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nonical in the detail of the production of the particular as particular. They are also infa-
mous for hiding the very production of the particular. But this erasure is not a necessary
feature of a structural analysis, on the contrary perhaps. By focusing our attention on the
work everyone performs to produce what will then be accepted as orderly, structural analy-
sis can help us notice the very acts of erasure, or, on the contrary, the acts of inscription
that can then become fact for future participants.

In this case, it does appear that Lonnie’s adventures in the storied labor made some sig-
nificant difference at the time (by necessitating a reconstitution of the delivery from “nor-
mal” to “difficult”). Interestingly, it appears to have become part of the history of the fam-
ily — the husband clearly already knew the story Lonnie told. In other words, the “differ-
ence” that Lonnie introduced at the instant when, for whatever reason, she lied to the Chi-
nese anesthesiologist, made no difference to him, made some difference to her gynecolo-
gist then as the delivery shifted to emergency Caesarean (a “normal” reconstitutive process
in any event), and then made some difference in the family. I can now focus on the produc-
tion of difference telling the story about lying made.

3.3. Differences that May Not Make a Difference

Having a child in a hospital is not a routine matter. It is not produced by the acquired
“common sense” of the participants, but rather by the instructions they give each other as
to what to pay attention to and what to ignore. It will be, in every case that we examine
closely, an extraordinary event, even if the extraordinariness is “forgotten” later (i.e., even
if it does not lead to transformation in either the life of the participants or the organization
of the institution). But forgetting that which made a difference in a performance must not
be confused with the fact that a difference was produced. Indeed, in many cases, this for-
getting must be an active process of, to mention recent Garfinkel (2002) again, ignore-
ance; it may well be that hegemonic powers exercise themselves more through the active
erasure of noticeable difference than through the psychological processes that would be
necessary for the difference not to have occurred.®

Be that as it may, I propose that Lonnie’s joking narrative be understood in the context
of what Merleau-Ponty (1973/1969) discussed as le langage parlant. At the moment of
enunciation, when Mead (1913) would say that / speak, the very structuring of language

® Foucault, as well as most of those who follow him, presents the success of the panopticon as pro-
duced by what happens within those who are being watched by an invisible warden. Less atten-
tion is paid to the activity of the warden and what he must do to remain invisible. I suggest the
warden’s work may involve a lot of actively ignore-ing what the inmates are doing, an ignore-
ance that the inmates would then take into their own accounts.
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(and interactional patterns) must produce a unique and unpredictable statement that can
only be “textualized” in a secondary step. In that secondary step, an utterance may be
transformed into a myth,” or it may be actively forgotten by being reintegrated within the
regular discourse that is supposed to account for such utterances. In many ways, the story
Lonnie tells about the earlier labor is such a family myth told in a setting well-organized
for the telling of such myths. The telling itself is potentially productive of something in its
actual setting during the current labor. What it is productive of is precisely what I am in
danger of erasing if I write it, “interpret it”, as a warning by Lonnie to the anesthesiologist
not to take her seriously when she asks for more painkillers. I could have used the lan-
guage of semi-conscious strategies and intention and claimed that, given the overall se-
quencing of the tale, it must have been intended to be such a warning. Or, to take a more
social deterministic position, even if this was not Lonnie pre-story intention, the warning
may be what the story produced in the anesthesiologist. My issue here is not to decide
which (speech) act the story produced, but to stress the unmotivated, arbitrary, reality of
the utterance as spoken, and then as disappeared. It is not that it does not make “common”
sense: all participants work with it as a humorous story. It is rather that the manner of the
sense-making is not pre-ordained or simply rational (orderly) within the overall factual
sequence (i.e., “hospital labor”). The relationship of any utterance (or sequence of utter-
ances) to any model we might have of canonical sequences is to be dealt with as the same
kind of relationship Jakobson (1960) posited between the phonetics and rhythms of any
language and its poetry. Lonnie’s tale is play with a property of hospital labor and the dis-
course of the medical examination in general. It is also play that, on the day of its perform-
ance, did nothing we could observe — except make people laugh. It was not mentioned
again in the following hour of labor.'® None of the participants refer back to it, not even
jokingly. It is as if the story had never been told.

® Tam indexing here Lévi-Strauss’ (1971: 560) definition of a myth as a past utterance from a sin-
gle author as collectively known and worked with. Arguably, Lévi-Strauss is directly developing
here Merleau-Ponty (1973/1964) and restating Mead’s (1913) analysis of the postulatable I as
subject of the objective me that becomes known in the rhetorical forms of a particular polity of
practice at particular times within its operation.

It is possible that the anesthesiologist was more on his guard after the story than he may have
been. He may have rationed painkillers later in the labor, but we have no evidence of conversa-
tions he may have had with the nurse or other personnel.
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4. Making Cultural Facts for the Future

Through a continuing discursive process, a “modern” “American” way for hospital labor
has evolved altogether extravagantly (Boon 1999), over several million years of hominid
evolution, and over at least 100,000 years of human transformations, all the while continu-
ing to preserve all biological and sociobiological structures. In the 1990s, this American
way for labor may have become so powerful to appear “normal” if not “natural” to many
in the United States. This may be mostly the case for those who have never actually had to
give birth to a child, or who end up talking about giving birth outside the moments of the
actual experience. At that moment, one woman, doctors, nurses, and now any number of
“others”, form a temporary version of a more general polity of practice and they produce a
unique version of the sequence through various kinds of play. This act may become fact in
the history of the participants as it is available for further elaboration in the detail of the
conversation that constitutes future labors. Then again, this act may become “nothing” and
disappear in the blur of the “normal”. Or else it may make history in radically different
contexts, as the case I have presented did for Cotter, myself, and now the audiences of the
papers we have written.

The call here is for conversation analysts to pay more specific attention to the processes
that make a difference in history. This will involve analyses of the processes that actively
erase evolved differences, hide them, and make it appear “nothing happened” that would
require the meting of consequences by those who sanction wayward performances. Much
of this work will address classical issues in what has been called “reproduction”, what is
sometimes also written about as reconstruction or reconstitution. Mullooly and Varenne
(2006) have explored such erasure in the context of classroom play where teachers may be
involved in the active ignore-ance of what may have been required they do if they had per-
formed any kind of acknowledgment (cf. Hudelot this volume). But we do need much
more work, starting at the most local of levels where discourse analysis is most effective.
Then, we might be able to see, perhaps through various forms of quasi-pronominal anaph-
ora, when something that is marked as having occurred in an earlier sequence is used to
produce difference in further sequences — and also, and possibly more common, to erase
the possibility of difference by reconstituting the extraordinary past as ordinary for all fu-
ture purposes. But we must also move on to longer sequences bringing together ever more
speakers. Some cases of deep play produce change in the status of the protagonists. Violent
revolutions do take place and, even if it can be argued that much that is reconstituted after
such revolutions echoes older patterns, some revolutions do make history.
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Appendix A

Transcript — 9:17:50 to 9:19:51

: |
frame #| Wife | Husband Anesthesiologist | Cotter |sec.
I
j
........ 57
........ - | 58
................ 59
o eeally?... . |1:00 |
................ ... the - 61
................ one with the forceps 62
I SO IV andthe ... .. 63
I I NN foere e intheOR.and  |.... 64
: - what was the other one?  |.... ... 65
[GENERAL *****++++ | AUGHTER] 66
I S ‘yeah T P ‘v ........ 67
; listen you want to hear ... ... I P [ 68
: sabout .... O T N 69]
{ ) the C section? oo s e v 1.10 |
I pushed for O o - O ) |
f;three hours, no but the i
.epidu;al e o
had worn off ... .. R e

I pushed for threehours ... ...

... thena [ I S

different anesthesiologist !
jeame, !

this little Chinesc fellow, it e |
was in Hightown hospital, ... |

. i's0 they said they haveto ... L.

#do a C scction
(XXX because you're not

_ inot pushing well
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On the Research, the Taping, and the Transcription Conventions Used Here
frame # Wife Husband Anesthesiologist | Cotter |sec.
! ” The original research (Cotter 1996) was conducted in the early 19?0s and involved video-
"""" : B taping all prenatal visits by Lonnie (a pseudonym) to her obstetrician, as well as the labor
,S:df,il:dm e e 85 and the first get together of the parents, the new baby and his sibling. All observations and
e ...couldn't get the clamp _|.... .. A 86 taping were done in full view of the participants who were aware of the research goal and
.. he was runming around apart g% had given their permission according to the standards of the time. The videotapes were
Screaming ‘cramp’ ‘eramp’.... ... e e e 89 transcribed through paraphrases of the combined visual and audio stream at about one-
‘givemeacramp’ ... .. e 1.30 minute intervals. Selections were selected for more detailed transcriptions of the recorded
~~~~~~~~ i S b 91 interaction. Our first priority in these transcriptions was the representation of three central
"""""""""""""""" 2 properties of the event: co-participation of all presents, postural shifts, and semantic con-
L Couldt_l't he comdn't_ """""""""""" 2 tent. We decided not to use the usual conventions from conversational analysis as they tend
;ﬁﬁfﬁ Metingapartioghve | 94 to obscure the active co-participation of participants who may be silent at any particular
the bolus, I didn't trust him |.... ... O R 95 time (Goodwin 1981), and do not allow for easy incorporation of visual information that
§I mean ... e e 96 can now be made available through thumbnails of frame grabs. Details about the transcrip-
"""""""" if he couldn't find a clamp |... ... 1 tion conventions, and the justification for audio transcription can be found elsewhere (Ochs
- he cou,ldn't """" then what good ishe? ... ... %8 1979; Varenne 1992). In brief, each line of the transcript represents one second. [....] indi-
gtit :;e:::fr;f;?o o N 439 cates a half second of silence. One frame grab is included for each 10 seconds. We did not
! ' gémy sensory level e 101 attempt to catch most of the variations in the phonetic aspects of the verbal stream since
f ... with the w.ahah 102 we were not using these for analysis.
falcoholwipe ... [ FSTon 103
................ oh, that's xxx 104
il kept saying even thoughI....... .. .. 105
couldn'tcouldn't ...  h. . 106
afeel the alecohol ... .l 107
: %Ekept sayinglcoud ... ..l 108
§ .§feel it... . yeah,Ican ... 109

D T . still feel it yeah giveme ...  [1.50
! ... Xxx gave me somuch |........ more medication.... ... 111
i M'mtellingyou ... Iwas ... L. 112
; in the recovery room for ... L. 113
« qfivehours ... ... L 114
: numb .... they brought me ... .. 115
‘back I thought | was like |.... ... I S 116
’ ;Enever going to walk aggin ... .. . 117
: [GENERAL ***** | AUGHTER] 118
2 I had so much ... - ) she is dangerous you know } ........ 119
fshc is dangerous because  |.... ... : ........ 2:00

'she'll keep asking for it ... |.... ... b 121






