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Introduction

In my work I grapple with the problem of how to study language in a way that

bridges local and cultural contexts.  Because the possibility of agency and the potential

for change exists only in the ‘everydayness’ of living, all studies of agency must

grounded in local, material contexts. Yet talk always exceeds the immediate

circumstances of its production both, because it is produced through a pre-existing

language, and because it travels forward in time through repetitions.  Yet more than

twenty years after the Cultural Turn, we still face a schism between studies of talk in

Social Sciences, and theories of language in the Humanities. My research attempts to

bridge this schism—to get at both the constitutive force of language and possibilities for

social transformation. This is not an effort to deny the effects of structural oppression and

exploitation but rather an effort to relocate potential sources of power and agency.

In this presentation, I attempt to demonstrate both the possibility and importance

of analyzing cultural erasures by using standard analytic induction inflected by the

interpretative frameworks of ethnomethodology and poststructural discourse analysis.  I

am going to examine case studies of commonsense knowledge media and interviews, to

explore the production of cultural absences and to examine these as discursive effects that

conceal relations of power and privilege with respect to race and sexuality.   And

perhaps, in the time left, to gesture toward what Butler has called the constitution of

abjects, a domain of unviable (un)subjects who are neither named nor prohibited. First,

let me offer a brief bit of background.
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What are ethnomethodology and poststructural discourse analysis?

There are several strands of ethnomethodology (Atkinson 1988; Maynard and

Clayman 1991). I draw from an ethnomethodological style of analysis that attends to the

unspoken knowledge. The object of inquiry is an embedded set of assumptions regarding

the nature of objects and events. In daily life, people rarely say literally what they

mean—some things must pass without saying. Ethnomethodology provide analytical

tools for examining the tacit knowledge that enables ‘what is said’ to make sense.

Ethnomethodological analyses investigate how people make sense of the world by

examining the interpretive work that people do on a daily basis—the practices through

which people accomplish, manage, and sustain, what comes to appear as social facts

(Sharrock and Anderson 1986). For example, Garfinkel’s (1967) famous study examining

the interactional accomplishments that enabled Agnes, a biological male, to be reliably

recognizable to others as a woman. Ethnomethodological analyses are rooted to an

ontology that refuses any notion of an objective reality by which truth or error might be

measured (Pollner 1987). Rationality and understanding, are the outcomes of what people

do, not the premises (Sharrock and Anderson 1986).

Poststructural discourse analysis

If individuals exert maximum agency through talk, we exert least in language.

We are not sovereign speakers.  Each of us inherits a ready-made language and the words

we use indicate a social historicity (de Certeau 1984).  To understand this historicity, it is

necessary to examine broader frameworks of cultural discourse. Throughout, I use the

word discourse to refer to “clusters of ideas, images and practices” that provide
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frameworks for understanding what knowledge is useful, relevant, and true in any given

context (Hall 1997c: 6). Discourses establish frames of intelligibility. Consequently

discursive analyses examine the procedures through which the frames of intelligibility are

produced (Foucault 1972). The analytical interest for poststructural discourse analysis

does not regard what one says, but rather, what constitutes the domain of the sayable

from within which one is able to speak. An object must be constituted through the

historical conditions of discourse in order for anyone to ‘say anything’ about it (Foucault

1972). Broadly speaking, a poststructural analyses attempts to identify how relations of

power/knowledge constitute domains of subjects and objects.  By tracing the production

and circulation of discourses that constitute the subject positions, which persons come to

inhabit (Foucault 1970, 1977, 1978; Butler 1997a, c, 1999) poststructural discourse

analysis helps us to understand bodies as the products of particular histories.

Overview of Poststructural Discourse Analysis and Ethnomethodology

Poststructural discourse analysis and ethnomethodology, each working at

different levels of analysis, provide analytical resources for understanding race, class and

gender as activities or processes. Both are premised on epistemologies that regard

language as a constitutive force that produces social realities, rather than as a transparent

vehicle for communication. Broadly speaking, both ethnomethodology and poststructural

discourse analysis decenter the subject—that is, they conceptualize subjects as

constituted, rather than as pre-existing, stable entities.  And, both deny an empirical

epistemology in which the meaning of a cultural text simply has to be read, in order to be

understood. Ethnomethodology exposes the practical reasoning subsumed in everyday
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practices, while poststructural discourse analysis reveals the cultural processes through

which this reasoning is invented and subsumed. Drawing tools from each paradigm helps

to produce a fuller understanding of local practices and cultural processes.

What is Commonsense?

Given the epistemological frameworks of poststructural discourse analysis and

ethnomethodology, you can see why they would provide excellent tools for examining

commonsense knowledge. Ideological hegemony operates at the level of common

sense—in the assumptions that we make about life and the things we accept as natural.

For example, commonsense leads us to believe that we simple “see” gender and race.

Commonsense is a saturation of cultural knowledge that we cannot fail to recognize and

which, through its very obviousness, passes without notice. It leads people to believe that

we simply see what is there to be seen. Because commonsense knowledge links

production of meaning in local contexts to the broader production of cultural knowledge,

I use commonsense knowledge as a means of connecting local practices to broader

cultural contexts.  There are many forms of commonsense knowledge—it is always

culturally specific.  I attempted to transcend that specificity through my data collection.

DATA

I used purposive sampling to collect both interviews and television data. In all, I

conducted 23 in-depth interviews and examined fifteen years of newspaper articles about

homelessness from three metropolitan daily papers and 180 hours of programming nine

shows, crossing 3 genres, which aired on ABC, NBC, and CBS in 1999.  I looked for
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assumptions underlying talk and interaction that appeared across media and interviews.  I

would be glad to talk with you more about my data in Q&A.  For now, I would like to say

that within social sciences, the use of multiple forms of data is commonly understood as a

form of comparison or triangulation intended to increase research validity. However, this

study uses two interpretative frameworks that render any simple notion of ‘truth’

problematic. My aim is not to establish validity for describing ‘how things objectively

are’ but rather to use different data sets to demonstrate how commonsense knowledge

comes to make things appear as they do. The combination of television, newspaper, and

interview data is a “piling” of evidence that produces multiple observations of a single

subject  (Ragin, Nagel, and White 2003: 16) that allows me to examine the repetition of

routine knowledge over a range of context-dependent circumstances.  In my analyses of

interviews, I use pseudonyms selected by the interviewees themselves and refer to them

using their own self-categorizations, rather than more commonly used academic ones.

Whiteness: The erasure of privilege

In the social sciences, we commonly talk about whiteness as an unmarked

category and certainly that is how it emerged in my interviews and for the most part in

my media analysis.  However, racial categories such as black, African American, Latino,

or Asian were used routinely. For example newspaper articles referred to: “a homeless

black man” (Terry 1995); “Gary, from a poor black family ” (Rimer 1985); and, “one of

the homeless—a 35-year-old Chinese refugee” (Ferrell and Nazario 1993). The marking

of race in interviews and in media emerged as a matter of commonsense that required no

elaboration—as if the ability to make racial categorizations was untroubled and as if their
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relevance was perfectly clear.  We are all familiar with this, I am sure and so I will not

belabor the point.  We know that these practices make race appear to be relevant, and

thereby racialize homelessness in particular ways. From an ethno framework, racial

categorizations are also a means of making people potentially accountable to others by

their race—so in these examples we see the practices as creating the potential for a

person to be made to account for his or her homelessness as a member of a particular

racial category.  Therefore the unmarked nature of whiteness in newspaper articles meant

that white people were not routinely made potentially accountable to readers by race.

This puts an interesting twist on the way we understand unmarked categories.  From a PS

framework, we can understand the practice of marked and unmarked racial

categorizations as a way of policing identity by enforcing particular kinds of visibility

while demanding particular forms of invisibility. The effect of routine racial

categorizations of some racial groups in newspapers is to naturalize those racial groups as

inherently relevant. To the extent that whiteness is an unmarked racial category, it

appears to be irrelevant (in hegemonic discourse).  Whiteness thus comes to stand as an

ordinary way of being; whiteness functions as the unmarked center from which racial

“difference” is measured.

For example, when Betty Sakurai, who identified herself as Japanese-American,

talked about her racial identity, whiteness posed a blank space.  Betty characterized her

mother as white and her father as Japanese.  She talked at length about family rituals and

customs that she enjoys that come from the Japanese side of her family but said “from my
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mom’s side there wasn’t, we didn’t have a lot of cultural things at all.”1.  She concluded

her reflection this way:

I don’t know, its just I—I LOVE the fact that I am half ANYTHING, you know.

I think whatever it was, I would totally embrace it and want to learn more and

more about it and I—I just I love it.

Betty’s celebration of being “half anything” extends the disciplinary power of

whiteness. Betty identified herself as biracial, but only talked about ‘Japanese’ as a racial

category.  Whiteness—her mother’s side of the family— is the blank space that allows

Betty to be “half anything.” In this sense, commonsense knowledge constitutes race both

as a presence and an erasure; this is why erasures must be understood and treated as

another kind of production, central to the meaning of race.  This excerpt demonstrates

one way that local practices can produce the invisibility of whiteness while also

maintaining whiteness as a hegemonic center, the very definition of

ordinariness—against which all other racial categories gained meaning and visibility.

The local context, by itself, cannot provide easy ‘empirical’ access the power of

whiteness because whiteness functions as both a routine and privileged subject position.

Part of the productive force of routine whiteness is its ability to define situations without

being an accountable presence.  As an erasure, routine whiteness is primarily visible

through its ability to racialize others—on its own, whiteness is made to appear simply as
                                                  
1 Betty’s elaboration of the food and rituals that came from the Japanese side of her family demonstrates

both what it means to her to be “half anything” and more broadly the logic of multiculturalism in which

racial difference enrich white culture through food and arts.  This conception of multiculturalism embraces

‘difference’ stripped of history and power.
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an ordinary way of being. For instance, across eight of nine television shows that I

studied, whiteness was produced through the saturation of opportunities; the success of

hard work; the adequacy of good intentions; the comfort of having police; and the

confidence that one’s best effort will be good enough. For example, in Judging Amy, the

character of Vincent Gray is a “struggling” writer who wins the Pushcart Prize for fiction,

and obtains a book contract from a large publisher.  Although he suffers great existential

angst, he meets with significant professional success at every turn. On occasion,

individual white characters and people may meet with hard times, but overall, whiteness

endured as a saturation of privilege that formed the background—not the focus—of eight

of the nine TV shows. (The Hughleys, a comedy about a wealthy black family living in a

wealthy white neighborhood, was the exception.) Despite the clear pattern across eight

television shows it is impossible to write about these findings in a way that provides

evidence for claims. Whiteness was simply ordinary and as a result whiteness appeared to

have no significance beyond skin color—even as it remains a dominant and dominating

cultural presence. How does one empirically analyze that which is not articulated?  What

does it say about social sciences if analyses of this sort of power and privilege are beyond

the scope of our analytical tools?

Whiteness, made to stand apart from the daily processes of racialization secures

social, historical, political and economic dominance for whites, without requiring that

white people to adopt explicit feelings of hate, bigotry, or prejudice.  Indeed hegemonic

commonsense secures white racial dominance that can make claims of racism and bigotry

appear to be not only unwarranted but also unfair.   The racism of white liberalism

functions through practices that withhold ‘ordinariness’ from people who are ‘not white’
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(Memmi 2000). This denial of ordinariness is a cornerstone of liberal racism—I say

liberal racism because it operates at a level of assumption, rather than at the level of

intention. Whiteness gains interpretative stability because its meanings are anchored to a

former biological notion of race—the commonsense notion that whiteness is what one

sees.  Hegemonic, commonsense knowledge (re)produces biological essentialism by

masking or silencing the articulation of social, historical and economic processes that

make whiteness meaningful.

Hegemonic commonsense works to erase the presence and meaning of white

racial identities and to produce all other racial identities as apparently inherently

meaningful—even if the meanings of those racialized identities are unclear or

contradictory. If individuals consciously wrestle with the meanings of race, at the level of

commonsense, historical relations of power inhere in our abilities to recognize race. A

crucial function of commonsense knowledge about ‘difference’ is to make discriminatory

categories, not just easy to use, but possible to use without thought—because they have

become naturalized as self-evident.  History is its most seductive and coercive when it

reproduces the past without words (Seed 2001).

In order to resist the production of commonsense knowledge that renders race

self-evident, a refusal to “see” race—as in notions of colorblindness— might seem

logical.  However colorblindness extends inequities by ignoring or disregarding the

importance and impact of historical relations of power (cf., Lopez 1996; Lipsitz 1998;

Omi and Winant 1994).   Race blindness would in effect extend historical relations of

power by reducing systematic inequalities to arbitrary inequalities (Bonilla-Silva 2003;

Guinier and Torres 2003).  Indeed, “colorblindness” is characteristic of white people’s
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relationship to their own racial identity (Guinier and Torres 2002) and is the very premise

of white privilege.

Resistance to racism and racial inequality must begin with practices that remove

whiteness from the unmarked center of daily life.  In my book I propose two strategies:

disidentification and strategic essentialism both of which I need to bracket for now

because of time constraints.

Sexuality

In my interviews, everyone except transgendered women and men used the terms

sex and gender as if they were synonymous.  In addition, the heterosexuals I interviewed

conflated sexual orientation and gender—regardless of their educational background, race

or class.  For example, Cuauhtemoc, a 24 year-old Latino store clerk commented on

gender this way:  “I guess, we’re all wherever we are, you know, like I said, you know,

some people are heterosexual some are this and some are that, it’s not big deal to me.”

This apparent conflation of sexuality and gender also appeared as interviewees completed

an interview form that had a blank requesting “sexual orientation.” Roberta Washington,

a 65-year-old cashier who self-identified as Negro, was perplexed by the blank on the

interview form labeled “sexual orientation,” looked at me and said, “I’m a girl.”  I

explained what I had intended by sexual orientation to her.  Roberta looked down at the

form and then again at me and said, “I’m a girl.”  She then ended the discussion by

writing “girl” in the blank. Roberta was unusual only in the way she took the situation in

hand and put an end to the discussion. Many people were uncertain of how to respond to

this part of the form.  And, in this uncertainty, homophobia often emerged. For example
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Polard Parker, a 50-year-old, white real estate developer asked:  “I like girls—is that what

you mean?”  He seemed genuinely embarrassed.  As we sat at his kitchen table, Polard

continued: “Well, if you weren’t here, I’d write normal.”2  In the end, Polard did write

“normal” for his sexual orientation.  In interviews then, gender was produced as what

Ingraham (1997) called “heterogender” —the appearance of heterosexuality produced

through gender. That is, to be a woman or man is to be attracted to the ‘opposite’ gender.3

In this way, commonsense should have made it obvious to me that, because Roberta was

‘a girl,’ she was sexually ‘oriented’ toward boys.

The ability of gender to stand as evidence of sexual desire means that in daily life

heterosexuality need not be named—it functions as an unmarked category in talk and

representation. Concomitantly, nonhegemonic sexualities must be produced as marked

categories.  Consider that, in fifteen years of newspaper coverage about people who

cannot afford housing, not one article mentioned the sexual orientation of homeless

people.  One consequence of this practice is that it appears that either all people without

housing are heterosexual or that sexuality is irrelevant to homelessness.  The politics of

this practice are not subtle since sexuality can be centrally relevant to people without

housing, particularly in the case of teenagers who often are forced from their homes

because of their sexuality.

In order to explore the conflation of sexuality and gender that sustains

heterosexuality, I examined the production of “sexual difference” in the heterosexual

imaginary of primetime network television—I specifically did not study shows that

                                                  
2 I met Polard for the first time in this interview; the earlier portion of the interview did not include any
discussion of sexuality.  After more than two hours conversation together, I take his comment to be a
reflection of the “kind of person” he believed me to be, though I am uncertain if he read me as being queer.
3 Tamsin Wilton (1996) refers to this as the production of heterosexuality through “heteropolarity.”
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routinely feature queer people or issues, such as Will & Grace.  Out of the nine shows

that I studied, only two shows (The Practice and Judging Amy) had episodes that

included nonhegemonic sexualities—both regarded apparently white, gay men.  Today I

want to examine a brief excerpt from this episode of Judging Amy as an exemplar that

demonstrates both the erasure of a privileged subject position as well as the production of

what Butler has called abjects.

Judging Amy had one gay character in the 1999 fall season—Justin Hopkins who

was introduced to Vincent Gray, a regular character in the show through their literary

agent at a publisher’s holiday party. Justin’s brief appearance on Judging Amy presents

the opportunity for the show to assert the heterosexuality of one of its main characters.

Vincent’s heterosexuality is asserted three times in this episode. I want to show you this

last assertion of heterosexuality that occurs when Vincent brings Justin home with him to

the family Thanksgiving dinner. The family is laughing boisterously—and still gathered

around the dinner table dotted with empty wine bottles—when Vincent’s sister Amy

arrives with Bruce Van Axel:

Amy:    Hi everybody.  This is my court services officer, Bruce.

Mrs. Gray: Hello Bruce.  Happy thanksgiving.  This is my son Peter.  And this is

my soon to be ex-son-in law Michael and his daughter Lauren, who is

also my Amy’s daughter.  Amy made this delicious dinner.  And this

is a very nice gay man who we just met.  And this is my son Vincent

who is not gay.  He’s a writer.
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 At the moment when it becomes possible to imagine Amy, an apparently white

woman, and Bruce, an apparently black man, as a couple arriving at Amy’s home for

Thanksgiving dinner, Amy’s introduction delimits their relationship.  She does not

introduce Bruce, as Bruce, but as her subordinate (“this is my court services officer”)

whose name is Bruce.  Here we see regulatory practices, which are the effects of

disciplinary power, appear as in local contexts as the practical actions of participants.

Consider Mrs. Gray’s introduction of the “very nice gay man” marks the stigma it

dismisses (i.e., he’s a very nice man, even though he is gay).  This casual ‘outting’ of

Justin implies a level of social acceptance that is simultaneously limited, if not denied, by

the very introduction.

Since Vincent and Justin are seated side by side, Mrs. Gray’s introduction of

Vincent (“who is not gay” but a “writer” ) quickly clarifies the nature of their

relationship.  Vincent’s sexuality is never asserted as ‘straight’ or ‘heterosexual,’ which

would render it a notable category on par with ‘gay.’  Rather, Mrs. Gray’s introduction,

“And this is my son Vincent who is not gay,” asserts heterosexuality as the unspoken

category.   Once Mrs. Gray establishes Vincent as “not gay” she then establishes what he

is—“a writer.” This very brief dialog repeatedly naturalizes heterosexuality.  First notice

that only Justin’s sexuality is made relevant in a round of first introductions.  Second, in

this introduction, Justin’s sexuality eclipses everything else about him (e.g., he is not

introduced as a writer).  Third, there is the assertion that Vincent is “not gay” (as opposed

to explicitly saying he is straight or heterosexual).  Fourth, the sentence construction

creates a structural anticipation for an analogous description (“And this is my son

Vincent who is not gay.  He’s _____”).  This construction calls to mind an invocation of
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straight or heterosexual, which is then subverted—heterosexuality is conjured up but not

named.

This repetition of heterosexuality marks its inherent instability (cf., Butler 1990,

1993). The dense reiteration of heterosexuality within and across television shows is

again leveraged through the repetition of the television shows themselves via reruns,

DVDs series, and iPod downloads.  Central, of course, is the issue that heterosexuality is

repeated in a variety of ways but never named.  The unmarked nature of heterosexuality

naturalizes a hegemonic “center” —from which all distances are measured by marked

categories. Because discourse constitutes subjugated subjectivities through marking

‘difference’ from an unspoken hegemonic center, the disciplinary power of

heterosexuality is manifested through, and extended by, the process of identifying—or

being identified— as gay, lesbian, or bisexual.  Yet disciplinary mechanisms cannot

always be so clearly traced in local practice. For instance, both of the gay characters on

primetime shows were apparently white, and race functioned as the unmarked

background of the show.  One could argue whiteness became the condition of

articulation, through which gay sexuality was made visible in primetime television.4

Further, if lesbians on Ellen might be said to have cracked-opened the door to

nonhegemonic sexualities on primetime TV, one could also say lesbians and bisexuals

seem to have been left standing outside the door. That neither lesbians nor bisexuals

appeared at all in these nine shows makes it important to recognize that oppression works

“not only through acts of prohibition, but covertly, through the constitution of viable

                                                  
4 Berube (2001: 257) has argued that in its most narrow form, the gay rights project can be understood as an
attempt by white men to regain the social status they had been raised to expect, as white men. The ability to
look (and act) like those who are in power helps to sustain the minimal visible presence white gay men
have achieved.
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subjects and the corollary constitution of a domain of unviable (un)subjects—abjects, we

might call them—who are neither named nor prohibited…” (Butler 1991: 20).

Disciplinary power then is evident not only through the subjects it produces (Foucault

1978) but also through the production of “abjects.” The fact that the television shows that

I studied depicted gay men, but not lesbians or bisexual women, demonstrates one more

way that discursive practices regarding gender produce both an androcentric and

heterocentric reality.

The processes through which gender is produced as self-evident must be

invisible—a matter of commonsense—in order to be successful. The function of

discourse is to actualize subjects ‘recognition’ of themselves, as a matter of

commonsense.  In order to disrupt heteronormativity, it is necessary to rupture the

apparent naturalness of heterosexuality by naming it.   To name heterosexuality is to

deprive it of the appearance of being natural, or inevitable, by forcing the identification

to become visible.  Through this process of identifying persons as heterosexual, the

naturalized center from which ‘difference’ can be measured is shattered.  Naming

heterosexuality does take us outside the system of knowledge produced through sexual

categorizations.  Rather, such naming deprives heterosexuality of normative status by

refusing the apparent naturalness of heterosexuality and places it on par with other

sexualities within that system.

To disrupt the naturalness of heterosexuality is to also disrupt the processes that

naturalize gendered divisions of labor, since gendered divisions of labor are tied to the

heterosexual family (Engels 1978; Hennessy 2000). “Woman’s position as subordinate

other, as (sexual) property, and as exploited labor depends on a heterosexual matrix in
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which woman is taken to be man’s opposite…” (Hennessy 2000:  25). Hence, to rupture

the apparent naturalness of heterosexuality is also to disrupt historical relations of family,

labor, and consumption. Discursive practices, in talk and representation, link gender and

sexuality together in ways that produce regimes of knowledge/power that sustain both an

androcentric and heterocentric reality.

CONCLUSION

Analytically, the schism between studies of talk and theories of language prevents

a full analysis of knowledge, power, and agency.  Local contexts can never, in

themselves, adequately account for relations of power; and, discursive contexts, can

never, in themselves, adequately account for practices that sustain, reproduce, or resist

those relations. Without recourse to discourse analysis, it is impossible to fully

comprehend cultural contexts. At the same time theoretical analyses of discourse often

occlude the daily practices through which people participate in reproducing discourses

and normalizing their effects. Sociology needs analyses that can shift between the

empirical, and the theoretical, between the daily practices that constitute meaning and the

conceptual practices that constitute knowledge. To dislocate studies of talk from theories

of discourse is to serve hegemonic interests by dislocating analyses of power/knowledge

from analyses of agency.

 I want to close by suggesting that more and different forms of studies of language

are needed precisely because all meaning is produced through language and so it is

through a study of language that we can see the processes which constitute the presence,

meaning and value of social life. Sociological analyses of language are just a matter of
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interpreting former questions differently, or of interpreting “evidence” differently.  More

importantly, sociological studies of language allow us to ask questions that have been

previously foreclosed.  It is not just that there has been disagreement about the kinds of

problems sociology can solve, but that existing standards and paradigms have made

particular kinds of problems impossible to legitimately investigate. The robustness of

sociology is dependent upon its ability to allow for a variety of analytical paradigms and

explorations. Studies of language illuminate inequalities differently —by drawing the

weight of history into the local production of meaning and the interpretation of lived

experience—and hence offer new strategies for social justice.


