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From attitudes to commonplaces
- A discursive approach to attitude interviews

Jacob Thggersen

Abstract

With a background in sociolinguistics, this papeegents the theoretical, methodological and
epistemological issues the author was forced tmtiag in conducting the apparently simple task
of investigating a few dozen people’s attitudesarols the English influence on their own
language. The paper discusses the fundamental eepiddgical shortcomings of different
approaches to attitude research. Three differerdecs of analysis are attempted and reflected
upon, a standardized quantitative analysis, a diseeuanalysis and a deconstructive, non-
essentialist analysis. It is the author’s firm leek that this critical examination of methods is on
the one hand essential for academic approachedtitoide research, and on the other essential in
informing the public — you and me — about the medmas of opinion polls which underlies so
much modern political work.

In this respect, the papers “failure” to set up @&w and improved approach to
attitude research, and its content to point out shertcomings of the current approaches, may not
be a failure as much as a conscious plea to do awly the notion of a objective or neutral
investigation of opinions.

Keywords: Attitude investigation, opinion pollssdourse analysis, alternative means of presenting
analyses.

Introduction

The fundamental idea of an attitude investigatiamd aopinion polls is brilliant. As one
contemporary handbook in social psychology has it:

The essential feature of data collection using-isgdbrt measures is that questions about
the participant’'s beliefs, attitudes, behaviour whatever are put directly to the
participant. His or her responses constitute sgibrt data. Self-report measurement is
usually quicker, cheaper and easier to use tharergdisonal measurement. The
researcher does not have to contrive a laboratidting or find a natural setting in which
to observe a behavioural response; furthermoragtie typically no need to train
observers or to use recording equipment, for sgbrts are usually recorded by the
participant in the form of written responses. Ay4l..] some of the variables that are
most significant to social psychologists are noéclly observable. (Manstead and Semin
2001)

In other words: If you can’t observe what people doing in a particular situation, try and ask
them. Furthermore, even if you could observe theinglsomething, you could still try and ask
them why to further your knowledge. This goes both for ihgrovement of your scientific
knowledge and for the knowledge of your consumeagbnale - whether your product be a brand
of soft drink or a political program. Opinion paolf and attitude research is an economical way to
investigate otherwise hard (or even impossiblekain information



In the political sphere, opinion polling and aittie research also started with a
basically good idea. Usually the people’s prefeesnare checked only at election times. Between
elections only the particularly interested and reseiul will let their voice be heard. The opinion
poll, with a randomly selected representative sampl the public, is a perfect method for
continually checking the sentiments of the genpudillic.

In academia, attitude research has been impottaathieve a rough prediction of
what people might do in the future, for examplehwiéspect to language and language change
(Labov 1963 [1972]; Kristiansen 1992). This is atsyp starting point. | wish to predict the future of
English in Denmark (with some level of certaintifydugh asking a sample of Danes about their
experiences with and attitudes towards English.

It shouldn’t be so hard, really —1 ' order analysis
Ask a question in an opinion poll, and you will pably get an answer. Like this one:

What is your attitude towards linguistic purismtfwe act of trying to keep the language
'‘pure’ from outside influence)?

Verynegative/ /[ [ | [very positive

In a pan Nordic comparison Danes come out as thst [puristic’ and the Icelanders and the
Faroese as the most ‘puristic’. In a Danish congearihe respondents with shorter education come
out as more ‘puristic’ than the ones with longeueation. These are stable, reproducible findings.
However, they tell us nothing abouhythis is. It brings us nowhere closer to knowingatvBanes
being the ‘least puristic’ means. Which is why \ake the self-reporting one step further and ask
the respondents why they answer the way they do.

To that end we have at our disposal audio recosdiofy the filling in of the
guestionnaires and the interaction between a pensigterviewer and a respondent who is to a
varying degree ready to elaborate on and arguegartswers.

Man skal jo ikke veere reaktionaer - man skal jo tagad man kan bruge af gode ting,
ikke, [...] men man skal heller ikke bare... Altsa $gges helt klart vores sprog det er
noget vi skal passe pa. [...] Det ville da veeret thigs det ophgrte med at eksistere som
sprog, hvis det bliver fuldsteendigt forurenejtl1;78.53].

You shouldn’t be reactionary. You should take whabd thing you can use, you know
[...] but you shouldn'’t just... You know, | definitelihink our language is worth taking

care of. [...] It would be sad if it stopped existiag a language, if it became completely
polluted.

Whereas the respondent’s quantitative, tick boxywansvas uniform and positive, when we ask
him to elaborate, we get an apparent contradict@mthe one hand, you should be open to new
things, on the other you should preserve what ymre hNote that it is not just this analyser who
sees an opposition between the two statementsr Bipgiosition is explicitly stated “but you
shouldn'’t just...”. Apparently then, the respondeoldls a contradictory attitude... or two opposing
attitudes maybe?

The ‘cognitive dissonance’ of contradictory attitad@estinger 1957 [1989]) is
dissolved by some respondents in tying each stifaimecattitude to its own object.



Det er igen det med det officielle eller det dagigf$]. Fordi jeg mener at jegkal ikke
prgve at holde et rent sprog, jeg skal prave aé lsgm de ulve jeg er blandt, sa derfor
mener jeg [ikke] at vékal have et meget rent sprog [...]. Men tilsvaresélesynes jeg at
det skal vaere mere rent nar det er officielt og dét er radioavisen og TV-avisen, og
begynder det at blive alt for popsmart der, sdeejsakkeharene sig pa mig7;59.34].

Again it's the thing with the official and the mumaa Because | don’t thinkghould try
to maintain a pure language. | should just try dadike the Romans, so | don’t think we
should have a very pure language [...]. But | thin&ttit should be more pure when it is
official and the radio and TV news. If that gete fancy the hairs in the back of my neck
stand up.

So, on the one hand, everyday, mundane languagddsinot be particularly ‘pure’, but the
language of radio and TV should be. This howeveesd’t so much solve the problem of divergent
attitudes as it shifts it. We may have solved trebjem of cognitive dissonance, but only in return
for an attitude object which is no longer discrated uniform across respondents, and between
researcher and informant. In layman’s terms wetlerrisk of comparing apples and oranges when
we compare the answers of this respondent to taqus respondent. Are they in fact answering
the same question or two different questions?

As if that wasn’t enough, a fair proportion of,laast this author’s, informants will
introduce completely new and surprising definitimfsthe attitude objects. Here the respondent
extrapolates rather freely on the description ‘pure

Altsa jeg synes det ville vaere positivt at manslige prever pa at bevare [et] sadan
rimeligt rent sprog, fordi nogle gange synes jegaa@t der er nogle formuleringer hvor

man tager sig til hovedet. Altsa hvad skal man §igg nogle beskidte ord, altsa. Folk

star og raber af hinanden "fuck you” pa gaden, ikidtsa der synes jeg der kommer
nogle ting ind - ikke kun engelsk men ogsa nogleeatidg, hvor jeg synes at det ma der
godt blive holdt lidt rent [42;33.30].

| think it would be positive to try and maintainralatively pure language, because
sometimes | think | hear phrases that make you holot head [in anguish]. What can |

say [...] dirty words, you know. People shouting atle other, “fuck you”, in the street

you know. Then some things come in, not just Ehgingngs but other things too, where |
think it could be kept a little pure.

It is quite understandable why a layman will coesidtlirty words’ like “fuck you” something
‘purism’ should handle if it tries to keep a ‘pulenguage. The metaphors are all consistent with
pollution and purification. It is not, however, have as linguists would usually define the scope of
linguistic purism — though perhaps the etymolodycedlated puritanism...

In a ‘normal’ poll, i.e. without a qualitative chlecyou would be oblivious to these
interpretative ‘misses’. The qualitative check bartgem to our attention. This is both good and
bad. Bad because we must admit to be comparingtéty in the metaphor) not only apples and
oranges, but apples, oranges and pine trees afek anfps. On the other hand it is good because it
gives us valuable information about the layman’svidedge of language, so-called ‘folk linguistic’
(Preston 1993; Niedzelsky and Preston 1999).



The attitudes we have and the attitudes we think we have

At the risk of overstating the point, | believe aren give a schematic presentation of the attitudes
we naivelythink people hold, as opposed to the more fragmenté@ddetcomplexes found my
respondents to hold.

Fig. 1: The attitudes we think they have
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Fig. 1 should be read as follows: The black dotesgnts a discrete object of the attitude, such as
language purism. We all, researchers and respasidamw the object and agree on its definition.
To this object is associated an attitude. Theualtitis represented by an arrow pointing in one
direction from the object. | choose the term “ve&ttabout the attitudes, because attitudes like
vectors are constituted by a direction, “positiee™negative”, and a length visualising the stréngt
of the attitude, i.e. “very” positive or “relatiwgl positive, or in numbers “4” or “5”. The attitude
are believed to be intra-individually consisteriatis, a person is believed to hold relativelpka
attitudes to a given object and not change hitudtifrom day to day or minute to minute. On the
other hand, attitudes are believed to be interviddally variable. That is, we believe different
persons to hold different attitudes. Only in comibgnithe intra-consistency with thanter-
variability is it sensible to ask a respondent whattitude is.

Fig. 2: The attitudes we find
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Fig. 2 is an attempt to visualise the attitudeslidve | actually found when looking for the ‘sirapl

attitudes. We have seen how the object of theud#iis far from discrete. It is not even one thing.
As we saw above, different respondent will define tbject differently; the same respondent will
even draw out different definitions of the objdttis debateable whether we should then think of
the object as several objects each associateditwitbwn attitude vector, or whether we should
rather think of a singular but complex object agsed with divergent attitudes. What the figure
shows is how these different aspects (or objeats) associated with different vectors, some



pointing in a positive direction others in a negatilirection. Most of the definitions lump together
and are what we could call legitimate aspects efattitude object. A few are misfires, not without
interest, but aspects that could reasonably beud&dl from comparisons. The boundary between
legitimate aspects and misfires of course is fuZg/a consequence of the object of the attitude
being a complex entity, the attitude vectors areatinidividually variable. Or stated differently, a
person’s attitude towards linguistic purism willryadepending on which aspects of the complex
object are brought out. On the other hand, théudtds associated with the different aspects of the
object of the attitude shows great inter-individoahsistency. Respondents who bring out the same
aspects will more often than not also share theudihal evaluation of the object. Varying
‘attitudes’ are often easier explained by varyispexts than by different evaluation of the same
aspect.

| want to stress, however, that even though umifattitudes associated with discrete
objects may be rare to find, they are what reseases well agespondents assume.

Ja, nu er jeg ambivalent igen fordi det er jo ikiage enten eller... Jeg tror faktisk jeg vil
have den i midten... [...] Man kan jo heller ikke be@ere os i vores eget lille samfund,
eftersom vi er i en stor verden. Og eftersom widnlpavirket alle steder fra, sa ville det
ogsa virke unaturligt hvis man bare renser det hidet] far det neesten til at fgles som i
stalintiden. Jeg tror vi alligevel vi skal have lat aben pande, ja.

Interviewer: Hvordan haenger det sammen med at adesie med at sige at der bliver
brugt for mange engelske ord?

Jamen det er jo lige preecis her jeg star i et diteanfor jeg synes nu pludselig at jeg har
forandret mig inden jeg er faerdig med spgrgsmatere Fordi hvis jeg skal holde fast pa
det farste sa kan [krydset] ikke st her, det emiig rigtigt. [...] Jamen jeg har maske
taenkt lidt over - at mange af de ord vi har, akisd bare er der, det er blevet en naturlig
del, for det er det jo blevet... Men derfor kan jegpdt stadig synes at nogle af tingene
maske ikke burde veere sprogligt sa meget udefra.nd# rense det kan man heller ikke,
og det skal man heller ikke. [30;47.00].

Yes, now | am ambivalent again, because it ismitpdy an either or. Actually | think |
want the middle [...]. We can't just isolate ourse\ve our own little community. It's a
big world. And because we get influences from ewdgre it would also be unnatural to
cleanse it all. It almost makes things feel like 8talin times. | think we need to keep an
open mind, yes.

Interviewer How does this relate to you starting out by sgyihat too many English
words are being used?

Yes, that is precisely where | find my self in éedima, because now all of a sudden |
feel | have changed before we have finished thetqres. Because it | should stick to the
first the X can’t be here, that's right. [...] Wellaybe | have given it a bit more thought —
that many of the words we have, they have just idecoatural to us, they have you
know. But in spite of that you can still feel ttsatme things shouldn’t be as linguistically
foreign. But cleanse it completely you cannot eitaed you shouldn’t.

It may be as the respondent says that he has theeissue some more thought and has come to a
more informed position. | still believe that itfeirer to say that he has picked out and highlighte
different opposing aspects of the attitude. Altlegm are held with equal strength, but social norms
— not least in an interview — demands that thererbetrue attitude. And hence other conflicting



attitudes must be drowned out. What we see inxherpt is the respondent in effect constructing a
legitimate uniform attitude in honour of the intew and interviewer.
| feel forced to put the quest for uniform attitede rest as more of an effect of the

interview setting than as a loyal description a&f tlespondents’ inner life. But how, then, can we
proceed? How can we investigate attitudes morsfgetgly when simple, standardized check box
investigation seems to lead only to confusion? Whatve attempted are a couple of more
thoroughly qualitative approaches. Because thesamalyses based on critical examination of the
1% order quantitative analysis, | shall call thesdys®s the 2 order analysis.

2" order analyses — in search of commonplaces

The 29 order analyses form an attempt to address thecsimings of the standardized analysis.
We saw above that attitudes can hardly be conckgdaas uniform entities. Respondents do not
hold one stable attitude towards any given objébey hold a range of attitudes to a range of
different aspects of the object. Which attitudeytiall subscribe to at any given moment largely
depends on which aspects are drawn out at thicpiart moment. If attitudes, then, are fluid, what
can we take to be Srelatively) solid? This is thiestion the % order analyses try to answer.

The 2° order analyses adiscursive But they are discursive in different ways, micro
VS. macro, to come to terms with two relativelybtassues in attitude presentation which | believe
to have found. On the one hand attitudes in (migrinews are presented in relatively uniform
ways. There are a set of very common interactitestures which respondents use when they are
asked to present (or defend) their attitudes. @notiner hand, the respondents do not present (or
construct) their attitudes in a vacuum. They shagdain background social knowledge about
language, language policy etc. Thatk knowledges used to negotiate further beliefs, which again
are used to support attitudes. The folk knowledgefgrou will, the topoi may vary greatly from
“real” (i.e. academic) linguistic knowledge; buthcat a priori be written off as less consistent and
certainly not as less significant than academigdistic knowledge.

“The study of folk beliefs about language is onetlué ethnographies of a culture. In
ethnobotany one wants to learn (at least) a cudtubeliefs about the naming of,
relationships among, and uses for plants. Ethnoistigs should do the same”
(Niedzelsky and Preston 1999).

As with all other cultural analyses, asking whetther ethno-knowledge is ‘true’, meaning “does it
match our academic knowledge?”, simply misses thiatf the analysis. A certain amount of
value relativism is inevitable. One must try to lgea the cultural knowledge on its own terms, and
not give untimely precedence to one’s own knowledge

| will present two different ' order analyses. The first deals with the way Latés
are presented in interviews, tfem or thehows of attitudes as it were. The other deals with the
cultural knowledge or commonplaces on which thiualits are argued, tleententor thewhats of
attitudes. Both of them, as | said, are discurditg,they are discursive in different senses of tha
word. The first of the two draws heavily on the @ersation Analysis tradition of micro discourse
analysis (Sacks, Schegloff et al. 1974; Pomeraf@&65;1Hutchby and Wooffitt 1998), and more
specifically on the British Discursive Psychologadition (Billig 1987; Potter and Wetherell 1987;
Edwards and Potter 1992; Wetherell and Potter 1B8fgr 1998). The second of the two is closely
connected to macro analysis of discourse in tha wéiMichel Foucault (Foucault 1966 [1991];
Foucault 1972 [2002]) and Norman Fairclough (Faugh 1992).
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‘Form’ analysis
We saw above that uniform attitudes are if not @ahntlyen at least a rarity. The same however goes

for attitude expressions which are of the simplemfdl prefer X”, “I dislike Y” etc. In one
interview a respondent was asked the question:

Q: Announcers in radio and TV broadcast do not gbnadhere to the same norms for
correct language. What do you think about the userdinary everyday language as
opposed to ‘standard Danish’ in the programmes?

When confronted with the task of presenting higuaté in a simple tick-box reply, his answer
looked like this:

A: | prefer everyday language.

When, however, a minute later he was asked to etdan his apparently uniform answer, the
argument looked like this:

Int:  hvader det du godt kan lide ve:d dagligsprog (.) ediedagligsprog (0.4) i:: tv og radio

Resp: >gh hvad jeg kan godt lide det er< at man(@t) kalder en spade for en spade (1.2) siger
det lige ud ad landevejen sa man forstar (0.4) adlerde der krummelurer pa (.) hvor man
skal begynde at teenke og tolke pa >havde jeg rgehsad< det er der foregar

Int: mm

(2.8)

Resp: >ikke at ma- jeg mener at man ska|ffadige sproget slet ikke< (..) det er ikke det jeg
mener.

Int:  nej
(2.5)

Resp: sa det er maske i grund- (0.4) bedre rig&dagsvil have (.) nar det kommer til stykket (..)
p@ nu er jeg lige pludselig i tvivl ikke (...) [det] jeg_faktisk

Int: [C )l
(0.5)

Int:  @h jeg ved ikke helst- (.) gh helt selv hvad shargsmal egentlig betyder (..) for [de:r- ]

Resp: [f-
rigs]dansk det er jo det man taler (.) i det pseimbenhavn ikke alts& (...)Arhus
Kgbenhavn de store byer ikke=

Int: =mm
(0.6)

Resp: det er vel det man forstar ved det (2.8d&ode:r (0.4) bondske (.) Ngrrebro >nu er jeg jo
lidt grov nok< .hh men gh (.) Ngrrebroske ikke eg det synes je:g (.) d- det kan godt veere
lidt (0.6) lidt tungt at forsta >at h- eller ikkerbta at hagre<

Int: mm
(1.2)

Resp: >men jeg mener heller ikke man skal ga hdsliva affekteret< (1.1) det er jo heller ikke
det jeg mener

Int:  nej

Resp: s& hvad mener jeg egentlig

Int:  a&hh haeh haeh (.) .hh

Resp: %a det er jo et godt spgrgsmal jo°
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(1.4)

.hh nej jeg tror >godt v- jeg vil have< vkftdler lige ud ad landevejen s- in- >mediesprog
der hvor de kommer fra<

(0.8)
ogsa selv om de kommer fra Ngrrebro

ogsa selv om de kommer fra Ngrrebro ogsameldde kommer fra: (0.4) gh Vra ovre i
Jylland >eller sadan nogle steder< h sa man fatedelialekter med jo (.) det vil jeg godt
have. [30;5.11]

what is it that you like about everyday langean radio and TV?

what | like is that you call things by thpmoper name, tell it like it is without too much
ornamentation where you have to think and internpteit happens.

mm

not that | think you should vulgarize theglaage, not at all. That's not what | mean.

no

SO maybe it is better standard Danish | wengn it comes down to it. Now | am in doubt
all of a sudden. | am in doubt actually.

| don’t exactly know what this question meaesduse ther-

standard Danish, that is what is spoken imite parts of Copenhagen you know, Arhus,
Copenhagen, the big cities.

mm

| guess that is what is meant by it, bectheteboorish Ngrrebro, | know | am a little rude
now, but Ngrrebro’ish | think that can be a littdgficult to understand, or not understand
really, but to listen to.

mm

but | don’t think one should be affectedt thaot what | mean either.

no

so what do | mean really?

ehh heh heh

that's a good question

no | think I want people to simply tell ikdiit is in media language, like where they're
from.

even if they come from Ngrrebro

even if they come from Ngrrebro and evehdf/tcome from Vra in Jylland or places like
that, so you get those dialects. That is what Itwan

The first thing | wish to point out is the apparg@airadox that a respondent who has already once
revealed his attitude towards ‘everyday languagea isimple and uniform way, can still produce
this complex monologous discussion about the sasweei If stable attitudes were held and simply
reported in interviews, surely this kind of contllng attitudes is not what would be expected.

More to the point of the form analysis, the extdtpstrates three features of the presentation

of an attitude which | find again and again in thaerviews. | will call these three
pragmaticalizationneutralizationandpositioning



Pragmaticalization — getting a handle on the issue

An immediate problem for the respondents when faaéd the questions of the interviewer is, as |
think is illustrated by the excerpts, that theydw@vreally given these language policy issues much
thought. To be sure, they haven't given them mindught in the decontextualized terms which
academic linguistics use. They haven’t built a gehgtance to the issues which they can readily re-
present and defend. What they do have is some @earaat well established norms for what it is to
be a good persorPragmaticalization as | see it, is about matching the interviewensl the
guestionnaire’s decontextualized questions withptagmatic everyday notions of good and bad,
reasonable and ridiculous (cf. Bourdieu (Bourdi@d3[1999]) for a comparable view).

The tool for doing pragmaticalization which | watd point to is the use of
commonplaces, cf. (Billig 1987). In the excerpt s@sv several uses of commonplaces. For example
in line 2 to “kalde en spade for en spade” 'calh¢hby their proper name’, “sige det lige ud ad
landevejen”, ‘tell it like it is’, in line 7 “mankal ikke forfladige sproget”, ‘you shouldn’t vulgae
the language’ and in line 26 “man skal ikke ga bgrblive affekteret”, ‘you shouldn't be affected’.
What makes a commonplace is its tautological natiteough each of the respondent’s uses of a
commonplace seems to give new information about hone of them on a propositional level do.
“I think you should call things by their proper nepbut | don’t think you should vulgarize the
language”, although they are on the face of it gfroarmative claims, in reality say nothing that
anyone will disagree on. No one ever will propdsat t'you shouldn't call a thing by its proper
name” or that “I think you should vulgarize the garage”. It is exactly this tautological nature of
the commonplace which makes it so useful. It issagackaged combination with verbal expression
and value assessment — and it is irreproachable. i$hnot to say that you couldn’t oppose the
statement of a commonplace. You could, and the relpud does. But he does not do it by
challenging the commonplace head on, but by fadgingith another commonplace with the
opposite outcome. The effect of pragmaticalizattmough commonplaces is that the respondent’s
way to negotiate his own attitude isn’t, as we migave otherwise believed, to sit back and feel
deep in his soul what he really thinks about tlseieshe is faced with. Settling on an attitude is
rather deciding which commonplaces best fit theess hand.

As a nice point, notice how the thing that the reslemt decides upon in the end of
the excerpt, his conclusion, is not directly refate the question he was posed. What he decides
upon is one of the commonplaces which he presdritadelf, viz. that you should “simply say it
like it is in the language of where you are fronit schematize: We start with a question posed
decontextualized, all encompassing. In order tedraething the respondent can form an opinion
towards, it is next pragmaticalized by being matichwth a number of (conflicting) commonplaces.
In the end, as the conclusion, the respondenteseftr one of the commonplaces as more
appropriate than the opposing — and this is noseldistrue attitude. Only in the rare occasion do
the respondent return to the decontextualized spdued express his attitude in the format given by
the question. Far more common is it to stay indbetextualized, and more reserved, sphere. The
reservations which are inevitably a consequendhefrespondent reformulating the question and
answering only his own question, brings us to et feature of attitude formattingeutralization

Neutralization — presenting an attitude as ifitis  n’t an attitude

By neutralization | mean the very common practiea respondents will present their attitude as if
it is not an attitude at all but simply the onlpasenable stance on the matter; a choice presested a
non-choice. This is theoretically interesting. Véad to assume attitude evaluations to be exclusive
but equivalent. We assume that our attitudes amgnor less informed) choices between like



evaluations in which no choice is inherently bettsttitudes in other words, we assume to be a
matter of individual preference not of rationaltjfisation.

Through neutralization, however, attitude congtams are not a choice between
equals. It is an argument that one’s own choiceeigtral, considered and without self interest,
whereas the choices of the others’ are biased,aadloften governed by self interest. More than
anything, what distinguishes own choices from tbiathe others’, is that one’s own stance is
presented as moderate, whereas that of the otisepgesented as fundamentalist and dogmatic.
This is apparent even on the linguistic surface reh@pposing views are often presented with
extreme case formulations (Pomerantz 1986) suclallas‘always’, ‘completely’, whereas own
views are presented with ‘softeners’ (Edwards 2GQ@h as ‘'some’, ‘sometimes’, ‘a little’.

One further strategy in presenting one’s own vasaneutral is to avoid presenting it
in positive terms. We have seen how opposing viaves presented as somehow extreme and
(through pragmaticalization) in commonplaces whieh one can reasonably dispute. A way to
‘present an attitude as though it is no attitudehien to simply reject an extreme version of aher
views without explicating one’s own. In rhetoricatms this is what is known as arguing against a
straw man.

In the excerpt above | pointed out a number of momplaces. Notice how several of
these are presented to be rejected not to be owediri.e. with a neutralization feature. In linéo?
example we get ‘I don't think you should vulgartbe language’ and in line 26 ‘I don’t think one
should get affected’. None of these are very strdagns. As we know commonplaces are picked
out exactlybecauseno one will disagree with them. No one will evdaim that one should
vulgarize language or be affected, and thus praggetitem to reject them does not involve very
high investment. This is not to say that no ‘attéuwork’ is being done. Every competent
interlocutor will be able to extrapolate from thenamonplaces to a more general language attitude,
viz. on the one hand one of conservatism on theraihe of liberalism. The two different language
attitudes (and their opposition) are very cleargsent in the interaction. But through neutral@ati
they are never explicitly championed in a way thatrespondent can be held responsible for them.

This excerpt is not heavy with the uses of ‘extrerage formulations’ and ‘softeners’,
but they are there. See line 3 “af that ornamentation” for an example of an ex&eocase
formulation. And see line 23 “a littleard to understand or [...] to listen to”. The erieecase
formulation is used to make the thing the respohdpposes not so much ornamentation per se, but
overmuch ornamentation. The softener is used teeptehe respondent as sociable. His description
of ‘ngrrebrosk’ is not so much antagonistic and plaiming as it is merely pointing to a minor
nuisance.

Positioning — attitudes and social categories

The third feature | want to draw attention tgasitioning | have already hinted at this by showing
how respondent and interviewer are highly awaréhefsocial values attached to the attitudes the
respondent is presenting. Therefore positioningnisthe one hand a reason for neutralization (you
neutralize so as not to be ascribed certain positjcand on the other positioning is done through
neutralization (through neutralization you positigwurself as a reasonable, moderate, considered
etc. person).

By using the termpositioning | draw on the constructivist (social) psychology
tradition which interpret identity as the outcome infferactional negotiations rather than inner
qualities (Davies and Harré 1990; Howie and Pel®86; Wetherell 1998). Positioning is the
dynamic identity construction which happens throudéntity categories being introduced and



evaluated as things the interlocutarge or are not Every utterance is produced with orientation to
the picture it paints of the speaker — for theriotautor as well as for the speaker him or herself.

Again this is interesting from a theoretical pedjve. We may naively think that a
survey or an attitude investigation is an event r@hgocial value plays a very little role. The
respondent is confronted with a question, he seartlis feelings for an attitude and presents his
answer. Questions are always formulated value alewithout a social bias in one direction or the
other. In fact it is a fundamental of interviewitigat interviewers should never evaluate their
guestions or the respondents answers. In an atihidrview no attitudes are tabooed. The objects
respondents are asked to present their opinionartsaare in other words kept socially neutral in
formulations as well as in feedback to respondes. dtriking, then, how much work respondents
put into re-socializing the neutralized questioAsd further it is striking how often a question
about personal attitude is answered with referémsecial categories (“I am (not) an X”) instead of
discrete attitude statements (“I do (not) believg ¥h the excerpt we do not see any direct use of
the format (“I am (not) an X”). On the other hanbddlieve we see clear traces of the respondent
navigating the social value of several potentialwaars. The choice of words reveals that social
identities are what is at stake rather than vakugmal attitude alternatives. Most clearly in i@
“you shouldn’t be affected” and in line 33 “I wapeople to simply tell it like it is” as well as the
definition of standard Danish being that it is “#amguage spoken in the nice parts of Arhus and
Copenhagen” in line 17. In all of these exampletscedhat what is stated is social norms and social
definitions — rules about how people should acvelt categorising people. Standard Danish could
be defined without direct reference to its speakerg. “non-regionally marked Danish” or even
“the most correct/beautiful/original Danish”). Bwlling on the stereotypical users of standard
Danish, any statement about standard Danish isiditpla statement about other social groups.
Similarly, norms regarding the use of languagehm inedia could easily be restricted to terms of
e.g. “comprehension”. Instead we find normative agyeheralizable rules of conduct. “One
shouldn’t be affected”, “one should simply tellike it is”, i.e. “one shouldn’t be a snob”. Thigle
of conduct is presented in direct opposition totheorule of conduct, viz. “you shouldn’t vandalize
the language” — a rule the respondent also charapibrstead of attempting to analyze this
discrepancy narrowly with reference only to thepmeglent’s attitude towards language in the
media, | believe it is far more fruitful to broadéme analysis to include the more general social
identities brought into play. In this instance tlean tentatively be thought of as ‘the liberal’ ¢tn
be affected”, “tell it like it iS”) vs. ‘the conseative’ (“not vulgarize the language”).

What we have then is a respondent constructiraca identity by orienting to two
different social positions. After first drawing @ppicture of the two positions, he settles for ohe
them. But, mind you, first after discussing the mseof the opposing view — and therefore
presenting his liberal view ascansiderediberal view.

'Content’ analysis

When presenting or constructing their attitudesulgh the devices just shown, the respondents do
not start from scratch. They have a certain cultkmawledge about language which they assume
they share with their interlocutor, and which treay therefore draw upon in arguing their stance.
In this section | want to show some of the mostnpnent and stable of this knowledge, i.e. basic
pieces of knowledge which are used again and agasupport for making a claim; for as we saw,
presenting an attitude is more a matter of defiranglace in which what one says is neutral and
self-evident, than about boldly proclaiming an insiate.

In arguing an attitude, two different levels o$aburse are involved. One is the local,
specific to the question in general and often bnbuapout by the preceding talk. These have
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already been touched upon above when e.g. onengdspbin effect locally defines ‘purism’ as
cleansing the language of swear words. These t&falitions of key terms are very significant for
the understanding of the outcome of the attitudesstigation; as a critical investigation of the
interactive production of “attitudes”. But they aret consistent enough for us to claim that they ar
solid topoi in the discussion of English in Denmabk the other hand, the global discourses are of
that nature, | will propose. They are standardnatawhich many respondents adhere to when they
argue any given stance on a question. And as hefudiaim to their global presence, they are
almost always used as presupposed background kageyland hardly ever explicitly claimed and
discussed. This leads me to suspect that they iaceuwises which the respondents take it for
granted that they share with the interviewer, asdsach that they form a common cultural
knowledge.

I will discuss only a few of the most common of tfiebal discourses. One is related
to the position of English as an international laeqge vis-a-vis other languages internationally. One
is related to the symbolic use of English as aifpréanguage in Denmark. And finally one is not
directly related to English at all, but is appeaasher to be a common feature of attitude
investigations.

English as the default language of the world

In one question the respondents are asked to dstitha relative ‘importance’ of a number of
international languages: Arabic, English, Frenchrrtan, Russian, and Spanish. It will come as no
big surprise that Danes, with an outlook from thestern world’, uniformly estimate English’
position as maximal, supporting their claims witguanents along the line of this:

Uanset hvor du tager [hen] i verden, der taler digelsk - sa er der altid nogle der kan -
gore et eller andet. Og sa kan du komme vifz0el 7.05].

No matter where you go in the World, if you spealglish there is always someone who
can help you, and then you can move on.

The mean ranking of the other languages is inlitisteresting to analyze as an indication of the
respondents folk knowledge. Of more immediate ederhowever, is that irrespectively of whether
a respondent estimates a language as ‘importaritinbimportant’ they arrive at their estimation
using the same algorithm: 1) Is the language d laitgguage? 2) Can the speakers of the language
be assumed to speak English? If the answer tartegliestion is yes and the answer to the second
is no, then the language may be an important dribelspeakers of the language, however, are
deemed to speak English, then the language isvalatiess important. So in arguing for the
importance of Arabic we get on the one hand:

Arabisk, det spiller en meget stor rolle som ing&ionalt sprog. [...] Der bor mange
mennesker i den arabiske verden, og jeg tror ddsateeste af dem der er rigtigt gode til
engels19;11.20].

Arabic plays a very large role as an internatidaaguage. A lot of people live in the
Arabic World, and | believe few of them are realod at English

And on the other:
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Alle de arabiske lande jeg har veeret i, der snakderfantastisk godt engelsk. Sa jeg vil
sige at den - kommer ikke til at — spille... De erajte sammen engelske stater
sa..[25;17.18].

In all the Arabic countries I've been to, they dpé&anglish really well. So Arabic won’t
play a very large role. They are all British stgmesumably: ‘previous colonies’].

The same arguments as | said are used when esigntiaé importance of the other languages in the
list. And the same basic reasoning, mutatis mugnsliused when arguing about which languages
are most important to speak as foreign languagbeghwanguage should be taught in school etc. |

believe that this is very illustrative of the ungtiened importance the Danish respondents ascribe
to English. More illustrative even than the maximm@an score they awarded English on a scale of
importance.

English as a sign of modernity, internationality and being interesting

In several different questions respondents areiredjto estimate the relative English influenceiin
number of different language, different language aio etc. Again | will only in passing touch
upon the quantitative scores, and instead focush@mrguments respondents use to arrive at their
estimate. Like for the estimation of languageskinational importance, the amount of English
influence is estimated quite indirectly.

It is common knowledge (althoudgtow common may be questionable as well as the
factual validity of the common knowledge) that amadimg Nordic speech communities Denmark is
one of the, if nothe, society most influenced by English. On the opiggdteland is known to be
very little influenced by English. Of Norway and &den, the most immediate neighbours of the
Danish respondents, Norway is considered to hase English influence than Sweden and
Denmark. This view has some but not full supporbagithe respondents in this investigation.
Looking at how the respondents come to their estimaf e.g. the amount of English influence in
Sweden compared with Norway is noteworthy. Let oisgare one respondent who arrives at the
judgment that Swedes have more English influenae Norway

Svenskerne er ogsa meget internationale i forhibldniordmaendene - i al almindelighed,
synes jeg. De har jo de der store konglomeratéeempestore firmaer over hele banden,
og de - snakker jo alle sammen enggsk44.00].

The Swedes are very international compared to thsvdgians, generally, | think. They
have these giant companies, and there everyonkspeglish

It is worth a discussion in itself to see how teepondent arrives at the amount of “English in
Swedish” (which is the wording in the question)otigh estimating the use of English as a
foreign language in Swedish companies. This phenomewhich is very common, and its
consequences for the attitude investigation | lgidlve aside for now. Instead notice how the
respondent arrives at his estimation of the amotifinglish, by estimating howmternational
the two populations are. In other words Englishldierice) is equated with internationality and
modernity; the more modern, the more English infeee And exactly the same line of
reasoning is used by respondents who arrive atghesite evaluation of Sweden and Norway:
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De [svenskernefr ikke sa internationale - i den retning. [...] dé kave det mere i
svensk overseettelgzh;49.35].

They [the Swedes] are not as international, theytuwtan Swedish translation

The opposite of ‘modernity’ is sometimes stated, tmoféen as either ‘conservatism’ or
‘nationalism’. Here is an example of the first.

Jeg tror de[svenskernegr lidt mere - konservative sadan i den retning] Jeg tror de
vil - gare det for at holde fast i deres — sverigke45.25].

| think they [the Swedes] are a little more conaéwme. | think they want to stick with
their Swedish

So the respondents agree on equating English witsdérnity’ in contrast with ‘conservatism’.
They do not agree on whether Swedes are modernservative, but that is beside the point when
out interest is in topoi surrounding English.

Completely similar lines of reasoning are used mwtiee respondents are required to
estimate the amount of English in different langudgenains. For example the respondents are
asked to judge the amount of loan words in the fchit.

Kirken - der er ikke et enest@l5 sek.)Altsa det er sa konservativt som det naesten kan
veere, synes jd@6;30.37].

The church, not a single one. [15 sec.]It is aseorative as can be, | think

Kirke - ingen tror jeg fordi [...] den er sa gammej sa forankref1;27.20].

The Church, none I think. It is so old and rootedhe past

Det ma veere meget lavt - for jeg synes de snakkgeinkedeligt - naesten for kedeligt
mange af preesterrjd6;18.30].

It must be very few, because | think they spealy baringly, almost too boringly, many
of the priests.

Again, the way respondents arrive at their estiomatf the number of loanwords, is not, as one
might naively believe, through listing a numberwadrds and estimating how many of them are
English. It is rather through estimating the ‘imagé the church and then using the equation
“modern = much English, conservative/old fashiobedhg = little English”.

! Denmark has a Lutheran state church. More tha# 8@ the population are members of the state chs@hvhen
speaking about ‘the church’, it can be taken assymous with this church.
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The wish for ‘status quo’

The third discourse | wish to mention is the oftexxurring matter-of-fact claim to status quo. It is
not very remarkable that respondents will use si&@fairs as starting point for an attitude claim
and it is of course not specifically relevant te titudes towards English. It is however a very
significant feature of the attitude interview; dretone hand because it acts (again) to minimize the
respondent’s stake in the presentation of an a#titudhe merely establishes a fact, on the other
because common knowledge as well as presuppositiorthie interview questions thus get
solidified. Presuppositions get taken for resporsleaititudes and wishes, whereas what they are
framed as in the interview are merely expressiorstaiés-of-affair.

In one question the respondents are asked to theie general opinion about the
amount of English in Danish. Here are two respotsleio answer opposite each other, one saying
that there are too many English loan words, therathging that there is not. Notice how both of
them support their claim by appealing to the stétaffairs, to leaving things the way they are.

Jeg [er] i virkeligheden fortaler for - at man skptgve at bibevare det danske ikke, og
[...] opfinde nye ord til det ikke. Men jeg vil si&ke sige mig selv undtaget, for jeg
bruger desveerre alt for mange engelske udtryk [B}.3

I’'m in favor of us maintaining the Danish and tryito invent new words for it, but |
won't deny using far too many English words myself.

Det er ogsa lidt ud fra filosofien at jeg ikke meaévi behgver at lave nogle — opfinde
nogle ord som virker fuldsteendigt - malplacerede ranar andre bruger de her
[engelske] ord [25;5.54].

| don’t think we need to invent words which seenmpéetely out of place when others
use these [English] words

The two then agree that it is best to maintaingbithe way they are. Their difference is in scope.
The first of the two has his scope on the Danislglage — what should be kept the way it is, is the
Danish language with all its (Danish) words. Thheothas his scope on individual words. The
objects and concepts we import come with a cettdsl, if this label is English, we should keep
that label, and thus keep things the way they are.

To iterate, from a theoretical point of view itinderesting that respondents draw upon
a discourse which is as uncontroversial as it assiply be — “let’s leave things the way they are”
— and that this statement in the logic of the gt investigation then gets transformed into the
respondents’ attitudes about too many or not tooynaglish loanwords. The respondents seem to
try to avoid saying anything too noteworthy — whtalns into them being ascribed strong positive
or negative feelings. From a discourse analysisgaetive it is remarkable that one of the, if not
the most prominent argument in favour of any attitwtlam, is exactly this value neutral “let's
keep things the way they are”. And most remarkalbleourse is that it can be used in support of
both directions in just about every matter at hanere to support purism and to support laissez
faire’ism, but similarly in a lot of other questgnFinally from the point of view of the validityf o
an attitude investigation, it is significant thahat respondents seem to share, is not their inner
emotions, but rather their most qualified guessoat things already are. What we have here, then,
is the public discourse reproducing itself. If paldiscourse has it that, say, Danish has a laissez
faire policy towards English loanwords, this lasgaire’ism gets registered as the most common
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attitude, which solidifies the policy etc. Not taysthat norespondent breaks the cycle and actually
do pronounce a strong opinion backed by externg@u — it is just very infrequent compared with
the claims to status quo.

This ends the last of thd%order analyses. To recapitulate where we have cmnfar: We started
out by taking the attitude investigation at fackueawhat | called the®lorder analysis. But when
we dug just a little into the respondents reasensahswering the way the do, we found that the
guestions the respondents answered was not alviyores researchers thought they would
answer. It turns out that meaning is not all thatmkte and objective. In fact meaning is highly
dependent on co- and context, it is even susceptdimisunderstandings between interlocutors.
Being linguists we already know this, it just seenesleft this knowledge aside when we entered
the interview. The variable meaning is a cruciabwblto all claims to comparability across
interviews, and thus to the standardized attitiestigation. We saw clearly that respondents did
not answer the same question, and thus comparangahswers seem dubious.

This fact let to the™ order analysis. If we cannot assume that respasdemierstand
guestions in like ways, then let us instead analjgecommon and comparable ways in which they
answer. From this dictum, two different analysesemeonducted. One dealt with the rhetorical
form of attitude statements, the other dealt with tietaricalcontentof it, the building blocks of
the attitude answers.

The critical reader should be suspicious now. Dbesseem like we have changed
one bold essentialism for another? We found thapardents did not understand what the
interviewer meant. How then can we assume thaintieeview cum analyst unproblematically can
pick out and organize discourses? What is his appower that lets him shortcut the problems he
has just so painstakingly pointed out? This reflexake on the attitude investigation comprises the
3 and last order in the analysis.

Anti-essentialist readings — 3 ™ order analysis

Derrida (Derrida 1967 [1997]) pointed out that laage is notranscendentalit is not positioned
outside the world, pointing at it. It is immaneitself a part of the world. Meaning in language is
therefore never anchored in an exterior realityhdLeage instead works as a chain of signs, with one
sign referring to another sign, which refers to Aeotsign etc. In the abstract, this theory may be
hard to manage. But | believe it is essentially sheme insight the interviewer and respondent are
working their way to in interactions like this:

Q: What is your attitude towards linguistic purigm the act of trying to keep the
language 'pure’ from outside influence)?

Resp.: Det kommer meget an pa ud fra hvilket syrigp Hvis det er ud fra sddan en
nationalistisk synsvinkel sa synes jeg nok det er meget neghket,

Interv.: Mm - og hvis det er ud fra en demokrafsk

Resp.: Sa synes jeg det er noget andet. Det edebler ligger i det. Ja, hvis det er et
gnske om at flest muligt skal inddragesa synes jeg det er fint, hvis det er ud fra
nogle forestillinger om noget aegte saeregent damskrean skal beskyttesa far
jeg lidt kvalme af det, ikke. Ja det er simpeltheh det.

Interv.: Men er det ikke sveert at se forskel?.

Resp.: Uhyre sveaert. Det [er] derfor det er sa svaeforholde sig til de her ting, ikke, og
man bliver sa vaklende i det altE#8;83.00].
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Resp.: It depends very much on the view point. i seen from a nationalistipoint of
view, | guess I think it is very negative.

Interv.: Mm —and if it is from a democraiit

Resp.: Then | believe it is something else. Thatrobably what is in it. Yes, if it is from
a wish to involve as many as possiblethink it is fine, but if it is from some
notion of something uniquely Danish which must betgcted, it makes me sick,
you know. | guess that is probably it.

Interv.: Butisn'tit hard to tell the difference?

Resp.: Incredibly hard. That is why it is so havdelate to these things and one gets so
ambivalent.

| have indexed the references to purism to highlte two opposing definitions each associated
with its own attitude. What | want to show withghexcerpt is how the respondent does not tie his
attitude to the linguistic sign he is presentechwiitut rather introduces new signs, “democracy” and
“nationalism”, which he then negotiates. In othares, “purism” is inscribed meaning not in what
it refers to in a language external world — whatgans — but through the other signs that it is
related to. It should be needless to say thatishmot unique to “purism”, “nationalism” could get
exactly the same treatment, e.g. separating ialihcitizens are equal” and “we are better than all
others”.

To Derrida, the consequence of his analysis seerine that since words only refer to
words, we can no longer meaningfully discuss megatiinough words — which, ironically, he uses
words to say. In other words, we can deconstruaammgful’ expressions, but we cannot build
new. We are at a, not very satisfying, semanticdazal. Enter Gilles Deleuze (Deleuze and Parnet
1977 [1987]; Deleuze 2004). Deleuze is hard toaggtip on, but it seems to me that he basically
accepts Derrida’s analysis, that language is nahstendental. But instead of taking the
consequence that nothing meaningful can be saith aitnon-transcendental language, his
conclusion is that a lot of meaningful reality dabuild using language. In other words, instead of
trying to describe reality with words, we shouldhex try and construct a reality that brings us
closer to some understanding. Language to Delesune the original sensgoetic ‘constructive’.
Now Deleuze’ rejection to attempt to describe imglaage, i.e. denying to use language the way we
are used to using language, often makes it hampintadown what it is he is trying to say. To
understand Deleuze’ project, | therefore turn te ohhis commentators:

When we think about problems, we tend to think alboem in terms of solutions.
Problems, it seems to us, seek solutions. Not dmlthey seek solutions, each problem
seek a unique solution, or at least a small sethem. It is as though a problem were
merely a particular lack or fault that a solutionlIMfill or rectify. That is how we were
taught to think of problems at school. And thats/ schools have so many tegts]

But we do not need to approach things this waytelts of seeing these as problems that
seek a particular solution, we might see them asiogeup fields of discussion, in which
there are many possible solutions, each of whigitwwas something, but not everything,
put before us by the probleay 2005)

Applying this dictum to attitude investigations geats some problems but also opens up some new
avenues to investigate. One should maybe not tgeterminewhat Danes attitudes are towards
English; pose a question only to find the solutiotnMay’s words. Of course we have already
criticized this attempt on empirical grounds, htilt. 9=urther more, after rejecting giving the sirapl
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answer, maybe we should not try to simply rephthsejuestion in order to give a more appropriate
answer. That in a sense was what | did with tPfeoPder analyses. | rejected the quantitative,
uniform analysis only to introduce a uniform quatite analysis. Perhaps a more valid and honest
analysis is exactly the analysis which doed try to give uniform, memorable conclusions, but
instead try to maintain the multi-facetted, selfitadictory discussions? Of course, this may be a
dead end. In fact we often do pose questions becaasvant a tangible answer. But do let’s just
for a moment attempt to follow Deleuze’/May’s dictuHow would one go about doing this?

The text which isn’t a text

In a way we have taken a detour through philosoplariive closer to home, viz. deep in a problem
anthropology has always been fighting. “How candescribe ‘the other’ as just as complex, just as
contradictory as we are ourselves?”. Clifford & llas (Clifford and Marcus 1986) edited a classic
work that tries to come to terms with just thiskgesn. They write in their introduction:

For [Edward] Said, the Orient is “textualized”; itsnultiple, divergent stories and

existential predicaments are coherently woven &®dy of signs susceptible of virtuoso
reading. This Orient, occulted and fragile, is brbtigovingly to light, salvaged in the

work of the outside scholar. The effect of domamaji..] is that they confer on the other
a discrete identity, while also providing the knogviobserver with a standpoint from
which to see without being seen, to read withotgrmaption. (Clifford and Marcus 1986)

The problem as it seems arises from different goaftview. Not only from a philosophical and
from an empirical point of view, but here also frapolitical point of view is it objectionable to
attempt to pigeonhole other peoples’ attitudesniops, experiences, world view etc. into discrete
categories thatve believe to be sensible. If we respect the peomeirwestigate as equals, we
should give them the right to define their ownaoaélity, shouldn’t we? Indeed, the very attempt to
“describe” others, i.e. make them object of a dpson which we hold sole responsibility for and
power over is objectionable. Clifford and Marcusd&e an early (perhaps unwilling) attempt to
break the chains of the all-powerful writer:

James Walker is widely known for his classic moaplgrThe Sun Dance and Other
Ceremonies of the Oglala Division of the Teton Dak@ 917) [...]. But our reading of it
must now be complemented — and altered — by aaaxinary glimpse of its “makings”.
Three titles have now appeared [...] The first (LakBelief and Ritual) is a collage of
notes, interviews, texts, and essay fragmentsenritt spoken by Walker and numerous
Oglala collaborators. This volume lists more thdmrty “authorities”, and whenever
possible each contribution is marked with the naafeits enunciator, writer, or
transcriber. These individuals are not ethnographiformants”. Lakota Belief is a
collaborative work of documentation, edited in a mamthat gives equal rhetorical
weight to diverse renditions of tradition. Walkersvn descriptions and glosses are
fragments among fragmen{€lifford and Marcus 1986)

A way for me to present an honest monograph of Batt#udes towards English, would be then to
publish transcripts of all the interviews | condeaitnot holding off the contradictory examples, not
explaining (imposing my understand that is), anttipg the same emphasis on the interviewer’'s
role in the construction of attitudes as upon tespondent. Although this non-interventionist

approach does sound tempting, it is also unsatigijMy attempt at a non-essentialist presentation
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took another turn. | aimed for an interactive préagon exchanging the regular printed text for a
presentation in Flash. The presentation itselialable at the website www.note-to-self.dk. Here |
will briefly argue for its existence and explairetlayout.

Cacophony — to lend voice to the people

Using a presentation in Flash (or any other interagresentation) gives us opportunity to respect
some of the ideals of pluriformity and suspendedswute described above. The problem as
described by Clifford & Marcus can be narrowed dotenthe fact that any presentation of
knowledge is always presented from some elevatetiggosPresentations may try through various
means to include themselves in the analysis onadyae their own utterances as utterances on a par
with all other utterances. The very nature of acadewriting however, fights this attempt. In
academic writing there is always one voice of wgtor editing. Even if the author/editor quotes
other voices, he is still a gate keeper who adiaid rejects other voices and a conductor who
decides when they can speak. Furthermore acadentiogyperhaps all writing) has a normative
demand for consistency. It is allowed to presentrealictory statements, but then the contradiction
must be resolved at some higher level. Most fundaatly, it seems as though the text fights the
subversion of its own objectivity simply becauséais a unilinear chronology. It is impossible in
written text to say two things at the same timel gou cannot go from one point in the text to two
related points. You have to treat one before youtaen to the other. As a commensurable of these
characteristics of (academic) writing: you canneegwo contradictory claims at the same time —
even when that is the most truthful you can say.

With a Flash presentation you can! Using Flasbtber interactive presentations, we
can maybe develop a style which is more consistétit the theoretical, methodological and
political demands presented by social construetivids an added feature, interactive presentations
are un-ended and never-ending. While the writtah igealready finished and can be grasped from
beginning through middle to end, the interactivesentation is only ‘written’ when it is ‘read’.it
therefore impossible to uphold the illusion of aadasion and a finished whole. The presentation
ends when no one watches it. The conclusion isesuigal and runs like a thread through the whole
‘reading’, or maybe it only takes shape after tbader has left it. It is certainly useless to ldmk
the conclusion in the last page.

Layout

This presentation takes its beginning in the phf&sdend voice to the people” — a phrase often
heard in public discourse. The reading aloud okgxs is therefore essential. The point is that the
clear conclusion of the opinion poll (the headlisappresses all of the arguments and the counter
arguments. The purpose of the conclusion is exdbity to minimize noise. | on the other hand
insist that the noise is the real core of the itigation. The many intermingling voices with all the
ambiguities are the ones who give the answer.

The voiceis represented here by one person reading theearswi7 responderfts
Using only one reader has both a practical (anonyiy) effect and a theoretical point. The ones
we are interested in atbe Danesnot a few scores of individuals. Using one voittes answers
come out as anonymous answers — in theory theyl dmibnybody’s answer. They could even be
the same person who had all the different viewstlms same subject. This point is further

% Needless to say, the answers have been cleanssmbofprehensible words, stuttering, false stars but | have
tried to maintain the overall tone of the indivilaaswer.
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emphasized when several answers are listenedthe asame time. Because one reader reads them
all, the answers will blend into cacophony. Thisaisnetaphor for the project at large. When you
follow only one person’s reasoning, everything seesensible, when you try to hold several
answers stable to compare them, complexity tend@xpand exponentially. If you want to define
the all-encompassing ‘voice of the people’, yourtady confusion.

The presentation is composed of a number of imagin@aoms’:

1. The question

The first screen shows the question the responaesrs presented with: “To which degree do you
agree that: It would be better if everybody in #narld had English as their mother tongue?”, and
the range of pre-defined answers ranging from ‘@ag@mnpletely” through “disagree completely”.
The reading of the question should bestow a feadingeing in the respondents’ place. Answers
presented on-line without preparation often seenfusomg. By presenting the viewer with the
actual question | hope to show why answers aresisamt and ambivalent as they sometimes are.

Fig. 3: Cacophony, the question

Hvor enig er du 1 felgende pastand:
Det havde varet bedst hvis alle 1 verden havde engelsk som modersmal?

Er du:

. Helt enig

2. Overvejende enig

3. Hverken enig eller uenig
4. Overvejende uenig
5. Helt uenig
6. Ved ikke

- When the question is read through, the presentatatinues to ‘the main screen (2)
- If one clicks on the screen while the questiondasm read, one is sent to ‘the main screen’

(2)

2. The main screen
‘The main screen’ is the central and weighty parthef presentation. The other 9 ‘rooms’ can be
seen as commentaries to this. It consists of separts.

2.1 The answers

The largest part of ‘the main screen’, the entiogtdm part, is filled with quotes from the 47

respondents interviewed. The answer of each regmbriths its own square. Different fonts are
used to illustrate different voices. The quoteslpaverlap to illustrate the ‘messiness’ which is
also illustrated by the use of cacophonous voithas. quotes are printed in gray in contrast to ‘the
qguestion’ (1) and ‘the attitude answers’ (3) whiake printed in black. This of course is a
metaphorical hint to us trying to see attitudeblask or white, when they often are rather shades o

gray.
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Fig. 4. Cacophony, the main screen
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When one moves the curser over an answer, it isified and lifted out of the mess with a frame.
It is thus possible to zoom in on any given ansv@@multaneously reading of the answer begins
and continues until the end of the answer. If oreves over a new answer, this will be the one
zoomed in on and the reading of that will begint Bie reading of the former answer continues.
One can start several readings in this way (depgndin the power of the computer) and thereby
see the cacophony of intra- and inter-discussaisesavhich are the theme of the presentation.

- If one clicks on an answer, one is sent to ‘thiualt answers’ (3)

2.2 The question mark
If one rolls the curser of the question mark adldiegs stop. If one clicks on it, one is sent back
‘the question’ (1).

2.3 The exclamation point
If one rolls the curser of the question mark adldieags stop. If one clicks on it, one is sent @'t
newspaper headline’ (4).

2.4 The full stop
If one rolls the curser of the question mark adldiegs stop. If one clicks on it, one is sent te‘t
narrative of the blind men and the elephant’ (5).

3. The attitude answers
If one clicks on an answer in the main screen @neent to the ‘filtered’ quantitative attitude
answers on a scale from “agree completely” to ‘gliea completely”. The transformation is (of
course) sarcastic. When one removes the inconsisteand reservations of the answer, one also
removes the most interesting parts of it. And nfarelamentally, one removes the connection the
answer has with the lived world. The answer “agr@@pletely” is hard to comprehend when it is
seen outside of rhetorical context, preposterous.eWhen the standardized answer is seen in
connection with its rhetorical presentation, mosveers make good sense.

Simultaneously the attitude answers are meantiticize that quantification treats
things together that do not go together. As one sam from the answers, the respondents’
arguments for choosing the same quantified answeewalely different — often even contradictory.

Fig. 6: Cacophony, the attitude answers

Overvejende Hverken enig Overvejende

i . - i Helt eni
Helt uenig uenig eller uenig eng s

X

- If one clicks on the screen, one is sent to ‘thenreereen’ (2)

4. The newspaper headline

If one clicks on the exclamation point, one is senfa fictional newspaper headline using the
percentages gathered in the quantitative analy$is. headline is a comment to the way opinion
polls are used as news. The critique is two-fold. tBe one hand it is a critique that we have a
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tendency to see the clear and stringent answersi@sthan the ambiguous and unclear. The truth
of the matter is the opposite. The noise is primtrg clear answer is an abstraction — or even an
illusion. The headline rests only on the unstahfgpert of the many confused voices; it merely fails
to mention this in favour of a clear (but faultgtatement.

On the other hand, it comments on the paradoxgpiaion polls can be newsworthy.
If the participants form a representative samplethaf population, their answers should never
surprise the population, should it? Boldly statedery opinion poll that makes a headline, should
give rise to suspicion of (presumably accidentaBnipulation. Either the answers loose their
meaning when derived of context (as here), or thaestormation from question wording to
interpretation is not as simple as we are lead lievs

Fig. 7: Cacophony, the newspaper headline

22 % af danskerne:
Vi opgiver gerne vores modersmal
til fordel for engelsk.

[ en meningsmaling fra Opinion erklerer nasten en fjerdedel af de
1000 adspurgte at de er helt eller overvejende enige i at det ville
vare en fordel hvis hele verden talte engelsk. Og det er iszr de
@ldre medborgere og lavindkomstgrupperne der gerne sd dansk
udskiftet med engelsk.

- If one clicks on the screen, one is sent to ‘thenreereen’ (2)

5 The narrative of the blind men and the elephant

If one clicks on the full stop, one is sent to tfa@rative of the blind men who meet an elephant and
describe it from the part that they each toucha &®e trunk, a snake or a spear. The narrative can
be read as an allegory over the problem of theiopimpoll; that it gathers the respondents’
manifold, incompatible utterances under one unitiagdline.

- If one clicks on the screen, one is sent to ‘thenreereen’ (2)

22



Fig. 8: Cacophony, the narrative of the blind med the elephant

De blinde mand og elelanten

Der var tre maend 1 Hindustan som aldrig havde set en elelant. Ja, cgentlig
havde de aldrg set noget som helst, for de var nemhg alle blinde. Disse tre
maend gik sammen ud for at finde en elefant, for nu ville de dog have opklaret
hvordan sadan et vidunder sa ud.

De fandt virkelig en elefant.

Qg den forste al de tre blinde maend fra Hindustan gik hen l elefanten og
[vlte pa dens stedtand. Han udbrad [orngjet:

- Nada! Hvad har vi her? Noget rundt og glat og skarpt. For mig er der ingen
ivl: En elelant er som et spvd!

Den anden naermede sig dvret forlra og ik fat 1 snabelen. Den vred og snoede
sig, som snabler plejer.

- Det er sare simpelt, afgjorde manden, en elefant ser ud som en slange!
Den tredje rakie ivrigt handen ud og rerte ved elefantens knae. Sa lo han
forngjet.

- Det er nemt at alggre hvad elefanten mest af alt minder om, sagde han,
nemlig el trae!

Qg sa begyndie de tre blinde maend fra Hindustan at skaendes om, hvordan
clefanten sa ud.

- Som et spyvd! sagde den forste.

- Som en slange! sagde den anden.

- Som et tre! sagde den tredje.

Og pa en made havde de jo alle ret.

Conclusion

Whether this final § order analysis is fruitful in that it brings umseér to the answer we seek, | will
not venture to guess at. It is, | believe, a wayryoand work constructively with some of the
problems that anti-essentialist critique have posad not claiming that | have shown the form of
future academic ‘texts’. But | do believe that ftwesearch with a broadly speaking constructivist
approach needs to look into new and more theotigticansistent ways to present their analyses.
Using computers and interactive presentation, aedegmting them online open new paths that the
research community will have to embrace. This wia$ § staggering step, but it was a step on that
path.

Jacob Thggersen
University of Copenhagen
jthoegersen@hum.ku.dk
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