internal focalization is a narrative style which pre-
sents what goes on from what might loosely be called the perceptual ficld of
an individual participant. In these extracts we can see it attending to both the
position of the perceiver (‘and Tsat . . . so you was split between us’, *1 lay on
the bed’) and what is perecived (‘get a drink’, the giggling). Such narratives
allow the listener, or reader, to take on the position of the pereeiver. ‘They can
understand things through the eyes or cars of the central character. In her dis-
cussion of focalization Bal indicates the link to issues of fact construction: *If
the focalizor coincides with a character, that character will have a technical
advantage over the other characters. The reader watches with the character’s
eyes and will, in principle. be inclined 1o accept the vision presented by that
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character (Bal, 1985: 104 cmphasis added). Away from the purely literary
arena, this kind of focalization goes with a special kind of category entite-
ment. ‘The person is entitled to provide an authoritative description of a scene
or event because he or she is a wimess.

Witness as a Category Entitlement

As with other category entitlements, we can ask how the category entitlement
of witness is built up and how it is undermined. What is its defensive and
offensive rhetoric? One way in which the category *witness” is established is to
provide graphic. vivid descriptions. These are the sorts of descriptions that
might be derived from a careful viewing of a scene, and they may have fea-
tures that might seem hard to make up because of their specificity, perhaps. or
their oddness. For cxample, direct quotation is the kind of thing that only a
witness can properly report. It not only shows that the witness was present.
but that they have powers of observation. Take “get a drink” in Extract 12. 1t
certainly does some business with respect to the moral identities of the parties
to counselling, perhaps displaying Connic as insensitive or engrossed in her
interaction with the other man. Yet it also displays Jimmy as a witness who is
~.c_z.:.:.:m an actual event rather than inventing or speculating. and, moreover,
a witness who can report precise details (see also Juhila, 1995).

Another feature of establishing an identity as a witness involves establish-
ing access to the witnessed scene. This both authorizes the presence of the
witness and also aligns the reader or listener with the witness for the narrative.
2aul Atkinson (1990) has explored this rather neatly in his study of the con-
struction of social science cthnographics. He compared the introductory
paragraph of a short story by Hemingway and a well-known cthnography
about the life of cocktail waitresses, And he suggests that they bring the
reader into the story in much the same way. by providing the x:_._x.:_,cx_c_._#:.
as-perecived deseription that we saw in Hmmy's nareative above, and by build-
ing up a contrast between the inside and outside through :E,.M:c::v\
gratuitous references to the weather Coutside it was getting dark”, “outside a
light rain gives softness to the nightair of the city®). This kind of description.
Atkinson suggests, ‘furnishes the Tguarantee”™ of an eyewitness report,
couched in terms of the dispassionate observer, using the conventional style
of the realist writer of fiction. or documentary reporter” (1990: 70). Jimmy's
narrative does not have any references to the w sather in it but it does spend
some time establishing why they went to the pub. who was there and where
they were sitting.

One of the effective features of witnessing as an identity is that the wit-
nesses” deseription is a report of the scene as pereeived as :_.:g:xcn_ to being
broad formulation or interpretation of events. It provides the details that
were seen or heard and allows the recipient of the description to make the
_:_,m._.c:cc.f.. The role of judging and ¢ aluating is scemingly passed on (o the
recipient. For example, in Extract |3 Jimmy does not directly accuse Connic
of being unfaithful to him  but his description is organized 10 make that
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inference hard to resist. [n this way the category witness works as an exter-
nalizing device.

For most of this chapter I have considered cxternalizing devices which
draw attention iy from the producer of the deseription, and therefore their
potentially problematic stake and interest in events, cither by using imper-
sonal empiricist discourse or by emphasizing corroboration and consensus
across observers. In the case of the category witness, however, the externaliz-
ing is done by working with an implied distinction between doing observation
and evaluation: describing the facts and saying what they mean.

The importance of the everyday distinction between describing and infer-
ring is shown in Dorothy Smith’s study of the mental illness account, and the
way it is organized to allow recipients to make up their own minds. Mar
Wowk's (1984) study of a murder confession makes a similar point. In the
example she studied. the assailant did not make a direct accusation that the
victim was a prostitute rather than an ‘innocent victim'. Such a direct claim
might well have been treated as interested, and as an attempt to mitigate the
crime. Instead. he construets a deseription [rom which the category “prost-
tute” can be inferred.

This lay distinction between witnessing and inferring may be what came
into play in a study by Kim Scheppele (1994). who noted particular difficul-
ties for women victims ol rape and sexual abuse who revise their stories over
i period of time. Such revisions are exploited by the prosceution, who trade
on the assumption that initial versions are likely to be accurate, witnessed
descriptions while later changes are likely to be distorted or motivated in
some way. In contrast to this, Scheppele suggested that the standard expec-
tations can be inverted in such cases because of the sorts of psychological
strategies of denial and self-blame that victims of sexual violence engage in
which involve an initial avoidance of the reality of abuse. On this topic, and

its relation to fact construction more generally, see Michele Davies™ (1995)
study of fact construction in an autobiography concerning repressed memo-
ries of child sexual abuse. This considers both the issue of witness and
memory. and the more general notion of legitimating knowledge via experi-
ence (of. Kitzinger, 1994: Manzo 1993).

Undermining Detail and Turning to Vagueness

Although the detailed description of particulars can be used to build up a cat-
cgory entitlement as a witness, it can be countered in a variety of ways.
Indeed. any established approach to fact construction may be expected to
have its established counters. The use of offensive rhetorics stimulates the
development of defensive rhetorics and viee versa. One feature of detail is that
it can be inspected for contradictions and confusions or provide material
that can be reworked into a different kind of narrative entircly. For example,
the fact that Smith can re-read Angela's account of K's mental illness and
rebuild the supposedly independent witnesses as a connected group, who
may have their own interests in painting K asill, depends on her reworking of
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the nqc.sana detail. Although the rich detail allows the reader to *make up her
own mind’, it also allows her to intervene in the story actively and invert its
::.A& force, Icaving K a victim of persecution rather than a psychiatric case
_:._z procedure of unravelling details has a distinguished past. ._:_:cL
Herrick studied the rhetorical approach used by cighteenth-century Deists
s.\:c: m_.:_.c,i:m Christian accounts of miracles. He suggested that the 31:..
c__x__. form of attack was a form of ridicule, which worked through a close
reading of Christian texts scarching for clements that were problematic
unclear or ‘laughable’. These became the focus of an intensive, often nxm_m..
gerated discussion, which typically removed the details from their original
context. For example, Herrick quotes an attack which concentrates on the
phrase *flow of blood" in a description of Jesus healing a bleeding woman.

Neither one nor the other of the Evangelists signily of what degree her haemor-
rhige was. nor from what part of her body it proceeded. nor how often or seldom
she was addicted to it. It might be. for aught we know, only a little bleeding of the
nose, that now and then she was subject to: Or it might be an obnoxiousness to an
2.52:_::: ol blood by sicge of urine: Or it was, not improbably, of the menstrous
_m:a. Any of these might be the case of this woman for what's written: and I don't
find any of our divines have determined of what sort it was. But a great miracle is
wrought. they think. in her cure, without knowing the discase. (Cited in Herrick

1989: 322 3) .

_._._r. approach, then, was to work with potentially minor problems or
details. and build them up so that they raised questions with the whole
account. From a rather different perspective Malcolm Ashmore (1993) has
shown how a combination of narrative detail and ridicule can be used :,V
undermine an established scientific theory.

Let us now return to Jimmy's narrative of the traumatic evening in the pub.
We can see the process of undermining at work in Connic’s immediate
response. (Remember, this is a counselling session, and both Connie and the
c:::zc:.:_. are present to hear immy's narrative.) Connic’s immediate reply
emphasizes the flexibility in the production of versions of events. and how
they can be produced to show dilferent things (cf. Simons, 1989).

14 Connie: I'd just like to say: when @ el that sa:me story ()
that same story sounds very very different.
(DE-JI:C2:S1:11)

And m:n goces on to rework details of Jimmy's account: for example, rechar-
acterizing an cvent that Jimmy has presented as her pulling her skirt up to
display her legs to a boy, Dave.

IS Connie: My skirt probably went up to about there.
((Jimmy gives g sharp intake of breath.))
Maybe a bit shorter. It was done for no- I never looked at
that particular bloke when I did it it was my friend commented
Oh you're showing o:ff a ot o leg tonight.
(DE-J1:C2:S1:11)
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Detail of this kind. then. is a double-edged rhetorical weapon. It can be used
to build up a category entitlement as witness, as well as do a range of specific
actions, but it can also be reworked, undermined and ridiculed. In effect, the
same story can be retold to sound different. For this reason, factual accounts
may be constructed using vague or global formulations. Global formulations
may be an important clement in the armoury of defensive rhetoric.

One example of the rhetorical use of vagueness is provided by Paul Drew
and Elizabeth Holt's (1989) study of the use of ‘idiomatic expressions’; that is,
clichéd or proverbial expressions such as ‘it takes two to tango’ or ‘between
arock and a hard place’. They suggest that such expressions are not sprinkled
randomly through conversations. Rather. they tend to crop up at specific
Jjunctures. For instance. one common situation in which they appear is where
someone is complaining about something to a friend or relative, and that per-
son is withholding support or agreement. This is illustrated in the following
extract. in which Tlene is complaining about the actions of a compuany:

16 fiene: Db We've checked now on all the papers ¢ has an” Moss'n
Comp’ny said they were sent through the post we have had
n:nothing from Moss'n Comp'ny through the post.

(0.3}

Hene: Anyway. () Tha:t's th- uh you know you can't (.) argue il its like ()
uh: m

Shirvley: 75.__
()

Hene: banging yer head against a brick wa:ll

(Drew and Holt. 1989: 508)

I1" Shirley had been supporting Iene's complaint we would have expected
her to express that support at various points in this interaction. However, her
only interjection here is *well”, which, as we saw in Chapter 3. is typically an
indication that some dispreferred or disaffiliative action is likely to be pro-
duced (Levinson, 1983: Nofsinger, 1991; Shiflrin, 1987). Itis at this point that
llene produces the idiomatic expression ‘banging yer head against a brick
wall’. Drew and Holt suggest that such expressions have two roles. First,
they tend to terminate or round off the sequence. and pos sibly c_i_ic 5,_5,
(cf. Drew and Holt. forthcoming). Sccond. because of their figurative or for-
mulaic quality they are robust. In other words. they are not easy to r”_:_:rw:mc
with specific facts or information. That means they are suited to z_:::_c:.f.
where there is conflict. or at least lack of support. The vagueness here is not
a weakness: itis a virtue. Banging yer head against a brick wall can be “right'.
or descriptive, in all sorts of situations and in all sorts of ways. It takes work
to undermine. A

Vague or broad glosses do not have to be idiomatic, of course, For exam-
ple. Tspent some time discussing Connie’s version of the evening in :._c pub at
the end of Chapter 4. She formulated it as *an episode. with a Ec._?., ina pub,
y'know?! And me having a few drinks and messin’." This description .ac% not
have the internal focalization of Jimmy's narrative. It has no narrative point
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of view. it reports no individual perceptions or emotions: instead it provides
a broad categorization of the event. The innocence of messin’ contrasts with,
and works against, what is implied by the giggles and slow music from down-
stairs in Extract 13, This example, then, shows a clash of two rather different
fact constructional practices. cach with its own strengths and shortcomings.

Hayden White, Oliver North and Narrative Warranting

The notion of narrative has become increasingly prominent in the social sci-
ences in the past few years. It has been proposed as a central organizing
concept for psychology (Bruner. 1990: Gergen. 1994; Polkinghorne, 1988:
Sarbin, 1986) and is seen as central in cthnography (Atkinson. 1990; Clifford
and Marcus. 1986). and other areas. As we saw in Chapter 3. narrative is
treated as epistemologically central in some postmodernist arguments, par-
ticularly those of Jean-Frangois Lyotard concerning the breakdown of grand
narratives of legitimation. All of this has led (o narrative being used in a
range of often rather loose senses. Sometimes it becomes difficult to see what
is nof narrative. Nevertheless., there are important strands of work here related
to fact construction, and the thinker who has probably done most to address
them is the history theorist Hayden White.

White is an ambitious and subtle theorist; yet, the central theme in his
work can be casily stated. His argument is that it is a mistake to sec history
making as the collection of facts about the past. Rather, history making is a
combination of fact finding and producing narratives that give those facts
sense. Itis about producing coherence as well as correspondence. As he put it:

Livery history must meet standards ol coherence no less than correspondence il it is
to pass as a plausible account of ‘the way things really were'. [, . A mere list of
confirmable singular existential statements does not add up to an account of real-
ity if there is not some coherence, logical or aesthetic, connecting them to one
another. (White, 1978: 122

The argument, then, is that plausible. believable accounts of the past are
produced by placing facts within a narrative. White's (1973) major work was
an attempt to characterize the major historians of the nincteenth century
according to the style of narrative they favoured (romantic. tragic, comic,
satirical). their basic modes of argument (contextualist, mechanistic) and the
ideological implications that are drawn from their histories (radical. conser-
vative). The narrative forms of history were treated as lying underneath the
surface of historical texts as a ‘deep structure’.

The analogy with the Chomskyan linguistics that was dominant at the time
is very clear. In Chomsky's work utterances were taken to follow grammatical
forms as a consequence of an underlying *deep structure” which is *hard wired’
i to human beings. Both Chomsky and White characterize these deep strue-
tures as part of the psychological endowment of members of a culture.

The historian shares with his audience general notions of the forms that significant
human situations must take by virtue of his participation in the specific process of
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sense making which identify him as a member of one cultural endowment rather
than another.|. . ] The original strangeness, mystery, or exoticism of the events is
dispelled and they take on a familiar aspect, not in their details, but in their func-
tions as elements of a familiar kind of configuration.[. . .] They are familiarized. not
only because the reader now has more information about the events, but also
because hie has been shown how the data conform to an icon ol a comprehensible
finished process, a plot structure with which he is familiar as a part of his cultural
endowment. (White, 1978: 86)

White is writing more about understanding than fact construction, but the
argument extends easily enough. An account of the past comes to seem factual
as it draws on a narrative form that is part of the reader’s cultural competence.
She reads the history and experiences it as factual, because it conlorms to her
narrative expectations. It seems ‘right’. ‘well formed'. ‘coherent’.

This argument has some plausibility to it. Or, as White might say. it pro-
vides an initially credible narrative of the workings ol historical
understanding. There is even some experimental rescarch that broadly sup-
ports it (Bennet and Feldman, 1981). However, it also has some potential
problems. Apart from the now well-established difficulties with the cognitivist
deep structural notions about understanding (what is the status of this deep
structure?; how doces it work?), White has developed the argument rather
more in the abstract than through detailed analyses of particular examples.
Specific studies have attempted to apply this general idea about narrative to
sets of texts. For example, Moya Ann Ball (1991) explored the narrative con-
struction of ‘the Gulf of Tonkin incident’, arguing that it was framed as a
specific and familiar narrative to Justify increased US involvement in the
Vietnam War. And John Sorenson (1991) studied media constructions of
famine in the Horn of Africa suggesting that a familiar ideological parable
was reproduced in reports. Yet, neither the presence of a single, coherent nar-
rative, nor its role in fact construction is well established in these and simi ar
studies.

Another difficulty with White's account is that it scems to depend on a dis-
tinction between the historical facts and the narratives they are woven into. |
write 'seems” here because at times White offers a more constitutive account
which has *the facts’ being constituted by the narrative rather than being
pre-existing objects which are subsequently organized into narratives, Here is
White at one of his more constitutive moments: ‘tropics is the process by
which all discourse constitutes the objects which it pretends only to describe
realistically and to analyze objectively” (1978: 2). Any one ol a range ol the
theoretical perspectives discussed in the first three chapters of this book could

be used to raise searching questions with the facts/narratives distinction.

A further twist to arguments about historical facts and narrative interpre-
tations is given by Michael Lynch and David Bogen in a study of Oliver
North and his testimony to the Iran-Contra h carings. They were particularly
interested in the policy of generating “plausible deniability’, which was the
objective of a range of practices in the US intelligence community. The point
of this policy was to be able to conduct covert operations in such a way that
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the sediment of documents and ofTicial recordings left by the operation woyld
allow it to be officially denied and, moreover, that the denial would be plau-
sible because it would mesh with the records. For example, Admira|
Poindexter cited the policy of plausible deniability as the rationale for taking
full responsibility for diverting money from covert arms sales to Iran to the
Contras; by taking responsibility he protected the President. Lynch and
Bogen claim that ‘in his testimony before the committee, he asserted that he
specifically withheld the authorizing documents from the President in order
to give Reagan “deniability” in case the diversion should become public’
(Lynch and Bogen, 1996: ms. 8: scc also Bogen and Lynch, 1989).

Lynch and Bogen use the tran- ‘ontra hearings to make a point about
interpreting historical records. They suggest that the way historical records
were practically reconstructed in the hearings provides a broader lesson about
history and interpretation.

Over the course of these hearings it became clear that the historical archive was
itself a product of organizational work — of collecting, assembling and deleting files,
retrieving documents or shredding them, coding and recoding messages, and the
flike. This circumstance suggests, in turn, the lolowing as a general, rather diaboli-
citl property of the historic imagination: that it not only involves interpretations
ol evidence, but that the evidence itself is suffused with the workings of an histori-
cal sensibility. (1996)

Rather than there being neutral. historical facts which historians organize
Into narratives, here the picture is of the documents that supposedly record
historical facts being generated and selected precisely to sustain particular
(fictional) narratives. Indeed, for Lynch and Bogen there is something fun-
damentally postmodern about North’s approach to history. In working
closely and practically with historical materials he blurs distinctions between
the straightforwardly factual and the artfully fictional, and between the literal
and the onic, He has moved — for quite different purposes — into the kind of
historical terrain populated by David Byrne and his ‘history” of Virgil Texas
in True Stories.

Lynch and Bogen draw heavily on cthnomethodological thinking, and their
study of the Iran-Contra hearings fits closely in with the tradition of work |
discussed in Chapter 2 on organizational practices of fact making. Their cau-
tion about the historical archive being designed to fit particular narrative
reconstructions parallels Max Atkinson's (1978) argument about the embed-
ding of theories of suicide in the operation of coroners” courts and their
construction ol suicide statistics.

General Narratives and Specific Desceriptions

The discussion above leaves rather tarnished the originally simple picture of
factual accounts being warranted by placing them in a set of fundamental or
familiar narrative forms. However, it does not show that nar rative is irrelevant
to issues of fact construction: far from it. One of the difTiculties is with the dif-
ferent senses in which the notion of narrative is used. It is useful to contrast
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narrative in the sense of broad literary forms or genres (comedy, detective
story and so on) with the idea that versions of events can be produced using
different kinds of narrative conventions (such as zero versus internal focal-
ization) and in ways that relate to issues of motive and character. Producing
narratives involves choices also of where to start and where to finish, what to
include and what to leave out, what to put next to what, and so on.

This raises a range of general issucs concerning the importance of the con-
trol and management of versions. For example, one of the most significant
features of Smith's study of Angela’s narrative construction of K’s mental ill-
ness is that K is not present to intervene in the account, to provide alternative
versions. to add other things that happened which provide a new context to
events. of to simply deny that some of the claimed events took place. Studices
of interaction in official hearings and courtrooms emphasize the importance
of controlling where an answer starts and stops and what counts as a com-
plete answer (Molotch and Boden. 1985). For example. in another study of
Oliver North's testimony in the Iran-Contra hearing, Tim Halkowski (1992)
showed how the Committee counsel effectively managed the witness’s version
by treating some of his answers as incomplete and in need of elaboration. and
cutting off some attempts at claboration.

Anita Pomerantz (1988/89) provides another example of the narrative man-
agement of versions in a study of a news report of President George Bush's
involvement with smuggling aid to the Contras using laundered drug moncy.
(The Contras may have been politically poisonous, but they have inadver-
tently been a boon to social rescarch on fact construction!) The report details
4 minor Bush associate’s CIA involvement using “documentary evidence and
then shows a clip of this person denying any connection to the CIA.
Pomerantz argues that the audience is primed to be sceptical by the report’s
factual assertion of the man’s CIA involvement and the immediately subsce-
quent denial becomes further evidence of guilt. The effect of this report is to
show up the man as not only part of the covert CIA operation but also a
barcfaced lar. Part of the effectiveness here is that the news team are in full
control of their material. so they can juxtapose the cont asting versions as

well as assembling a display of evidence in support ol one of them. The point
may seem obvious, but this is an important facet of fact construction which
is well worth explicating.

To end this discussion of narrative and fact construction, let us return to
Connic and Jimmy and their disputed evening in the pub. One of the impor-
tant points to remember is that, like Balzac’s clock on the Elysée-Bourbon. it
is not the empirical particulars that are important. In this case, the point of
the narrative is what it shows about the nature of the partics, and particularly
their moral identities. Is Connic a hopeless tlirt who would drive any partner
to distraction? Or is Jimmy painfully and pathologically jealous and likely to
blow up any incident out of all proportion? Jimmy's claborate narrative, with

its inexorable build of leg displaying. wilful ignoring, insensitive drink
scrounging. and finally intimate slow dancing with another man, builds a
powerful warrant for the version that has Connie as a hopeless flirt or worse.
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In terms of counselling, Jimmy is trying to single her out as the onc with the
problem (for a fuller account, see Edwards, 1995).

. ,_,:.o point [ wish to emphasize is that Jimmy’s work of identifying Connie
in this way is a narrative construction. Yet it is not the sort of basic narrative
genre discussed by Hayden White and others (see Gergen, 1994). It is not par-
ticularly comic nor is it especially tragic, despite a description of an abortive
attempt at suicide towards its end. Rather, it is an organized and cumulative
set of descriptions which focalize Jimmy and make his construction of events
believable and understandable. Put another way, I am suggesting here that its
status as a narrative ot a particular genre is not, i itself, crucial for cither the
fact constructional role of this discourse or its specific action orientation.
_.:_,._G:_. I suggest that “narrative” should be thought of as a rather loose pre-
_::::_J\ category that uscfully collects together a range of disparate but
important discursive phenomena.

Truth Is Stranger than Fiction

The well-known cliché has it that truth is stranger than fiction. However, the
sorts ol issues raised in this chapter suggest that there is no neat separation
between the tropes of fact and fiction. Often. the resources for building vivid
m_:g plausible fictions are preciscly the same resources that are used for build-
ing credible facts. This raises many interesting questions about relations
between literary representations and representational practices in realms
such as courtrooms and everyday talk. Is onc parasitic upon the other, for
example? Are the sorts of historical changes in conceptions of the real in lit-
erary texts documented by Erich Auerbach (1957) related to changes in other
institutional forms, or perhaps to changing conceptions of sell”? These are
hard guestions to address, and up to now there has been very hittle work on
the poetic and narratological features ol everyday talk that could be used to
cven start to make sensible comparisons with literary studies (atthough
__N.:.<o< Sacks. 1992, makes a range of rich and suggestive observations on

this topic). For example, & more systematic study ol the kinds of focalhization

that occur in everyday tatk and news interview talk could be particularly

revealing. Jimmy's story was internally focalized: in what sort of situations

are narratives with zero focalization using an omniscient. God-like point of
view used?

Despite some limitations in Hayden White's account of narrative. his
emphasis on the dual importance of the correspondence and coherence of his-
torical accounts has a wider currency. tis not di

. cull, for example, to find
cases where “getting things wrong’ leads to an account being treated as more
rather than less plausible: that 1s. where coherence, in some broad sense. tri-
E:_J_I over correspondence. Tn some recent cases of wrongtul imprisonment
in Britain the ‘uncanny’ similarity of different police versions of what hap-
pened in the cells was used as evidence that they were carefully rehearsed
confabulations. The argument was that ‘real testimony’ has contradictions
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:E_c::_.:&::z:_::F.c_._(_no_.z%.é:?:mréc:;m::Ez”::ai:v\i:z,_:s
good 1o be true’. much more likely to be the rehearsed outcome of conspiracy
than spontancous personal remembering (cf. Chancellor Lawson's discount-
ing of consensual newspaper reports - pages 116-18 above).

A newspaper article about the poet Philip Larkin's meeting with Prime
Minister Thatcher tllustrates a more complex use of the same idea:

He had been introduced to her once before. at a reception in Downing Street in
1980. and liked to tell the story that as she welcomed him she said: *Oh, Dr Larkin.
I am great admirer of your poems.” *Quote me a line, then,' [. . .] Larkin says that
Mrs Thatcher misquoted the line: *Her mind was full of knives™ ‘I took that as a
great compliment’ {. . .]. [ thought if it weren't spontancous, she'd have got it right. 1
also thought she might think a mind full of knives rather along her own lines, not
that T don’t kiss the ground she treads.” (Independenr on Sunday, 3 July, 1994
emphasis added)

Note the way that Larkin is reported to have used Mrs Thatcher’s failure to
get the quote precisely right as an indication that she actually knew the poem.
but was having to recover it from memory. That is, her mistake was treated as
evidence of genuine recall rather than the sort of too pat correctness which
would go with a recent briefing (cf. Lynch and Bogen, 1996; Edwards and
Potter. 1992).

This raises the theme of lay notions of memory and their relation to fact
construction. For detailed descriptions to work as mere rememberings, and
thus as externalizing devices. an image of memory as a neutral storage space
from which memories can be dumped is most effective. The facts are loaded
into memory via cyes and cars and dumped back at a later time untouched by
interest, expectation or desire. The conversation analytic account of the way
talk is constructed undermines this image. Rather than being passively
dumped, it suggests that verstons are highly patterned in their detail for the
performance of action. Take himmy's narrative, for instance. At a superlicial
hearing it might seem like a simple record of the events of the evening: a
dump. Yet, as we start to examine the detail that is placed in this narrative we
can sce that itis highly selective and carefully organized. What is in the nar-

ative is there for its role in building a moral identity for himself and Connie.

I started the chapter with a discussion of Gilbert and Mulkay's notion of
an empiricist repertoire. In their original conception, the empiricist repertoire
is an integrated vocabulary of terms, explanatory moves, and metaphors, all
used with a consistent grammatical style such that the author’s involvement
in the research paper is minimized and the data themselves are given maxi-
mum power over their own interpretation. The empiricist repertoire, then, is
a systematic accounting procedure for externalizing. I considered the question
of how general the empiricist repertoire is by examining empiricist tropes in
news broadcasts. In this setting they do not cohere together into a full reper-
toire but are embedded in a range of other kinds of discourse where they
perform specific tasks such as making assertions without being explicit about
their sources or generality, or emphasizing the credibility of claims, This
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opens up i potentially fruitful avenue of study which would consider the :zc.
ol empiricist tropes in a whole range of non-scientific settings.

H:c next theme in the chapter was consensus and corroboration. The cen-
trality of corroboration in the appraisal of factuality is well established. and
embedded in institutional procedures for factual evaluation such as the use of
:.:_:::c witnesses in court cases and the emphasis on replication in discus-
stons of scientific research methods. The cmphasis here was on the way
consensus and corroboration can be worked up in particular settings. There
are a wide range of ways in which corroboration can be built: some more
.oxv__c:“ some less so. I concentrated on Smith’s study of the construction of
independent witnessing in her paper on K's putative iliness and Wooffitt's
analysis of the use of active voicing to ventriloquize a range of corroborating
personages. Manufacturing consensus and corroboration is potentially a par-
ticularly strong form of externalizing as it shares responsibility for the factual
account with other agents. ) .

The final part of the paper focused on detail and narrative. Detail works on
a number of levels. At its simplest. the provision of detail can offer a vivid rep-
resentation of a scence or event; one which will perhaps be scen as-unlikely to
_:_f been invented. Detail may be organized into an internally focalized nar-
::._<c to present events from the point of view of a participant and thereby to
build a special category entitlement of the speaker as a witness. Moreover
detail could be organized in ways that mirror literary techniques for d ...E?m
the listener or reader into the narrative. The rest of this section concentrated
on some of the issues raised in relating narratives to fact construction and
some of the vulnerabilities which arise when providing rich detail in accounts.

,wo where are we? At this point in the book we have finished our exploration
of what I have called the epistemological orientation of factual accounts: the
ways in which they are built as credible and factual Given that an account
has been established as factual by the appropriate management ol interests
and entitlements, combined with relevant externalizing techniques, how are
such accounts designed to perform particular actions? Are there regular pro-
cedures tor doing common actions? In the next chapter ['want to move on to
the complicated but fascinating topic ol the action orientation of factual
accounts,



