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Adopting a conversation analytic approach informed by ethnomethodology, this
book examines the process of socialization as it takes place within everyday
parent—child interactions. Based on a large audio-visual corpus featuring footage
of families filmed extensively in their homes, the author focuses on the initiation of
interactive assessment sequences on the part of young children with their parents
and the manner in which, by means of embodied resources, such as talk, gaze, and
gesture, they acquire communicative skills and a sense of themselves as effective
social actors.

With attention to the responses of parents and their understanding of their
children’s participation in exchanges, and the implications of these for children’s
communication this book sheds new light on the ways in which parents and
children achieve shared understanding, how they deal with matters of ‘alignment’
or ‘disalignment’ and issues related to their respective membership categories.

As arigorous and detailed study of children’s early socialization as well as the
structural and embodied organization of communicative sequences, Socialization:
Parent—Child Interaction in Everyday Life will appeal to scholars of sociology and
child development with interests in ethnomethodology and conversation analysis,
early years’ socialization and the sociology of family life.

Sara Keel is a post-doctoral researcher at the University of Basel, Switzerland.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Socialization: A Longstanding Object of Study

It is in The Oxford Dictionary of the English Language of 1828 that the expression
to socialize makes its first appearance, referring to a process whose aim is “to render
social, to make fit for living in society” (Clausen 1968: 21). According to this first
definition, it cannot be taken for granted that individuals naturally fit into a given
social order. To behave in such a manner as might be required by a given social
environment, they need to be prepared and to undergo a process of adaptation and
apprenticeship controlled by those considered to be the competent members of society.

Half a century later, it was Georg Simmel who introduced the term socialization
(Simmel 1894: 54) in social theory, but emphasizing aspects other than those in the
first definition given above. Simmel thought of society (or unity) as something that
existed and was produced wherever several individuals are engaged in reciprocal
relationships, or Wechselwirkungen (Simmel 1909: 296). According to Simmel,
reciprocity between individuals is generated by specific impulses—of a sexual or
religious nature, or arising out of specific purposes or interests such as defense, attack,
gain, or instruction—that lead individuals to act for or against each other, or more
generally bring them to various forms of “being-together.” However, Simmel also
argued that these generic conditions of association (impulses, purposes, and so on)
not only influence individuals’ engagement in reciprocal relationships, but also are
shaped (brought into being) by individuals’ engagement in reciprocal relationships.
Accordingly, it is through these reciprocal relationships that society—being the
“sum of these reciprocal relationships”—is perpetually realized (Simmel 1890:
131). Simmel considered the form(s) of socialization (Vergesellschafiung) to be a
more appropriate concept than society for designating something that is perpetually
produced through a dynamic, interactive process (Simmel 1917: 13). He felt that
the analysis of these forms of socialization should be the priority object of study for
sociology: “If, therefore, there is to be a science, the object of which is to be ‘society’
and nothing else, it can investigate only these reciprocal influences, these kinds and
forms of socialization” (Simmel 1909: 297-8).

These first uses of the notion fo socialize (Clausen 1968: 21) and the term
socialization (Simmel 1909: 297) foreshadowed the two main lines of investigation
that were developed within the different theories and studies of socialization over
the course of the twentieth century (Terrail 1995: 118). The first one looks at the
processes through which individuals are integrated into a given society and/or
social order (Grundmann 2006: 9). Its main question can be summarized as follows:
“How are human beings produced as social beings that conform to a pre-existing
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social order?” This line of investigation presumes first that individuals are mainly
socialized, shaped, and modeled by others, and second, that the socialization
consists of producing individuals that produce or reproduce a given pre-existing
social order (Terrail 1995: 118). Its adepts are thus predominantly concerned with
the individual’s attachment to a larger community. They seek to examine and to
understand the different social contexts within which socialization takes place and
to show their distinct impact on the individual’s development (Grundmann 2006:
19; Hurrelmann, Grundmann and Walper 2008).

The second line of investigation is interested in revealing how individuals
produce, negotiate, and modify social order and society, and in showing how the
to-be-socialized individual actively participates in dynamic process(es) of this
kind (Grundmann 2006: 9; Hurrelmann, Grundmann and Walper 2008: 14; Terrail
1995: 118). Consequently, this line of investigation seeks to answer the following
questions: How are individuals enabled to produce social actions? How are they
brought to actively participate in the production of social life? (Grundmann 2006:
9, 19). It is primarily concerned with individuals’ self-development, examining
it as something that is achieved and transformed through social interactions,
and which exists in a relationship of mutual interdependency with the social and
material environment in which individuals come into adulthood. In contrast to the
first line of investigation, whose analytical focus seeks to reveal the environmental
(social, economic, and cultural) factors that shape individuals’ development, the
second line of investigation highlights the agency of developing individuals and
aims to show to what extent and how they are active contributors and/or producers
of their own development and socialization (Hurrelmann, Grundmann and Walper
2008: 14-15). In its broadest sense, and as Cromdal puts it, socialization thus
refers to an infinite “array of social events” taking place in ordinary family life,
on the playground, on the football pitch, and/or in institutional settings such as
the school, the nursery, the university, or the workplace, “through which people
become skilled in the ways of society” (Cromdal 2006: 462).

Socialization: Everyday Parent/Adult—Child Interactions

In their paper “On Formal Structures of Practical Actions,” Garfinkel and Sacks
(1986)—the founders of ethnomethodology (EM) and conversation analysis (CA),
respectively—declare that the notion of being a competent “member” of society
does not refer to a person, but to the “mastery of language” (Garfinkel and Sacks
1986: 163). According to the authors, a member is thus not just any person that
happens to live and interact in a given society. Instead, being a member amounts to
being a competent user of natural language, for example, someone who is able to
use language to achieve practical actions such as greetings, requests, or offers, and to
display practical reasoning, practical circumstances, and common-sense knowledge
in a way that is understandable for other members of society. Concretely, this means
that a greeting is not only to be accomplished in a way that ensures it is understood
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by the intended recipient, but also that it is interactively effective—that is, it gets a
greeting in return. In this sense, the acquisition of the interactional and linguistic
competences and common-sense knowledge needed to competently use natural
language constitute the central aim of childhood socialization (Heritage 1984a: 239).

In recent years, a large number of EM/CA studies on children’s everyday
interactions with others have been carried out. Based upon audiovisual recordings,
these studies describe and analyze the concrete organization of the everyday
interactions of children and adolescents taking place at their homes (Butler and
Fitzgerald 2010; Cekaite 2010; Fasulo, Loyd and Padiglione 2007; Filipi 2009,
2013; Forrester 2008, 2013; Goodwin, M. 2007; Wootton 1997, 2006a, 2006b,
2007, 2010), at the playground (Butler 2008; Butler and Weatherall 2006;
Goodwin, M. 2006), and in or around the school or nursery (Cekaite and Aronsson
2005; Coob-Moore, Danby and Farrell 2008; Emanuelsson and Sahlstrdm 2008;
Kidwell 2005, 2009, 2012; Kidwell and Zimmerman 2006, 2007; Macbeth 2003,
2011; Pekarek Doehler 2010b; Sahlstrom 2002, 2009; Sidnell 2010a). A central aim
of these detailed descriptions is to reveal children’s competences in methodically
deploying gaze, gestures, and language to produce meaningful and intelligible
actions and in understanding the actions of others for what they are. Taking young
children’s mobilization of embodied resources into account makes it possible to
demonstrate that even before fully mastering natural language, young children
deploy a whole range of linguistic, cognitive, and interactive competences: they
might identify a problem in their own talk and propose an appropriate repair without
parental intervention (Corrin 2010; Forrester 2008), or they might very early on in
life (from the age of 11 months onwards) combine gestures, gaze, and vocalization
to produce a recognizable action, such as a request, that projects a response from the
intended recipient, and to pursue a response if none is forthcoming (see Chapter 4;
see Filipi 2009; Jones and Zimmerman 2003; Wootton 1997). Beyond contributing
to a better understanding of the embodied organization of social interaction, these
studies show how, from an early age, the child initiates sequences of interactions,
and is not merely reacting to the actions of (more competent) others. This line of
research thus provides evidence of young children’s non-trivial contribution to
their own socialization/acquisition of interactive competences.

Young Children’s and Parents’ Organization of Assessment Sequences and
its Relevance for the Study of Socialization

On the basis of a large audio-visual corpus of everyday parent—child interactions,
my study looks at the embodied ways in which young children (between 2 and 3
years-of-age) achieve initial assessments and examines how parents respond. The
existing EM/CA literature on children of this age range is very limited. Indeed,
quite a few studies look at the interactions of very young children—between nine
and 18 months-of-age—(Corrin 2010; Filipi 2007, 2009; Jones and Zimmerman
2003: 178; Kidwell 2005, 2009; Kidwell and Zimmerman 2006, 2007; Lerner and
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Zimmerman 2003; Lerner, Zimmerman and Kidwell 2007, 2011), or examine the
organization of interactions involving children of 3 years old and above—somewhat
older than those of my study (Butler 2008; Butler and Weatherall 2006; Cekaite
2006, 2010; Church 2009; Coob-Moore, Danby and Farrell 2008; Goodwin,
M. 1990, 2006, 2007; Sidnell 2010a; Wootton 2006b, 2007). Very few studies
focus on interactions involving children who are between 2 and 3 years old, and
if they do, they concentrate on a few extracts produced by one child (Butler and
Fitzgerald 2010), or constitute single case studies following the developmental
trajectory of one child (Forrester 2008; Forrester and Cherington 2009; Wootton
1997, 2010) or of a few children ranging from 10 months to 5 years-of-age (Laakso
2010). For example, Forrester (2008) and Cherington (Forrester and Cherington
2009) examine the emerging capacity of the first author’s child to repair her own
talk, and Wootton (1997) examines his own daughter’s developing practices for
accomplishing requests. There is thus a research gap that warrants the selection of
this particular age group for the central focus of my study.

Furthermore, I am particularly interested in young children’s emerging
interactive competence—especially their use of natural language—and in the
way young children’s language use is treated by their parents. Between the ages
of 18 and 24 months, young children undergo a period of rapid lexical growth
(Bassano 2000; Petitto 1993, Veneziano 2000). From their second birthday
onward, natural language becomes more and more important for communicating
with others (Filipi 2009). It thus seemed most promising to choose an age
group in which children’s linguistic (and, presumably, interactive) competences
undergo significant changes.

In everyday family life, young children recurrently produce initial
assessments such as “yuck,” “that is beautiful,” “[the man] is tall,” and “that’s
difficult” (Keel 2012): in the corpus as a whole, I identified 483 occurrences
of this. By deploying assessments, speakers display their normative “position”
and express their “affective involvement” toward the object, activity, or person
being referred to (Goodwin, C. and Goodwin, M. 1987: 9). As Goodwin, C. and
Goodwin, M. (1987: 7-10) argue, to make their assessment understandable for
others, speakers might deploy a whole array of embodied resources ranging from
various facial expressions, postures, or intonations, to linguistic and syntactic
constructions of varying degrees of complexity. Studies on adults’ production of
assessments have shown that depending on the embodied, sequential, and linguistic
resources speakers mobilize when producing initial assessments, a whole range
of so-called non-canonical actions (Stivers and Rossano 2010: 9; Chapter 4; see
also Keel 2015) such as noticings, announcements, informings, complaints, and
compliments, might be achieved (Keel 2011; Lindstrdém and Heinemann 2009;
Mondada 2009a: 352, 2009b; Perikyld and Ruusuvuori 2006; Pomerantz 1978,
1984a: 63; Ruusuvuori and Peridkyld 2009). It has been suggested that in terms
of getting a response from the intended recipient, non-canonical actions might
imply more interactive work by the speaker than canonical actions (Stivers and
Rossano 2010: 5).
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Furthermore, it has been stressed that assessments imply a claim of access
to and/or knowledge of the referent (Mondada 2009a; Pomerantz 1984a). If an
adequate response is to be obtained from the intended recipient, he or she must
have this access and/or knowledge. To be interactively effective, the producer thus
needs to ensure the recipient’s access to or knowledge of the referent. For all these
reasons, my analytical work on young children’s production of initial assessments
first aims to answer the following questions:

* How do young children mobilize and coordinate different interactive
resources, such as sequential positions, gestures, facial expressions, and
language, to accomplish different social actions (assessments, noticings,
or self-praise)?

*  How do young children coordinate these resources to ensure the intended
recipient’s access to/knowledge of the referent?

*  More generally, how do children make a response from the intended recipient
observably relevant? That is, how do they organize their assessment in such
a way that the addressed participant is obliged to respond?

The existing EM/CA studies on young children’s participation in social
interactions referred to above focus on young children’s production of so-called
canonical action types (Stivers and Rossano 2010: 5-6) such as offers, questions,
or different types of requests (Butler and Wilkinson 2013; Filipi 2009; Jones
and Zimmerman 2003; Wootton 1997, 2007). In contrast, the three research
questions outlined above make it possible to offer a methodical analysis of
young children’s embodied accomplishment of initial assessments that achieve
a wide range of non-canonical actions (Stivers and Rossano 2010: 9). It thus
focuses on a conversational phenomenon that has not yet been systematically
examined in the scope of EM/CA studies on parent—child interactions and
makes it possible to shed some new light on young children’s embodied display
of cognitive, linguistic, and interactive competences that have not yet been
addressed in these terms.

Second, my analytical work is devoted to the ways in which parents respond
to their young children’s initial assessments (Chapters 5-6). Systematic studies
of assessment sequences produced by adults (Pomerantz 1975, 1984a) suggest
that the production of a first assessment by speaker A makes relevant a response
by speaker B, and that this response most frequently comes in the form of a
second assessment:

A: That’s a r- a (rerry good buy)
B: Great buy. (Pomerantz 1975: 22)

Withhis orherimmediate second assessment, B expresses his orherunderstanding/
interpretation of the previous turn as one that calls for a response: with the use
of the qualifier “great” (instead of repeating A’s “rerry”’), B’s second assessment
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is upgraded. As such, it expresses his or her clear agreement with A’s initial
assessment. As highlighted by Pomerantz (1975, 1984a), B’s second assessment
can be upgraded or downgraded with respect to the initial one; this would express
B’s strong agreement or disagreement with it, respectively. Alternatively, B’s
response can take the form of a same evaluation (see Pomerantz 1975: 21)
and thus manifest B’s weak agreement or even indicate his or her incipient
disagreement with the initial assessment. Furthermore, it has been argued that
both the frequent use of upgraded second assessments by adults to respond to
initial assessments and the formal production of these assessments—they are
produced in a clear and straightforward manner and come immediately after
completion of, or in slight overlap with, the initial assessment—show the adults’
preference for agreement over disagreement (Pomerantz 1984a, 1975) and index
their orientation toward solidarity and “face” maintenance (Heritage 1984a: 265,
2008: 18-19).

More recently, Heritage and Raymond have suggested that detailed
investigation of assessment sequences makes it possible to reveal how
participants orient toward interactants’ different epistemic rights to assess
something (Heritage and Raymond 2005; Raymond and Heritage 2006).
According to the authors, participants in a conversation tend, for example,
to treat a child’s grandmother as having greater epistemic rights to assess
the grandchild, and thus to assert her normative stance and to claim direct
epistemic access, than would a simple acquaintance of the child’s family. It
has been argued that interactants’ orientation toward distinct epistemic rights
is demonstrated in the sequential and formal production of their responses to
initial assessments (Heritage and Raymond 2005).

As put forward by Goodwin, C. and Goodwin, M. (1992: 184), interactants’
organization of assessment sequences thus constitutes a key opportunity
to analyze participants’ normative positioning, affective involvement with
the surrounding world, and negotiation and/or demonstration of a shared
understanding of this world. In this sense, their systematic examination
constitutes an interesting conversational object for studying “cognition
in action” (Jones and Zimmermann 2003; Wootton 1997, 2006a), and for
investigating the interplay between cognition, language, and culture (Goodwin,
C. and Goodwin, M. 1992: 181-4).

Hence, the analytical work on parents’ responses to their young children’s
initial assessments seeks to offer a systematic examination along the following
research lines:

* How do parents treat initial assessments produced by their young children?
Do they respond at all?

*  How do they formally and sequentially produce their responses? Do they
adhere to the preference for agreement over disagreement?

» What might observed particularities (in terms of sequencing or formality)
tell us about the relationship between parents and children?
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In summary, this study seeks first to uncover the methodical uses of the embodied
resources by which young children render intelligible their evaluative positions
and affective implications to the referent, and through which they are able to
understand others’ responses and normative stances. Moreover, it aims to reveal
how very young children—not yet fully mastering natural language—participate
actively (and not merely re-actively) in the assessment of their here-and-now
reality, and how they thus acquire and display a sense of themselves as effective,
competent social actors who contribute to a shared understanding of their
surrounding world. Second, the study seeks to examine parents’ most frequent
responses—agreements and disagreements—and to look at the implications
of these responses for the further course of action. Examining in detail how
children’s evaluative actions—as attempts to communicate their normative
position, and their affective implication with respect to their environment—are
treated by the parents reveals not only the parents’ emic understanding of their
children’s participation in assessing the world they jointly inhabit, but also
allows some new light to be shed on the ways in which shared understanding is
eventually achieved. By investigating young children’s and parents’ particular
organization of assessment sequences in light of studies that examine their
accomplishment in adult—adult interactions (see for example Goodwin, C. and
Goodwin, M. 1987; Lindstrom and Heinemann 2009; Mondada 2009a, 2009b;
Pomerantz 1975, 1984a), the study moreover offers a window into the particular
ways parents and children deal with delicate issues of epistemic rights to assess,
solidarity, and “face” (alignment/disalignment), and makes their tacit, yet
observable, orientation toward matters related to their respective membership
categories available for inspection, raising empirically grounded questions and
reflections regarding socialization studies in general, and studies on parent—child
interactions in particular.

In contrast to previous studies of socialization, this analysis stresses that young
children’s displays of competences, for example when they pursue a response from
their parents to their initial assessment, are not necessarily triggered, stimulated, or
otherwise engendered by the latter’s adoption of scaffolding practices but are the
emergent products of children’s understanding of, and orientation to, observable,
interactive, and local configurations. It thus argues that children’s embodied
expressions of competences (of whatever kind) cannot be tracked and examined
independently of the ways in which they are rooted in social interactions. More
generally, this study finds that looking at the organizational, formal details of
everyday family interactions instead of providing empirical evidence for the
omni-relevance of an asymmetrical relationship between parent and child—often
presumed to be one of the most salient characteristics—highlights their observable
sensitivity to very local, practical matters of everyday family life, such as parents’
and children’s need to eat and thus to complete a family meal, and shows that the
interactive achievement of shared understanding of the here-and-now situation/
action often seems to have top priority for the children and their parents, everything
else being of secondary importance.
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Organization of the Book

Chapter 2: The Study of Socialization: Historical Context and
Respecification by Ethnomethodology and Conversation Analysis

The aim of Chapter 2 is to contextualize EM/CA studies on children’s interactions
within the wider field of investigations on socialization, and to highlight their
essential contributions to the study of socialization. I first briefly present the
predominant sociological theories of socialization of the 1950s and 1960s. I then
outline how, in the 1960s and 1970s, a larger movement in social and human
sciences engendered new approaches to the study of socialization that shared a
common interest in the interactive momentum of socialization, children’s active
participation, and interactants’ ordinary language use. Finally, I offer an account
of EM/CA criticism and the proposal to respecify the study of socialization, and
discuss some studies of child—child and adult/parent—child interactions in more
detail—with a focus on Sacks’ work—to give the reader a better understanding
of the approach adopted for this book.

Chapter 3: Data/Collection/Transcription

My study is based on a large corpus of audiovisual data. Moreover, its analytical
part is grounded in collections of different occurrences of the same interactive
phenomena—for example, a parent’s agreement with a child’s initial assessment.
In Chapter 3, I offer an account of the practical process that led to the constitution
of the corpus (participant recruitment, setting, and data collection) and the
creation of collections and transcriptions. At the same time, I also discuss the
methodological implications of these practices.

Chapter 4: Young Children s Repetitions of Initial Assessments and
their Orientation toward Conditional Relevance

The fourth chapter presents an analysis of the ways in which young children
produce initial assessments, and how they repeat them if a satisfactory response
from the recipient is not immediately forthcoming. With consideration for
the praxeological context, detailed examination of 12 extracts shows how the
immediate interactive context provides young children with essential resources
for identifying recipients’ distinct problem in responding and how the children
organize their pursuit of a response accordingly. In this chapter, I argue that
when producing assessments in everyday interactions, young children orient
toward “conditional relevance:” they treat their assessments as fundamentally
social activities that make a response from the recipient relevant, instead of
dealing with them as mere expressions of their private stance toward an object,
an activity, or an experience.
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Chapter 5: Parents’ Agreements with Children s Initial Assessments:
What About the Preference for Agreement in Everyday Family Life?

The fifth chapter offers an analysis of parents’ most frequent response to
children’s initial assessment: agreement. The findings are discussed in light
of literature on adults’ preference for an unequivocal (strong and immediate)
agreement over disagreement. This discussion reveals that in terms of sequential
and formal characteristics, parents’ agreements do not fundamentally differ
from those produced in adult—adult conversations. Strikingly, however, instead
of using strong agreements (as is the case in adult—adult interactions), parents
use different types of weak agreements to respond to their children’s initial
assessment. The chapter seeks to examine how parents’ use of different types of
agreement shapes the further interaction, arguing that the way in which parents
and children handle preference organization in assessment sequences reflects
the praxeological context in which the studied agreements are produced and
manifests interactants’ orientation to their respective membership categories.

Chapter 6: Parents’ Disagreements with Children s Initial Assessments:
What About the Dispreference for Disagreement in Everyday Family Life?

The sixth chapter expands and develops the discussion on preference organization
in everyday parent—child interactions by examining parents’ responses that
disagree with the child’s initial assessment. In symmetrical relationships
between adults, disagreements are usually produced in a dispreferred format:
they occur with delay, are produced in a mitigated form, comprise elements of
agreement, and/or are accompanied by an account. Many occurrences of parents’
disagreement correspond to this finding. However, parents might also disagree
immediately with the child’s turn, opting for the preferred format for producing
a dispreferred action. The comparison between parents’ disagreeing responses
that present the preferred format and parents’ disagreements that are produced in
the dispreferred format indicates that issues regarding the praxeological context
and matters of parenting might be at stake.

Chapter 7: Discussion and Concluding Comments

The closing chapter brings together the themes and observations of the analysis and
discusses the implications of the findings for studies on children’s socialization in
general and for ethnomethodological and conversation analytical study of parent—
child interactions more particularly.
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Chapter 2
The Study of Socialization:
Historical Context and
Respecification by Ethnomethodology and
Conversation Analysis

As mentioned in the introduction, this study adopted an EM/CA approach to
analyze and describe the organization of naturally occurring everyday interactions
between parents and their 2-year-old children with a view to raising some
empirically grounded questions and reflections on the study of socialization in
general, and investigations of young children’s everyday interactions with their
parents in particular. Before offering my own analysis of parent—child interactions,
I will in this chapter attempt to contextualize EM/CA’s proposal to investigate
socialization via detailed examination of adult—child or child—child interactions
in the very broad field of sociological and psychological studies of socialization.
A look at the Anglophone context during the period from the 1950s to the early
1970s makes it clear that EM/CA’s early investigations of children’s interactions
emerged in a wider movement of change occurring in the social and human
sciences. This movement was characterized by the appearance of new sociological
approaches that sought to review the by-then predominant paradigms of structural
functionalism (Parsons 1951, 1960, 1966) and reproduction theory (Baudelot and
Establet 1973; Bourdieu 1966; Bourdieu and Passeron 1964, 1970; Bourdieu,
Passeron, and Saint-Martin 1965; Coleman 1966). In the broadest sense, and
schematically put, this movement implied that:

... terms to do with structure, reproduction, statistics, combinatorial analysis,
invariance, universality, and binary logic fade away, in favor of notions of
organizational chaos, fractality, events, process, meaning, complexity, auto-
organization, construction, strategy, convention, autonomy, actioning ... (Dosse
1995: 13, translated by Duncan Brown)

At the same time, developmental psychology became increasingly interested in
examining mother—child interactions, focusing on the question of how it shapes the
young child’s development. To illustrate the bearing that this general movement
had on the study of socialization, I will offer a very brief account of some of
the socialization studies/theories it generated, paying more attention to the ones
based on audiovisual or audio recordings of parent—child interactions. Finally, I
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will discuss EM/CA’s investigations of naturally occurring everyday adult—child
or child—child interactions in more detail, with a special focus on Sacks’ work. The
general aim of this more in-depth discussion is to emphasize the methodological
originality of these investigations and their specific contributions to the study of
socialization. More particularly, it seeks to provide a better understanding of how
I approach the study of socialization in this book.

2.1 Predominant Sociological Approaches to the
Study of Socialization in the 1950s, 1960s, and Early 1970s

2.1.1 Durkheim's Concept of Socialization as a Point of Departure

One of the main concerns of sociology is to explain how social cohesion, or
social order, is possible. Assuming that human beings are born into society as
tabulae rasae, that is, as “egoistic, asocial individuals” (Durkheim 1973 [1922]:
52), Durkheim argues that mutual economic dependency and the attribution of a
specific function for each member of the society do not sufficiently explain how
social cohesion is possible. In his view, there must be a consensus among society’s
members regarding a certain set of social facts, in other words fundamental norms,
values, rules, and feelings (sentiments) which exist externally to individuals
somehow but inform their actions and more importantly constrain individuals’
egoistic tendencies. Consequently, the question of how society transmits these
values and norms to its newcomers becomes crucial. According to Durkheim, for
education or transmission to take place, a generation of adults must voluntarily
orient their educative actions toward a generation of youngsters (Durkheim 1973
[1922]: 47). Although these actions may vary considerably in different temporal
periods and/or social contexts, their universal aim is to inculcate a certain number
of fundamental values, ideas, and feelings (Durkheim 1973 [1922]: 49). These
voluntary actions that parents orient to their children, with the aim of creating
“a new being, a social being,” are considered to constitute what Durkheim calls
methodic socialization (Durkheim 1973 [1922]: 51).

Socialization activities are influential, and Durkheim gives two explanations
for their power to lead children to overcome their individualistic tendencies:
First, children are in a “natural state of passivity” similar to that of a hypnotized
person, and have a natural inclination to imitate the actions of adults. Secondly,
the parents and/or teachers initiating the educative activities have a natural
superiority or authority over the child due to their experience and knowledge. In
the methodical socialization of children, adults’ authority and children’s passivity
and inclination to imitate induce the latter to accept and internalize what they are
taught by the adults (Durkheim 1973 [1922]: 64-5). It is interesting to note that
Durkheim already highlights that it is through each of the “thousands of small
actions” that parents and teachers orient toward a child at every moment that the
child is gradually socialized: “With the words we utter, with the activities we
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accomplish, we continuously shape our children’s souls” (Durkheim 1973 [1922]:
69, my translation), and adds that because of the apparent insignificance of each of
these small actions, their influential force generally remains unnoticed (Durkheim
1973 [1922]: 65). Moreover, Durkheim emphasizes that despite adults’ superiority
over children, they themselves are not free in their educative acts, or in the values,
norms, and other things that they transmit to the younger generations. On the
contrary, the values considered relevant are constrained by the morals of a given
society (Darmon 2007: 15; Terrail 1995: 118), and in this sense adults in turn obey
a higher moral personage—the society in which they are living (Durkheim 1973
[1922]: 68). For Durkheim, socialization is thus a process in which children—being
in a state of passivity (“cire molle/soft wax,” Terrail 1995: 119)—internalize the
fundamental values, norms, and so on that the parents and teacher—incarnating
a natural authority—transmit to them to create a socially-integrated being, or in
other words, a being that resists its natural egoistic tendency so as to contribute in
an adequate way to (a pre-existing) social cohesion or social order.

2.1.2  Parsons’ Development of an Influential Socialization Model in the
Late 1950s and Early 1960s

Parsons built upon Durkheim’s theory that socialization’s aim is the normative
integration of children into a given society’s social order (Parsons 1951: 208).
Like Durkheim, Parsons conceived of socialization as a process that is controlled
by parents and adults, and that essentially takes place in the nuclear family and the
school. For Parsons, individuals have to internalize socially shared value orientation
patterns that are ascertained in specific roles, such as “father” or “teacher.” The
internalization of these roles implies the individuals’ orientation toward specific
expectations and values that are associated with them, and that in somehow exist
independently of the individuals’ concrete actions. These values serve to “define
the main directions of action without reference to specific goals or more detailed
situations or structures” (Parsons 1960: 171). In this sense, socialization refers
to a developmental process in which the to-be-socialized individual is required
to adopt a set of roles considered relevant in a given society. To socialize an
individual to a specific role involves continuous tacit or explicit shaping of his or
her competences and orientations to these implied normative expectations. Unlike
Durkheim, however, Parsons believed that neither the authoritarian, constraining
force that society and the central socialization agents (parents and teachers) have
over the newcomers nor the newcomers’ natural passivity is sufficient to explain
why individuals internalize and adopt these constraining value-orientation patterns
and roles in the first place. According to Parsons, for the individual to enforce
a given social order in a continuous way, he or she needs adequate motivation
and willingness (Abels and Koénig 2010: 1067, 112). In his socialization theory,
Parsons thus integrates Fromm’s idea, which states that a well-functioning society
stands in need of members that “want to act in the way they have to act” (Fromm
1944: 381).
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In Parsons’ view, one thing that might explain why individuals do things in the
way they are expected to by society is the power of custom: by being accustomed to
the fact that having a role implies doing things in a certain way, individuals adopt a
passive stance, in which things are automatically done as expected. But for Parsons,
the individual’s real commitment to a system of value patterns involves his or her
life-long learning, development, and maintenance of an adequate “motivation to
participate in socially valued, and controlled forms of actions” (Parsons 1966: 24).
As Parsons sees it, the real purpose of socialization is to produce individuals who
have this required motivation and willingness to participate, not only by taking
the roles that are provided by society, but also by considering as reasonable the
way of doing things implied by these roles. Although for Parsons, “many features
of the actual process of socialization are obscure” (Parsons 1951: 214), its crucial
importance for the maintenance of social order is unquestionable, since the child
is not only biologically but also “socially immature,” and thus not naturally
motivated or competent to orient toward a set of social expectations associated
with specific roles (Parsons 1951: 208).

According to Durkheim and Parsons, social order is essentially based on a
collectively shared set of values and norms, or value orientation patterns, which
inform and constrain the members’ actions. The socialization process is primarily
controlled and organized by the adult generation, and its aim is the young
generation’s progressive internalization of the normative expectations implied by
these shared values, norms, and so forth. Another very influential socialization
theory from the 1960s has been labeled the theory of reproduction (Coulon 1988;
Sirota 1993, 1998). In this theory, as its name suggests, the socialization process
was essentially seen in terms of reproduction: through the process of socialization,
the younger generation was brought to reproduce the social order and structures,
and thus the social inequalities, already experienced by their own parents.

2.1.3  The Theory of Reproduction and its Development in the
Late 1960s and Early 1970s

The work of Bourdieu (1966, 1967), together with that of Passeron (1964, 1970,
1977), specifically addresses the process of social reproduction. When the child
starts to experience the everyday conditions and practices of his or her social
environment, he or she is confronted with objective relationships: structures
characteristic of his or her socio-economic environment that exist independently
of social interactions, or intersubjective relationships between its members
(Bourdieu 1980: 90). Through the daily experiencing of specific socio-economic
conditions and participating in everyday practices peculiar to his or her social
environment, the child incorporates a class-specific habitus—*“a structured system
of dispositions, and schemes of perceptions” that generates and structures the
child’s actions and practices from within (Bourdieu 1980: 88). In reproduction
theory, socialization thus refers to a process of incorporation. For example,
Bourdieu emphasizes that masculinity or femininity is acquired through a corporal
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apprenticeship that implies the individual’s adoption of a specific way of shaking
hands, walking, looking, lighting a cigarette, eating, and so on. (Bourdieu 1997:
168-9). The importance that Bourdieu attributes to the bodily dimension of the
socialization process explains why he considered the socialized individual to be
unconsciously impregnated by the social and normative expectations of his or
her environment (Darmon 2007: 17-21), thus contrasting with the conception
of Parsons (Parsons and Bales 1956), who argued that socialization results in
individuals’ motivation and willingness to act according to existent societal norms
and rules. It also accounts for the fact that in contrast to Durkheim (1973 [1922)),
the norms and values are not conceived as exterior social facts that constrain
individuals’ actions from the outside, while at the same time being inaccessible to
them, but are understood as being inside the individuals’ bodies and minds; these
individuals are therefore understood, so to speak, as acting from within.

According to Bourdieu, the process of incorporation produces not only bodies
and minds, or ways of being in the world, but also implies a specific relationship
to the social world. By being exposed to different ways of shaking hands, the
child unconsciously learns that the ways of shaking hands might differ depending
on the person one is shaking hands with; or by being exposed to different ways
of looking at works of art, the child might unconsciously learn that depending
on the particular piece of art, different ways of perceiving art are considered
appropriate (Bourdieu, Darbel and Schnapper 1969: 106). This explains why,
when incorporating a (bodily) way of being in the world, the child also acquires
a cultural and social capital (knowledge of and relationship to the social and
material world) that is peculiar to his or her socio-economic milieu (cf. Bourdieu
and Passeron 1964). Children entering school are consequently equipped with
different styles of dressing, ways of speaking, thinking, and understanding the
world, different manners, sensitivities, and know-hows. Depending on their family
context, they are impregnated by different patterns of relevance and relationships
that eventually ensure a reproduction of their class position and the ideological
framework that goes with it. As Jenks (2008) argues, for reproduction theory,
individuals’ incorporation of a particular habitus—peculiar to their own socio-
economic environment—thus necessarily leads to the reproduction of existing
social structures and power hierarchies, whereas the socialization of individuals
“serves to transform the cultural heritage into a common individual unconscious”
(Jenks 2008: 90).

In accordance with the other predominant socialization theories of the 1960s,
reproduction theory (see Baudelot and Establet 1973; Bourdieu 1966; Bourdieu
and Passeron 1964, 1970; Bourdieu, Darbel and Schnapper 1965; Coleman 1966)
used the notion of socialization to account for the reproduction and maintenance
of social order, and as Cromdal (2006: 462) puts it, as a convenient axiom to
explain the individual’s development in a given society. However, as an intimate
collaborator of Bourdieu remarked, the concept of habitus, and thus the process
of socialization and incorporation as theorized and examined by Bourdieu, was
reminiscent of a “black box” (Boltanski cited in Dosse 1995: 56).
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2.2 The Emergence of Alternative Ways of Conceiving and
Studying Socialization in the 1960s and Early 1970s

As was mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, in the 1960s and early
1970s, the above-mentioned approaches to the study of socialization were
partially redeemed by alternative ways. These alternative ways were part of a
larger movement occurring in social and human sciences that was characterized
by the emergence of new sociological approaches such as ethnography of
communication (Hymes 1964), symbolic interactionism (Blumer 1969a),
social constructionism (Berger and Luckmann 1966), and last but not least,
ethnomethodology and conversation analysis (Garfinkel 1967; Sacks 1992
[+1II). At the same time, Vygotsky’s work, which emphasized the importance
of social interaction for the development of individuals, was translated from
Russian into English (Vygotsky 1962, 1978), engendering increased interest
in the study of parent—child interactions and giving rise to a large number of
publications on the subject in the field of developmental psychology. Before
discussing EM/CA’s approach to the study of socialization in more detail, I
will briefly outline some studies of socialization generated by these alternative
approaches and provide a more in-depth presentation of a few studies based
on video recordings of everyday interactions between parents and children.
The aim is not to discuss these approaches and their contributions to the
study of socialization in extensive detail here, but rather to highlight their
common characteristics and relationship to EM/CA. Furthermore, these brief
presentations will show how the new approaches sought to break away from the
hitherto predominant way of studying socialization. With the special attention
paid to everyday interactions between adults and children, the central aim of
these new approaches was to provide empirical evidence regarding the concrete
daily working of the socialization process, and to open the “black box” that the
process was previously considered to represent (Coulon 1988; Sirota 1998).

2.2.1 The Onset of the Linguistic Turn in Social and Human Sciences

In 1964, a special issue of the American Anthropologist titled “The Ethnography
of Communication” was published. Although the diversity of the phenomena
investigated in this issue was significant, its central aim was quite concise:
these articles argued that an investigation into the cultural and social world
needs to take into account ordinary people’s language use and their face-
to-face communication, and sought to show that the analysis of linguistic
phenomena cannot ignore the fact that language is an inextricable part of the
cultural and social world that people inhabit (Hymes 1964). The most notable
consequence of the significance attributed to ordinary people’s language use by
those advocating the linguistic turn had already been succinctly summarized
by the philosopher Wittgenstein in the early 1920s: “Die Grenzen meiner
Sprache bedeuten die Grenzen meiner Welt.” (The borders of my language
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are the borders of my world; Wittgenstein 1984: 5.6, my translation, italics
are the author’s; see also Wiesing 2003: 114-15).! From this point of view,
examining ordinary people’s everyday language use gives us access to their
understanding of social reality and their interpretation of their own being in
the world. In investigating ordinary people’s face-to-face language use, the
ethnographers of communication ultimately aimed to provide descriptions
of these emic understandings—in other words, understandings from within a
culture (Leeds-Hurwitz and Sigman 2010: 243). The ethnographers were thus
“committed to following the actors’ interpretative work as closely as possible,
without reducing or disqualifying their work by opposing another, stronger
interpretation” (Boltanski 1990: 57, my translation).

Moreover, the ethnographers of communication promoted openness toward
different theories and methods of investigation and considered interdisciplinary
research as something normal, generated by their interest in developing an
approach that provides for the interplay between language, culture, and social
order (Leeds-Hurwitz and Sigman 2010: 237). Goffman and Hymes, for
example, used an attributed grant to found the Center for Urban Ethnography,
and to finance research projects involving scholars who either belonged to the
Chicago School (see section 2.2.2 below), such as Everett Hughes and Robert
Park, or founded CA, such as Harvey Sacks, Emanuel Schegloff, and Gail
Jefferson (Leeds-Hurwitz and Sigman 2010: 254-5). Furthermore, as De Fornel
and Léon (2000: 139) point out, Gumperz and Hymes (1972) not only opened
their publications to anthropologists, sociolinguists, ethnomethodologists, and
conversation analysts, but Gumperz also functioned as a mediator between the
“ethnography of communication,” interactionist approaches, and conversation
analysis, himself integrating CA methods, such as the use of audio-recordings
of naturally occurring talk-in-interaction, into the sociolinguistic approach
he developed.

Through their studies, as published in this 1964 issue and elsewhere (Goffman
1981; Gumperz and Hymes 1972; Labov 1972; Labov et al. 1968; Labov and
Fanshel 1977), and by collaborating in the training of a large number of scholars
who are currently well known internationally for their work on situated talk-in-
interaction, including C. Goodwin, M. Goodwin, and E. Ochs (see especially section
2.4.; see also Leeds-Hurwitz and Sigman 2010), Goffman, Hymes, Gumperz, and
their colleagues collaborated with ethnomethodologists and conversation analysts to
introduce the linguistic (or communicative) turn (Cuff, Sharrock and Francis 1998)
in social and human sciences in the Anglophone context. In France and Germany,
the onset of the linguistic turn was a little delayed (Dosse 1995). In Germany it is
intimately bound to the work on language-in-use that Habermas published in the late
1970s (Habermas 2009). In France, scientists such as Ferry (1987), Quéré (1999),
and Widmer (2010) introduced Habermas and EM/CA in the 1980s and early 1990s,

1 Ithank Philippe Sormani for drawing my attention to this famous Wittgenstein citation.
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and thus considerably contributed to the introduction of the linguistic turn in social
and human sciences.’

With respect to the study of socialization and school education, Hymes
argued that his “ethnographic monitoring program” for “children’s acquisition
of reading/language arts skills in and out of the classroom” should contribute to
our knowledge of learning and teaching (Hymes 1980, 1981: 5). In consulting
with teachers, observing practices in and out of the classroom, and finally
discussing those findings with the teachers, Hymes’ aim was to “make visible
emic knowledge from educational voices that are vulnerable,” focusing mainly
on black urban school settings, and “giving back™ this observed knowledge to
those who made it available for inspection in the first place, namely the teachers
and students of these schools (Van der Aa and Blommaert 2011: 5). As such, his
project not only sought to investigate concrete learning and teaching practices,
but also pursued a kind of empowerment strategy with respect to the teachers
and children in black urban school settings, which were known to be areas
neglected by official policy.

Apart from studies on institutional settings, such as school, ethnographers of
communication also advocated for the examination of families’ everyday language
use to analyze socialization. In his article on gender socialization, Goffman (1977)
stressed for example the importance of detailed analysis of talk-in-interaction in
understanding how everyday family (household) life constitutes an important
place for gender socialization:

Consider the household as a socialization depot. Take as a paradigm a middle-
class pair of cross-sexed sibs. The home training of the two sexes will differ,
beginning to orient the girl to taking a domestic supportive role, and the boy
to a more widely based competitive one. This difference in orientation will be
superimposed on a fundamental quality in many matters that are felt to count.
So from the start, then, there will be two basic principles to appeal in making
claims and warranting allocations. One is the equality of sibs and beyond this of
participating members—the share and share alike theme realized in its strongest
form in many wills and in its most prevalent form in turn-taking systems. [...]
All of this is perfectly well known in principle, although not adequately explored
in detail. (Goffman 1977: 314, my italics)

Goffman’s insistence on exploring the details of the household’s specific turn-
taking system reveals Sacks’ and Garfinkel’s influence (see sections 2.4 and 2.5
below). As De Fornel and Léon (2000: 139) pointed out, in his research praxis,
however, Goffman himself never endorsed EM/CA’s insistence that any interactive
detail, and/or the examination of the form of conversation, might be relevant
in providing an emic analysis of face-to-face interactions—in other words, an

2 For an overview and a more thorough discussion of the onset of the linguistic turn
in the French context, see Dosse (1991, 1995).
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analysis that reveals the participants’ own perspective and understanding of a
particular social phenomenon.

2.2.2  Active Actors and Subjective Meaning

The work of the social psychologist Mead (1934a, 1934b) constituted another
cornerstone for the emergence of new approaches in the social and human sciences
of the 1960s. As a psychologist working in the beginning of the twentieth century,
Mead was influenced by the then-predominant theory of human conduct known as
“behaviorism” (Watson 1913). According to behaviorism, human conduct—like
that of animals—consists of undelayed and unreflected reactions to exterior
stimuli. Psychology should therefore focus on the observable interactions existing
between stimuli and reactions, instead of speculating about something that was
not available for observation: the meaning people give to a stimulus. Mead
also thought of human beings as reacting to a given environment. However, he
countered that in contrast to animals, human beings are capable of delaying their
responses, of thinking about and reflecting on the stimuli they are exposed to in
their everyday life before they produce a response. Furthermore, he emphasized
that humans integrate and communicate their thoughts and reflections in their
responses to the stimuli.

A person threatens you, and you knock him down on the spot. There has been
no ideal element in the situation. If you count ten and consider what the threat
means, you are having an idea, are bringing the situation into an ideal setting. It
is that, we have seen, which constitutes what we term mind. (Mead 1934a: 181)

Instead of focusing on quasi-automatic, reflex-like human conduct, as advocated by
behaviorism, Mead insisted on assuming that he was investigating active, mindful
subjects who, through a process of reciprocal communication, continuously formed
social order and at the same time integrated society. The discovery or rediscovery
of the active, mindful self and social communication and interaction as the
generic moment of social order induced Blumer (1966, 1969a, 1973 [1969b]) to
develop a new sociological approach in the late 1960s that was known as symbolic
interactionism. Drawing on Mead’s work, Blumer stressed that it is through the
social process of cohabitation and interaction that rules are brought into being
and social order is produced (Blumer 1973 [1969b]: 99), clearly contrasting with
Parsons’ view, which was that a set of commonly held norms and values govern
our actions and thus constitute the origin of social order: “It is the social process
in group life that creates and upholds the rules, not the rules that create and uphold
group life” (Blumer 1969a: 18).

According to Blumer’s reading of Mead, instead of examining society’s
normativity and the structure or roles that shape the conduct of individuals, symbolic
interactionism should focus on individuals’ capacity to create the conditions of
their actions. This line of investigation rests on the following three key premises
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(Blumer 1969a: 2-3): first, humans act towards things according to the meaning
they attribute to them—*things” encompassing whatever humans can perceive, be
that physical objects, other human beings or social categories, institutions, ideals,
social actions, or everyday situations. Second, the meaning attributed to things is
derived from, or generated through, social interactions. Meanings are thus social
products. Third, meanings are dealt with and modified through an interpretative
process deployed by a person to handle the things he or she encounters.

According to symbolic interactionism, social interaction implies that at least
two individuals act together and toward each other in a state of reciprocity (Abels
and Ko6nig 2010: 95). Through their use of language and embodied conduct, they
are continuously communicating to each other how they understand the situation
and how they understand each other. They interpret the other’s actions, thus
identifying him or her, and they express their own identity through their reactions.
The examination of concrete social interaction is thus key to understanding
the workings of society. Another key symbolic interactionist, Everett Hughes
(1956, 1958), wrote very little of a theoretical or conceptual nature, but he and
his colleagues, such as Becker (1952, 1963; Becker et al. 1961), Goffman (1959,
1961a, 1961b, 1963), Rist (1970, 1977), Strauss (Becker and Strauss 1956), and
Whyte (1967), generated a large number of influential ethnographic studies that
mainly concentrated on urban contexts and were also known as the “Chicago
school” studies (see Cuff, Sharrock and Francis 1998: 137-41).

With regard to the study of socialization, these ethnographic works were mainly
interested in the examination of adults’ socialization® when entering a new social
group or social milieu, such as the jazz scene (Becker 1963), the street corner
society (Whyte 1967), or a professional/educational setting (Becker et al. 1961;
Hughes 1956, 1958; Rist 1970, 1977). In these studies, the newcomer was not
considered a passive subject whose socialization is organized and controlled by
parents, teachers, or more competent, experienced peers. On the contrary, through
his or her participation in interactions with others, the newcomer not only acquires
the necessary competences to develop an identity and a career that is in accordance
with the newly entered milieu, but also contributes to the constitution, maintenance,
or modification of the here-and-now social order (Becker and Strauss 1956).

In the same period,* Berger and Luckmann published a very influential book
titled The Social Construction of Reality (1966), in which they introduced the
notions of primary and secondary socialization to distinguish the socialization

3 One exception is found, for example, in Goffman’s reflections on gender
socialization (1977), which are briefly invoked in section 2.2.1 above.

4 This time indication is true for the Anglophone context only. In France,
ethnographic studies adopting a symbolic interactionist or constructivist approach for
studying socialization (primary or secondary) started to appear in the late 1980s, and at the
beginning of the 1990s (Dubet 1991, 1994; Haicault 1994; Perrenoud 1988, 1994; Rochex
1995; Sirota 1988; for an overview, see Sirota 1993: 91, 1998; for a discussion of the reason
for this delay, see Coulon 1988; Sirota 1998).
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process undergone by young children (primary socialization) from the one that
refers to already socialized actors (secondary socialization) that are confronted with
a part of objective reality that is new to them, such as a new working environment
(1966: 129). Drawing on G.H. Mead’s work on the development of the self (1934a,
1934b) as well as Schiitz’s work on social phenomenology (1945), they sought to
outline a new way of conceptualizing the socialization process. According to the
authors, newcomers (be they children or adults) certainly perceive and understand
the social reality they enter as an objective one that (objectively) precedes their
own appearance (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 13). From the point of view of
society, the newcomer has to adapt to this pre-existing social reality, and needs to
be socialized if he or she is to participate adequately in it (Berger and Luckmann
1966: 128). For the individual, socialization implies a process of internalization
through which the object world is incorporated (Berger and Luckmann 1966:
128), while “language constitutes both the most important content and the most
important instrument of socialization” (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 133). Every
individual is, moreover, born in an objective social structure in which he or she
happens to encounter significant others who are in charge of his or her socialization
(Berger and Luckmann 1966: 131). In primary socialization, the child is presented
with a “predefined set of significant others” and—for obvious reasons—has no
possibility of opting for or choosing significant others apart from those that he or
she happens to encounter (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 134). Moreover, in primary
socialization, the individual comes to identify emotionally with the significant
others, takes on their roles and even comes to see himself or herself through the
eyes of these significant others (Berger and Luckman 1966: 131-2). Therefore, the
particular way these significant others have of seeing, understanding the world,
and acting in this world is adopted and internalized by the child; it thus acts as a
“filter” (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 131).

Since the child has no choice in the selection of his significant others,
his identification with them is quasi-automatic. For the same reason, his
internalization of their particular reality is quasi-inevitable. The child does not
internalize the world of his significant others as one of many possible worlds.
He internalizes it as the world, the only existent and only conceivable world,
the world fout court. (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 134, italics are the authors’)

In this respect, the way Berger and Luckman conceived of primary socialization
is strongly reminiscent of Parsons’ concept of infernalization, as well as the
concept of habitus, as promoted by reproduction theory (see sections 2.1.2, 2.1.3).
However, as suggested by Mead’s theory, Berger and Luckman (1966: 132)
argued that throughout primary socialization, children are active; they take on the
role of the significant others, and at the same time adopt their vision of the world.
Moreover, in primary socialization, children actively learn to replace local and
personalized rules (those of the significant others) with more general ones. So at
the end of primary socialization, instead of identifying with concrete significant
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others, individuals come to identify with a larger social entity, the generalized
others (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 143). “Primary socialization ends when the
concept of the generalized other (and all that goes with it) has been established in
the consciousness of the individual” (Berger and Luckman 1966: 148).

In a similar way to symbolic interactionism, social constructionism thus
emphasizes the newcomer’s participation in the socialization process, implying
active learning on the individual’s part. Newcomers are not simply shaped and
formed by the pre-existing reality or the socializing institutions (family, school,
and so on); rather, their own actions are also oriented towards, and aimed at,
internalizing the objective reality that surrounds them (Berger and Luckmann
1966: 139). Through their active participation, newcomers not only collaborate
in the construction of social reality but also in the construction of their own
socialization. Furthermore, like symbolic interactionism, social constructionism
seeks to reveal the subjective meaning that newcomers attribute to the social
reality they encounter (Sirota 1998: 11). However, whereas for the former, the
ethnographic examination of face-to-face interactions—considered to be the
generic moment of socialization—was crucial, researchers working in the
framework of “social constructionism” would tend—in addition to ethnographic
methods—to use different interview techniques or quantitative surveys to
investigate how social reality is constructed by social actors and at the same time
impacts these actors’ conduct.

2.2.3  The Vygotskyan Impact on Studies of Adult—Child Interactions

In this same period, developmental psychology also underwent some significant
changes. The Russian psychologist Vygotsky (1962) became a central figure
in studies whose aim was to examine adult/parent—child interactions and to
investigate their relevance to children’s cognitive, linguistic, social, and cultural
development. In contrast to Piaget’s understanding of child development—in which
the child’s cognitive development necessarily precedes the child’s acquisition of
new competences/knowledge—Vygotsky (1962, 1978) pleads for a conception of
development in which social learning precedes development:

Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on
the social level, and later, on the individual level; first, between people
(interpsychological) and then inside the child (intrapsychological). This applies
equally to voluntary attention, to logical memory, and to the formation of
concepts. All the higher functions originate as actual relationships between
individuals. (Vygotsky 1978: 57)

According to Vygotsky, infants essentially develop their linguistic and cognitive
competences through interactions with More Knowledgeable Others (MKOs); he
advocated the idea that the way in which language is actually used by the MKOs
in a particular activity has an impact on the child’s development of higher mental
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states (Pontecorvo 1993; Wertsch 1985; Wertsch and Sohmer 1995). Furthermore,
post-Vygotskyan studies on interactions between Western mothers and their
young children provided empirical evidence that mothers significantly change and
simplify their way of talking when interacting with their young children (Bruner
1975, 1983; Ervin-Tripp and Mitchell-Kernan 1977; Ochs and Schieffelin 1979;
Snow and Ferguson 1977). They thus adapt their talk to the presumed state of their
children’s linguistic and cognitive development. Indeed, they might treat their
children as if they have something to say long before they actually produce their
first word (Trevarthen 1979: 340). Mothers might use a simplified language called
baby talk when interacting with their children (Snow 1972); they might greet their
24-hour-old babies (Stern 1974) and engage in proto-conversations with their
young children (Bates, Camaioni and Volterra 1979), for example by taking the
child’s communicative role and providing his or her responses (Trevarthen 1979).
To borrow the terms of Wood, Bruner, and Ross (1976), these adaptations might
be part of scaffolding practices deployed by caregivers when interacting with
young children to guide and stimulate the child’s acquisition of new linguistic
competences (Rogoff 1990: 93-4).

Drawing on these empirical works generated by post-Vygotskyan developmental
psychologists (Snow 1972; Snow and Ferguson 1977; Treverthan 1977, 1979, 1982,
1985) and influenced by the linguistic turn, the cultural anthropologists Elinor
Ochs® and Bambi Schieffelin developed a very influential “model of language
socialization” in the early 1980s (Makihara and Schieffelin 2007; Ochs 1982, 1983,
1988, 2002, 2004; Ochs and Schieffelin 1979, 1983, 1984, 1995; Schieffelin 1990).
Based on recordings of naturally occurring conversations between caregivers
(mothers) and children, its aim is to understand “how sociocultural knowledge,
linguistic knowledge, and the process of socialization and language acquisition
impact each other” (Ochs 1988: 4). In this model, socialization is considered to
be a general notion that refers to the process by which a newcomer becomes a
competent member of society (Ochs and Schieffelin 1984; Schieffelin and Ochs
1983). The authors emphasize that children develop in a social environment that
is linguistically and socioculturally structured: the way in which caregivers talk to
children, or talk in children’s presence—for example, mothers’ use of baby talk (see
above)—is structured and organized by cultural expectations related to the child’s
incompetence and the role and status attributed to him or her.

Moreover, they argue that since the central medium for the acquisition of
sociocultural knowledge or for socialization more generally is talk, it is through
their participation in conversation that children acquire their linguistic and
sociocultural competences and become competent members of their community.
“Iflanguage is a meaning-making system and speaking and listening are meaning-

5 Elinor Ochs acquired her PhD at the University of Pennsylvania in 1974. At that
time, the scientific environment there was impregnated by the presence of scholars such as
Goftman, Hymes and Birdwhistell, who co-founded the ethnography of communication
briefly outlined above (see section 2.2.1; Leeds-Hurwitz 2010: 239).
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making activities, then accounts of these phenomena must at some point draw on
accounts of society and culture” (Ochs 1988: 4). Consequently, the adoption of
Ochs’ and Schieffelin’s analytical approach to studying socialization implies the
close examination of naturally occurring everyday verbal interactions between
caregivers and children with consideration for the formal properties and
functional dimensions of these interactions (Ochs and Schieffelin 1983: IX—X).

The studies carried out by Ochs and Schieffelin on mother—child interactions
emphasize that the above-mentioned adaptations by mothers are by no means
observable in all cultures (Ochs 1983: 185; Schieffelin and Ochs 1986).° On
the contrary, in her studies comparing and contrasting Samoan and American
household interactions, Ochs shows, for example, that when talking to their young
children, Western caregivers (usually mothers) frequently produce an expansion,
which is to say the “utterance of [a] caregiver that follows an utterance of a child
in which the child’s utterance is recouched in more appropriate, that is, adult,
grammatical form”—whereas Samoan caregivers make no use of such expansions
(Ochs 1982: 86—7). Ochs argues that the recurrent use of these expansions by
Western caregivers carries specific cultural assumptions and manifests a specific
attitude toward the child.

The Western caregiver acts as if the child’s utterance is directed toward a
social goal. In reformulating the child’s utterance, she provides an interpretation
of the child’s intention; to reach this interpretation, she adopts the child’s
perspective, thus adjusting to his or her egocentrism (Ochs 1982: 88). The author
remarks that Samoan caregivers do not share these cultural assumptions. Young
children are assumed to be incapable of responding, and so their vocalizations/
gestures are not treated as social acts and their utterances are instead “treated
as unalterable through social response” (Ochs 1982: 91). Moreover, Ochs
remarks that Samoan caregivers do not usually guess at the meaning or propose
an interpretation of the young child’s unintelligible talk, but simply treat the
child as “having guku,” or “talking Chinese,” which is to say in a way that is
not intelligible to Samoan native adults. The author argues that through their
recurrent use of expansions, Western mothers indulge their children in their
“egocentric perspective,” whereas Samoan children are socialized earlier to a
“sociocentric perspective” whose central aim is to induce the child “to focus on
properties and actions of others,” instead of paying too much attention to himself
or herself (Ochs 1982: 98).

The “sociocultural model” for studying socialization developed by Elinor
Ochs and Bambi Schiffelien views the acquisition of linguistic knowledge and the
acquisition of sociocultural knowledge as a mutually elaborative and interactive
process that can be examined and accounted for through a detailed investigation of
caregivers’ and children’s actual participation in everyday language interactions.

6 This observation and its implication for the study of children’s linguistic and
cognitive development is discussed in detail by developmental psychologists such as
Rogoff (1990, 2003); see also the discussion by Veneziano (2000).
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Since the development of this model in the 1980s, Ochs has become the director
of the UCLA Department of Anthropology’s Center on the Everyday Lives of
Families (CELF),” which is one of the six Sloan Centers on Working Families.
Its research aims are to carry out detailed, ethnographic studies on the home life
of middle-class working families and to create an archive of video recordings
concerning everyday family life.

The CELF maintains an institutional collaboration with the interdisciplinary
Department of Child Studies at Linkdping University in Sweden (chaired by
Professor K. Aronsson) and the Psychology Department at La Sapienza in
Rome, Italy (chaired by Professor C. Pontecorvo). Based on video-recordings
of naturally occurring family life, and adopting the sociocultural research
framework developed by Ochs and Schieffelin, a significant number of studies
on parent—child interactions (Aronsson 2006; Aronsson and Cekaite 2011; Blum-
Kulka 1997; Fasulo, Loyd and Padiglione 2007; Goodwin, M. and Cekaite 2013;
Gordon 2009; Pontecorvo and Arcidiacono 2007; Pontecorvo and Fasulo 1999;
Pontecorvo, Fasulo and Sterponi 2001; Ochs 2002, 2004; Ochs and Shohet 2006;
Ochs, Solomon and Sterponi 2005; Schieffelin 1990; Sterponi 2009) and peer
interactions (Aronsson 2011; Goodwin, M. 2006) have been conducted within this
framework (for an overview of the settings investigated, see Duranti, Ochs, and
Schieffelin 2011).

Some of these works seek to further elaborate Ochs’and Schieffelin’s interactive
conception of the socialization process. Indeed, in Ochs’ study (discussed above)
comparing Western and Samoan socialization practices, she remarks:

Members’ understandings of family roles are modified through joint activities
with infants and children. Despite the asymmetry of their relationship and their
competence, children and caregivers may jointly construct these domains of
knowledge with each other. In this sense, caregivers may be socialized by the
children they are socializing. (Ochs 1988: 224)

Ochs thus argues that adults, like children, may acquire new knowledge through
their interaction with children, and may even be socialized by their children
while socializing them. In their empirical analysis, however, the authors focus
on the competences that children may develop through their interactions
with caregivers or other adults. Pontecorvo, Fasulo, and Sterponi in turn
propose conceiving of socialization as a mutual apprenticeship, introducing a
“bidirectional model of socialization” (2001: 341). This notion emphasizes the
fact that it is not only children that develop new sociocultural knowledge through
their conversations and interactions with their caregivers/parents—as is widely
asserted by developmental psychologists—but that the caregivers/parents also
acquire new knowledge and a new identity—that of caregiver or parent—through
their interactions with the child (Pontecorvo, Fasulo and Sterponi 2001: 341-4).

7  http://www.celf.ucla.edu/index.html accessed on July 28, 2015.
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Through their analysis of naturally occurring interactions between children
and their parents, the authors seek to show that children’s and parents’ ways of
participating in family interactions may constitute a challenge for either of them
and consequently stimulate the acquisition of new competences or knowledge on
either’s part and provide for children’s and parents’ development as children and
parents, respectively (Pontecorvo, Fasulo and Sterponi 2001: 347-59; Sterponi
and Pontecorvo 1997).

Other CELF researchers emphasize that beyond providing a window
into socialization practices, detailed examination of everyday parent—child
interactions sheds some new light on the ways participants’ organization of
everyday activities reflects and at the same time fosters a particular family culture
and moral understanding (Aronsson and Cekaite 2011; Cekaite 2010; Fasulo,
Loyd and Padiglioni 2007; Goodwin, C. 2006). The detailed analysis of how,
for example, parental directives are produced and dealt with in Swedish family
contexts (Aronsson and Cekaite 2011; Cekaite 2010) shows that parents’ initial
directives rarely engender children’s immediate straightforward compliance;
instead, the parents’ deployment of mitigated formats opens up a space for
negotiation or bargaining between the child and the parent. These studies thus
evidence in detail how in directive sequences, the authoritarian parent (who
imposes his or her values and norms on the child) is not typical for contemporary
middle-class Swedish families, in which a family culture of children speaking
up on their own behalf is the norm.

By emphasizing children’s participation in the process of acquisition and
demonstrating its implication for the organization of family interactions, norms,
and culture, these CELF works constitute an invaluable complement to studies that
focus essentially on parents’ contributions to the child’s development—in other
words, that concentrate on parental scaffolding (Rogoff 1990, 2003; Wood, Bruner
and Ross 1976), and/or argue that parents’ natural (biological) inclination is to
engage in pedagogical activities when interacting with young children (Gergerly
and Gyorgy 2009).

2.3 Ethnomethodology and Conversation Analysis as an
Approach to the Study of Socialization

The movement outlined above, which occurred in the social and human sciences
of the 1960s and early 1970s, was thus characterized by a particular interest in the
examination of the everyday interactive momentum of socialization, an emphasis
on the language use of children as active participants and the meaning they attribute
to their actions (cf. Sirota 1998). In the following section, a detailed discussion
of EM/CA studies on child—child and adult/parent—child interactions in the same
period aims to show that while sharing similar interests, this way of studying
socialization was (and, I argue, still is) in significant respects distinct from the
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approaches outlined thus far. Moreover, the following sections will establish the
terms and framework for the analytical part of the book (Chapters 4-6).2
EM/CA’s review of the study of socialization draws upon Garfinkel’s
fundamental criticism of the way that the predominant social and human theory of
the 1960s (see section 2.1 above) tends to construe the “man-in-the-sociologist’s-
society” as a “cultural dope” who simply “produces the stable features of the
society by acting in compliance with pre-established and legitimate alternatives of
action that the common culture provides” (Garfinkel 1967: 68). Ordinary members
are thus understood as being constrained and manipulated by certain forces and
having no control upon their environment. According to Garfinkel, treating ordinary
members as “cultural dopes” leads sociology to develop research procedures that
do not provide for members’ practical concerns in social situations. Moreover, they
do not make it possible to reveal the interpretative methods through which ordinary
members render their understanding of something or somebody observable and
intelligible, and through which they competently manage their everyday affairs.
He argues that as a result, social and human sciences fundamentally neglect
what should primarily be investigated (Garfinkel 1967: 68; Button 1991): “What
we are interested in is, what is it that people seem to know and use” (Sacks in
Proceedings of the Purdue Symposium on Ethnomethodology). The aim is thus to
examine members’ use of natural language and the (ethno)methods through which
people manage their daily practical business and make “observable-reportable,
i.e. account-able” their practical reasoning, common-sense knowledge about the
social world, and their orientation’ toward something, somebody, or each other’s
actions (Garfinkel and Sacks 1986: 163, italics are the authors’). It was in this

8 The discussion focuses once more on studies conducted in the Anglophone context.
To date, the impact of EM/CA in France and Germany remains very limited in the study of
socialization; for a discussion of possible reasons, see Coulon 1988; Sirota 1993. Indeed,
apart from a few exceptions, such as the works of La Valle (2006, 2010a, 2010b, 2014),
Relieu, Zouinar, and La Valle. (2007), and the studies focusing on language acquisition in
the school setting (Lentin 2009; Mondada 2001; Pekarek-Doehler 2010a), or adolescents’
apprenticeship (Fillietaz, Saint-Georges and Duc 2008), French social scientists have thus
far mainly used ethnographic methods, based on (participant) observation and different
interviewing techniques, when conducting studies on the socialization of children. For
gender socialization, see Cromer 2005; for children’s play activities, see Delalande 2001;
for multidimensional socialization, see Lahire 1995; for children’s school experiences,
see Montandon 1997, 2002; Rayou 1999; for children’s games, see Vincent 2001; for a
sequential analysis of parent—child interaction not directly influenced by EM/CA, see
Bergonnier-Dupuy 2002.

9 To orient toward something or somebody refers to the ways in which participants
understand and treat an event, each other’s actions, and/or each other’s belonging to a social
category. The expression displaying ones orientation relates to EM/CA’s fundamental
assumption that participants build their own meaning into the way they package and
produce their actions, and thereby make it intelligible to each other and the analyst (cf.
Watson 1992).
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context that Sacks developed CA as a method that would allow the investigation
and detailed description of the sense in which the mastery of natural language
is essential for interacting intelligibly and competently with others (see Lee’s
introduction in Button and Lee 1987).

Intrinsically linked to this first criticism is a second one that targets social
and human science’s tendency to discuss the question of social order in very
general and theoretical terms. Garfinkel argues that the careful observation of
concrete social interactions permits a non-trivial discovery: “there is order in
the plenum” (Garfinkel 1967), or in Sacks’ terms: “there is order at all points”
(Sacks 1984b). This preliminary observation promoted Sacks’ collaboration
with Schegloff and Jefferson on the organization of turn-taking in ordinary
conversations (1974). The 1974 study by Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson used
the analysis of talk (among other things) to gain an analytical handle on silences,
demonstrating how participants in multi-party conversation manage to minimize
overlap and the occurrence of overly long pauses between each participant’s
contribution, and how they organize their conversation in an orderly and
fluent way—that is, turn by turn. Instead of discussing general theories of the
preconditions of social order, the authors propose to examine how participants
concretely produce orderliness and intelligibility when they engage in talk-in-
interaction (Heritage 1984a). As we will see in the following section, EM/CA’s
criticism of the predominant approaches to the study of socialization that were
formed in the 1950s, 1960s, and early 1970s, and their proposal to respecify it,
bears on the two criticisms EM/CA addressed to the social and human sciences
of that period more generally.

2.3.1 EM/CA Criticism of the Study of Socialization

In their research project titled “Studies of Kids’ Culture and Kids’ Talk”
(Garfinkel, Girton, Livingston and Sacks 1982),'° the authors remark that social
and human sciences tend to investigate the processes of socialization by adopting a
developmental scheme that emanates from common sense. The authors summarize
the scheme as follows: “Children are not adults; they are different from adults;
they are adults-in-becoming. They are incompetent in the ways of adults. Child
training practices are ways of socializing children” (Garfinkel et al. 1982: 2). Its
adoption thus consists of observing, analyzing, understanding, and explicating
children’s participation in social interaction as essentially deficient compared to
the participation of adults (Mackay 1975: 181).

10  This unpublished research project (hereafter Garfinkel et al. 1982) was developed
after Sacks’ death in 1975. However, it is essentially based on the lectures and oral
presentations concerning children’s interactions with others that Sacks gave in the 1960s,
but which were only published much later (1972, 1982, 1985, 1992 I+II; see Garfinkel et
al. 1982: 6). For a similarly prominent criticism addressed to studies of socialization in the
early 1960s, see Wrong (1961).
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According to Garfinkel et al. (1982: 4), ordinary members’ use of the
developmental scheme to explicate and understand children’s actions in everyday
situations seems quite reasonable. EM/CA’s criticism by no means targets this
ordinary use by ordinary members. What they criticize, however, is its unexamined
application in scientific socialization theory and/or descriptions. The authors
argue that its unexamined use by sociologists/psychologists in scientific theory
engenders an a priori view of children’s doings as being “naturally, normally,
obviously, objectively, really and observably faulted” (Garfinkel et al. 1982: 4).
As Jenks remarks, this perspective on children even constitutes developmental
psychology’s raison d’étre (2008: 80):

Developmental psychology is wholly predicated on the notion of childhood’s
‘naturalness’ and on the necessity, normality, and desirability of development and
constructive change through ‘growth.” Children are thus routinely constructed as
partially rational, that is, in the process of becoming rational. (Jenks 2008: 80)

First, to conceive of children as incomplete or deficient engenders a view of
parents/adults as the predominant socialization agents of the child. It follows
that the socialization process is understood as being “one-way,” which is to
say from the adult/parent to the child. This view precludes the researcher’s
examination of what children might competently contribute—from their birth
on—to the organization of intelligible and ordered interaction, and insinuates
that children’s utterances may merely be “faulted replicas” of those that emanate
from adults (Watson 1992: 264). Second, instead of treating the ordinary use
of the developmental scheme as a “topic of investigation,” sociologists and
psychologists tend to use it as a “glossing resource” for rendering their own
scientific description coherent and intelligible. However, as Mackay stresses,
to confound resource and topic causes studies of socialization to lose sight
of the phenomenon they intended to investigate in the first place: “... the
confounding of the common-sense world as topic and resource has resulted in
the unavailability for sociologists of interaction between adults and children as
a phenomenon of study” (Mackay 1975: 182). Finally, it has been remarked that
apart from some studies in cultural anthropology, research studies committed
to the study of socialization have neglected the examination of children’s
social life in its own right (Garfinkel et al. 1982: 1). Consequently, children’s
everyday interactions have not been seriously investigated, nor have the possible
competences that children bring to bear when they interact with each other been
systematically and rigorously described. The authors thus argue, therefore, that
social and human sciences are not in a position to approve or dismiss the fact
that children may socialize themselves in their own company, and may even
produce a specific culture of their own that is inaccessible to adults (Garfinkel
et al. 1982; Speier 1971). These criticisms of the predominant theories of
socialization from the 1960s and 1970s induced EM/CA to propose respecifying
the study of socialization.
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2.3.2 EM/CA’s Respecification of the Study of Socialization

Instead of adopting a conception of children with respect to socialization that is
founded on notions of “common sense,” EM/CA proposes recording naturally
occurring interactions in which children are involved (at home, in school, or on
the playground) and using these audio/video recordings as a basis for studying
children’s competent participation in society, where the notion of competence
refers to the interactants’ ability to produce their actions in such a way that they are
intelligible to others for what they are. The aim is to describe in detail how children
participate with other children or with adults in the interactive organization and
production of social interaction, and to account for the methods that children and
adults use, mobilizing language and other embodied resources such as gestures,
gaze, posture, and intonation to produce intelligible actions and to understand
each other’s actions (Garfinkel et al. 1982: 35-9). The proposal “to respecify”
the study of socialization is thus consistent with EM/CA’s general concern, which
is “the analysis of the competences which underlie ordinary social activities.
Specifically it is directed at describing and explicating the competences which
ordinary speakers use and rely on when they engage in intelligible, conversational
interaction” (Heritage 1984a: 241).

Furthermore, according to Garfinkel et al.’s research project (1982), respecifying
the study of socialization implies two concrete working conjectures. The first one
is based on Iona and Peter Opie’s work in the 1950s and 1960s (Opie and Opie
1959, 1969) evidencing how one generation of children orally transmits specific
games, rhymes, and songs to the next generation without the interference of
typical socialization agents such as parents and teachers. Inspired by their work,
Sacks conjectures that children may have specific methods and procedures that
they use to integrate other children into their social activities—in other words,
a specific “kids’ culture” (Garfinkel et al. 1982: 6). Consequently, he proposes
to examine and analyze interactions between children in the absence of adults
(Sacks 1992 I: 363-9, 489-506; Garfinkel et al. 1982: 1-2). The aim is to account
for children’s interactive participation in terms of competences (Garfinkel et al.
1982: 19) and to describe what they are capable of achieving interactively, when
conversing and interacting among themselves: “... we are talking throughout,
and in a certain way, about the communicative skills of children. A preliminary
description of what those skills would and do consist of [...] is at the heart of our
research enterprise” (Garfinkel et al. 1982: 19). In observing/describing children’s
deployment of specific procedures to organize their activities in the absence of
adults, Sacks suggests that children may participate in their own socialization in a
non-trivial way. The aim of this first working conjecture is to demonstrate that the
procedures deployed by children may possibly be different from those of adults,
but that the children are nevertheless interactively effective and competent.

The second working conjecture seeks to examine the way that ordinary
adults (parents, teachers, psychologists, and sociologists) use the developmental
scheme when they are confronted with children in their everyday life, and to see
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how children deal with adults’ use of the scheme. Ordinary adults’ use of the
developmental scheme to explain or understand children’s doings or to organize
their interactions with them is indexed in the way that adults (including sociologists
and psychologists) “see” children’s actions and “hear” their talk in terms of
“deficiency”—in that they are produced by a not-yet-fully-developed being.
The argument of the second working conjecture runs as follows: as a members
phenomenon, the use of the developmental scheme and its interactive implications
have to be taken as seriously as other “interpretative resources and methods of
sense-making” that interactants may use to organize their activities with those
of others (Sacks’ oral contribution, cited in Garfinkel et al. 1982: 9). The aim of
the investigation into the ordinary use of the developmental scheme is to provide
sociological explications for children’s other-than-adult behavior. Indeed, instead
of ascribing every particularity of children’s behavior in interaction to their special
state of development, the idea is to look at them in terms of interactive competences
that children deploy to deal with the specific social position they have in society
(see also Sidnell 2010a). Instead of using the developmental scheme as a resource
for describing or explaining children’s doings, it would be better to examine it as
a topic with a view to shedding new light on the organization and production of
ordinary concrete socialization practices.

As will be shown more concretely in the following sections, for the discovery
and description of children’s and adults’ competent—that is to say, interactively
effective—deployment of sense-making procedures when interacting with each
other, respecification implies working from the bottom up (cf. Watson 1992),
grounding the analytical work in the examination of audio and/or audiovisual
recordings of naturally occurring peer interactions (2.4) or adult—child
interactions (2.5).

2.4 Studies on Children’s Interactions

As previously mentioned, EM/CA criticized structural and reproduction theory of
socialization for neglecting to examine children’s activities and use of language
in their own right. The central argument of this criticism refers to the possibility
that social and human science is therefore unable to provide any empirical account
elucidating the question of whether or not children may have their own “kids’
culture” and contribute to their own socialization in a non-trivial way. In his
lectures, Sacks paid special attention to children’s play interactions (see Butler’s
discussion of Sacks’ work on play and games 2008: 77-91). He was interested
to see if games provide children with an ideal training ground for coming to
terms with certain essential requirements of social life. Indeed, as we will see
in more detail below, Sacks sought for example to analyze and discuss how, by
participating in game/play activities, children may get a sense of the observability
and accountability of their actions and come to terms with the fact that they have
to behave in such a way that knowing a person’s membership category (“teacher,”
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“child,” “adolescent,” “mother,” or “butcher,” for example) is enough to infer what
he or she is up to (Sacks 1985: 18). According to Sacks, acquiring an understanding
of the observability of both actions and the implications of incumbency to a
specific membership categorization is an essential requirement for participating
in a competent way in social interactions, and thus for being considered a full
member of society by others (for discussions of Sacks’ approach to categorization
activities, see Bonu, Mondada, and Relieu 1994; Eglin and Hester 2003; Hester
and Eglin 1997).

2.4.1 Children’s Games as a Training Ground for Grasping the
Observability of Actions

Button, Button, Who’s Got the Button? is a game played all over the world,
typically by children between the ages of 5 and 10 years. It is played in a number
of different variations, for example with a coin substituting for the button, but the
basic principle remains the same. In his lecture of the same name, Sacks reveals
how the game is ideal for analyzing how an apprenticeship in the observability
of actions takes place when children are playing together in the absence of adults
(Sacks 1992 I: 363-9).

To explain Sacks’ argument, I need to first give a rough overview of how the
game Who’s Got the Button? works. All the children line up in a row, each of
them with both hands out, palms together, apart from one child, who is “it” and
conceals a button in his or her hand. “It” goes from one child to the next, placing
his or her hand between each child’s hands, one by one, eventually passing
the button on to one of them without letting the others see. Once the round is
completed, all the children (apart from the original “it”) have the chance to guess
who has the button now. When the guess is made correctly, the round is over and
a new one can start. Depending on the version of the game, the new “it” is either
the child who guessed correctly, the one to whom the button was given, or some
other child (Sacks 1992 I: 363).

The aim of the game is thus to figure out which player has received the
button from “it.” However, if the button is passed on correctly by “it,” and
skillfully concealed between the hands of the child that received it, the button
(or coin}—which has the physical property of being flat—cannot be seen.
Consequently, the detection can be made in two ways. Either the guessing players
seek to observe and identify changes of appearance in the potential receiving
party at the moment of a possible transaction (a short smile, a disappointed look),
or immediately afterward. As becomes clear, the notion of the observability of
actions is essential for this game. In both cases, the aim is to use identified changes
in a player’s outward appearance as a basis on which to infer whether he or she
has received the button. The detection thus implies “seeing that they know they
have the button,” and refers to the “basic sense of ‘observable’ for social” or “for
moral phenomena” (Sacks 1992 I: 364). In this sense, the game constitutes a sort
of “training ground” for detecting and inferring others’ implication in a specific
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action based on their appearance. The game also constitutes a good opportunity
to test one’s ability to successfully deceive others by modifying one’s appearance,
for example by smiling at the moment when “it” is potentially engaged in passing
on the button, even if one did not actually receive the button. Playing this game
thus not only p