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O land of our birth, 

O gem of God's earth, 
O Island so strong and so fair; 

Built firm as Barrule, 
Thy Throne of Home Rule 

Makes us free as thy sweet mountain air. 
 
 

O' Halloo nyn ghooie, 
O' Ch'liegeen ny s'bwaaie 

Ry gheddyn er ooir aalin Yee, 
Ta dt' Ardstoyl Reill Thie 

Myr Barrool er nyc hoie 
Dy reayl shin ayns seyrsnys as shee. 

 
 

- Manx national anthem (verse 1) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

1 

Each time he took a walk, he felt as though he 

were leaving himself behind, and by giving himself 

up to the movement of the streets, by reducing 

himself to a seeing eye, he was able to escape the 

obligation to think, and this, more than anything 

else, brought him a measure of peace, a salutary 

emptiness within. By wandering aimlessly, all 

places became equal and it no longer mattered 

where he was. On his best walks he was able to 

feel that he was nowhere. And this, finally, was all 

he ever asked of things: to be nowhere. 

                Paul Auster, City of Glass 

 

 

1 Introduction   

If we look at the preface which contains the Manx national anthem, we can see a large number of 

themes which cross over with this paper. In this brief first verse we can see allusions to the essential 

nature of national identity, nationalism, a colonial history with an anomalous relationship with the 

UK and reference to place and its consequences.    

The nation has been a steady concern of the social sciences (Anderson, 1983; Gellner 1983; 

Hobsbawn & Ranger 1983), though it has been stated that though many of the concerns of social 

psychology have had the idea of the nation at the heart of their theorising, it has barely been 

explored explicitly itself (Reicher & Hopkins, 2001). This can be seen as a call for social psychology 

to engage with the concept of nation more deeply than a convenient container for social groupings. 

To do this it is necessary to step aside from the current debates on nationalism and nationality, 

accounts which Edensor (2002, p. 1) calls ‗cultural reductive perspectives‘, and to look at how the 

category nation is developed itself and put to use. This claim is mirrored by other theorists such as 

Billig (1995, p. 61) who says that the ‗psychological study of national identity should search for the 

common-sense assumptions and ways of talking about nationhood‘ while Reicher and Hopkins 

(2001) state, in relation to psychology, that it:  

must be a psychology which does not take national categories and national characteristics for 

granted. It must allow that these categories are not fixed in advance either in the social or the 

psychological domain, but rather are a focus of argument. Hence, the explanations must concentrate 

on the relationship between these arguments and their outcomes. (ibid., p. 27, my emphasis) 

What this entails then, is to take a step back and realise that people are unable to speak of a nation 

unless they have an understanding of what is meant by nation and then it becomes necessary to 

examine the consequences of such notions of nation, especially in the everyday communication and 
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understandings of people. You must be aware that people‘s understandings of nation are never 

fixed and take the form of arguments and that in the process of argumentation certain outcomes follow, 

whether this is intentional or not.  

To explore this, I will first in Chapter 2 develop an understanding of the research site, that being the 

Isle of Man. The Isle of Man is a small crown dependency with a population of eighty-thousand 

people, situated geographically in the centre of Great Britain, though located outside politically. 

Due to its size and its political ambiguity it is a fruitful site for studying ideas of nationhood as 

because of its current situation claims to nationhood can be seen as contentious. Equally, in a more 

pragmatic sense, there is a large body of work concerning the other nations contained in the British 

Isles (Devine-Wright & Lyons, 1997; Hopkins, Reicher & Harrison, 2006; Kiely, McCrone & 

Bechhofer, 2005; 2006; McCrone, 2002; McKinley & McVittie, 2007; Reicher, Hopkins & Harrison, 

2006), but there are scant few concerning the Isle of Man. 

As this is a social psychological study it is necessary in Chapter 3 to look at identity as a concept used 

within traditional social psychology and to expand on how it has developed in more postmodernist 

perspectives. Though the explicit interest of this paper is concerned with national identity, it is 

important to understand how identity has been formulated in general terms before moving on to 

this more specific manifestation.    

The next three chapters are concerned with the specific theoretical interests that are used to 

foreground the study. In Chapter 4 we will look at the idea of nation in more depth, exploring some 

earlier examples of theorising. As the nation has been a contested concept within social psychology 

we will look at its use in the discipline before moving on to some critical responses to nationhood 

which are more in tune with questions that are raised in this paper. To finish this section we will 

look at some empirical examples of the study of nation in a British context in an attempt to 

foreground the research here and to try and develop the agenda behind why we must look more 

closely at the use of nation as a category. Chapter 5 is the main theoretical crux of the paper and as 

such is quite dense. Firstly we will explore the social constructionist perspective which is the main 

theoretical and epistemological position taken before moving on to a clear understanding of the 

specific concepts and tools. These can be subsumed under the general rubric critical discursive 

psychology (Billig, Condor, Edwards, Gane, Middleton & Radley, 1988; Edley & Wetherell, 1997; 

Edley, 2001; Wetherell, 1998), with the specific concepts and tools being interpretative repertoires, 

ideological dilemmas and subject positions. Each of these will be explored in an attempt to show how 

each can be used to unlock how people construct the idea of nation and the processes such 

constructions are put to. In Chapter 6 we will explore how place has been theorized by firstly looking 

at place in other related disciplines before examining how if we look at place as a ideologically latent 

discursive function we can see how place constructions are used within representations of 
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nationhood. The purpose of this chapter is to supplement the previous one and to examine what 

relation there is between place, subject and nation. 

Chapter 7 will attempt to give a brief synopsis of the main ideas before stipulating specific research 

questions. Following on from this in Chapter 8 we will look at the specific methods used in 

gathering data and explore how the earlier theoretical concerns transfer into concrete analytic 

procedures. Within these methods Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) and interviewing 

will be expanded on, with the later proposing the use of acquaintance interviews (Garton & Copland, 

2010). This chapter will then develop the theoretical underpinnings of critical discursive psychology 

into clear procedures for the analysis of the data which will be contained in Chapter 9. This analytic 

chapter will follow the main development of the theory concerning critical discursive psychology, 

but it will become apparent that this linearity is nothing more than a narrative tool with it necessary 

to look at all four concepts, interpretative repertoires, ideological dilemmas, subject positions and place, in 

conjunction with each other. Chapter 10 will summarise the paper while attempting to critically 

examine the findings. These critical comments will be directed at the analytic, theoretical and 

methodological claims made in the paper.      
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If you are to give him the whole of Great Britain 

and Ireland for an estate, he would ask the Isle of 

Man for a potato garden. 

         Lord North, (1732 – 1792). 

 

 

2 Isle of Man 

To begin this discussion I would like to start with an off-hand comment which was made in a 

seminar I attended while in Finland. This comment was made directly in relation to the need for 

contextualizing research and the associated development of background information. I am clearly 

paraphrasing a statement later recalled, but the essence of it went something along these lines ‗I 

wonder why it is necessary for you to give so much background for your site whereas I do not need 

to give so much concerning my site [Finland]‘? It was a brief comment which was mostly greeted 

with shrugs of shoulders and was quickly by-passed. Now in retrospect, especially when I am 

concerned with the context, that single question seems to go to the heart of this thesis. Some may 

say that the obscurity of the Isle of Man may require the added attention, but this might have been 

viable if it was not compared to Finland, a quiet eastern European frontier nation which very little 

is known about outside the Nordic region. At closer inspection, this heavy reliance seems to be a 

matter of justification, concerned with aspects of nationhood and possible claims to this. Very little 

may be known about Finland, but it is known as a nation. Very little is known about the Isle of 

Man, but without the comfort of national recognition a fuller account is needed. As is made 

relevant throughout this thesis, I have a very clear position in relation to the Isle of Man, having 

been born and living there until adulthood, and I feel to disguise that would insult the reader and 

mar the research. As such, this background or ‗justification‘ may appear outside the academic 

convention of ‗objective distance‘, but I do hope that the greater enactment of the context may lead 

to a fuller account, or as Geertz (1973) says, ‗thick description‘. 

 

2.1 Historical background 

The Isle of Man is a self-governing crown dependency nested in the Irish Sea between Ireland and 

Great Britain (see figure 1). Historically it was settled by the Vikings who set up the current 

parliamentary structure of Tynwald, which is said to be the longest continuous parliament in the 

world. Since that time the Isle of Man has moved from the domain of Scotland to that of Britain. 

At this point Queen Elizabeth II is considered the ‗Lord Proprietor‘ after the island was claimed 

back from the Dukes of Atholl in 1765, with her official title being the ‗Lord of Mann‘ (Tynwald of 
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Today, 2011). In the Queen‘s stead, the Lieutenant Governor is her representative, though in recent 

years this role has moved from that of executive head of government to one of a more symbolic 

and figure-head role. In fact the role of Lieutenant Governor has become a contentious issue 

(Nationalist calls for governor's role to be scrapped, 2011) with some nationalist groups arguing 

that ‗[i]t is a ghastly title and it sends the wrong signal about what sort of community we are‘ (Isle of 

Man should aspire to independence, 2011). 

 

 

                Figure 1: Isle of Man location and local boundaries 

 

Politically, the Isle of Man is not part of the United Kingdom, though issues of defence and the 

wider international relations1 fall under the provide of the UK. Manx people, though considered 

British, do not have the right to vote in UK elections only having the right within the Isle of Man. 

The Manx parliament is known as Tynwald and is made up of the Legislative Council and the 

                                                      
1 The Isle of Man is not a member of the European Union, though Protocol 3 of the UK's Act of Accession to the Treaty 
of Rome allows for the free movement of good between the Isle of Man and the European Union (External relations, 
2011). 
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House of Keys, with the former being the upper branch and the latter the lower branch. The 

Legislative Council contains the ‗President of Tynwald, two ex-officio members, the Lord Bishop of 

Sodor and Man and Her Majesty's Attorney General and eight members elected by the House of 

Keys‘ (Tynwald of Today, 2011) whereas the House of Keys contains twenty-four members from 

the various constituencies.  

There is a population of approximately 80,000 people and the Island is approximately 36 miles (50 

kilometers) by 13 miles (15 kilometers) and for an island of such small stature it contains a wide 

variety of landscape features, ranging from the mountains that dominate the centre of the island 

which are separated by deep valleys rich in woodland glens. It is bordered on many sides by sheer 

cliff-faces which are constantly in contest with the wild, and sometimes, unpredictable Irish Sea. 

When flying over the island, as was remarked on by a number of my participants, you become 

astounded by the vast availability of green and verdant land, pocketed with tiny hamlets and 

villages. The main habitation of the island is spread in such a way as to ‗all but mark the cardinal 

points‘ (Lewis 2004), with Castletown in the south, Peel in the west, Ramsey in the north and 

Douglas in the east. Douglas is the capital and there is a strong divide between the populace with 

over one third of the island‘s habitants living in Douglas. This Douglas-centricism is driven by the 

now thriving off-shore finance sector which was developed by the Manx government in response 

to dwindling revenue from older forms of industries, such as farming, tourism and fishing (Lewis 

2004). 

 

2.2 Symbols that separate: Manx nationalism 

In the last decade there has been a strong push to strengthen and re-establish the Manx identity by 

the Manx government. This has manifested in such ways as to try and revive the Manx language 

and the setting up of organizations to explore and advance the Manx identity, such as the Manx 

museum and the Centre for Manx studies. There are no native speakers of the Manx language, 

which saw the last speaker die in 1974, but there is at the present a development to resurrect the 

language. This has taken the form of the dual presence of English and Manx in official buildings, 

street signs and, since 1992, Manx has been available in schools to learn. In fact, at the moment 

there is a school whose teaching is conducted entirely in Manx.  

In recent years there have been a number of instances where other than the symbolic importance of 

language and culture in the process of distinction there has been some more concrete instances. 

One of these has been that until recently those traveling from the Isle of Man to the UK could 

expect full healthcare services via a bi-lateral healthcare agreement, and equally those travelling 

from the UK to the Isle of Man could expect the same. As from April 1st 2010 it was stated by the 

UK that this agreement would be rescinded, meaning those travelling between the two areas would 
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have to buy health insurance (Reminder on UK healthcare charges, 2009). After some delays the 

existing agreement was extended from September 2010, but this simple economic measure can be 

seen as a clear divide and boundary set between the two. Another example of a similar nature is the 

current debate concerning the TV licence (Isle of Man advised to maintain TV licences, 2011) 

where the Isle of Man government feels that the island‘s residents are being short changed and that 

there should be clear changes to the current coverage of the Isle of Man if things are to remain the 

same. 

Though in the minority, there is a nationalist movement in the form of the political party Mec 

Vannin2. This year at the ceremony that commemorates the memory of Illiam Dhone the party 

accused the Manx government of ‗stumbling from one crisis to another‘ and that the ‗political 

leaders have failed their people‘ (New year thoughts from a Manx Nationalist, 2011). The party calls 

for the Isle of Man to be moved from under the crown and to be established as a completely 

sovereign state. Though the separation of the Isle of Man as a single state seems unlikely, there is a 

growing feeling of unfair treatment from the UK within the citizenry of the island. 

In many ways the Isle of Man can be seen in a similar fashion to many aspiring nations, and 

established ones. There are the sporting heroes3, there are the cultural icons4, there are the 

distinguishing factors of landscape, location and environment, there is the language, there are such 

banal representations of nationhood as the flag, national anthem, postal stamps, currency and 

national days. In fact, much like conceptions of other nations and associated characteristics (Katz & 

Braly, 1933), such as English as tradition-loving (Condor, 1997), the people of the Isle of Man can 

be seen to be captured under the saying ‗traa dy liooar‘ (‗time enough‘) made in reference to the laid-

back style of life on the island.  

But at the same time there are many things that differ from the Isle of Man and the more 

established nations, such as size, international relations and the near absence of antagonism and 

hostility which characterizes the other nations with Great Britain. What this leads to is a curiosity in 

the definition of why there is difference and similarity at the same time, and what does this mean 

firstly at the level of everyday people and secondly what does it mean in terms of the concept of 

nation? I will briefly turn to some current research that has addressed these questions about the Isle 

of Man in some form. As you may expect when looking at a community of such a small stature 

research concerning it is very scant and very particular. 

 

 

                                                      
2 Mec Vannin means ‗Sons of Mann‘ in Manx. 
3 Mark Cavendish, the winner of the Green Jersey in the Tour de France 2011.  
4 Illiam Dhone. 
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2.3 Some relevant research 

Travers and Heathorn (2008) looked at the dual attempts of creating a distinctive Manx identity 

while at the same time maintaining the close social, economic and cultural tie to Great Britain. To 

examine this they looked at what they termed as the ‗myth of 1940‘, which was that time within 

Great Britain where the brunt of the British lives lost in the Second World War were civilian. At 

this time the Isle of Man was used as an internment camp where foreign aliens were confined. As 

such, the war experience was significantly different for those in mainland Great Britain compared 

to the Isle of Man which was never a target during the Blitz. In exploring this difference Travers 

and Heathorn (2008) looked at the Wire and Wool festival on the Isle of Man, which like many of 

the ‗banal‘ reconstructions of the war was explicitly oriented to the depiction of a particular Manx 

experience and a presentation of a Manx identity. They looked at this ‗collective remembering‘ in 

the hope of looking at how the two may differ and found that in the desire to replicate and depict a 

distinct national identity, the Manx were ‗not afraid to embrace an experience seen as distasteful 

and unheoric [sic]‘ (ibid., p. 444). To expand, the British representations of this time were based on 

great human sacrifice and the collective good of the nation, but the Manx representation was based 

on similar themes but was also developed in terms of the divisive and difficult times that were 

encountered during internment. These were times which portrayed the Island‘s community in a 

poor light, but which are sufficiently worth ‗remembering‘ to create that distinction from Great 

Britain.  

Sandle (2009) was concerned with the link between Manx identity and cultural change, in particular 

with the tradition of Hop-tu-Naa. Within the Isle of Man the role and significance of folklore has 

had a huge influence on the creation and maintenance of a distinct Manx identity, not only in 

cultural terms but also national. The author draws attention to how:  

with a growing accessibility to a more globalised form of cultural and economic consumption, there 

are tensions and challenges that are beginning to impact upon Manx folk culture, the nature of 

Manxness and hence on both local and personal identity. (Ibid., p. 70) 

To explain this, the author recounts his experiences of Hop-tu-Naa on the 31st October in 1950 

when he was a child himself. It was a time when children went out with turnips cut into crude faces 

and a lantern placed inside, moving between  houses knocking on doors singing the song, also 

titled, Hop-tu-Naa5. This tradition is tied to pagan beliefs in the beginning of the New Year, and 

                                                      
5   Hop-tu-Naa 
    My mother's gone away 
    And she won't be back until the morning 
    Jinnie the Witch flew over the house 
    To fetch the stick to lather the mouse 
    Hop-tu-Naa 
    My mother's gone away 
    And she won't be back until the morning 
    Hop-tu-Naa, Traa-la-laa   
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different variants were found throughout the Island. In fact, I remember the same experiences 

myself as a child in the 1980s, but at this point the pervasive influence of Halloween had already 

started to take hold. This cultural imperialism whereby Hop-tu-Naa has receded into memory has 

led Sandle (2009, p. 81) to state that ‗Manxness is both mediated and sustained through personal 

experience and experiential engagement‘. What is demonstrated by this is the ever present system of 

cultural wealth and new encounters whereby when the two interact one is not automatically 

subsumed under the other, as demonstrated by the re-wording of the original song to ‗Mickey 

Mouse is in your house, give us a penny to chase him out‘ (ibid., p. 81). 

Sue Lewis (2004) in her anthropological study of the Isle of Man draws a distinction between those 

aspects of identity that could be seen as already existing and those which are worked at through 

interaction and representation: 

Having once focused attention on apparently fixed and bounded communities whose ‗identity‘ was 

presented as unproblematic (anthropology‘s roots), more recent anthropological concerns have 

focused on how a sense of identity can be situated and maintained in a fluid world of constant 

movement (the discipline‘s contemporary route). (Ibid., p. 42) 

This passage is explicitly concerned with anthropology‘s classic concerns which focused its gaze on 

the more prosaic forms of identity and how in recent anthropological research (and social scientific 

research in general) there has been a move to those forms of identity which are to do with 

situational and context specific manifestations. This anthropological concern is further extended to 

be applied to the Isle of Man when she states that:  

 by ‗dichotomising‘ them – or to at least place them in creative opposed tension – is to offer the 

opportunity of exploring this paradox: of asking how moves to make conscious roots in a shifting 

context inform and are informed by individual‘s routes to their own sense of identity. (Lewis, 2004, p. 

42) 

This distinction between roots and routes is more than just a clever play on words, but it verbalizes 

the distinction between those aspects of identity which are reliant on distinctive cultural 

phenomenon which can be seen to have existed independent of the nation itself and those which 

are concerned with the ever-present need to claim an identity and a sense of belonging to a tangible 

group. This distinction draws attention to those ideologies proposed by those elite echelons of 

society and those brought into existence every day. In respect to these ‗elite‘ Lewis (2004, p. 51) 

states that: 

[i]n seeking to achieve an inclusive nationalism which favours a ‗sense of place‘ over a ‗sense of tribe‘ 

(McCrone 2001), the Manx government has mobilized characteristic that are deemed ‗unique‘ but 

which can be objectively shared, by all, with pride: the Island‘s natural environment, its 

constitutional history, its position in the British Isles.   
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This inclusive nationalism is seen in the quote above as being a product of specific and functional 

attempts to develop a ‗nationalism‘ which is available for all, irrespective of origin and heritage. 

These identity tools are made available for everybody, but Lewis (2004, p. 52) is quick to note that 

even though this is the current situation, there is a ‗[d]ivide between an organized well of identity 

and a practice other‘ meaning that we must ‗attend to how people express themselves and search 

for their own explanations‘ (ibid., p. 271). 



 

11 

The continuous narrative of existence is a lie. 

There is no continuous narrative, there are lit-up 

moments, and the rest is dark. 

          Jonathan Safran Foer, Eating Animals. 

 

 

3 Social Psychology and Identity  

3.1 What is meant by Identity?  

To begin answering this question I would like to turn to Zygmunt Bauman and the conversation he 

had with Benedetti Vecchi, later published as the book Identity (2004). One reason to do this is that 

in his musings on his own transient position in terms of a national identity he draws on a number 

of positions and allusions that mimic, in a more inflated sense, the interest of this paper. His 

dilemma is based on his newly acquired British citizenship and his previous forcibly removed Polish 

citizenship in relation to a national anthem to be played while receiving an honorary doctorate. His 

resolution to this problem is to have the European Union anthem played as it could be seen as 

‗inclusive‘ and ‗exclusive‘ at the same time, and also as it ‗referred to an entity that embraced both 

alternative reference points of [his] identity, but at the same time cancelled out, as less relevant or 

irrelevant, the differences between them and so also a possible identity split‘ (ibid., p. 10, my 

emphasis). The reason why Bauman (2004) uses this example, and by extension why I choose to 

replicate it, is that in this demonstration it contains the:  

vexing dilemmas and haunting choices that tend to make ‗identity‘ a matter of grave concerns and 

controversies. Identity-seekers invariably face the daunting task of ‗squaring a circle‘: that generic 

phrase, as you know, implies tasks that can never be completed in ‗real time‘, but are assumed to be 

able to reach completion in the fullness of time – in infinity. (Ibid., p. 11.) 

This geometric illustration captures the conflicting nature of identity and how in the interface of 

identity formation we are in essence attempting the impossible, because in many situations we find 

that the circle will not be modified to fit the square. Though this is a useful entry into the identity 

debate, it does not explain what identity is, and it is to this I now wish to turn, firstly by explicating 

the traditional approach to identity and then secondly by explaining the current critique of this. 

 

3.2 Traditional (social) psychological approaches to identity 

Within identity research social psychology has been haunted by Descarte‘s (1641) method of doubt 

and his final declaration, cogito ergo sum (see Blackburn, 1999). In this statement, the self is seen as 
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being torn from the tangible world, including the body, and reified in terms of its essential nature. 

Stepping aside from the religion implication of this proposition to look at the social scientific usage 

we can see how the self as a point of scientific interest has been considered a distinct unit, 

persistent and cold. This perspective is emphasised within the discipline of personality psychology6 

which attempts to find consistencies within individuals in attempts to explain behaviour and 

experiential factors. Exemplars of this approach can be seen as Raymond Cattell (1965) and Hans 

Eysenck (1971), who both attempted to capture enduring traits which were seen to be consistent 

over time and situation.  

This view of the individual as the hub of the social world7 has pervaded social psychology, but one 

of the earlier attempts to theorize the individual in social terms was proposed by Mead (1934) in the 

later named symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 1969). This approach is neatly portrayed within 

Cooley‘s (1909) phrase the ‗looking-glass self‘, with its main thesis being that as individuals we can 

only know ourselves through our perceptions of others as they perceive, and react to, us. Though 

this is not identity per se, under the rubric self-concept it does capture a number of the same 

themes and ideas. 

In later theorising, identity, like many or most social scientific concepts, lives that dual life between 

everyday life and scientific use (see Chryssochoou, 2003). This has encouraged Verkuyten (2005) to 

draw attention to this duality of how identity can be seen as an analytic concept used by the 

researcher or at the level of those being researched. As he states, the former has been dominant 

within social psychology leading to a situation where ‗identity is used to divide people into ethnic 

groups and to study the social and psychological consequences of belonging to a particular group‘ 

(ibid., p. 35) following onto a situation where existing categories prevail from which participants 

must choose. The deficits of such an approach are varied, but one of the main ones could be 

considered as the earlier mentioned attempts to ‗square a circle‘. The second approach to identity, 

which he mentions as discursive and anthropological, lays emphasis on what people say and do 

themselves meaning that it is the participant who determines what is salient, not the researcher. 

Verkuyten (2005) is careful not to emphasis one approach to identity rather than the other, drawing 

attention to drawbacks on both sides, but does note that (in relation to ethnicity):  

we should not take ethnic categories for granted. Rather, we should try and problematize the very 

category of ‗ethnicity‘ and examine how and why ethnic distinctions are defined and used. Ethnic 

identity can be examined in terms of how category definitions are arrived at as well as in terms of 

the consequences of forms of ethnic organisation that have developed into more stable and 

institutionalized distinction. (Ibid., p. 36) 

                                                      
6 A discipline considered as so similar to social psychology as to lump the two together in the Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology. 
7See Hofstede and Hofstede (2005) and Nightingale and Cromby (2001) for some interesting accounts on the 
pervasiveness of individualism. 
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This approach to research seems to take a step back and actually looks at the knowledge categories 

themselves, and how they have developed over time and for what purposes. The importance of this 

should become more apparent later in the paper, but for now we will turn to some of the most 

important developments in identity research in social psychology 

 

3.3 Social Identity Theory, Self-Categorisation Theory and Social Representation Theory 

Social Identity Theory (SIT), as proposed by Tajfel (1969) and Tajfel and Turner (1979), is 

grounded in the distinction between a personal identity and a social identity. Personal identity is seen 

as existing independent of the social realm of the individual and is thought as analogous to those 

earlier theories on personality. Social identity on the other hand is developed in relation to the social 

context within which people are contained, and is tied to such things as interpersonal encounters 

and roles. Within SIT, the focus is moved from the interpersonal context for the individual to the 

intergroup, meaning that identity is maintained by group membership and is driven by the desire for a 

positive self-esteem. Through the processes of categorisation and comparison (Augoustinos, Walker & 

Donaghue, 2006) an individual who derives their self-esteem in relation to their membership of a 

group will endeavour to enhance the standing and worth of the group by positive distinction from 

other similar or threatening groups, leading to such consequences as out-group derogation and in-group 

favouritism. This is clearly a motivational theory (Brown, 1995) and as such has the implicit 

assumption that people are driven by a desire for positive self-esteem and is the basis for a number 

of theoretical extensions and concepts. 

Self-Categorisation Theory (SCT) can be seen as an extension, an addition or as a distinct approach 

from SIT (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher & Wetherell, 1987) depending on how you visualise the 

theory. For the purpose of this paper SCT can be seen as being based on the theorising of SIT, but 

rather than drawing a distinction between personal identity and social identity the two are seen as 

varying ways of self-categorization. As Augoustinos et al (2006) say: 

[b]ecause self-categorisation is context specific, and the self can be variously categorized in 

individual or group terms, the distinction between personal and social identity originally made in 

SIT is no longer justified. Rather, personal and social identities represent different levels of self-

categorisation. (p. 35) 

These three levels are superordinate, intermediate and subordinate showing the importance of the social 

context on how we categorise ourselves at either the personal level or group level. Once we 

perceive ourselves in group terms we are said to have become depersonalized, meaning that personal 

attributes are of less importance. 
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The third approach I will discuss is Social Representation Theory (SRT), especially that argued for 

by Chryssochoou (2003). In terms of the more specific theorising on Social Representation Theory, 

Moscovici (1973) has offered what appears to be a tightly developed account of what social 

representations are, amidst criticisms (Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Potter & Edwards, 1999) 

concerning the ambiguous and loosely defined nature of the theory and its subsequent use: 

[Social representations are] a system of values, ideas and practices with a two-fold function; first, to 

establish an order which will enable individuals to orientate themselves in their material and social 

world and to master it; secondly, to enable communication to take place amongst members of a 

community by providing them with a code for social exchange and a code for naming and 

classifying unambiguously the various aspects of their world and their individual and group history. 

(Moscovici, 1973, p. xiii) 

What can be taken from this is that social representations are a means of allowing agency, 

awareness and control which is brought about through interaction and communication, while 

constituting interaction and communication, when faced with their environment. Moscovici (1984) 

goes on to elaborate how this is brought about by the dual processes of anchoring and 

objectification. Through the process of objectification abstract concepts gain a tangible quality as 

they are attached to concrete images. The further process of anchoring allows for the classifying 

and naming of new phenomena in familiar and already existing frameworks.   

Following on from this, Chryssochoou‘s (2003) approach can be seen as an expression of identity 

which is closely linked to Verkuyten‘s (2005) claim toward there being two levels of identity use, 

namely being, that identity is a tool brought to bear on a given social situation by the researcher and 

identity as an expression at the level of the individual or collection of individuals. This draws 

attention to the possible divide between two realms, that of the researcher and that of the 

researched. Chryssocchoou, drawing on Social Representation Theory (SRT), argues for the 

realisation and recognition of how ‗identity‘ has left the cloistered and controlled domain of the 

social scientist and has now been taken up by people as an explanatory force itself. She states that: 

people use identity as an explanatory concept for motivation and actions. It can be argued that its 

transition from the scientific to the common sense universe transformed the concept into a social 

representation (Moscovici 1961 and 1976 2nd edition), a system of common-sense knowledge about 

the self and its enactment that is collectively constructed and shared. (Chryssocchoou, 2003, p. 227) 

Identity in this way becomes a point of contentious and further use. Rather than identity being seen 

as the tool of the researcher, it has moved out of the reified world of science into the more varied 

and contested domain of everyday life which is constituted through talk and interaction.  
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3.4 Problematizing Identity 

The oft-cited quote by Shotter (1993, p. 188) that ‗identity has become the watchword of our time‘ 

has led to Billig (1995, p. 60) saying that the ‗watchword, however, should be watched, for 

frequently it explains less than it appears to‘. In the rallying call under the banner of ‗identity‘ there 

is a risk that in its prominence and proximity the concept explains less than the questions it raises. 

This has been confronted by such theorists as Hall (1996, p. 1) when attempting to take into 

account that there has been a ‗discursive explosion in recent years around the concept of ‗identity‘, 

at the same moment as it has been subjected to a searching critique‘. This has led to Hall stating 

that this concept of identity has been put ‗under erasure‘, meaning that though the worth of identity 

as an analytic concept has been questioned there are no others to which we can turn and as such we 

are left in a state where it operates in the ‗interval between reversal and emergence; an idea which 

cannot be thought of in the old way, but without which certain key questions cannot be thought at 

all‘ (ibid., p. 2). So, if this situation is as Hall states, where does that leave us? Hall (1996) proposes 

to think in terms of identification, which in its most basic sense can be seen as developing a sense of 

self which is more concerned with the process behind identity, rather than identity itself, and goes on 

to say that ‗the discursive approach sees identification as a construction, a process never completed 

– always in process‘ (p. 2). 

In this sense, when we look at identity we should be concerned with the dynamic nature of its use 

rather than searching for entities that exist outside of the language that constructs them. This will 

be explored further in Chapter 5 which is concerned with the discursive turn in social psychology, 

but for now I would like to mention two factors briefly in an attempt to frame the argument 

broadly. As can be ascertain from the above, if identity is to be of worthwhile use we should look at 

how identity is a process rather than a finished entity. One way to do this is to conceive of identity 

as a form of practice (Antaki & Widdicombe, 1998). In this way the interest for the analyst is to look 

at those ‗identifications folk actually use, what features those identifications seem to carry, and to 

what end they are put‘ (ibid., p. 2). This type of identity study is strongly influenced by 

ethnomethodology and sees identity as not something you have but something you do, having the 

empirical consequence that it is important to look at the ‗nuts and bolts‘ of identity work to see 

how it is performed. In response to this form of analytic gaze some would say that this either gives 

the individual more agency than what is actually present or that it paints a picture of the individual 

as a schemer and a conniver. The second factor is connected to a large body of work that looks at 

how identities are given by the dominant discourses that prevail in society, and as mentioned earlier, 

this will be explored in detail later. But for now it would make sense to quickly look at Billig‘s 

(1995) claim in relation to national identity that we should look at the common-sense assumptions 

that underlie identity. This is very similar to identity as practice in that it points to such questions as 

‗what is being done when a given identity is being claimed?‘ rather than ‗what identity does this 
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person have?‘, but it goes a step further (or back as you may see it) to look at the assumptions that 

underpin a given concept which is tied to identity. Unlike the other approach to identity, it becomes 

necessary to look at overarching ideas or representations (Moscovici, 1984) to see how these 

operate in terms of identity. As such, for the current study, the earlier mentioned approaches to 

identity (Social Identity Theory, Self Categorization Theory and Social Representation Theory) will 

not be used as the main theoretical framework but are consider for their use in understanding 

identity in its multi-faceted and contested manifestations. 
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Here, a filling station beside a dual carriageway 

enshrines a deeper sense of community than any 

church or chapel, a greater awareness of a shared 

culture than a library or municipal gallery could 

offer. 

      J.G. Ballard, Kingdom Come. 

 

 

4 Theorizing and Problematizing the Nation 

4.1 Ethnicity and culture. 

Before trudging into the multi-faceted and semi-coagulated field of studies of the nation, it makes 

sense to try and preface this with some positions in terms of analogous or closely related terms. 

This is important for a number of reasons, including negating the possibility of conflating terms 

and the associated meanings attached to each and allowing the possibility to claim some reasons 

why it is essential to look at familiar and comfortable concepts in a new, and critical, light. 

Ethnicity, Verkuyten (2005) states in response to Weber‘s classic definition, can be seen as being 

made up of a belief in a common ancestry. This emphasis on the subjective understanding of 

ethnicity is important, as the veracity of the actual historical lineage is not essential, though the 

realization that ‗people regard it as plausible and experience it as real‘ (Verkuyten, 2005, p. 75), is. 

Verkuyten points out that this belief is never ‗finished‘ but is ever changing and as such ethnicity 

should be seen as ‗dynamic, changeable, and socially constructed‘ (p. 75). Though it is not essential 

that ethnic groups are attached to a specific location (Reicher & Hopkins, 2001) in most cases they 

are and as such it is the claim to ethnic heritages which are used for claims of national justification. 

Culture is another of those social scientific terms which is used in manifold ways to explain diverse 

phenomenon and as such can be seen to be problematic in the same way as that of ‗identity‘. Culture 

has been explained in terms of the distinction between it and that of nature (Bauman, 2001) meaning 

that when we:  

think of something as a matter of culture, rather than nature, we are implying that the thing in 

question is manipulable and further, that there is a desirable, ‗proper‘ end-state for such 

manipulation. (Ibid., p. 126) 

Though this definition is interesting in the distinction between culture and nature, especially in the 

manner in which human interaction can be seen as the main emphasis on culture, unfortunately 

what it seems to imply is that the intentional human action has priority over the unintentional human 

action. This ‗human-made‘ aspect is further seen in definitions that see culture as ‗software of the 
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mind‘ (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005), with this software being made up of ‗patterns of thinking 

feeling and acting‘ (p.3) which can be seen as mental programs which have developed over time and 

through interaction with other people. When it comes to different cultures, they are found in many 

different ways, namely being symbols, heroes, rituals and values. Though all important, the most 

significant is that of values which is seen as the core of cultural manifestations and the repository of 

all cultural meanings. Once again, though interesting in the analogy of programming, what we are 

left with is an understanding of culture of a very individualistic manner, and though not as explicit 

as the first definition, it still carries with it a strong sense of agency in cultural development. 

It was necessary to draw out these points concerning ethnicity and culture before turning to 

nationalism, as to leave them open and left unexamined would have meant that there could be 

some confusion when speaking about nationalism and how the two interact with this. As such, it is 

now the concept of nation that we will turn to. 

 

4.1 What is a nation? 

The above, is a deceptively simple question which, though, when you face it full-on you are 

suddenly made aware of how difficult it is to answer. Our nationality is seen as a pre-given, 

something which is impossible to live without. All people have a nationality. But in this process of 

essentializing the idea of nationality, we solidify the nation. This is analogous to the situation which 

I assume we have all experienced. We sit in front of a blank sheet of paper and start writing, 

suddenly we write down a word which we have been using for the majority of our lives (let us say 

‗doubt‘), and because of some coincidence of attention we are brought to a position where we 

distrust the substance and spelling of the word. We look closer, and the closer we do look the 

stranger the word becomes. Deep down we know it is correct, but due to the extra level of 

attention and awareness the word looks foreign. It is with this in mind I now turn to some classic 

accounts which have attempted to problematize the ‗nation‘. 

For Gellner (1983) he draws a clear distinction between the ‗nation‘ and ‗nationalism‘. Intuitively, 

nationalism could be conceived as the outgrowth of the nation, but Gellner points out that he 

believes that ‗nations can be defined only in terms of the age of nationalism‘ (p. 55). This age of 

nationalism can be seen as when: 

general social conditions make for standardized, homogeneous, centrally sustained high cultures, 

pervading entire populations and not just elite minorities, a situation arises in which well-defined 

educationally sanctioned and unified cultures constitute very nearly the only unit with which men 

[sic] willingly and often ardently identify (Ibid., p. 55, my emphasis) 
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Edensor (2002) also draws on this to draw the conclusion that Gellner‘s account places his 

conception of the nation as being purely the extension of the modernist drive of society,  saying 

that ‗nations are thus the forms which are best suited to carry these modernizing imperatives‘ (ibid., 

p. 3), with these modernizing imperatives coming from the high cultures.  

This sense of nationalism that drives the nation is also seen in Hobsbawn and Ranger‘s (1983) 

work, The Invention of Tradition. If we take the term mentioned in the discussion about Gellner, high 

cultures are seen as the domain from which invention of traditions is wrought and brought to the 

people, and it is through the collective understanding, appreciation and acceptance of these 

traditions that a sense of a historical collective is developed, appealing to a sense of primordiality. 

These traditions include such things as ceremonies, rituals, and practices, and can be seen as 

systems to foster the conception of a cohesive and continuous entity through time. It is a place 

where ideologies, beliefs and common values can be transmitted to the collective. One criticism of 

this idea is brought by Edensor (2002) who draws attention to the fact that these powerful symbolic 

cultural artifacts need to be ‗flexible in order to retain their relevance over time and their appeal 

amongst diverse groups‘ (ibid., p. 5). 

The final theorist I wish to mention before moving onto a critical response to the nation is that of 

Anderson (1983) and his thesis of ‗imagined communities‘. This is an often cited phrase which in its 

simplest forms states that the nation can be best conceived as being brought into existence through 

the collective imagining of a group of people. This imagining takes place in the daily routines of 

everyday life (i.e. the printing press8) and can be seen as firstly acknowledging the importance of 

tradition, while secondly allowing for the notions carried in these rituals and ceremonies to be 

carried into the everyday interaction of people. The importance of this will become apparent in the 

next section. 

 

4.2 The nation in social psychology 

At the beginning of their book Self and Nation Reicher and Hopkins (2001) make the bold, though 

sweeping, claim that they would like to ‗use social psychology to answer some questions about the 

national phenomena and to use national phenomena to pose some questions about social 

psychology‘ (p. 1). This twofold attack is a response to the realization that though many of social 

psychology‘s focus has fallen on the group entity, that focus has been narrowed on the pin-point of 

methodological individualism. They draw on an ad hoc understanding of the presence of the nation 

in social psychological research demonstrating that though there are many instances of research on 

group processes and intergroup relations, the nation and nationalism have been given limited attention. 

                                                      
8 Edensor (2002) draws attention to the overly restricted emphasis on the printing press in Anderson‘s account, drawing 
attention the multi-faceted ‗imagining‘ that goes on in modern society. 
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They clarify this claim by acknowledging the use of the nation and national identity as dependent 

and independent variables, but this is just a misty cover that hides the lack of critical awareness 

given to the nation as an entity which should be researched. They argue that traditional work on the 

nation has been more of a hindrance than a benefit as it has led to national identities being rarified 

and essentialized, drawing attention away from the constructed nature of national identity and the 

everyday practices that are associated with, and follow on from, this. This traditional work has 

mostly fallen into the realm of national character which presumes that ‗[e]ach nation can be defined in 

terms of a single and distinctive character type, which is the root of difference between national 

societies‘ (Reicher & Hopkins, 2001, p. 29). Not until the propagation of these sentiments by fascist 

groups in Europe in the middle of this century did this notion of eternal and solid character types 

get questioned.  

Reicher and Hopkins (2001) go on to state that to look at this questioning of national character and 

the nation within social psychology it is necessary to ‗address the broader theoretical approaches 

rather than hope to find a dedicated literature‘ (p. 31). These broader theoretical approaches can be 

seen as Social Identity theory (SIT) and Self-Categorisation Theory (SCT), each of which were expanded on 

in section 3.3. Though these dominant approaches were not explicitly concerned with the nation, 

they were certainly concerned with large groupings which to all intents and purposes, could be 

extended to the nation. Reicher and Hopkins (2001) go on to state concerning these broader 

theoretical approaches in terms of group membership, particularly Self-Categorisation Theory, that 

it: 

provides a means of understanding how people can act in terms of a collective, such as a nation, 

which is too large to be encompassed by their immediate experience. It also provides a bridge 

between the cultural and the personal by indicating how people can take the understandings and 

values associated with large-scale social categories as their own. (Ibid., p. 43) 

But even though they are aware of how these two approaches have been fundamental in how we 

study nation they still make note of the warning that we ‗need to develop our conception of identity 

and develop the ways in which we study identity in order to understand how self-categories shape 

national realities as well as being shaped by them‘ (Reicher & Hopkins, 2001, p. 44). It is to this that 

we now turn, especially in relation to the concept of nation. 

 

4.3 Critical examinations of the nation  

I will be drawing on two theorist, Edensor (2002) and Billig (1995), who attempt to address the 

above accounts on nationalism and answer in some way Reicher and Hopkins‘ (2001) warning. 

Edensor (2002) draws our attention to the neglected area of popular culture in the everyday when 

we look at national identity. Popular culture has been used to symbolize the antonym of high culture 
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mentioned earlier, meaning that it is ‗mass-culture, invariably commercial and homogeneous, and 

carrying suggestions of harmful hypnotic, addictive qualities‘ (p. 13). This sense of popular culture 

has a moralistic quality which devalues the worth of popular or common knowledge as deficient 

because of its widely accepted use. As said, it is juxtaposed with high culture, but Edensor (2002) is 

quick to point out that ‗new forms evolve, meanings are challenged, alternative uses are found for 

apparently hegemonic cultural material, and scraps are combined and reassembled‘ (p. 13). In 

relation to national identity Edensor goes on to point out that in connection to the earlier 

mentioned studies on nationalism that: 

the view of culture offered in most theories of national identity, though central to the debates, has 

almost completely concentrated on ‗high‘ and ‗official‘ cultures, presumably because popular culture 

has been considered to be trivial and shallow, or at least unconnected with questions of national 

identity. (Ibid., p. 14) 

In acknowledging the importance of the previous studies on national identity, he is equally 

acknowledging the role that the state has in the propagation of national sentiment and ideological 

conceptions of the nation, but he does say, in connection to cultural flagships (i.e. national galleries 

etc) that ‗yet whilst such institutions remain at the heart of statist versions of national self-image, 

they have been unable to retain their hierarchical pre-eminence‘ (ibid., p. 15). This is a form of de-

centering and usurpation, as the areas which have previously been seen as bastions of national 

identity have to accept a relegated status to the everyday. This shows that the ‗cultural ingredients 

of national identity are increasingly mediated, polysemic, contested and subjected to change‘. (ibid., 

p. 17), leading to Edensor (2002) to state that: 

[f]or culture is not fixed but negotiated, the subject of dialogue and creativity, influenced by the 

contexts in which it is produced and used. A sense of national identity then is not a once and for all 

thing, but is dynamic and dialogic, found in the constellations of a huge cultural matrix of images, 

ideas, spaces, things discourses and practices. (p. 17) 

With this in mind, I will now turn to Billig (1995) and especially his conception of ‗banal 

nationalism‘. Billig starts off by pointing out that there is something misleading about the term 

‗nationalism‘, in that when we consider it in reference to groups it carries with it a sense of 

‗dangerous and powerful passions‘ (p. 5) that come about in specific moments of unsettlement, 

such as separatist movements. Because of this those who can be said to have nationalist feelings are 

seen to be irrational, caught in the throes of extraordinary emotions, and invariably it is an 

‗affliction‘ of the peripheral, non-western groups. But Billig goes on to make two points, namely, 

that nationalism is not just located at the periphery, but also, that as it is also located within 

established nations, these are based on existing ideological foundations. Concerning the first, 

national identity is maintained through the regular unselfconscious ‗flagging‘ of the nation in the 

everyday. This ‗flagging‘ can be seen as being analogous to reminding, and is demonstrated in such 
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things as mentioned in the discussion of Edensor (2002). The metaphor of ‗flagging‘ is used to 

demonstrate the fact that it is not the fervent waving of the flag that ground national identity, but 

the steady unsaluted flags of state buildings. The second point is captured by Billig (1997b) where 

he says that, ‗[w]hen groups declare themselves to be national groups, they are making particular 

political statements, evoking an ideological history of entitlements and rights‘ (p. 50, my emphasis). 

This ideological history questions the very notion of nations, as it is can be seen as nothing more than 

the most successful global ideology. This ideology pervades the idea that the world should 

automatically be partitioned into distinct sections called nations. For Billig (1996), this global 

success of nationalism should be explored because ‗[i]f the globe is covered by nation-states, then 

so will it be filled with discourses, representations and habits of thought which reproduce the 

nation-state as the accepted, and generally desired, form of community today‘ (p. 183).   

 

4.4 The British context. 

It would at this point make sense to look at some specific empirical works. The foreground of this 

work is Britain, and this is so because of a number of reasons. The first of which is that due to the 

fact that the specific interest of this paper is concerned which what could be considered a British 

identity it would make sense to look at some examples of how theorists and researchers have 

approached this topic. The second, and associated, factor is that most of the theorizing sampled up 

to this point has been developed within the British context, if not in site location, certainly in 

academic backgrounds. 

Condor and Abell (2006), while criticizing current research on national identity, were concerned 

with how English and Scottish nationals constructed accounts of a national past in ordinary 

situations. In previous research they pointed to how there has been a semantic gap where the 

significance of ‗British‘ identity has been unproblematically used as a synonym for ‗English‘. 

Equally, they point to how the vast majority of the research has gained no significant analytic worth 

other than claiming a certain group attachment. This led them to look at the everyday 

understandings of nationhood, especially how respondents represent a national identity in Scotland 

and England concerning narratives of Britain‘s colonial past. Within the Scottish sample there was a 

great deal of variation in accounts of Empire, though this variation could be captured under the 

general description of the archetypal romance, containing such themes as ‗ a marvelous adventure, a 

story of national triumph over adversity, or a Manichaean struggle between nation and antagonist‘ 

(ibid., p. 457). Attached to such accounts was ‗an authorial voice which positioned the respondent 

within a historical expanded national ‗we‘ category‘ (ibid., p. 457). On the other hand, the English 

respondent‘s responses tended to vary less and used forms of presenting the colonial past in the 

archetypal tragedy style, incorporating such accounts as ‗catastrophic fall from grace precipitated by a 
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fatal and enduring flaw of character‘ (ibid., p. 461). Equally, Condor and Abell (2006) go on to say 

that: 

these accounts were accompanied by a distinctive authorial footing, whereby respondents marked 

their ontological status as English or British using a historically expanded national ‗we‘, while at the 

same time positioning themselves and their contemporaries at an ironic distance from images of 

enduring national character. (p. 461) 

More distinct differences were also found, where respondents in Scotland were more likely to link 

xenophobia with imperialism, with both being seen as semantically different to nationalism. In 

English respondent‘s replies this type of response was only found from those who could be 

considered as supporters of far right political groups. 

Condor (2006) turned her attention to how nations may be represented rhetorically in their own 

right, rather than the traditional approach to national categorization in the cognitive sense. To 

achieve this Condor stresses three issues that she believes have been neglected in current concerns 

of social categorization approaches and intergroup processes:  

First is the issue of ordinary social actors‘ reflexive concerns over the rationality, morality and 

consequentiality of particular representational practices. Second is the question of whether societal 

entities are necessarily imagined as person categories. (…) Third is the temporal aspect of societal 

representation. In particular, [Condor focuses] on the ways in which historical imagery may be used 

to reconcile the presumption that nations constitute singular, distinctive and enduring entities with 

normative concerns relating to the fact and value of intranational diversity. (Condor, 2006, p. 658) 

Concerning the first point, Condor draws attention to the conceptual concerns that tend to be 

associated with the ‗reified‘ world of the social sciences, pointing to how these concerns can be 

located at the level of the everyday and is ‗a subject of reflexive concern to ordinary social actors‘ 

(ibid., p. 658). The second issue highlights the need to be aware that though the category ‗nation‘ is 

often perceived as a social category, when you look at the common usages of the term it is possible 

to witness its use in non-social, ‗non-human‘ ways, such as tangible places or institutions. The third 

point is to do with the temporal representation of the nation, especially temporal comparison as a 

‗process of judging the present status of an object, individual or group against its own past‘ (ibid., p. 

660). Concerning this third point Condor voices three concerns, namely being how temporal 

representations are related to evaluative judgments, the validity of the assertion that temporal 

comparison do operate as alternatives for inter-national comparison and how the focus on 

temporal comparison has lead researchers to neglect other ways in which social categories are 

evaluated. 

Condor (2006) used semi-structured interviews to inductively look at the ‗forms and functions of 

national representation‘ (p.  662), before then going on to postulate some general findings. Firstly, 
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the nation in the respondent‘s replies was shown to be developed not as a simple person-category, 

but a complex amalgam that ranged from a ‗depopulated construct‘ to a ‗hybrid collectivity of social 

and natural elements, of people, places and things‘ (p. 676). Secondly, accounts did not adhere to 

the general pattern of survey results where the participants stick to a present-tense presentation. In 

these results, the responses showed a chronological awareness, though it was not clear whether this 

function was used in opposition to an international comparison. Thirdly, the narrative conventions 

used in the presentation of the nation showed a lay concern for the representational consequences 

of these practices. Equally, this concern was seen in a number of ideological dilemmas (Billig et al, 

1988) showing that: 

[j]ust as cognitive attempts at stereotype suppression may have ironic consequences, so too may 

rhetorical attempts to control national representation contain inherent paradoxes, with the 

consequence that attempts to convey a rationally disinterested image of nation as a civic community 

may end up reinforcing precisely the kinds of self-celebratory ethnic nationalist formulations that 

they were designed to repress. (Condor, 2006, p. 677) 

The third empirical work I will demonstrate is that by Abell, Condor and Stevenson (2006) which 

draws on similar themes to the previous two examples, such as common-sense understandings of 

nation and an appreciation of the everyday vernacular expression of a person, while incorporating 

other concepts such as civil society, citizenship and place identity. To articulate their concern more 

precisely, they state that they ‗consider how geographical constructions of categories of polity or 

society may on occasions be used strategically as a substitute for allusions to human group or social 

identities‘ (ibid., p. 208). The geographical construction of most interest in this paper was the 

‗island‘ repertoire which could be seen to be used in different ways to bring about different 

outcomes. For instance, the island image was used by those people in Scotland to distinguish 

between British as citizenship and British as a group of people who have in common a social 

identity. As for those respondents in England, the island trope was used to depict Britain as a 

political unity wrapped up with the wider configuration of the world of nations. 

 Leading on from these findings are a number of theoretically interesting points, such as the 

previously mentioned substituting of a territorial reference for what would be considered a social 

reference. Equally there is the realization that because people choose to define the boundaries of 

social or political groups differently in any number of different situations means that it is necessary 

to ‗expand the remit of current social psychological work on the ―flexibility‖ of social categorical 

representation‘ (ibid., p. 224). And finally, that when a cultural perspective is adopted it is necessary 

to be aware that this cannot be done by just using nation-state and culture synonymously, as Abell, 

Condor & Steveson (2006) argue is the tendency within political psychology giving special attention 

to Haste (2004). This warning is seen as being directed to the social sciences in general which have 

used the nation as a convenient container for the development of theory and its empirical testing.  
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Human perception is a saga 

of created reality. 

     Don Delillo, Point Omega. 

 

 

5 The ‗Turn to Language‘  

The idea of social constructionism (Burr, 2003; Gergen, 2009) has developed within many different 

disciplines and is the background to many different approaches (see Billig, 1991; Davies & Harré, 

1990; Heritage, 1984; Potter & Wetherell, 1987). Before moving on to the more specific 

manifestations of social constructionism, it will be worthy of our time to look at the growth of 

social constructionism in its historical location and how this has been incorporated into social 

psychological theorizing. Within this first section we will look at the many intellectual traditions that 

foreground its solidifying into a clear and distinct epistemology before then moving on to how an 

appreciation of social constructionism has lead to what has been called a new paradigm in social 

psychology (Korobov, 2010) incorporating such developments as discourse analysis (Potter & 

Wetherell, 1987; Wetherell & Potter, 1992) and the narrative approach (Bruner, 1987; 1991; 

Gergen, 2001).  

 

5.1 Current trends in social psychology 

Burr (2003, pp. 9-15) flags three intellectual areas from where social constructionism has developed, 

with these being, firstly, the move from modernism to postmodernism, especially in the theorizing 

associated with structuralism9 and post-structuralism within such disciplines as philosophy and 

literary criticism, secondly, sociological influences10, and finally, the ‗crisis‘ in social psychology. 

Though the first two have a great importance on the development of social constructionism, it is 

the third which has been the spark in its development within social psychology. 

Social psychology has closely emulated the natural sciences and that also of psychology. This close 

association between social psychology and psychology can be seen with the dominance of the 

experimental method within the discipline, with its positivistic leaning and orientation to social 

progress. While social psychology has mostly been seen as a sub-discipline of psychology, some 

others would see it as a sub-discipline of sociology, leading to the distinction between sociological 

                                                      
9 Structuralists attempted to find patterns and consistencies that linked human activity and practices, often proposing all-
embracing theoretical concepts that were see as underlying everything else (e.g. Marx, 1859; de Saussure, 1916; Chomsky, 
1965) 
10 Within this field of study Berger and Luckmann‘s (1966) book The Social Construction of Reality is pre-eminent. 
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social psychology and psychological social psychology (Farr, 1996). Either way, modern social 

psychology places a major emphasis on the search for patterns and regularities that were the 

concern of modernism.  

Kenneth Ring (1967) published a paper that admonished those working within social psychology 

for being more concerned with the intricacy of experimental manipulation, and the clever and 

subtle design there contained, than with the building of a sound body of knowledge. This paper was 

taken up by some, but it was not until Gergen‘s (1973) publication of the now classic Social 

Psychology as History that social psychology could be said to be in a ‗crisis‘. This crisis was firstly 

formed in relation to the assumption that social psychology could be seen as nothing more than the 

mouth-piece of the dominant groups within society and that through its practice it did nothing 

more than work as a tool of control. With this as an undercurrent that washed under social 

psychology, Gergen‘s criticism gained great importance. Gergen proposed that social psychology‘s 

concern with gaining knowledge was misplaced, as this knowledge which is gained can be nothing 

more than being historically and culturally bound. All knowledge production is tied to the time in 

which it is gathered and the specific location looked at. As such, social psychology could only be 

seen as a historical endeavor which was dominated by Western practices. 

Building on Gergen‘s criticisms, Burr (2003, p. 2) points to a number of issues which are the 

concern of the social constructionist, namely being, that the researcher must take a critical stance 

toward taken-for-granted knowledge, be aware of the historical and cultural specificity of this 

knowledge, and to note that this is sustained by social processes and that knowledge and social 

action go together. By taking all of the above into account it becomes apparent that if we reject that 

the world is not organized around specific structures or ‗truths‘ and that any form of knowledge is 

transient, built in between the social spaces of interaction, it is necessary to take language seriously 

in its own right and not as a window to some internal sphere of the mind. It is necessary to study 

how language constructs the world in which we live and to look at the implications of this for who 

we are and the limits and possibilities that it offers us. We need to take a critical stance towards 

traditional social psychological research and its emphasis on language as a gate-way to such 

constructs as attitudes, cognitions or schemata. Most importantly, we need to understand language 

as a tool that can be used rather than something which is unproblematic. This approach to language 

has been developing recently within social psychology, growing from a steady trickle to a more 

substantive flow and it is to this I now wish to turn11. 

 

 

 

                                                      
11 See Burr (2003) for a full account of social constructionism in social psychology. 
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5.2 The discursive spectrum  

The previous section gave a rationale for a renewed attention given to language which moves away 

from the traditional approach to social psychology (Gergen, 1997). Now that this background has 

been explained it is now necessary to move on to a more explicit and concrete account of how a 

focus on language has developed within social psychology. What will become apparent is that this 

focus on language has taken many different and diverse forms and as such it proves to be a difficult 

terrain to traverse. This diversity makes it impossible to see discourse theory or discourse analysis as 

a cohesive body of work, with some calling it a theoretical perspective and others a method 

(Nikander, 2008). What does become clear in relation to the previous discussion on social 

constructionism is that there are certain assumptions and themes that do link the different tropes of 

discourse analysis which hopefully will become clearer once we have looked at some of them. 

For the present purposes I will briefly show how others have sliced up the discursive pie. Wetherell, 

Taylor and Yates (2001) find it beneficial to see discourse theory within six discourse themes, 

namely being, conversation analysis, foucauldian research, critical discourse analysis and critical 

linguistics, discursive psychology, Bakhtinian research and interactional sociolinguistics and the 

ethnography of speaking, whereas Willig (2001) sees fit just to demonstrate discursive psychology 

and foucauldian research. Burr (2003) speaks of critical social psychology, discursive psychology, 

deconstructionism and Foucauldian discourse analysis and constructivisms, while the research 

manual of Seale, Silverman, Gubrium and Gobo (2004) has chapters on the Foucauldian 

framework, conversation analysis, discourse analytic practice and critical discourse analysis. Some 

others have attempted to depict discourse theory as a field along two axes, with the x-axis running 

from constructionist to critical discourse analysis (left to right) and the y-axis running from a focus 

on the micro-dynamics of discourse to a focus on the social and political context (bottom to top) 

(Nikander, 2008). This attempt in describing discourse theory as a field seems slightly mis-placed 

because it seems to ignore the overlaps in approaches while reifying some others as distinct. 

Though there is considerable overlap in the above, there is still some divergence. I think that any 

attempt to capture the full extent of discourse theory is doomed to fail and that some subjective 

‗eeny, meeny, miny, moe‘ is necessary. As such, I find it best to envision discourse theory as being 

interpretatively locating itself within a spectrum. This bears some similarity to the idea of discourse 

analysis as a field, but for the purpose of this paper the x-axis is dispensed with. The nebulous 

dichotomy between constructionist and critical discourse analysis is reinserted into the spectrum 

which runs from a concern with micro social constructionism and macro social constructionism 

(see Burr, 2003)12. For the present paper then, at the micro end of the scale is conversation analysis 

(Antaki & Widdicombe, 1998; Heritage, 2001) which leads onto discursive psychology (Edwards & 

                                                      
12 As Burr (2003) notes, Danzinger (1997) has made the distinction between ‗light‘ and ‗dark‘ social constructionism, 
implying a more active level of interaction with the former. 
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Potter, 1992; Potter & Edwards, 2001) continuing to the far end where Foucauldian discourse 

analysis (Hall, 2001) is located. The next three sections will mimic this spectrum. 

5.2.1 Conversation Analysis 

The background to conversation analysis can be seen in the work of Erving Goffman (1983) and 

Harold Garfinkel (1967), respectively being, the interaction order and ethnomethodology. Concerning the 

first, Goffman believed the prime site of study should not be the individual but the ‗syntactical 

relations among the acts of different persons mutually present to one another‘ (Goffman, 1967, p. 

48). This shows the micro orientation mentioned earlier which is further shown in the second 

influence on conversation analysis, ethnomethodology, which can be seen as a concern in the 

‗inferential procedures through which participants to interaction come up with joint understandings 

of their actions and its scene‘ (Peräkylä, 2004, p. 154). These ideas were taken and extended by 

Harvey Sacks (1992) who stated that our focus as researchers should be on how social organization 

is brought about through interaction, mostly through talk13. This brought new attention to language 

in everyday interaction, drawing attention to how linguistic phenomena (e.g. phrases, words, etc.) 

can be considered as objects that were: 

used to do things. The goal of the analysis, then, was to investigate the nature of these objects – 

how they were designed, where in interaction they occurred – and to describe the underlying 

organization of the way they were used: in short, to investigate how a speaker came to use these 

words, in this way and on this occasion. (Wooffitt, 2001, p. 52) 

From this we can extrapolate a number of key points that foreground conversation analysis. Firstly, 

language in its flux of hesitations, repairs, stutters and stumblings is not seen as being 

unresearchable, meaning that the surface structure of Chomsky (1965)14 is now seen as the battle 

ground where meaning is wrought. Secondly, organization is not at the level presiding over all, but 

is maintained and developed in the give-and-take of everyday interaction (Heritage, 2001). What 

this then leads onto is a number of assumptions that lie beneath conversation analysis and the 

understanding that if we focus on the organization at the level of language we need to acknowledge 

these assumptions, which are summarized by Peräkylä (2004) as; (1) talk is action, (2) action is 

structurally organized, and (3) talk creates and maintains intersubjective reality. Concerning the first, this is an 

awareness which is demonstrated in other philosophical and social science writings (Austin, 1962; 

Wittgenstein, 1953; see Potter, 2001) that language can be considered as a form of action (this will 

be developed in the next section). Whereas in the more philosophical writings where it is more in 

the abstract, conversation analysis looks at real situations where action occurs. The second 

assumption shows how this action is linked to rules and structures which allow them to be 

                                                      
13 Some conversation analysts are starting to incorporate paralinguistic phenomena (e.g. facial expressions) within their 
research (Peräkylä, 2008), though their gaze normally falls on naturally-occurring talk.           
14 See Kress 2001. 
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performed. The final point is that even with its minute emphasis on demonstrable language use, 

when looked at it shows how meaning and experience is displayed between interactants. 

5.2.2 Discursive Psychology  

There are many similarities between discursive psychology and conversation analysis, which will become 

more apparent as we discuss it, but equally there are many divergences which clearly divide the two 

in terms of topic and focus (see Wetherell et al, 2001). Each draws on similar intellectual heritages 

(e.g. Austin, 1962) and react against a common position on language (e.g. Chomsky, 1965), but in 

the interface between these each have developed into cohesive and entirely different enterprises. 

Discursive psychology draws most strongly from discourse analysis as it was developed within 

Potter and Wetherell‘s (1987) now classic book Discourse and Social Psychology and the implication of 

social constructionism that were beginning to emerge in the 1970s and 1980s (Gergen, 1985; 

Shotter, 1993). Discourse analysis (Potter & Wetherell, 1987) and rhetorical analysis (Billig, 1991) 

were becoming increasingly established as an alternative response to the dominant cognitive 

perspective that was the main tenet of traditional social psychology. In fact discursive psychology‘s 

focus is entirely formed by the critique of the cognitive domination of explanations when looking at 

trying to understand the social world, with discursive psychology being seen by Potter and Edwards 

(2001) as an approach to psychology: 

that takes the action-oriented and reality-constructing features of discourse as fundamental. 

Whereas the dominant social cognition paradigm gives a story of behavior produced on the basis of 

information processing done on the perceptual input (e.g., Fiske & Taylor, 1991), discursive social 

psychology‘s narrative revolves around activities done through discourse as part of situated 

practices. (p. 103) 

This quote captures the three main theoretical features of discourse; that it is situated, action-oriented, 

and constructed (Potter, Wetherell, Gill & Edwards, 1990). Wetherell (2007) says that the focus of 

study should be on ‗situated activity‘ and that it is ‗not helpful to study language outside of its 

contexts of use as an abstract system of rules‘ (p. 663). Equally discursive psychology is interested 

in how people use discursive resources to accomplish certain ends, with such issues as how people 

deal with stake and interest (Willig, 2001). Particular discursive strategies are highlighted to show 

how as participants in interaction we claim positions in trying to form identities. The constructed 

nature of discursive psychology‘s interest is captured by Billig‘s (1991) notion of rhetotics and how 

when we interact with someone we try to develop an account to our specific needs and in doing so 

try to persuade the other interactants to our side. This constructed nature is also captured in terms 

of discursive psychology‘s anti-essentialist position that, the inner-life that is built-up in cognitive 

accounts is nothing more than a construction, and that this construction extends to the outside 

world of institutions, social groups and local events (Edley, 2001). Discursive psychologists bring to 

bear these assumptions when looking at traditional psychological topics such as attitudes (Potter & 



Paul Cottier                                                                                                                  The ‗Turn to Language‘ 

 

30 
 

Wetherell, 1987), memory (Billig, 1992), categories (Billig, 1995; Potter & Wetherell, 1987) among 

many others.  

Much like conversation analysis, discursive psychology is a strongly empirical enterprise with any 

attempts at analysis and subsequent theorizing having to be fully grounded in the data (Hepburn & 

Potter, 2007). The extent of this restriction does not extend as far as conversation analysis, with the 

term naturally-occurring data being given a different status here than in conversation analysis, with 

interview data having central importance. But in line with conversation analysis, discursive 

psychology ‗brackets‘ anything which is unknowable and undemonstratable (Potter & Edwards, 

2003), while not denying their existence they state that as we cannot access them we must ignore 

them. 

5.2.3 Foucauldian Discourse Analysis 

As noted within section 5.1, post-structuralist ideas started to infiltrate social psychological theory, 

through such people as Jacque Derrida (1966), but most notably through the work of Michel 

Foucault (1972; 1979). His work was wide ranging with few areas of social life escaping his gaze, 

but for the purpose of this paper we are interested in his ideas concerning the relationship between 

knowledge and power. For Foucault, power is exercised through institutional apparatus and its 

technologies (Hall, 2001) which can take non-discursive or discursive forms. These discursive forms 

can be seen as ‗our ways of talking about and representing the world through written texts, pictures 

and images [which] all constitute the discourses through which we experience the world‘ (Burr, 

2003, p. 18). 

The important term here is ‗discourse‘, which is presented in the above quote in association with 

the claim that how we interpret the world is intimately linked to how we talk about it. In the 

process of social interaction, certain ways of constructing the world seem to ‗crystalise‘, or using a 

term more appropriate for Foucault (1979), ‗fossilize‘ into dormant and pervasive representations 

of the world. These representations of the world also carry with them ‗subject positions‘ which can 

be seen as the way ‗discourses construct subjects as well as objects and, as a result, make available 

positions within a network of meaning that speakers can take up (as well as place others within)‘ 

(Willig 2001, p. 110). As Althusser (1971) would say, we as individuals are ‗hailed‘ by certain subject 

positions, meaning that certain subject positions call to us to see ourselves in some particular way. 

Equally some dominant discourses become so entrenched within the everyday that they ultimately 

end up being seen as ‗common-sense‘ (see Billig, 1995; Fairclough, 2001; Moscovici, 1984 for 

discussions on common-sense). 

Subject positions and discourses as common-sense then can be seen as being linked to issues of power, 

especially if we consider the two as ways that the world can be seen, and as such can be considered 

as being closely linked to ideology (Eagleton, 1991). Marx and Engels(1845) saw ideology as a form 
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of ‗false-consciousness‘, meaning that people are blind-folded to their own position and as such 

hides the true nature of the power relations that pervade society. Unfortunately, the idea of false 

consciousness carries with it the intuitive assumption that if something is ‗false‘ then something 

must be ‗true‘. Of course, if we take a social constructionist position this clearly is untenable, and 

even though Marx‘s theory helps to draw attention to the inequalities that run through society it is 

necessary to take account of it from a more relativist position (see section 5.3.1 for a fuller 

discussion of this). 

This approach to language can be seen as being separate from conversation analysis and discursive 

psychology, as the necessity of the former two on the empirical grounding of analysis is not the 

same within Foucauldian discourse analysis (Wetherell, 2007). Whereas the focus is on language and 

language use, the specifics of the analysis is in terms of ephemeral entities which could be seen as 

having more to do with intuition and lay theories that we all carry with us through the day. In fact 

the discourses that we search for in the analysis can actually be seen as being similar to discourses 

we may hold ourselves. 

5.2.4 Summation. 

If discourse theory is understood in terms of the above analogy of a spectrum running from a 

concern with the micro-level to a concern with the macro-level, the three above perspectives would 

cover the whole span. Conversation analysis is concerned with the micro-organization of 

interaction, and has no interest in the wider social or cultural implications which are brought to the 

interaction. This same concern is carried through within discursive psychology though its focus is 

solely on the psychological constructs that dominate cognitive social psychology. Though it could 

be considered still at the micro-level of discourse theory, because of its interest in the broader 

constructs associated with psychology it can be considered further along. Foucauldian discourse 

analysis on the other hand is much more concerned with the social, historical and cultural 

implications of language use and as such can be seen as being more in tune with the wider 

ramifications associated with social constructionism. 

 

5.3 Issues concerning a focus on language 

One of the main tenets of social constructionism has been the need to understand knowledge 

production as being context-dependent and hugely influenced by issues of its historical 

development (Gergen, 1973). As such, the possibility of making ‗truth-claims‘ made it necessary for 

social constructionists to create new ways to look at this different approach to studying the social 

world (Burr, 2003). With the absence of certainty that came with a positivist perspective, there was 

also an appreciation that the ‗objective‘ study of the social world was only a frosted window that 

blurred the specific relationship between the researcher and those being studied (Potter, 1996). For 
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that reason, I would like to look at the broader issues first before looking at a number of relevant 

off-shoots. These broader issues are realism and relativism, agency and subjectivity and generalizability and 

validity, with the interesting issues following on being politically motivated research, reflexivity, ethics, craft-

skill and scholarship and applied discourse analysis. Seeing that each of these are a topic in their own right, 

while at the same time blurring into each other, I would like to use this section to bring these issues 

together and in discussing them in tandem attempt to show how each allows for certain possibilities 

while others place limits on the now understood conception of what discourse analysis is. 

5.3.1 Realism and relativism 

This can be seen as being at the heart of the debate between a social constructionist position and a 

more traditional social psychological perspective. At the basic level, there is naïve realism which is the 

belief that all that we perceive is based on the same tangible world (Burr, 2003). In this way, we 

unproblematically represent the world ‗as it is‘. This is an extreme position, which I doubt any 

would say they followed themselves. At the other end there is relativism which denies that ‗there is 

any single universal standard for judging the truth of different descriptions‘ (Wetherell & Still, 1998, 

p. 99, emphasis in original). This is important for social constructionists who either see the world as 

being made up of competing discourses or that the social world is developed within interaction and 

battling descriptions of the world. This debate has been captured in what is now considered a 

classic paper by Edwards, Ashmore & Potter (1995) Death and Furniture, which attempted to show 

that those who espouse a realist position and attempting to demonstrate it by making reference to 

the ‗solid‘ world by thumping a table were in fact in the process of constructing a version of the 

world, and as such relegating it to the realm of discourse. 

There are a number of positions which are placed between the two extremes15, but for the present 

purposes I will just mention the most often used16. This is critical realism, which can be considered as 

proposing that: 

events (observable or experienceable phenomena) are generated by underlying, relatively enduring 

(intransitive) structures. These can never be directly accessed; rather, they can be known through 

their effects. Deep (intransitive) structures and the generative mechanisms through which they 

operate possess tendencies or potentialities which may or may not be exercised. Furthermore, 

events are generally co-determined by multiple mechanisms. Thus, the objective of critical realist 

science is not to predict outcomes but to explain events and processes. (Willig, 1998, p. 101) 

What can be discerned from this is that the foot of the argument is taken from issues of truth and 

what can be known, to the social effects of certain constructions and how over time these 

construction become seen as ‗real‘ and as such the following consequences are equally seen as ‗real‘. 

As Burr (2003, p. 96) puts it, when talking about Wllig‘s (1998) assertion, that with ‗the existence of 

                                                      
15  See Burr (2003). 
16  For another useful distinction see Wetherell and Still‘s (1998) ‗New Realism‘. 



Paul Cottier                                                                                                                  The ‗Turn to Language‘ 

 

33 
 

these structures and the events that they produce means that some ways of making sense of them, 

some constructions, are more likely than others‘. The importance of such a position is in terms of 

the possibility for political involvement in bringing about change (see section 5.3.4). 

5.3.2 Agency and subjectivity 

Within traditional social psychology there is a strong humanist perspective, with the will and actions 

of individuals being firmly located within the individual. As Burr (1998, p. 20) says, when looking at 

agency it ‗involves locating the source of action within the individual, and often within the private 

cognitive processes, a view which locates the self-contained individual as prior to society‘. There are 

two points here worthy of our attention when we consider a social constructionist position. Firstly, 

attempts by a number of discourse analysts to move the interest of social psychology from within 

the individual to between individuals makes it difficult to accept a humanistic perspective, and 

secondly, social constructionism from a Foucauldian perspective postulates the power of discourses 

within society as constituting the individual. As such, what this position entails is a problem which 

sees the individual as nothing more than running through routines which are dictated to them from 

the higher echelons of society (Hall, 2001). The main criticisms of this position is that it does not 

allow for a sense of subjectivity beyond the actions of others and that the possibility to bring about 

meaningful change is negated as individual action is nothing more than the manifestation of wider 

society. This has led to some theorists saying that it has meant the ‗death of the subject‘ (Heartfield, 

2002). 

There are two positions I would like to mention in reference to the above criticisms. Firstly, is the 

position of Potter and Wetherell (1987) that we should not be concerned with the truth of reality, 

as the construction of the realism/relativism argument is a ‗literary construction‘ (Potter, 1998) and 

that the interest of the researcher should be on the constructions of realism and relativism in 

dialogue and the purposes to which they are put. The second position is that of Davies and Harré 

(1990), which bears a passing similarity to the first point, but states that the positions (see section 

5.2.3) made available are culturally linked, but that as agents within interaction we are capable of 

using such positions in a multitude of ways to perform certain actions in attempts to attain certain 

goals. 

5.3.3 Generalizability and validity 

Generalizability and validity are central criteria within traditional social psychology research (Pelham 

& Blanton, 2007), but where are we left when we take a social constructionist position? Concerning 

generalizability, this is the attempt of the researcher to make propositions from their research about 

the world and social life in general (Hulbert, 2004). This is based on two assumptions, namely being 

that we are able to gain a true reflection of the world and that in getting this we are able, through 

processes of sampling and statistical inferences, to make predictions about the world. Clearly, 
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concerning the first, a social constructionist would deny that we are able to access the ‗real‘ state as 

all knowledge is linked to cultural and historical contexts (Gergen, 1973) and in relation to the 

second, methods of data-collection and data-analysis in social constructionist research would not 

allow for the large amount of data needed for statistical veracity (Wetherell, 2001b). Validity is the 

conformation that we are studying what we believe we are studying. The problem here for social 

constructionists is that all meaning is transitory, with the knowledge that what we perceive someone 

as understanding a given concept is the same as another is impossible (Chalmers, 1999). Social 

constructionists talk of the plurality of meaning, and offer the opportunity to embrace this plurality 

rather than see it as something which needs to be captured and contained (McClaren, 2009). One 

attempt to deal with this in discourse analysis is in the power to show that interpretations are 

grounded in data (Hepburn & Potter, 2007). This is where transcriptions become essential, because 

not only do they make the research process easier, they also allow the ‗outsider‘ to gain an 

understanding of how the analysis has proceeded (Potter & Wetherell, 1995). Some would call for 

the entire transcript for which the data presented has been selected from to be made available, but 

this is rarely done due to issues of privacy and the ethical treatment of participants within the 

research.  

5.3.4 Other important points. 

I will now briefly turn to a number of issues that arise because of, and in response to, the above. 

The first is that of politically motivated research which is the belief that as researchers we should not 

deny the political background to the research site itself and also our own political positions in 

relation to the research. In the past the political implications of the research had been masked 

within terms that were used to confirm the neutral aspect of social psychological research (e.g. 

objectivity, reality, validity etc.). But what became increasingly apparent was the fact that research 

was connected to the political domain through such processes as funding and social position of the 

researcher (Farr, 1996), and rather than deny the political position of the research and researcher it 

would be best to acknowledge this in some form of reflexivity (Burr, 2003). This though can also be 

seen as problematic in terms of the above discussion on the ‗death of the subject‘ as the chances of 

agency are robustly linked to the dominant discourses of a given society (Hall, 2001).   

What this led to was an appreciation of power within society and how, especially, social psychology 

could be considered one of the main guardians of dominant positions (Farr, 1996). Power was 

equally important in the relationship between the researcher and the participant (previously 

‗subject‘) and it became increasingly important in social psychology to acknowledge the need to 

consider ethics when conducting research (Ryen, 2004). Though this has become an important topic 

in social psychology in general, within discourse analysis and social constructionism there has been 

an appeal to the collaborative nature of social scientific findings (Talmy, 2010). Rather than seeing 

people as repositories of knowledge, some would argue that it is best to conceive of research as a 



Paul Cottier                                                                                                                  The ‗Turn to Language‘ 

 

35 
 

relationship between researchers and researched where both sides search and explore together. This 

is especially strong in terms of the research practice of action research (Uzzell & Barnett, 2006). 

Concerning generalizability and validity one approach to its resolution is the idea of social scientific 

research as a craft-skill and scholarship (Billig, 1997a; Potter & Wetherell, 1987). This draws attention 

to the strongly interpretative nature of most of discourse analytic research with a large number of 

researchers laying emphasis on a research intuition which is developed in relation to an 

‗apprenticeship‘ (Wetherell, 2001b). This has a number of problems though, such as the 

presentation of nothing more than a multiplicity of views without cohesion, with some researcher 

stating that we end up with nothing more than a situation where ‗anything goes‘ and it leaves very 

little space for the novice researcher to gain concrete examples of how to proceed17. 

The final point I wish to mention here is connected to all of the above and is associated with the 

traditional view of social psychology as a practice to bring about social change. If we take the 

extreme position attached to social constructionism we are left in a political vacuum where 

everything is possible and everything is good (Burr, 2003). As we saw earlier, if we take up a critical 

realist position (Willig, 1998) this allows for the researcher to engage with a ‗tangible‘ world and 

bring about change. This position is closely associated with the practice of applied discourse analysis 

where the traditional view of social psychology is tempered by a social constructionist position 

(Willig, 1999). Here the researcher attempts to show how language issues have significant and 

lasting effects and that as researchers we should attempt to bring about positive change. 

 

5.4 Critical Discursive Psychology 

Before moving onto a full account of what critical discursive psychology is, a brief reminder of the 

main postulates of the previous approaches bears mentioning. Firstly, conversation analysis and 

discursive psychology both draw attention to the constructive nature of human interaction, 

especially at the level of conversation. For researchers within this field the praxis of talk is the site 

where language is not seen as mirroring some internal domain, but is a topic of interest in itself. 

This focus on the level of interaction is taken very seriously by researchers, with them stating that 

all analysis must be demonstratable within the data. This is in contrast to Foucauldian discourse 

analysis which looks at the historical and cultural significance within an interaction, bringing to bear 

broader theoretical concepts that are needed in such theorizing. As such, for most researchers the 

two types of research are seen as being at the opposite end of a spectrum (see section 5.2), meaning 

that to focus on one implies the necessity to neglect the other. But there is a critical awareness 

developing in certain areas which are attempting a form of synthesis between the two, and it is this 

                                                      
17 The reader is directed to Billig (1997a) and Willig (2001) for an example of a ‗how-to-do‘ guide for analysis. 
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which is called critical discursive psychology18 (Billig et al, 1988; Edley & Wetherell, 1997; Edley, 2001; 

Wetherell, 1998).  

Critical discursive psychology then can be seen as trying to ‗capture the paradoxical relationship 

that exists between discourse and the speaking subject‘ (Edley, 2001, p. 190). In this way, they are 

interested in both of the concerns of discursive psychology and Foucauldian discourse analysis, 

namely being, the constructive nature of human dialogue and the pervasiveness of discourses that 

come to delimit our lives. In looking at the action orientation of interaction while being aware of 

the cultural and historical specificity which surrounds the interaction, it is necessary to have analytic 

concepts which are sensitive to the nuanced nature of linguistic interaction and capable of 

acknowledging the wider cultural references. These concepts that they bring to bear on the issue are 

interpretative repertoires, ideological dilemmas and subject positions.  

Interpretative repertoires: Within academic writing interpretative repertoires first appeared in the work of 

Gilbert and Mulkay (1984) who were interested in people‘s everyday understandings of what 

science was. This term was later imported into social psychology via Wetherell and Potter‘s (1987) 

book Discourse and Social Psychology. As the term can be can nebulous and blurring into other similar 

concepts, it bears giving a full account from the original book: 

The interpretative repertoire is basically a lexicon or register of terms and metaphors drawn upon to 

characterize and evaluate actions and events. For example, the categorization ‗community‘ […] is 

achieved by using a cluster of terms and metaphors which are selectively put forward to provide 

evaluative versions of the event taking place in a ‗riot‘. In this sense, we can identify a small-scale 

interpretative repertoire: the community repertoire (Potter and Reicher, 1987). (Ibid., p. 138) 

Understood in this way, interpretative repertoires can be seen as linguistically located devices which 

are used in everyday instances for understanding the social world. Or as Edley (2001) states, 

interpretative repertoires are ‗linguistic resources that can be drawn upon and utilized in everyday 

social interaction‘ which are ‗part and parcel of any community‘s common sense, providing a basis 

for shared social understanding‘ (p. 198). In this we can see the dual concern of critical discursive 

psychology in that interpretative repertoires are used in social interaction, with the analogy of 

                                                      
18 With the proliferation of acronyms in the social sciences it sometimes leads to the possible conflation between terms 
and approaches. As such, attention is drawn between critical discursive psychology and critical discourse analysis (CDA) where, 
because of the close similarity in name, subject, focus and method may lead to an assumption that there are simple 
gradations of difference between the two. Critical discourse analysis has a similar interest in the construction of the self in 
relation to the language structures that pervade society (van Dijk, 1997), but the basis of its practice stems from an 
approach to language called critical language study which has at its heart earlier and contemporary studies from linguistics, 
sociolinguistics, pragmatics, cognitive psychology, conversation analysis and discourse analysis (Fairclough, 2001). Though 
the two approaches appear substantially the same, one way the two can be distinguished is in the use of the word critical. 
At the heart of critical discourse analysis is a concern with power, especially with a strong focus on giving a voice to the 
voiceless (ibid., 2001, pp. 26-30). Though power is an interest in critical discursive psychology, the use of the term critical 
seems mostly directed at what appears to be an unhelpful divide between individual practices and cultural contexts. One 
final, and distinctive difference between the two, is in the status of mental structures, with critical discursive psychology 
‗bracketing‘ (Potter & Wetherell, 1987) cognitive structures as unknowable, and as such, unresearchable and critical 
discourse analysis acknowledging their presence, especially in such approaches as the socio-cognitive approach (van Dijk, 1998; 
Wodak, 2004). 
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‗building-blocks‘ often being used, to bring about social actions, and that they are equally 

repositories of meaning from which people draw from. 

Ideological dilemmas: Billig et al (1988) published a book which attempted to demonstrate how the 

typical Marxist notion of ideology as bearing down on us from above from dominant groups was 

not the only way that ideology could be conceived. In formulating ideological dilemmas they drew a 

distinction between ‗intellectual‘ ideologies and ‗lived‘ ideologies, with the former equating to the 

Marxist sense of ideology and the latter to common-sense understandings of beliefs and practices 

within a given culture19. A consequence of this is that these ‗lived‘ ideologies have not attained the 

solidified or ‗reified‘ form that the ‗intellectual‘ ideologies had and were characterized by conflict, 

uncertainty and contradiction. For Billig et al (1988) this meant that they were a rich vein of ‗the 

condensed wisdom of a given culture or society‘ (Edley, 2001, p. 203). Also, due to their 

‗dilemmatic‘ nature, by looking at the way that people approach these inconsistencies and 

contradictions we are able to view how they are developed rhetorically to persuade others. Once 

again, we are able to see how this concept straddles the concern for social interaction and the 

cultural clothe that lays over it, with opportunities to look at the rhetorical use of language at the 

level of interaction while being aware of the cultural development of the ‗lived‘ ideologies.    

Subject positions: This is a term we have come across earlier in the discussion on Foucauldian 

discourse analysis. In this sense subject positions are linked to discourse as these discourses carry with 

them certain ways of seeing the self within interaction. If we remember, Althusser (1971) would say 

that certain subject positions would ‗hail‘ us as individuals, calling for us to see ourselves in a 

particular way. Once called and recognizing ourselves within these positions we then take onboard 

the associated ramifications, such as right, duties, obligations, limitations and speaking rights. 

Davies and Harré (1990) propose that: 

a subject position incorporates both a conceptual repertoire and a location for persons within the 

structure of rights for those that use the repertoire. Once having taken up a particular position as 

one‘s own, a person inevitably sees the world from the vantage point of that position and in terms 

of the particular images, metaphors, story lines and concepts which are made relevant within the 

particular discursive practice in which they are positioned. (p. 262)  

This reiterates the importance of discourses and the subject positions in terms of how once we 

occupy a position we then take on everything connected to this position. But Davies and Harré 

(1990), do not see this as a uni-directional and passive process, as they also make relevant the active 

role of the individual when it comes to positioning, by saying ‗an individual emerges through the 

processes of social interaction, not as a relatively fixed end product but as one who is constituted 

and reconstituted through the various discursive practices in which they participate‘ (p. 262). They 

                                                      
19 This is very similar to Moscovici‘s terms reified universe and consensual universe in social representation theory, with 
the former appearing similar to ‗intellectual‘ ideologies and the latter to ‗lived‘ ideologies (Moscovici 1988). 
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draw attention to the fact that positions are made available through the culturally significant 

resources, but that we are not only subjected to these positions in an aggressive imperialistic 

manner, but that we are able to fend of undesirable positions or to use positions as resources within 

interaction.  

It is important to note that, though they highlight the active role of individuals, they are also quick 

to see the importance of subject positions in the processes of power and subjectivity, which is 

demonstrated by Burr (2003) who says that: 

this concern with the details of positioning in the interpersonal context is about how positions 

offered, accepted or resisted in everyday talk are the discursive practices by which discourses and 

their associated power implications are brought to life. (p. 115) 

So in the everyday interactional conditions, power is not only within the dominant discourses that 

pervade society, but that the consequences of the attached power are played out in the mundane 

action of social interaction.  

 



 

39 

It made her unhappy, and down the streets she 

asked herself why she bothered to maintain 

contact with the Czechs. What bound her to them? 

The landscape? If each of them were asked to say 

what the name of his native country evoked in 

him, the images that came to mind would be so 

different as to rule out all possibility of unity.  

                    Milan Kundera,               

                        The Unbearable Lightness of Being. 

 

6 Place  

Dixon (2001, p. 602) states that ‗we need to become literate in the histories and ideologies of the 

divided spaces in which the relations we study are embedded‘. This is a call for a greater sensitivity 

towards the textured, contextual nature of human interaction and an explicit criticism against the 

perennial lacuna, or perceptual stomata, of social psychological research which continues to neglect, 

and perhaps negate, the importance of the tangible world of the individual. To become ‗literate‘ it is 

necessary as a researcher, and as a research discipline, to address this void by looking into cousin 

disciplines, such as environmental psychology and political psychology, and to step over disciplinary 

boundaries and to take into account such theoretically related perspectives as human and cultural 

geography. In this way place becomes something more than ‗background noise‘, but gains 

theoretical significance itself by encouraging the researcher to ‗appreciate the political significance 

of people‘s psychological representations of space‘ (Hopkins & Dixon, 2006, p. 174). 

To explore this idea of place20 and the connection to the self, I will develop on the two 

aforementioned comments, firstly being the study of place in other disciplines and, secondly, how 

                                                      
20 It is worth noting the relationship between place and globalisation, which Giddens (1990, p. 64) states about the latter 

as being the ‗intensification of worldwide social relations which link distant localities in such a way that local happenings 

are shaped by events occurring miles away and vice versa‘. In this way the importance of the local situations we find 

ourselves in are continuously threaded with the wider consequences of the global entity. One of the consequences of such 

a configuration is, as Giddens (1990, p. 65) says, that the ‗development of globalised social relations probably serve to 

diminish some aspects of nationalist feeling linked to nation-states (or some states) but may be causally involved with the 

intensifying of more localised nationalist sentiment‘. But at the same time, there are claims that in the diminishing space 

and blurring of localities comes a situation of ‗deterritorialization‘ where ‗[w]e may live in places that retain a high degree 

of distinctiveness, but the particularity is no longer – as it may have been in the past – the most important determinant of 

our cultural experience‘ (Tomlinson, 2003, p. 273). Place, in a global sense, in the two above accounts can be seen to 

intensify national bonds while diminishing local importance.  
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place has been conceptualized within a discursive framework. In doing this I will endeavor to show 

how an appreciation of the two and an attempt to bring them together can lead to a new 

understanding of place, especially in terms of the two main theoretical concerns of this paper, 

identity and nationalism. 

 

6.1 A Multi-disciplinary Approach 

The absence of place has been circumspect in social psychology when looking at identity, but this is 

not the case in other disciplines. To some, this absence seems to be more than an over-sight and 

more of a deliberate exclusion due to the implicit prominence of place in social psychological 

concepts, such as ‗community‘, ‗ethnicity‘ and ‗nation‘ (Dixon & Durrheim, 2000). This 

placelessness can be further seen as the routine de-contextualization of social psychological 

research which on many occasions sees the background as white noise, a nuisance and distraction 

which needs to be ‗controlled‘ to see clearer to the hub of what is the individual. Though there have 

been attempts to situate the individual within their locale within social psychology for the present 

purpose it makes sense to look at other disciplines where place is of central importance. 

Environmental psychology as a discipline can be seen to captures underneath it many approaches and 

concerns, though with the overarching realization of the embedded nature of human existence. 

Within this dynamic point of contact between the individual and their environment a number of 

wide and varied concepts have been developed in attempts to understand the importance of 

people‘s surroundings and the connection to identity. These concepts have been developed not 

only in environmental psychology but also human geography, and include place identity (Proshansky, 

Fabian & Kaminoff, 1983), place attachment (Altman & Low, 1992), place dependence (Stokols & 

Schumaker, 1981), topophilia (Tuan, 1974) and existential insiderness (Relph, 1976). Following on from 

Lalli (1992) who speaks of four theoretical traditional that foregrounds the study of place in 

psychology (the cognitive perspective, the phenomenological perspective, the self and self-concept 

theories and sociological influences) I will try to expand on the above concepts while trying to 

subsume them within two broad perspectives. These perspectives should be seen as rough brush-

strokes whose main purpose is to help highlight similarities and differences within a field which is 

known to be wide ranging and lacking a cohesive approach (Bonnes & Secchiaroli, 1995). These 

two perspectives are the cognitive approach and the phenomenological approach.  

6.1.1 Cognitive approach  

Though Fried (1963) is considered as the main developer of the earlier approaches directed at place 

and identity, the first working of major importance is that of Proshansky et al (1983). Starting from 

a similar position as self-concept theorists (Tajfel, 1982) and then extending this through a Meadian 
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(Mead, 1934) perspective they propose that when looking at ‗personal identity‘ there has been an 

over-estimation of the link between the individual and the group. To explain, according to Mead 

(1934), the individual first positions himself as an object to himself and then extends his perception 

of his ‗self‘ in relation to this objectification by others. This ‗looking-glass self‘ (Cooley, 1902) is 

what Proshanksy et al (1983) say is the process by which ‗the individual learns to judge himself in 

much the same way that others judge him‘ (ibid., p. 58). In this sense ‗personal identity‘ is 

determined by the monitoring and regulation of the self in reference to other individuals or groups, 

but this is one of the main criticism leveled by Proshansky et al (1983), who state there ‗has been an 

almost exclusive emphasis on the individual, interpersonal and social group processes as the basis 

for the development of self-identity‘ (ibid., p. 57). Following on from this criticism they propose 

that this emphasis can be extended to ‗objects and things, and the very spaces and places in which 

they are found‘ (ibid., p. 57).  

So how does this work? Firstly it is important to note that Proshansky et al (1983) see ‗place 

identity‘ as a sub-structure of self-identity and that it consists of ‗broadly conceived, cognitions 

about the physical world in which the individual lives‘ (p. 59), which they go on to state that:  

[t]hese cognitions represent memories, ideas, feelings, attitudes, values, preferences, meanings and 

conceptions of behavior and experience which relate to the variety and complexity of physical 

settings that define the day-to-day existence of every human being. (Ibid., p. 59) 

As definitions go it is very broad and demonstrates why a number of theorists criticize it for being 

vague and imprecise (Dixon & Durrheim, 2000), though what is clear is the assumed mentalistic 

and individualistic quality of place identity. It is something that resides within the individual in 

response to the environment that they are a part of. These ‗environment-related cognitions‘ form 

the ‗environmental past‘ of the individual, a ‗past consisting of places, spaces and their properties 

which have served instrumentally in the satisfaction of the person‘s biological, psychological, social 

and cultural needs‘ (Proshanksy et al, 1983, p. 59).  

In this way it leads to the second point, which is that place identifications are important because 

they form a ‗function of meaningful reference points in the processes of identity definition‘ 

(Bonnes & Secchiaroli, 1995, p. 186). Individuals‘ interaction with their environment are framed by 

the surrounding‘s capacity to fulfill those desires, and it is this functional, adaptive and experiential 

attributes of the environment which leads to an evaluative position in connection to the 

environment. Proshansky et al (1983) propose that this evaluation of experience with the tangible 

world has a valence: 

[f]rom which emerge particular values, attitudes, feelings and beliefs about the physical world – 

about what is good, acceptable, and not so good – that serve to define and integrate the place 

identity of the individual. (p. 60) 
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These evaluations are not attached indiscriminately to the physical setting, but are associated with 

people who are a function of the environment in terms of what people say about it, how the behave 

in it and how they evaluate it themselves.  

This leads on to the final point that Proshansky et al (1983) make, which is that we should not 

consider that ‗place identity represents a coherent and integrated cognitive sub-structure of the self-

identity of the person‘ (p. 60), but that it is best thought of as a ‗potpourri of memories, 

conceptions, interpretations, ideas and related feelings about specific physical settings as well as 

types of settings‘ (p. 60). This potpourri is forever changing and it contingent upon such variables 

as sex, age and social class. 

I will now briefly consider two closely related terms, that of place attachment (Altman & Low, 1992) 

and place dependence (Stokols & Schumaker, 1981). Concerning the former, what is of interest is the 

affective bonds that people have with specific environs. To be more detailed, it incorporates 

‗aspects of people-place bonding, including behavior, affect and cognition‘ (Chow & Healey, 2008). 

Altman & Low (1992) go on to say that:  

[a]ttachments may not only be to the landscapes solely as physical entities, but may be primarily 

associated with the meanings of experiences in place – which often involve relationships with other 

people. (p. 7) 

This definition closely resembles that earlier concerning place identity, with both laying emphasis 

on the meaning attached to place not only by the individual perceiving the place, but also that 

attached to place in the process of our everyday interactions. The main difference between the two 

here is the emphasis on the affective ‗attachment bond‘. As for the latter, it is has a limited presence 

in the literature of environmental psychology but it does bear mentioning for two reasons. The first 

is that it ‗emphasizes the ‗shared‘ components of the bond between people and places and the 

‗shared‘ origin of that bond‘ (Bonnes & Secchiaroli, 1995, p. 178), demonstrating that places are 

‗socio-culturally significant objects‘ (p. 178) and, secondly, because it shows what Lynch (1960) 

termed ‗social imageability‘ which can be seen as the ‗capacity to evoke vivid and collectively held 

social meanings among the occupants and users of a place‘ (p. 446). 

6.1.2 Phenomenological approach  

Place identity has been conceptualized in other fields with the most relevant here being human 

geography, in particular in the work of Tuan (1980) and Relph (1976). Tuan (1980) speaks of 

‗rootedness‘ which he considers as the ‗unreflective state of being in which the human personality 

merges with its milieu‘ (p. 6). People are tied or rooted to the environment through an unthinking 

manner, and though this unthinking manner insinuates that this attachment is similar in form to the 

earlier discussion on cognitive approaches to place identity, where it does differ is in the emphasis 

on the subjective reaction to place where ‗individuals are not confronted with a reality ‗out-there‘, 
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rather reality becomes part of their experience‘ (Lalli, 1992, p. 287). This idea of intentionality is, 

firstly, mirrored by Relph (1976) who speaks of existential insiderness which is understood as when ‗to 

be inside a place is to belong to it and to identify with it‘ where the depth of being inside correlates 

with the sense of belonging. This is opposed to existential outsiderness which is felt as a sense of 

strangeness and alienation (Seamon & Sowers, 2008). But he also says that: 

[h]uman intention should not be understood simply in terms of deliberately chosen direction or 

purpose, but as a relationship of being between man [sic] and the world that gives meaning. (Relph, 

1976, p. 42)   

Intentionality in this sense is not a matter of motivation but a factor of interpretation. Objects, 

whether they are static or social, are experienced through the meaning which is linked to them. 

These meanings lead to associations which ‗constitute a vital source of both individual and cultural 

identity and security, a point of departure from which we orient ourselves in the world‘ (Relph, 

1976, p. 43). This idea carries forward the former ethological metaphor of attachment, where 

attachment to place allows for the ‗security‘ to venture further forward and experience beyond what 

we know. 

Dixon and Durrheim (2004) are quick to notice that when attaching meaning it implies that it is 

undertaken within some form of interaction, which is given further credence by Sarbin (1983) who 

speaks of ‗emplotment‘ where the ‗doings of persons and the happenings of nature are rendered to 

form a comprehensible self-narrative‘ (p. 340, my emphasis). This rendering endows places with 

meaning associated with the self, meaning which in its moral implication links the self to the 

exterior.   

So far when looking at place identity it seems to indicate a journey from within to without, a 

passage from the individual to the collective which highlights how the self constructs place. What is 

now needed is to develop an idea of how place constructs the self. 

 

6.2 Discursive Approach    

The above discussion hopefully highlights the need to step aside from the notion of place and 

space as containers of the social and to take note of the significance of place in conjunction with 

the relations we develop and the identities we hold. Though the above has addressed the 

importance of place in the creation of the self, it has done so in an overly cognitive and individualist 

manner. In this way, place-identity is an individual characteristic which varies between collectives 

and individuals within collectives. Even so, there is much to encourage a growth into a more in-

depth understanding of place-identity in social terms leading to the chance to ‗nurture the kind of 

geographic imagination that now characterizes social theory in fields such as cultural studies, 
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anthropology, environmental psychology, feminism and sociology‘ (Dixon, 2001, p. 589). This 

‗geographic imagination‘ was flexed to a certain extent in the work expanded on in the above 

discussion, but its most progressive, and prescient, manifestation is in the criticism against 

Proshansky et al (1983) by Sarbin (1983). Here, as mentioned above, he argues from a narrative 

approach that people locate themselves within places while locating themselves within narratives. 

This discursive work by individuals mirrors certain theoretical assumptions in the rapidly 

developing field of discursive psychology and rhetorical analysis (see chapter 5). One point which is 

developed by Dixon and Durrheim (2000) is that this conception of language use in the 

construction of self and social reality in this sense is that it lays too significant a focus on the 

individual in the voluntary creation of the self. Although I believe they do not discount the 

purposeful rhetorical use of place, what they wish to draw attention to is the ‗political and 

collectively determined dimensions‘ (ibid., p. 32). The political dimension is seen as important as:  

[p]lace and space play a central part in the ways that large-scale and abstract social categories such as 

―nation‖, ―class‖, and ―race‖ impact on the lived experience and are reproduced through it. 

(Hopkins & Dixon, 2006, p. 174) 

What this ultimately leads to is that for them one of the most important charges of political 

psychology is to ‗recover the micro-politics of people‘s everyday construction of place and space‘ 

(ibid., p. 174). These ‗micro-politics‘ can be perceived as being attached to their second point of 

attention, namely the collectively determined dimension, which can be seen as the ‗role of language 

in constituting social reality and subjectivity‘ (Dixon & Durrheim, 2000, p. 31). As mentioned above 

they are critical of the overly humanistic orientation of Sarbin (1983) who sees individuals as 

steadfast creators of their own selves, though it is also important to understand how these creations 

are not only constituted through language, but to be aware how ‗discourse of place frequently 

informs individuals‘ rhetorical construction of their own and others‘ identities‘ (Wallwork & Dixon, 

2004, p. 26). In this way identities are not creations worked at by the self in a vacuum, but that they 

come about through a situated and located position within an environment and that identities are 

also created for us and not just by us. This draws attention to the need to pay attention to the 

‗wider discursive and political practices of representation‘ (Hopkins & Dixon, 2006, p. 175) and 

how ‗our social identities constitute the interpretive framework through which space is transformed 

into meaningful places‘ (p. 176). 

This is exactly what Dixon and Durrheim (2000) try to develop in an attempt to move place identity 

from within the individual into the mix of human interaction, namely interaction through dialogue. 

Taking as their starting point developments within social psychology which are concerned with the 

discursive domain of social life (Billig, 1987, 1991, 1995; Edwards & Potter, 1992; Edwards et al, 

1995; Potter & Wetherell, 1987) they draw attention to three limitations of existing work on place 

identity and then attempt to show how an appreciation of these limitations lead to an opportunity 
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in understanding the importance of place when looking at the production of the self. These three 

limitations are: 

(1) it has largely ignored the rhetorical traditions through which places, and the identities they 

embody and circumscribe, are imbued with meaning, (2) it has disregarded how place-identity 

constructions, as deployed within everyday discourse, are used to accomplish discursive actions, 

including the justification of certain kinds of person-in-place relations; and (3) most importantly, it 

has marginalized the political dimension of one‘s representations of place and of how one locates 

oneself and others. (Dixon & Durrheim, 2000, p. 28) 

As these ‗displacements‘ of the place-identity concepts are so central to the development, and 

understanding, of this thesis I will take some time to expand on each in turn in an attempt to show 

the focus of this study. 

(1) Rhetorical traditions and meaning: Dixon and Durrheim (2000) call for place-identity to be taken 

from the ‗vault of the mind‘ and to be returned to the ‗flux of human dialogue‘ (p. 32). This plea is 

made in recognition of how an overly cognitive view of place has dominated the social sciences, 

even with the current reworking of the concept. They draw attention to the fact that place has no 

meaning outside of the social practices of those who perceive place and see themselves as being 

connected to it. As they put it, place-identity is a ‗social construction that allows them [people] to 

make sense of their connectivity to place and to guide their actions and projects accordingly‘ (ibid., 

p. 32). This emphasises the importance of place in, firstly, how we see ourselves, and secondly, how 

it delimits and offers opportunities in the actions we can take. This is shown when they say that ‗it 

is through language that places themselves are imaginatively constituted in ways that carry 

implications for ‗who we are‘ (or ‗who we can claim to be‘) (ibid., p. 32). 

(2) Discursive actions: The theorising here mirrors that earlier mentioned when looking at discursive 

psychology, namely being, that language needs to be considered as more than a medium through 

which we can unproblematically access deeper entities. When looking at place it is necessary to be 

aware that ‗constructions of place are oriented to the performance of a range of social actions – 

blaming, justifying, derogating, excusing, excluding and all the other things people do with words 

(ibid., p. 32, emphasis in original). When we place ourselves, we are doing more than saying 

something about this place, we are saying something about ourselves, and this can be seen as being 

brought about through the process of rhetorical and social functions. 

(3) Ideology and power: They go on to state that ‗rhetorical traditions through which people locate their 

selves and others are also ideological traditions that sustain relations of domination‘ (ibid., p. 33, 

emphasis in original). This shows the importance of attempting to understand the power 

implications that come about through spatial positioning ourselves and others. They go on to draw 

attention to Billig‘s (1995) idea of ‗banal nationalism‘ and how it is in the mundane and trivial 
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aspects of life that the ideology of nationalism is found, and not the ferocious and passionate 

manifestations that it is normally associated with. It is precisely because of its understated quality, 

and the associated issues of power and domination, that Dixon and Durrheim (2000) call for a 

critical awareness of place in relation to self.    

 

6.3 Narrative approach 

Though the crux of the analytic focus will follow on from the previous section, it would still be 

worth our time to briefly look at the work of Taylor (2010) especially as there is a strong cross-over 

between her work and the one presented here. Much as I state within this paper, Taylor says that 

her main methodological argument is based on discourse analysis and critical discursive psychology 

(Edley 2001; Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Wetherell, 1998), though she puts her main focus on the 

narrative approach when looking at people‘s relationship to place, especially in relation to women. 

As Taylor (2010) proposes, her main focus is: 

how women take up the established ideas available in their cultural environment in order to make 

sense of themselves and their lives in the new circumstances of late modern society, and in 

particular to make sense of their relation to place. (p. 27) 

As can be seen in this statement there are strong similarities in focus between the two works, with 

an emphasis on how people make sense of their lives in response to cultural artifacts, knowledge or 

ideologies in the case of this paper, and how these are used in the production and creation of identity. 

The main difference between the two can be seen in Taylor‘s emphasis on the concept narrative, 

especially as she sees it as a resource and a construction. What she means by this is that narratives can 

be seen as structures that exist independent of society, residing in the realm of social interaction 

and firstly have the power to impose on individuals a normative perspective or can be seen as tools 

for the individual to use, and secondly a narrative is built up through and within interaction21. As an 

example, one of the resources that she proposes is the ‗born and bred‘ narrative which is the idea 

that people‘s conception of place is closely linked to how they perceive themselves, drawing of such 

ideas as common origin and family.  
                                                      
21 It should be apparent to the reader that there are strong theoretical and methodological similarities between narratives 

(Taylor, 2010), discourses (Foucault, 1979), interpretative repertoires (Potter & Wetherell, 1987), social representations 

(Moscovici, 1984) and ideological dilemmas (Billig et al, 1988). Each, in their own theorisation, can be seen as being 

separate from the individual, residing in the social domain. What does seem to differentiate them is the level of active use 

the individual is given in relation to each. Narratives can be as a resource or constraint depending on the given situation. 

Discourses are more pervasive and are seen to precede the individual. Interpretative repertoires are the most usable of all, 

though the similarity between these and narratives is very close. Mostly, social representations are seen as outside the active 

and conscionable use of the individual. Ideological dilemmas can be seen as the ‗softer‘ version of discourses, as ideology 

does not bear down on people but is a focus of deliberation and contestation. For some useful accounts on this issue the 

reader is directed to Edley (2001), Litton and Potter (1985), Billig (1991) and Potter and Wetherell (1987).   
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One further point that Taylor raises, as does Wetherell (1998), is the idea of ‗troubled identities‘ and 

‗trouble talk‘. This is the realization that not all identities are desired, congruous or attainable. There 

will be conflict between those that we wish and those which are attached, not to mention that some 

identities just do not present themselves as an option. This leads to conflict and argumentation 

within discourse and it is to this that the analyst should be looking for. 

Due to its strong similarity with the theoretical interests of this paper, and because the analysis that 

Taylor does provides interesting comparisons with this work, when it comes to the analysis of place 

I undertake I will be aware of her work, though not directed by it as clearly as that of Dixon and 

Durrheim‘s (2000) propositions concerning place. 
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7 Research Orientation and Questions 

 

The previous exploration of nation has hopefully shown how existing accounts, though holding 

some promise, can still be seen as being what Edensor (2002) calls ‗reductive cultural perspectives‘, 

meaning that they carry the ‗illusion that the nation is somehow a natural entity, rather than a social 

and cultural construct‘ (p. 1). Even though this cultural reductionism pervades the earlier significant 

work, he does mention that certain ideas are of worth, such as Anderson‘s (1983) ‗imagined 

communities‘, but he goes on to propose that it is still necessary to look not only at the ‗high 

cultures‘ but to allow our gaze to fall on the ‗popular and vernacular cultural forms and practices‘ 

(p. 11). This suggestion can be seen as similar to Billig‘s (1995) ‗banal nationalism‘ and its associated 

focus on how we should look beyond those moments when national identity is enflamed to those 

quieter moments, as when he says that:  

[i]n so many little ways, the citizenry are daily reminded of their national place in a world of nations. 

However this reminding is so familiar, so continual, that it is not consciously registered as 

reminding. The metonymic image of banal nationalism is not a flag which is being consciously 

waved with fervent passion; it is the flag hanging unnoticed on the public building. (Ibid., p. 8) 

The importance of this is shown when he states that ‗the gaps in language, which enable banal 

nationalism to be forgotten, are also gaps in theoretical discourse‘ (p. 8). In such a short sentence, 

two important claims are made. Firstly, it implies a focus on language in use and, secondly, that our 

theories should be capable of capturing this language use. Critical discursive psychology (Billig et al, 

1988; Edley & Wetherell, 1997; Edley, 2001; Wetherell, 1998), I believe, is exactly the theoretical 

and analytic tool needed to address these claims. With its dual focus on the nuanced, detailed study 

of language in interaction and its theoretical gaze, not being delimited by issues of 

‗demonstratability‘, looking to the cultural realm I feel it is a unique approach to study notions of 

nation. Even still, I believe critical discursive psychology could be enhanced if it were to take into 

account the wider implications of place, especially that proposed by Dixon and Durrheim (2000), in 

relation to subject positions. Concerning this, accounts of subject positions and place identity share 

a number of theoretical assumptions, but I propose that the sense of self that is connected to 

subject positions is intimately linked to conceptions of place, and that an exploration of this would 

be beneficial. 

In terms of the above, when we look at the Isle of Man, with its ambiguous relationship with the 

UK, its focus by the political elite (high culture) on issues of national identity and the contested 

nature of national status, I would like to propose a number of research questions:  
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 How is the category ‗nation‘ constructed? 

 What are the discursive functions of such constructions? 

 How do accounts about the Isle of Man construct the relationship between place, the 

subject and nation and with what discursive consequences? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

50 

Bigger questions, questions with more 

than one answer, questions without an 

answer are harder to cope with in 

silence. 

   Jeanette Winterson, Written on the Body 

 

8 Methods     

In the following section I will attempt to make clear how the methodological implications of taking 

an explicit social constructionist perspective impacts upon choice of method and the position of 

the researcher. It appears to me that it is essential to fully expose the rationale behind these choices, 

as in more traditional views to the collection of such material seems (to me) to be under theorized 

and the consequences of this have significant repercussions on the research findings. As such, it is 

important to note the significance of a social constructionist perspective on the development of 

methods and the explanation of them (Burr, 2003). 

The main distinction between a social constructionist perspective and a traditional view to social 

psychological research is the position of the researcher (Wetherell et al, 2001a; Sapsford, 1998). This 

position has been theorized in terms of reflexivity and draws attention to: 

when someone gives an account of an event, that account is simultaneously a description of the 

event and part of the event because of the constitutive nature of talk. This open acknowledgement 

of the social construction of one‘s own account as a researcher undermines its potential claim to be 

the only possible truth, deriving from the greater knowledge and expertise of the researcher[.] (Burr, 

2003, p. 156) 

Before going on to speak of reflexivity in more detail it is necessary to mention a closely related 

term, that of replicability. This can be seen as the desire, if not a mandate, for research to be 

described in such detail as to allow another researcher to conduct the same research and to get the 

same results. In essence this is the main purpose of a methods section but as should be clear from 

the previous chapters if a social constructionist perspective is followed, with its claim to the situated 

and context dependent nature of knowledge (Gergen, 1973), then because of the reflexive nature of 

research and the inability to dissolve the identity of the researcher and the need for interpretation in 

the research process, then any claims to a truthful, accurate and replicable research procedure is 

unattainable. As such, what follows is an attempt to open-up the methods used, but the above should 

be bore in mind when reading.  

As such, firstly, I will look at Computer Mediated Communication (CMC), before, secondly, 

exploring critically the role of interviewing. Thirdly I will describe in detail the research procedures, 

then finally I will explain the system of analysis I followed in terms of critical discursive psychology. 
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8.1 Computer Mediated Communication 

Though there are instances where this form of interviewing may be the preferred means of data 

collection (e.g. blogs), they would be considered a rarity. The majority of CMC types of research are 

mostly driven by convenience and restrictions. The off-shoot of these two factors tends to mean that 

pragmatic concerns will take precedence over theoretical or empirical ones, though it is important 

to realise that does not necessarily make it the lesser viable option and as such we will quickly 

explore it here. 

Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) (Mann & Stewart, 2000) in essence is a means to 

conduct online interviews or to gather information via a number of means, such as blogs, online 

focus groups and, as in this case, emails. There are a number of benefits to ‗e-research‘, while 

having a number of clear downsides. Briefly, concerning these, of the main advantages are the ease 

of collection, it is cheap to undertake, better access to difficult locations, less time restrictions for 

participants, freedom to reply, ease of transcription, anonymity and less errors in data presentation. 

As for the disadvantages, there are such things as only those with internet access can reply, not 

possible to clarify as clearly, respondents have less obligation to reply, lack of interactional basis and 

overly thought out responses (Bryman, 2004).  

Continuing on from this, Yates (2001) asks the question of whether CMC responses are ‗spoken-

like‘ or ‗written-like‘ (p.94) and can be seen as a crucial question as it has huge implications for 

further analysis of data. Yates goes on to argue for CMC to be seen as ‗spoken-like‘, drawing 

attention to the fact that forms of written responses are similar to those that one would expect 

from transcribed interviews. This is a point I would agree with, especially as it is demonstrated in 

the data here. The reader is directed to Extract 5 of the spoken data and to the written responses 

(Extracts 18, 19 and 20) where if the response of Dawn in Extract 5 had not been transcribed in 

such a fashion it would almost be indiscernible to the written responses.  

Written responses then can be seen as a form of communication just as conversation is, though it is 

clear that both represent distinct forms of communication. But that does not mean that one has to 

take precedence over the other. A written response offers a distilled form of communication which 

is given greater thought and deliberation but still offers empirically rich data for the analyst. It is 

important to note that they are different, but it is not necessary to say they are mutually exclusive. 

In fact, I feel that by using both it allows the researcher the opportunity to explore possible 

distinctions between the two and maybe offers avenues for further theorizing in terms of personal 

presentation. 

For the present study, the main advantage of using CMC was in the need to collect data from a 

remote site where access was limited. Even though this was the driving force behind the use of 

CMC, a further advantage that arose, as indicated above, was the ease of presentation of data. The 
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final advantage worth mentioning is in an analytic sense, which is touched on above, but in the 

specific it allowed for the presentation of subject positions in a clear, succinct and limited way. One 

of the main disadvantages of CMC in this study was the fact that most of the responses were very 

short, and this can be seen as being linked to the interesting fact that though I attempted to make it 

clear that it was a question being sent in the hope of establishing a back and forth internet 

interchange, most of the participants had automatically reformulated the term question into such 

things as questionnaire and survey, and in so doing, clearly responding with this I mind. 

 

8.2 Interviewing 

Within the social sciences in general there has been much faith put into interviewing as a means to 

capture necessary data, but there have been recent criticism which have considered the uncritical 

nature with which researchers accept the interview, with Atkinson and Silverman (1997) stating that 

‗in promoting a particular view of narratives of personal experience, researchers too often 

recapitulate, in an uncritical fashion, features of the contemporary interview society‘ (p. 305). In the 

interview society, the interview is seen as nothing more than a personal confession and ignores the 

biographical work of the interviewee and interviewer. In this way the interview is seen as a ‗gaze 

into the soul‘ (ibid., p. 305) of the other participant in the interview. In an attempt to critically 

approach this issue I would like to explore a number of ideas. Firstly, I will look at the status of the 

interview outside of a traditional viewpoint. Secondly, I will explicitly look at the role of the 

interviewer, while incorporating a discourse analytic framework. And finally I will look at the 

collaborative nature of interview ‗work‘, exploring such issues as self-disclosure and prior-

relationships. 

Seale (1998) states that interviewing can be seen as following two different paths: the first of which 

is the viewing of interview data as a resource, and the second being interview data as topic. The former 

is associated to the traditional view of social psychology, and the social sciences in general, and is 

concerned at accessing the ‗reality‘ of the interviewee and ‗gazing upon their soul‘. The latter on the 

other-hand attempts to understand the interaction in terms of the co-construction of the ‗discursive 

reality‘. Within this study, mirroring a large number of current critiques, I propose that there is a 

huge limitations when using the former and argue that interviews should be considered as accounts 

developed within specific social contexts.  

As pointed out by Rapley (2001), though the traditional view has been heavily criticized, there has 

been very little attention given to the role of the interviewer within the process. This issue has been 

approached within the conversation analysis and discursive psychology perspectives that look at the 

interview environment as a topic of research in its own right. In addressing this Potter and 

Hepburn (2005) have highlighted a number of problems in interviewing, attempting to extend the 
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possibilities in its use even though they themselves advocate more ‗naturalistic‘ data22. These 

problems are split into contingent (not a essential feature of interviews) and necessary (endemic to the 

interview process) problems (see fig.1). 

 

 
       

   Fig.1: Contingent and necessary   
   problems in interviewing (Potter & Hepburn, 2005). 

 

For the purpose of this paper, as it would take up too much space otherwise, I will look at the 

deletion of the interviewer and the footing positions of the interviewer and interviewee. The reason these two are 

chosen over the others is because of how each has something significant to say about the role of 

the interviewer, especially in terms of reflexivity. Concerning the first, the deletion of the interviewer 

happens in two ways. Firstly the interviewer is lost in analysis where accounts given from 

interviewees are de-contextualized and offered as distinct units in themselves. Secondly, the 

interviewer has a phantom like relationship within the interview, only being seen as a prompt or 

stimulus to talk. In this way, the interviewer‘s contribution to the development of the interaction is 

lost, ignored or denied. As for the second problem proposed, it shows how the varying footings 

between interviewer and interviewee, and how the speaking positions of the interactants, are often 

ignored. This has implications in terms of the power positions between the interviewer and 

interviewee, as ignoring that these issues are present, the situation is neutralized and sterilised 

spuriously. Any interaction is riddled with issues of power and positions, and if we acknowledge it 

rather than ignore it, it allows for greater methodological freedom and analytic possibilities. The 

main way this was acknowledged in this study was to examine the contributions of the interviewer, 

in this case me, and to give these just as much analytic scrutiny as the responses by the interviewees. 

In this way, it was necessary to ignore issues associated with traditional views of interviewing, such 

                                                      
22 There is much debate between those who follow a strict conversation analysis position and those who follow a more 
lenient discursive psychology perspective. I do believe that ‗naturally occurring‘ data should be used where possible, but 
when you get down to the nitty-gritty of defining ‗naturally-occurring‘ data, it becomes ephemerally ungraspable, as, 
firstly,  what is a natural setting and, secondly, all situations have there contextual restriction. If we need to acknowledge 
one situational constraint, it would be prudent to acknowledge them all. Of course, this would be impossible. 

Contingent problems Necessary problems 

(1) deletion of the interviewer 
(1) the flooding of the interview with social 

science agendas and categories 

(2) convention of representation of interaction 
(2) complex and varying footing positions of 

interviewer and interviewee 

(3) specificity of observations (3) orientation to stake 

(4) unavailability of the interview set-up (4) reproduction of cognitivism 

(5) failure to consider interviews as interaction  
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as the problem of leading questions, and to be aware of the social and political position of the 

interviewer. In this study, this social position was acknowledged in explicit accounts of the given 

relationship with participants and the political position was made clear by attempting not to mask 

the background of the researcher (see section 10.5.2 for a further discussion on this). 

What the above seems to imply is the necessity to approach interviews as a collaborative 

achievement, brought into existence by the actors in response to contextual concerns which can 

have major implications when attempting to collect data. When looked at in this way interviewees 

need to be seen as more than mines of information where by using the right tools reality can be 

extracted. Equally, we need to be aware that interviews are not conversations, but they are 

conversation-like. Once we commit ourselves to concerning ourselves with the dynamics of the 

interview, it opens up the opportunity to embrace a number of opportunities, which the traditional 

view attempted to smother. The first of these is the idea of self-disclosure. Within a traditional view to 

interviewing it was seen as essential that the interviewer stayed as inconspicuous as possible. The 

idea was to allow the interviewee to express themselves as freely as they could without the 

researcher ‗distorting‘ the responses. Of course, once we start to speak of distorting responses, we 

are implying that there would be an undistorted response, which if taken to its fullest extent seems 

to indicate the existence of a ‗real‘ response. Once we accept that this is impossible, it opens the 

door to acknowledge the interviewer as an active participant within the interaction, with feelings, 

emotions, opinions and a personal history of their own. As Rapley (2001) says when talking about 

the interview environment: 

…I, as the ‗interviewer‘, have offered ‗my story‘, I have disclosed myself as a person, someone who 

has ideas on this topic. And one of the outcomes of me offering my ideas was more talk. The point 

is to engage with the interviewee‘s talk. (p. 22) 

When we consider the term engage we can see it once again as a plea to accept the interviewee and 

their talk as relevant to the current interaction and that as interviewers we have an obligation to 

interact with the other on a level where the talk is important beyond the scope of the theoretical or 

empirical interest. And not only by living up to this commitment do we connect in an ethical way, 

but equally it can be beneficial to us as researchers. It should be noted that some, such as Abell, 

Locke, Condor, Gibson and Stevenson (2006), warn against seeing self-disclosure as 

unproblematically beneficial as when ‗sharing experiences, the interviewer paradoxically exemplies 

differences between themselves and the interviewee in terms of age, gender, social class, race , 

religion and education‘ (p. 241). In this way attempts at similarity actually lead to what the 

interviewer is trying to avoid, in particular, power in relation to certain positions. 

The final, and probably the most important and difficult, point I wish to bring up is the idea of 

prior-relationships within social scientific study. As mentioned previously, the social sciences have 

been dominated by the conception of the interview as a means to gather the ‗reality‘ and experience 
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of individuals or groups of individuals, or as Talmy (2010) says in relation to qualitative applied 

linguistics, the interview is seen as a ‗straightforward, unproblematic technology for investigating 

objective facts, subjective experience, and authentic feelings‘ (p. 2). One of the main outcomes of 

this conception of the interview is that it has ‗neutralised‘ the encounter by dictating the use of 

participants unknown to the researcher. This has been relatively resisted in ethnography (Coffey, 

1999) where personal relationships within the field are seen as being essential in the collection of 

relevant data (Heyl, 2001). But these relationships are seen to develop within the research context, 

rather than being based on existing relationships. These prior relationships are said to lead to rapport 

talk (Rapley, 2004), where talk is encased in patterns of interaction which have existed previously to 

the current interaction. This can be seen in the development of acquaintance interviews (Garton & 

Copland, 2010) which can be seen as being similar to ‗native‘ research (cited in Garton & Copland, 

2010), but whereas in ‗native‘ research the researcher is seen to be part of the community 

understudy, in acquaintance interviews the researcher and participant also have ‗prior relationships 

which have evolved through contexts other than research‘ (ibid., p. 536). It was this precise form of 

interviewing, namely acquaintance interviews, which was used in this study with prior relationships 

being preferred in the interview selection. 

 

8.3 Data collection 

8.3.1 Collection  

The initial data collection method was Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) (Mann & 

Stewart, 2000) and was driven by the need to gather data which was moderated by time-constraints 

and a distant location.  The advantages and disadvantages of this were explained in section 8.1, and as 

the restriction were deemed to be insurmountable, emails were sent to those people who fitted the 

categorical needs of the research and the participants were asked to write a response to the 

following question: 

Could you tell me by writing down below, in as much detail as you wish, what it means to you to 

live on the Island? Bear in mind such issues as, if you were born on the Island, the geographical and 

political location of the Island, and the most important or negative things the Island means to you. 

This list is not exclusive and do please speak about what ever issues and ideas you want to. The 

above list is just to help you understand what I am asking and to get you started. This is an open 

format, and I want to emphasis there are no right or wrong responses. All responses are valid. 

Of the twenty emails sent six were returned, with the average length of the responses being 

approximately 22 lines long. This is clearly a small percentage of responses, but it is fair to note that 

collection of emails was limited by time constraints. All responses were from people familiar to the 

researcher, consisting of such relationships as brother, school friends, college friends, friend‘s 
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parent, and friends of friends, and consisted of 3 females and 3 males, with the age ranging from 22 

to 63.  

The second data collection method, acquaintance interviews, was used once the time and distance 

constraints were diminished and was based upon the above discussion in section 8.2. A total of six 

individual interviews were conducted which were supplemented with two group discussions. The 

average length of the individual interviews was approximately one hour, with one group discussion 

lasting forty-five minutes and the other fifteen minutes. It is fair to note concerning the second 

group discussion that it started at the end of a social gathering and as such the length was restricted 

by the need for people to leave. Though all interviews were approached with the hope of initiating 

a close and fluid interactional process, some initial questions were formulated to frame the 

interview and help with problems of interview flow. In practice, these prepared themes and 

questions were used mostly as guidance and not as strict patterns of questioning, but in most 

interviews these were used in some way. A few examples of these themes are; is a collective political 

history created, or a common cultural ancestry, what is the relationship to other Celtic ethnic 

groups and what is the relationship with England, Britain and Europe? As for the questions, they 

were organized around the distinction Kvale (1996) makes between types of questions within an 

interview, with particularly examples being;  could you tell about what it is like to live on the Isle of 

Man (introducing question), could you tell me how living on the Isle of Man has some kind of 

significance to you (probing question), how do you feel about the attempt to re-establish the Manx 

language (direct question), and are you happy to live on the Isle of Man (indirect question) (the 

reader is directed to appendix 1 for a fuller example of these)? Each participant reacted to these 

questions in very idiosyncratic ways with some questions being expanded on and other being left 

with only brief responses. An example of this is the question how do you see the Isle of Man 

positioned in European terms, which in the majority of the interviews was either disavowed as 

unimportant or that the participant found it to be irrelevant. 

There is much debate concerning the status of talk within discourse analysis with varying claims to 

‗naturally-occurring talk‘ being made in relation to interviews. One of the premises of this study was 

this use of acquaintance interviews in an attempt to develop a more relaxed and personal interaction 

context. As such, from the data gathered there were clear differences between the length of 

individual talk of the participants from those who were close acquaintances and those who were 

distant acquaintances, with the former creating and extending responses significantly longer than the 

latter. This goes some way in vindicating the use of this interview type as the data gathered in this 

way was rich in analytic depth, but even though this did appear in my data there were still clear 

patterns of ‗interviewer ‗and ‗interviewee‘ roles which were taken up by both myself and the 

participant. This showed that even though the interview responses were of a different type, they 

were still framed by interview conventions. For the paper here, those deemed as close acquaintances 
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were used for further analysis, mostly because of the rich and expanded responses given but equally 

because of the ease of presentation offered (see section 8.3.1 and 10.5.2).  

8.3.2 Transcription and extracts 

Each interview was transcribed fully with a total of 167 pages of transcription being compiled for 

analysis. The type of transcription was driven by the theoretical and empirical needs of the study 

and as such, due to the interest being more on the representational aspects of languages rather than 

the grammatical organisation, a modified version of Gail Jefferson‘s approach to transcription was 

used (see Atkinson & Heritage, 1984): 

(.)  a short untimed pause 

text emphasis on word 

text- abrupt end to syllable 

[…] clarification 

(Name) non-indented turn of talk   

Concerning the use of pseudonyms Taylor (2010) argues an interesting point. She proposes that 

instead of using replacement names simple identification tags, such as P1 (Participant 1) should be 

used. She claims this because a pseudonym carries with it certain assumptions about the ‗type‘ of 

person talking and that this association leads to unintended inferences. This is an interesting point, 

but I feel that the use of such simple tags sterilizes the interpretation by the reader when they first 

encounter the text and implies a certain ‗objectification‘ or ‗scientification‘ of the text which is not 

really present. Also, these assumptions that may be present in offering a name form would equally 

be available in the original interaction and to hide this may disguise certain interpretations that were 

made in the interview. As such, I used pseudonyms which were chosen on the dual principles of 

similarity and need for anonymity. 

Similar to Condor‘s (2006) approach, selection of particular extracts for demonstration were based 

on two factors. Firstly, features of interest to the researcher must be present and, secondly, that 

‗preference was given to succinct exchanges that could be quoted without editing‘ (pp. 662-663). 

This led to the collection of 25 extracts from the acquaintance interviews and 3 written responses. 

For the acquaintance interviews each extract is introduced to contextualise the talk, though the 

purpose of this is to make the reading of the extract easier for the reader and not essential for the 

analysis. The three written response were presented as they were received in e-mails and were 

chosen for the examination of subject positions because of the aforementioned desire for ‗succinct 

exchanges‘ and the opportunity it allowed to examine these without have to resort to a multitude of 

different extracts. As two of the written response were from two interviewees it is fair to mention 



Paul Cottier                                                                                                                                         Methods 

58 
 

that the subject positions alluded to in the written extracts were present in the spoken accounts, but 

in a much more diluted and diverse form.  

For the purpose of ease of reading, a glossary (appendix 2) is offered in the Appendices, and it is left 

to the discretion of the reader to decide whether it is needed.  

8.3.3 Participants and settings 

What follows is a brief description of all interviews collected, though the reader is reminded that 

the analysis focused on the close acquaintances (Dan, Dawn and Matt) because of the form of 

responses and also because of the detailed level of analysis. Equally, to address all would have 

expanded this paper beyond the scope needed and allowed. 

Dan: A 35 year-old male, born in England who moved to the Isle of Man when he was 13 years 

old. His relationship to me is from school to which the participant attended once he had moved to 

the Isle of Man. The interview was conducted in a pub which is familiar to both for a large number 

of years and he is married to the other participant, Dawn. 

Dawn: A 38 year-old female, born on the Isle of Man. Her mother is Manx while her father is Irish. 

The participant is an old college friend who met when the participant was 20 years-old. The 

interview was conducted in a coffee-shop and she is married to the other participant, Dan.  

Matt23: A 34 year-old male, born on the Isle of Man, though now living in England since he was 23 

years-old. He is my brother and the interview was conducted in the shared accommodation where 

to two stayed while on the Isle of Man. 

Ed: A 63 year-old male, born on the Isle of Man. He is a close friend of Dawn and was known to 

me prior to the interview. The interview was undertaken at a social gathering held at Dawn‘s and 

Dan‘s house.  

Eloise: A 13 year-old female, born on the Isle of Man with a Manx mother and Scottish father. The 

participant was at the same social gathering as the one where Ed was interviewed and was 

unknown to me beforehand. 

Neal: A 37 year-old male, born on the Isle of Man though now living in Guernsey. He is a friend 

of mine after they met when the participant was 19 years-old. The interview was conducted in a 

pub familiar to both. 

Celia24: A 63 year-old female, born in England but moved to the Isle of Man when 41 years-old. 

The interview was conducted in the participant‘s own home and she is the mother of Dan. The 

interview was cut short and was left uncompleted. 

                                                      
23 Provided one of the written responses. 
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Group discussions 

Grace25, Cathy and Dan: Grace and Cathy are Dan‘s sisters, with the former being 24 years-old 

and the latter 30 years-old. Both were known to me though in a very restricted way. The discussion 

was conducted in a coffee-shop. 

Ed, Dawn, Lou and Jane: Lou and Jane are 38 year-old females and are close friends of Dawn. 

This was an impromptu discussion which developed after the interview with Ed at the same social 

gathering at Dawn‘s. 

8.3.4 Coding 

Once the transcripts had been fully completed it was necessary to reduce what had become a large 

and daunting amount of data into a more workable amount. As Potter and Wetherell (1987) point 

out, coding is: 

quite distinct from doing analysis itself. The goal is not to find results but to squeeze an unwieldy 

body of discourse into manageable chunks. It is an analytic preliminary preparing the way for a 

much more intensive study of the material culled through the selective coding process. (p. 167) 

The main tool in this ‗culling‘ was Atlas.ti which allowed for the collection of preliminary sections 

of data. Once again, as Potter and Wetherell (1987) note, initial categories used for coding are 

intimately related to research questions that interest the researcher. This is exactly how initial codes 

were established and included such codes (not exhaustive), which crossed all of the theoretical 

concerns, as nation, place, nationality, ethnicity, heritage, history, community, country, identity, politics and 

citizenship. When collating these codes it is important to be as ‗inclusive as possible‘ (ibid., 1987, p. 

167) to allow for the chance that the data is not delimited unnecessarily. In larger studies, the 

analysis proper would more than likely continue using Atlas.ti, but as the data that had been coded 

allowed in its small size the chance to work with the old ‗paper and pencil‘ techniques, that is what 

was done.  

 

8.4 Steps towards analysis 

In trying to explicate my position in relation to analysis, I will be drawing on two, seemingly 

contradictory, approaches to begin with. The reason for this conflict can be found in the divide 

between the desire to conduct research under a certain ethos and the realisation of the novice 

position that I still occupy. Even though this conflict will remain unresolved, I do think an 

                                                                                                                                                            
24 Provided one of the written responses. 
25 Provided one of the written responses. 
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appreciation of both will increase the worth of this study. As such, without further to do, I will 

expand on these two, now suitably enigmatic, approaches. 

Billig (1988) argues against the traditional approach to social scientific work and its emphasis on 

methodology. A methodology can be seen as a collection of practices and routinized protocols that 

allow for the systematised collection of data for their subsequent analysis. The purpose of this can 

be seen to allow, firstly, for a sure-footing when initially stepping into the research arena and, 

secondly, it allows the possibility for any number of researchers to conduct the same research and 

end up with the same results. Contained in this approach is the more explicit wish of unbiased 

research practices, and subsequently the more clandestine implication of eradicating the researcher 

and all their idiosyncratic research ticks and twitches. Billig (1988), in an attempt to reinstall all the 

nuances of the individual‘s positions to research, calls for a return to what he calls traditional 

scholarship, stating that: 

[i]ndividual quirkiness is very much part of traditional scholarship. It was taken for granted by the 

traditional scholar that one should read as widely as possible, and in as many languages as possible. 

Through wide reading, breadth and depth of knowledge would be gained, as well as the ability to 

make connections between seemingly disparate phenomena. The learned scholar would be able to 

interpret individual texts with acuity not available to those of restricted reading. (Ibid., p. 200, 

emphasis in original) 

Clearly, this depth of knowledge does not come easy with one of the main tools for its development 

being time. It is with this in mind when I talk of a conflict of approaches, as I believe it is (near) 

impossible, if not arrogant to claim, for a student who is presenting a paper at this level to speak of 

analysis based solely on scholarship in this way. The subject specific reading just is not present and 

the time necessary to gain it is scarce. As such, I believe a scholastic perspective should foreground 

the work, but that this should be substantiated by more specific methodological tools, to which I 

will turn to now. 

Discourse analysis was explored in detail in Chapter 5, and as such it would be redundant for me to 

repeat myself here. But what was missing was an explicit explanation of the processes of discourse 

analysis in practices, specifically, the protocols I followed when dealing with my data. I feel that it is 

necessary to make these steps clear at this point as knowledge of this would allow for a better 

understanding of the analysis and arrived at conclusions. 

For the convenience of exposition my approach to analysis will be explained in a stage, or step, like 

fashion. Of course analysis rarely follows this linear pattern, but for the purpose of clarity it is a 

necessary device to demonstrate the approach undertaken. As such, the reader is left to operate a 

certain ‗suspension of disbelief‘ when reading as not only is it impossible to follow a linear course, 

when using concepts such as interpretative repertoires, ideological dilemmas, subject positions and 
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place identity each at a single point could encapsulate a single entity while at others bleed into each 

other. Because of this, what follows may appear slightly prosaic, but I ask of the reader to bear with 

me at this point. 

Step 1 

Interpretative Repertoires 

As mentioned above, Billig‘s traditional scholarship can be seen as an over-arching principle, a code 

of practices that tries to allow the researcher to try out hunches and informed guesses, but this is 

supplemented by the more specific approach of Potter and Wetherell (1987) and Wetherell and 

Potter (1988; 1992). Concerning discourse analysis Potter and Wetherell draw attention to three 

general concepts and one specific concept, with these being, function, construction, variation and 

interpretative repertoires.  

The function of any piece of discourse can be simple and manifold. There are those which are 

considered as ‗interpersonal‘ by Wetherell and Potter (1988), such as blaming and justifying, and 

those which contextualise the given situation in broader more ideological circumstances. They are 

quick to point out that the actual function of a piece of discourse is impossible to tell with certainty 

and as such, hypotheses are made on the overall function of a section of discourse. These are not 

hypotheses in the truest sense of social psychological research, but can be seen as hunches based on 

repeated exposure to the data and a craft awareness developed over time26. They are not tested and 

rejected in the face of counter evidence, but fight in terms of general usefulness.  

So how do we get at the function of discourse? One way is through the study of variation, as if 

discourse is functionally structured then within a given sample of data the functions that are present 

should be highly variable. Put simply, when people attempt to do something through discourse, 

what they say should be variable across different actions. As such, the first port of call for the 

analyst is to elucidate the varying functions of a piece of discourse. Variation is closely linked to the 

third general concept, construction, because if variability is present in discourse while attempting to 

perform functions, then it is fair to assume that discourse is constructed to achieve particular 

outcomes. 

The final, and specific, concept is interpretative repertoires. This was developed on in the previous 

chapters and as such after a brief recap on the main points of theoretical interest, the main purpose 

here will be to shed some light on the analytic processes of locating these devices in a concrete data-

driven manner. So, for a brief reminded I will turn to Wetherell and Potter (1988), who explain that: 

                                                      
26 The idea of craftmanship bares a strong similarity to scholarship, though craftmanship can be seen more as a 
methodological awareness whereas scholarship is based on an overall breadth of knowledge, more theoretical in nature. 
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[r]epertoires can be seen as the building blocks speakers use for constructing versions of actions, 

cognitive processes and other phenomena. Any particular repertoire is constituted out of a restricted 

range of terms used in a specific stylistic and grammatical fashion. Commonly these terms are 

derived from one or more key metaphors and the presence of a repertoire will often be signalled by 

certain tropes or figures of speech. (p. 173) 

In danger of repeating my earlier discussion, but with the hope of clarifying the approach, 

interpretative repertoires can be seen as bodies of meaning which can be used creatively to perform 

certain discursive functions. They are linguistically located, and can be seen as pre-existing the 

current discourse in which they are contained. It is at this point I believe a brief example may be of 

worth to demonstrate the analytic process. To do so I will use an example from the data analysis 

within this paper, specifically from Extract 1.  

 

Paul Cause Dan was saying he considers himself to be Manx                                          

Dawn Yes but he he is isn‘t he hasn‘t been born on the Island so you know 

 (.) he actually isn‘t Manx because he was born in Blackpool (Paul OK) but er (.) 

 so he‘s not he‘s not erm Manx it‘s different if you‘re for example adopted you 

 might consider your parents your parents but biologically they‘re not (Paul 

 Right) but (.) with being Manx in a paperwork sense I am Manx I can‘t 

 pretend (.) I‘m not (.) you can‘t pretend to be a male if you‘re a female you can‘t 

 pretend to be ten years old if you‘re twelve it‘s it‘s a legal thing [Paul (laughter) 

 OK] so if you‘re asking me do I consider myself to be Manx (.) I 

 need to know in what sense (.) in because in a  paperwork legal sense I am Manx 

 (Paul Right) so if you are asking me to consider do I consider myself Manx in any 

 other way then you need to                                     

 

This extract is taken from a section of data initially divided into a number of codes, namely being 

nation, nationality and citizenship. The entire data was then read many times to see how other sections 

of the data coded similarly were rhetorically developed, constantly being aware of how variability 

could be an indicator to the presence of interpretative repertoires. Through this close and repeated 

reading of the data in such a way I was able to propose possible functions of this rhetorical 

construction associated with specific interpretative repertoires. In this case, the interpretative 

repertoire essential rights was hypothesised as one way that nation, nationality and citizenship were 

understood and was used in interaction. 

A summary for this stage is necessary due to the overlap in initial coding and analysis for all the 

concepts, with the first action being the coding of data in an effort to streamline it into a 

manageable size. Passages were selected that were concerned with the idea of nation and 

nationhood. It is important to note here that this style of coding is more inclusive than exclusive, 

meaning that those areas that may be seen as ambiguous were included for further analysis. Of 
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course, as the previous discussions on discourse analysis should have demonstrated, these passages 

are concerned with those areas where the terms are directly referred to and those where it was only 

implied. Once this coding was completed the gathered data was read with the intention of searching 

for variability, with the hope that this would draw attention to the functional aspect of the talk. All the 

coding and analytic procedures up to this point were directed at all the concepts (interpretative 

repertoires, ideological dilemmas, subject positions and place), but for this step the next action was to search 

for possible interpretative repertoires. 

Step 2 

Ideological Dilemmas 

The previous section was necessarily long due to the need to emphasis the basic coding practices 

that were used to manage the data. As such this present section will be far more condensed than the 

first step due to the overlap in data preparation. In fact this overlap also lies at the level of analytic 

concepts as there is much in common between interpretative repertoires and ideological dilemmas. 

Both can be considered as resources that reside independent of the individual, entities which can be 

drawn on in interaction. Clearly though, it is necessary to distinguish between the two, as not to do 

so would diminish the analytic worth of each. Edley (2001) points out that interpretative repertoires 

must be a part of a culture common-sense and as such they could be considered as part of the 

ideological terrain which people navigate when deliberating on objects and ideas. In this way, 

ideological dilemmas can be considered as larger entities which interpretative repertoires are 

subsumed under.  

As we may remember, Billig et al (1988) make a distinction between ‗intellectual ideologies‘ and 

‗lived ideologies‘, with the latter being made up of beliefs, practices and understandings of a given 

collective, whether this is conceived as a society, culture or nation. These beliefs, practices and 

understandings are thought to be constantly unstable and ephemeral, flitting between contrary 

themes, continuously containing dilemmatic aspects. As such, for analytic purposes it is useful for 

the analyst to approach data in two ways. The first of which mirrors the approach to interpretative 

repertoires in that it is necessary to look for variation within interviews and between interviews. 

When looking at this variation, Billig et al (1988) state that the ‗hunters of the dilemmatic aspects 

might direct their hawks and hounds towards the conflicting themes within shared social images, 

beliefs, norms and above all values‘ (p. 21). This hunting analogy is apt, though a more suitable one 

may be that of an archaeologist. When ‗digging‘ for these contrary themes or dilemmatic aspects, a 

distinction can be made between those ‗surface exposed‘ ones and those buried deeper, and 

unknown. In Billig et al‘s (1988) own terms, the former is in the shape of explicitly expressed themes 

and can present in a situation when an individual makes clear both aspects of a contrary situation. 

What is important in this kind of expression is to be aware of the nuanced nature of such a tactic 
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and what purposes such an approach could be used for. In this way the analyst can be fairly 

comfortable in the knowledge of the speaker‘s intended meaning. The latter, those buried deep, can 

be seen as implicitly expressed and ‗can go beyond the overt intentions of the communicator, for they 

can be contained within the semantic structure of the discourse‘ (p. 22). These contrary counter 

themes are not hidden in the sense of Freud‘s unconscious, but are contained within ‗layers of 

meaning of language‘ (ibid., p. 23). This is where the analogy of the archaeologist seems to be most 

prudent as the analyst must search in the hope that through the layers of dirt a brittle skeleton may 

be found. To do such work, Billig et al are quick to encourage the researcher to indulge in some 

hermeneutics to gain access. The second approach is to be conscious and aware of ‗common-sense‘ 

versions of the concepts of interest, especially when there appears to be conflict within presentation 

and argumentation (Condor & Gibson, 2007). In a very broad sense, the approach of the analyst 

here is to look at common-sense assumptions when participants attempt to account for a given 

situation or in argument for certain objects or concepts. When this is used in conjunction with the 

first point, it allows the researcher to approach the data in a more systematised way27. 

To try and put this more succinctly to show the actual analytic process undertaken, when searching 

for ideological dilemmas it is necessary to look for contrary and conflicting aspects in terms of 

certain constructs or objects. In the case of this paper, an example of this is the contested nature of 

depictions of the Isle of Man. Once these differing depictions, or contrary themes, were found it 

was then necessary to be aware that they may be expressed explicitly or implicitly and as such it is 

important to search the data for examples of these. It is helpful to note that the second approach in 

the above paragraph was a useful point of departure for this as it highlighted how common-sense 

assumptions are intimately linked to how people form an argumentative thread. In the above case of 

the Isle of Man, the varying descriptions of the Isle of Man allowed for the possibility of seeing that 

these descriptions were tied to certain constructions of the Isle of Man as a nation, with one of the 

clear examples of conflict being that concerning the status of the Isle of Man as a nation or as just a 

region of England. Because of this problematic nature of nationhood, it was possible to see how 

constructions were closely linked to existing ideological traditions of the nation, with certain 

common-sense assumptions being used, including for example the conflict that exists between 

nations (see Extracts 13 and 14 for a concrete example of this). 

 

                                                      
27 Korobov (2001) argues that [r]econciling the theoretical insights that ground different qualitative methodologies with 
the actual analytic methods that supposedly follow from such theories is a crucial undertaking that is far too often left 
obscure in qualitative social research‘ (p. 1). In his paper this is particularly directed at those who use ideological dilemmas 
and interpretative repertoires, claiming that those who use this type of tool have not development anything significantly 
beyond which has been done in conversation analysis or critical discourse analysis and that methodological processes 
should be made more clear. But as I hope I have made apparent in the preceding pages, though explicit procedures are 
not made absolute, this freedom in interpretative control allows for, paraphrasing Wetherell (1998), ‗our skill as historical 
and cultural commentators who are able to say useful and interesting things about ideological contexts, structures, and the 
possibility for change‘ (Korobov, 2001, p. 7). 
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Step 3  

Subject positions 

The concept of subject positions was discussed early, as with the other two concepts, but unlike the 

other two, I feel that there is less of a gap between the theoretical use of the concept and the 

practical application at the analytic level. With this said though, the theorizing on subject 

positioning can be very diluted across different perceptions of the term and as such I think it would 

be worthwhile to narrow its use within this paper. To do this I have used Törrönen‘s (2001) 

approach to subject positioning, which he states as being a: 

construction which, on the one hand, evolves in a specific relation to the audience and to the 

existing subject positions in a particular context of interaction and which, on the other hand, 

obtains its meaning by being attached situationally to categories and story line. According to this 

definition subject positions evolve in communication as a co-effect of three elements: categories, 

story lines and positioning (viewpoints). (p. 320) 

The three elements in the above quote equate respectively to what Törrönen (2001) calls the spatial 

aspect, temporal aspect and the positional aspect. The spatial aspect is seen as the process of categorization 

by which we ‗establish a boundary line between inside and outside, civilization and barbarism 

(Eisenstadt & Giesen, 1995) and sort of territorialize our understanding of civil life‘ (Törrönen, 

2001, p. 320). This definition draws strongly from Hall‘s (1990) conception of ‗Us and Them‘ in 

relation to subject positions, with him saying that they are framed by two dimension; the distinction 

between oneself and Us from others, and the positioning of oneself, Us and Them in a historical 

sense.  

The temporal aspect draws on this second dimension by saying that the ‗categorizations between Us 

and Them are embedded in historical paths that can be understood as particular story lines‘ 

(Törrönen, 2001, p. 321). To expand on this Törrönen (2001) proposes that in relation to this 

temporal aspect there are at least four pragmatic modalities; obligation, want (will), ability and competence. 

He goes on to explain them as: 

[o]bligation refers to deontic qualifiers, to expressions like compulsion, prohibition, command, 

permission or optionality. The modal group of wanting embraces, again, expressions indicating 

desire, passion, lust, willingness or unwillingness. Ability, in turn, expresses the situational resources 

(physical, psychic, social, technical) to act whereas the fourth, the modal group of competence, 

expresses know-how that are acquired and internalized. (p. 321) 

These pragmatic modalities can be used to examine how the speaker values the action under 

consideration. In looking at the value-orientation of the subject we are able to consider the actual 

function of the position in relation to other aspects of presentation. 
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Positional aspect is the final point that Törrönen (2001) mentions and is concerned with the how 

positions are always relational in respect to other available positions and also to other possible 

positions which have not been articulated. As Törrönen (2001) says: 

[t]he positional aspect of subject position is important since it expresses whose identity (or part of 

the identity) the use of a subject position rhetorically strengthens and whose identity (or part of the 

identity), correspondingly, the use of a subject position weakens or shakes. Communication does 

not solely involve a lone actor whose boundaries temporalness and posture of identity are stabilized, 

transformed or performed. Also group identities, institutional identities, national identities and 

global identities are partly stabilized and transformed by discursive structures. (p. 322) 

This can be seen as having particular relevance to this paper, as the hegemonic representations of 

the self in a national category and boundary can be resisted, or as Törrönen says in relation to 

critical political studies we are able to ‗undo subordinating subject positions and to promote their 

re-articulation into alternative categories, story lines and positionings‘ (p. 322). 

All of these aspects, the spatial, temporal and positional, are used within the analysis of subject 

positions, and can be found in Extracts 18, 19 and 20, to which the reader is directed to if concrete 

examples of the procedures are needed at this point. 

Step 4 

Place Identity 

As with the other concepts, that of place was initially coded to delimit the data into ‗manageable 

chunks‘. This preliminary coding involved, as mentioned earlier, a system of organising the data 

across concepts. In this way, some initial codes included those previously mentioned, such as nation, 

place, nationality, ethnicity, heritage, history, community, country, identity, politics and citizenship. After this was 

done, the analysis proceeded to the next level. As the approach that I developed in Chapter 6 was 

counter to explicit current conceptions of place identity and as such there is a limited idea about 

how one would approach data in an analytic sense, the next level was closely linked to Dixon and 

Durrheim‘s (2000) approach to place. Dixon and Durrheim (2000) draw the reader‘s attention to 

three limitations to contemporary ideas of place, and in highlighting these, they have set an analytic 

agenda for any researcher who wishes to look at place conceptions from a discursive point of view. 

As would be expected from an approach that draws heavily on current discursive approaches in 

social psychology, there is a strong overlap with general discursive psychology practices. These 

three points were (1) rhetorical traditions and meaning, (2) discursive actions and (3) ideology and power. This 

leads to a process of coding that took these ‗limitations‘ as a guiding principle for analysis leading to 

more specific codes in relation to place and nation, such as economic, cultural and safety, with each 

being a specific way that place was talked into existence. 
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In brief, in an analytic sense what this meant was that data was approached in terms of looking at 

how place is intertwined with conceptions of the self, what functions and actions were being 

enacted in this process and finally, looking at the ideological history which is drawn on the power 

implications of this. 

 

Summary 

As should be clear at this point, as the caveat that prefaces this section states, is that it is impossible 

to see the four concepts as independent entities which can be separated and looked at individually. 

Each at a certain points can be seen as being part of one or many of each other, but it is necessary 

to make the analytic process clear and accessible. Hopefully, the following analysis sheds some light 

on the interplay between the concepts and, if lucky, in doing so will clarify each in a specific 

empirical situation.   

  

8.5 Ethics 

I would like to preface this section with some personal correspondence between myself and a 

researcher who is concerned with the same topic and site of interest. I do this in the hope to 

highlight the need for a stronger emphasis on ethics than would normally be present in a paper of 

this type28. Firstly I will present the correspondence which was written in response to my request 

for access to the researcher‘s PhD thesis which was used in Chapter 2: 

Being an ethnography of a relatively small community, based on the words of people who could 

potentially be recognized from the text, it was important to me to ensure that readers were accessing 

the thesis for the right (i.e. academic) reasons and would maintain a professional approach to the 

thesis. Judging from your surname and therefore likely knowledge of the Island, you probably 

appreciate my caution (…) (Sue Lewis, personal communication, February 2011)  

 I use this piece because it shows many concerns that need to be accounted for, concerns which do 

not normally occur when studying such (usually) large aggregates as the nation. It is a small 

community with close-knit connections between people and an associated knowledge base of 

residents. People can be easily recognised and as such when presenting the data analysis it is 

important that this is acknowledged and that all means of identification are modified to remain 

neutral. In fact, one of the main concerns of the above researcher was that people may access the 

material for ‗non-academic‘ reasons with this being heighten by the presence of respondents who 

                                                      
28 Though it should be noted that even with this increase attention to the ethical treatment of my respondents, it is a 
shame that I feel it necessary to validate my attention in such a manner. An appreciation of the ethical understanding of 
any work should be a priority, not an after-thought.  
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are consider notable people on the island. This is clearly not a problem in this study, but a new 

dimension is uncovered, that in relation with acquaintance interviews. As this is a newly proposed form 

of interviewing the ethical implications have not been fully explored, and it is to this I would like to 

now turn. 

There are many different perspectives on ethical conduct within research29 but for the present 

purposes I will use the four factors developed in Bryman (2004), namely being, harm to participants, 

lack of informed consent, invasion of privacy and deception. When looking at these factors in relation to 

acquaintance interviews we can spot a number of further issues which become problematic in 

association with the conventional ones. Harm to participants and deception are strongly connected to 

the idea of those practices which are concerned with experimental design, but when we look at 

these when using acquaintance interviews a number of points arise. Harm in the above sense tends 

to be psychological harm and because of the intimate relationship that already exists between 

participant and researcher this can be seen as being alleviated. But when we consider that at the 

base of the interview structure is trust on behalf of the participant it is necessary that the participant 

feels fairly used. This is closely tied to the issue of deception, which though not in the typical 

psychological experiment sense, the participant may feel deceived as to how the interview will be 

conducted and later dissemination. Once again, this is connected to informed consent but due to the 

informal nature of the ‗interview conversation‘ there were issues of formality which could seem to 

transgress the current interaction, and as such the informed consent could easily be mis-

communicated. Equally, due to the spontaneous and sporadic nature of acquaintance interviews, 

time constraints and the ‗natural flow of talk‘ can impede the clear articulation of informed consent. 

The final issue of invasion of privacy, though tied to the other two, can be seen as the most important. 

As developed in the discussion on acquaintance interviews, the main premise behind their use is to 

develop a conversational context which is more closely linked to ‗real-life‘, but due to this there is 

an effect where issues of a sensitive and personal nature may appear in the conversation which in 

retrospect the participant may feel was more of a private nature than first thought. This is why it is 

essential to approach the topic of the interview in the future with the participants to allow them the 

opportunity to rescind their interview or, at the least, modify it. A further point connected to 

acquaintance interviews is that it is impossible for the interviewer to unattach themselves from their 

personal opinions or political positions. This is not necessarily a problem but it is essential that the 

researcher acknowledges their position in relation to the research and those participants who have 

allowed themselves to be used.  

                                                      
29 British Psychological Society 
(http://www.bps.org.uk/sites/default/files/documents/code_of_ethics_and_conduct.pdf)  
American Sociological Association (http://www2.asanet.org/members/coe.pdf)  
British Sociological Association (http://www.britsoc.co.uk/NR/rdonlyres/801B9A62-5CD3-4BC2-93E1-
FF470FF10256/0/StatementofEthicalPractice.pdf).  
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In the concrete instance of this study the first point, harm to participants, did not seem to cause any 

problems as all participants verbalized an appreciation of the topic and the desire to speak about it. 

The second and last point, lack of informed consent and deception, were problematic in certain 

situations, such as the impromptu group discussion which continued after the interview of Ed. But 

as mentioned above, to confirm that informed consent was clearly articulated each participant of 

the group discussion was spoken to individually directly after the discussion and the issue was 

raised again after a few weeks later to confirm the right to use the data. Also, all discussants were 

aware of the fact that a recording was taking place. The third point, invasion of privacy, is more 

difficult to ascertain the veracity of as it is concerned with the more subjective reaction to the 

interviews of the participants and it is linked closely to personal ties. But in this study, in an attempt 

to address it, all interviewees were once again contacted after the interview to confirm how 

comfortable they were with the previous interview and the future use of it in the study.    

   



 

70 

He thought each memory recalled 

must do violence to its origin. As in 

a party game. Say the word and pass 

it on. So be sparing. What you alter 

in the remembering has yet a reality, 

known or not. 

           Cormac McCarthy, The Road.   

 

 

9 Analysis 

9.1 Interpretative repertoires 

As should be remembered from the portion of the paper that discussed the similarity between such 

concepts as interpretative repertoires, discourses, narratives, and social representations each have a 

number of points of contact, where in a tongue-in-cheek manner it could be assumed that in a 

number of cases if the concept names were to be jiggled around each individual text would still 

make sense under the new name (see footnote 26, p. 46). Of course, this is said lightly, as there are 

many central themes that underpin each concept and its use, but what it does mean is that there are 

analytic practices proposed by these similar concepts that if taken seriously could benefit the 

analytic process. With this said, this section follows a strict approach to interpretative repertoires, 

but the reader should not be surprised to see references to the other, above mentioned, similar 

concepts. 

To begin with it is best to remind the reader that, as demonstrated in section 8.4, in an attempt to 

look for interpretative repertoires it is best accomplished when looking at three associated factors, 

namely, function, construction and variation. As was proposed, a given piece of discourse can be 

searched for the constructive (or rhetorical) organisation, especially emphasised by variation which 

will hopefully indicate, or at less allows hunches towards, the function of a given text. So, as such it 

would now make sense to look at the variation within interviews and between interviews by looking 

at some extracts. Each extract contains the numbering system from the complete body of text to 

give the general position of the extracts within the whole body of interaction. Though this is not an 

essential feature of the analysis, it does give the reader some impression of the variability and 

consistency that can be found present with the data sets as a whole.   

Extract 1 is talk situated at the very beginning of the interview with Dawn, and her responses are 

given to what would normally be considered a straight-forward background question of nationality. 

Extract 2 follows a stretch of talk which is a description of the process of, in her own words, 
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‗manximization‘ of her boss and is concerned with issues of work-permits and movement of people 

to the Isle of Man. 

Extract 1: 

Paul You consider yourself to be Manx                                                                          4 

Dawn Oh yeah (Paul Yeah) well I am Manx (Paul Yeah) so I don‘t 5 

 consider myself to be  Manx (.) you can‘t consider yourself to be 6 

 something you‘re not that‘s like saying I consider myself to be male                                                                                                 7 

Paul OK when you say Manx what do you actually mean (.) in a (.) 8 

 patriotic sense or         9 

Dawn In a paperwork sense (Paul OK) I am Manx (Paul OK) you know                        10 

Paul Cause Dan was saying he considers himself to be Manx                                          11 

Dawn Yes but he he is isn‘t he hasn‘t been born on the Island so you know (.) he 12 

 actually isn‘t Manx because he was born in Blackpool (Paul OK) but er (.) so 13 

 he‘s not he‘s not erm Manx it‘s different if you‘re for example adopted you 14 

 might consider your parents your parents but biologically they‘re not (Paul 15 

 Right) but (.) with being Manx in a paperwork sense I am Manx I can‘t 16 

 pretend (.) I‘m not (.) you can‘t pretend to be a male if you‘re a female you 17 

 can‘t pretend to be ten years old if you‘re twelve it‘s it‘s a legal thing [Paul 18 

 (laughter) OK] so if you‘re asking me do I consider myself to be Manx (.) I 19 

 need to know in what sense (.) in because in a paperwork legal sense I am 20 

 Manx (Paul Right) so if you are asking me to consider do I consider myself 21 

 Manx in any other way then you need to                                     22 

 

Extract 2:  

Paul I just want to go to one thing in that you said that the Isle of sorry the Manx 356 

 government protects their own (Dawn Protects their own yeah) I was 357 

 wondering what you if you could maybe say what you actually mean by own (.) 358 

 because I‘m not too sure if the actual I mean work permits stuff you obviously 359 

 work in (Dawn Peop-) that area I‘m not too sure what you mean by own what 360 

 would be considered as own                                                                                                                              361 

Dawn People who er (.) are classed are classed as Manx now whether that is 362 

 because they‘ve lived on the Isle of Man all their life or whether they‘ve  been 363 

 classed as Manx because they‘ve lived here long enough I think it‘s five years 364 

 before you can actually get a Manx passport (Paul OK) so or (.) you know to 365 

 be classed as Manx I think it‘s five years (Paul OK) which is probably why 366 

 Kevin‘s only just starting to go through that he probably didn‘t apply for  Manx 367 

 to be classed as Manx because he wasn‘t sure he has to get (.) that from his 368 

 boss cause his boss could just say no we want you back in Ireland I‘m gonna 369 

 send someone else over there so obviously  he‘s now been given er (.) a bit of 370 

 security but erm (.) they when I say look after their own anyone who‘s classed 371 

 as Manx whether that‘s because they‘re Manx (Paul OK) because they‘ve been 372 

 born here or because they‘re Manx because they‘ve worked here long enough 373 
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 for the government to accept them (Paul OK) if  (373) you like because they‘ve 374 

 given them something they won‘t look after someone who hasn‘t given them 375 

 something which is why if they give you a permit it‘s like three months and 376 

 then it has to be extended (Paul OK) you know for another three months                                                                                                                             377 

 

As is clear from the names in these two extracts both accounts come from the same people, in fact, 

both of the above extracts come from the same interview. Between the two extracts there is a clear 

difference between the two in the presentation and assumptions of what it is to be ‗Manx‘. Within 

the first extract to be ‗Manx‘ is portrayed in strong essentialist metaphors such as the biological 

constraints of gender with the allusion to its fixed determinacy (line 7 and 17) which is further 

emphasised later on in the text with another biological simile of how claims to parenthood are 

restricted to biology rather than mere upbringing (line 15). This pattern of argumentation continues 

with the assertion that our age is solid irrespective of attempts to claim otherwise (line 18). This 

rhetorical approach is backed up with the linguistic device ‗you know‘ (line 10 and 12) which is used 

to present something which is unquestionable, something which is commonsense and is beyond 

any reproach. Its use here is to back-up these solid and evidential claims. All in all, the participant‘s 

position is that her identity as ‗Manx‘ is beyond question, it is a facet of life which comes ready-

made and is an attribute given at birth. In fact it is the birth in itself which is given the priority. It is 

important to note here that this form of discourse is used not only to affirm the participant‘s claims 

to ‗Manxness‘, but equally to disavow the claim made through the interviewer that the person 

referenced to who was not born on the island was Manx. 

When we look at Extract 2 we can see a contrary version being presented, one that contradicts 

many of the claims put forward within the first extract. Whereas in the first extract nationality was 

depicted in terms of happenstance, or as you may prefer, privilege of birth, in the second extract 

Manxness is presented not as something which can be only be part of the ‗natural world‘ but as 

something which can be claimed and achieved. When the participant is asked to clarify a statement 

where she uses the term ‗protect their own‘ by expanding on what ‗own‘ meant to her, rather than 

rely on the previously used essentialist claims she then attempts to portray being Manx as a matter 

of legal rights. These legal rights are given permanency in such strict uses as time-frames of 

residency (line 364) but this use is given more emphasis in terms of a moral obligation further on. 

This moral slant actually diminishes the previous statement of length of residence, because implicit 

is the claim that to be Manx is not just a matter of residency but that those who do claim Manxness 

must do so under certain economic restrictions. There is the mercantile metaphor of ‗given and 

take‘, showing that claims to citizenship can only be achieved once certain ‗payments‘ have been 

made (line 375). 

So, at this point we have identified variation within in the data. In extract one we can see nationality 

being firmly positioned as something which is conferred by birth and was backed-up with strong 
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examples of essentialism. Contrary to this, extract two contradicts this first position, arguing for the 

claim that nationality is not simply a matter of birth (though this is not rejected) but can be a matter 

of legal and economic rights. From these two examples, which there were many more of, I would 

like to propose the presence of two interpretative repertoires; I have labelled these essential rights and 

economic worth.   

Essential rights is depicted in strong terms of natural and pre-given rights and draws heavily on 

metaphors and similes that refer to natural entities, grounded in such areas as biology. This 

interpretative repertoire draws strongly from debates concerning the natural rights to claim 

dominance and soveignty over a given terrain. Economic worth on the other hand is diametrically 

opposed to this in respect that claims to nationality are not a right pre-given, but is something 

which can be attained. Within this interpretative repertoire the manner that this recognition can be 

justified is in economic terms. If someone is seen to contribute to the society then as a reward for 

this then nationality can be conferred. 

Even though these two interpretative repertoires can be seen as the most used within the data, 

there were others of a much less used nature that occurred, and it is to these that I will briefly 

explore. Extract 3 is a continuation on from talk with Matt which centred on the sense of conflict 

which is seen to exist between Scotland and England. Extract 4 is once again talk with Matt and it 

directly follows talk of situations where friends are still unsure of the Isle of Man‘s location, even 

after a large number of years of friendship. 

 

Extract 3: 

Matt No I don‘t think the Isle- Manx people hate the English I don‘t think they 349 

 even think about the English (Paul Ok) (.) they just see England as this place 350 

 they go to when they want a good night out or (.) do a bit of shopping or (.) 351 

 they like England because of all the stuff you can get there they can‘t get over 352 

 here                353 

Paul  OK (.) well if everyone‘s so blasé (.) cause this is why I agree with you as  well 354 

 (.) what does all this national day and the national flag and (.) the 355 

 national anthem (.) I mean I don‘t kn-                                                                                                      356 

Matt You can be proud of your own heritage without hating the people who  (.) 357 

 are living next door to you                                                                                             358 

 

Extract 4:   

Paul  Erm (.) what about Tynwald how do you feel about Tynwald (.) do you  think 158 

 it has any importance or                                                                                                     159 

Matt Erm (.) I don‘t really understand the politics thing                                                        160 
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Paul Right                                                                                                                               161 

Matt I think (.) I don‘t know (.) I think it is important (.) as our heritage 162 

 because we‘ve got like (.) the longest-serving parliament or something like 163 

 that but I honestly (.) don‘t think now I mean with the European 164 

 Union and human rights and everything we can say we make our own laws (.) 165 

 but (.) if England disagrees with it or if the European (.) courts disagree with it 166 

 then we have to change it so we don‘t really make our own laws (.) anymore                                                        167 

Paul OK                                                                                                                                  168 

Matt I don‘t know (.) do we                                                                                                  169 

 

The interpretative repertoire demonstrated in these two extracts does not carry the same conflicting 

meanings as the first two. In the previous case, essential rights and economic worth could be seen as 

residing on opposite ends of a pole, leading to the possibility of only one being use at a time. This 

third interpretative repertoire can be seen as similar, or at least subsumed under essential rights. The 

essential rights repertoire can be seen as being based on certain ideological traditions and ideas. These 

foreground its use with the consequence when it is deployed these ideological nuances are carried 

through with it. As such these ‗ideological shadows‘ give the strength that lies within this repertoire 

while paradoxically the use of the interpretative repertoire in itself adds strength to the ideological 

background. These ideological traits can be seen as being based in the legal right of a citizenry, a 

citizenry whose claim to national rights is based on the one true aspect, that of birth. This third 

interpretative repertoire, which I label heritage claims, on the other hand draws attention to the 

importance of heritage. Heritage within Extract 3 gains a tangible quality, being pictured as 

something which can be ‗owned‘ and is accessible to a collection of people. Unlike the essential rights 

repertoire, there is no ideological underpinning and as such when nationality is spoken of in this 

manner it allows for a more inclusive form of collective (Lewis, 2004). Within the Extract 4 the 

participant uses such time specific imperatives as the importance of heritage, especially as the length 

of time that these heritage factors have been around and how they should be preserved. This is 

demonstrated when the importance of heritage is claimed by the participant in terms of the 

Tynwald ceremony and how it should preserved with claims to it being the ‗longest serving 

parliament‘ (line 163). But it is interesting to note that the use of the heritage claims repertoire is 

quickly rescinded, when the participant goes on to speak of the political significance of the event. 

As mentioned, unlike the essential rights repertoire, the heritage claims repertoire carries no political 

weight as ‗if England disagrees with it or if the European courts disagree with it then we have to 

change it‘ (line 166). This means that the repertoire is of a different breed to the essential rights 

repertoire and as such would be expected to be used in different ways to achieve different functions. 

This function can be seen in Extract 3 when the participant uses the heritage claims repertoire to 

perform the function of speaking of belonging in what could be considered a more singular way. 

The two extracts differ in their use of the pronouns ‗our‘ and ‗your‘ when speaking of heritage 
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(lines 162 and 357 respectively), and it is important to note that these choices operated by the 

participant should not be seen as passive events. The functional uses of such decisions perform 

specific actions, and this is done through the use of the heritage claims repertoire. The detached, 

ideological empty heritage claims repertoire allows for the participant to negate the possibility of 

conflict (line 357), which is given heightened functionality by using the singular possessive ‗your‘. 

Pride as established here is not between groups but resides with the individual, which is further 

emphasised in the use of the metaphor ‗neighbours‘ (line 358) which allows for the diminishing of 

space and place to the personal domain. 

Following on from these three interpretative repertoires, three further examples can be gleaned 

from the data. These other interpretative repertoires can be seen as different to the previous three, 

though it would not make sense to expand on that at this point before giving some empirical 

examples to explore first. In Extract 5 we have a large piece of data with is tied to a question by 

myself about the mythical claims that some people from Ireland and Scotland would argue that the 

Isle of Man is a part of either. 

 

Extract 5: 

Paul Yeah  obviously but it‘s used for a reason but I was wondering I mean (.) 123 

 do you think there‘s any similarity between the Isle of Man and Scotland and 124 

 Ireland (Dawn No) and Wales                                                                                                   125 

Dawn No because things are different now I mean nowadays (.) we don‘t fight each 126 

 other you know if you take away (.) crazy countries like Afghanistan you take 127 

 away crazy countries erm we don‘t fight each other anymore you know there‘ll 128 

 never be another world war you know in the sense that (.) you know Germany 129 

 are fighting England we don‘t fight each other you know the government (.) 130 

 prepare for and (.) you know they prepare for major disasters that they would 131 

 come together as a world you know if there was gonna be a comet hitting they 132 

 prepare for alien invasions you know they do it‘s a different you know 133 

 conversation but they (.) they prepare for big things they don‘t prepare for war 134 

 anymore (Paul Right) so for example Scotland (.) Scotland at one time they 135 

 did always used to conquer past in the days when the kings went and fought 136 

 for themselves (Paul Yeah) it didn‘t matter what part of (.) England and what 137 

 part of (.) Europe it is if you could fight those people then it was yours, as 138 

 simple as that and you know Scotland eventually (138)   united didn‘t it with 139 

 with with England so it became you know it became sort of it  not with Eng- 140 

 it became a part of the UK (Paul Yeah) So (.) it‘s almost like (.) an acceptance 141 

 that you know we don‘t belong to anyone we are now the United Kingdom we 142 

 look after each other (Paul Right) you know whereas before (.) it didn‘t matter 143 

 whether you were Scottish Irish or whatever you know (.) they would just (.) 144 

 you would just (.) fight countries you would just conquer them as simple as 145 

 that and it didn‘t matter what it was (Paul Ok) and it was different now  146 

 there‘s nowhere in the world that you could suddenly erm (.) that (.) I don‘t 147 

 know (.) there‘s no way now that (.) say for example I mean (.) the monarch 148 

 can‘t because they don‘t have that power anymore (.) but you wouldn‘t get a 149 
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 group of radicals who would think I‘m gonna take over the Isle of Man for a 150 

 start they wouldn‘t be powerful enough and secondly they wouldn‘t be able to 151 

 do it in the legal sense (Paul Ok) you know but (.) with Ireland (.) that‘s why 152 

 they‘re still fighting aren‘t they because Northern Ireland consider themselves 153 

 to be a part of England and Southern Ireland is entirely different (Paul I 154 

 know) and they have their own law and that (.) that‘s the similarity but again (.) 155 

 Ireland would not say we want the Isle of Man because they‘re too we‘ve done 156 

 all that fighting before (Paul Yeah) so we‘re not gonna go back to it                                                              157 

 

This is a large piece of data, but it is necessarily so, as within there is a vast amount of identity and 

categorical work done, but for the present purposes we will concentrate on the possible 

interpretative repertoires that are demonstrated. Within this section I would like to propose that 

there is an interpretative repertoire which I have labelled conflict orientation. Unlike the previous 

repertoires which could be seen as being more concerned with ways of presenting nationality in the 

sense of belonging, this repertoire‘s work is more oriented to the categorical work of claiming 

nationhood. To do this the participant draws on common conception of what would be considered 

the prima facie of the nation, namely being the constant web of antagonism that proliferates the world 

of nations. It is a pattern of representing the nation and its associated connection to the world, and 

can be most prominently seen in the idea that nations are considered as entities that draw their 

distinction through the conflicts which arise. Within this passage the participant draws on many 

historical reference to the conflict orientation of nations; such as World War II (line 129), 

Afghanistan (127), medieval times (136) and Northern Ireland (153). In drawing on this interpretive 

repertoire the participant is firstly creating the category of nation as seen by her in reference to 

dominant views of the contemporary world, and then this leaves for her a large amount of work. As 

Billig et al (1988) say, as will become more apparent when we look at ideological dilemmas, pieces of 

discourse invariably contain ‗counter-meanings and negations‘ (p.24) in relation to the explicit 

content of an argument. In this case the dominant view as contained within the interpretative 

repertoire can be seen as problematic for the participant as in demonstrating this view means that 

the main vehicle of nationhood recognition is removed from the participant‘s use. But within this 

passage, this dominant repertoire is used to portray a world made up of nations which is different 

to the past, and as such this modern view created out of an opposition to the interpretative 

repertoire allows for a position where the participant can claim a right to nationhood. This is done 

with such claims as conflict is the domain of those ‗crazy countries like Afghanistan‘ (line 127), or 

that ‗there‘ll never be another world war‘ (129). Once this new world order has been constructed, a 

world order not based on conflict but one that would come together as a unity in response to 

extraterrestrial threats (line 133) can the participant become comfortable with the creation of 

nationhood for the Isle of Man. This position is categorically claimed with the final portion, namely 

being that this new situation is here to stay because ‗we are not going to go back to it‘ (line 157). 
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This conflict orientation is used by other participants to perform different functions to the one above, 

and as such I will quickly expand on this to show the functionality of interpretative repertoire use. 

Dan in Extract 6 carries on from where I ask a modified version of the Moreno question (Moreno, 

2006, see appendix 3). 

 

Extract 6: 

Paul OK OK (.)when you actually say (.) the idea of Manx (.) cause a lot of people 484 

 would argue that (.) like in Scottish terms they‘d be quite adamant that the 485 

 only way they could be Scottish is through either ancestry (Dan Yeah) or birth                486 

Dan Yeah                                                                                                                              487 

Paul But in the idea of Manx you think it‘s different it can be acquired as such                 488 

Dan Yeah it‘s purely down to (.) how worldly someone is I suppose and where they 489 

 you know if you‘re gonna how [unheard] you take it just because you‘re not 490 

 born here you‘re not Manx and whatever and (.) I think it‘s the point of this 491 

 conversation it‘s where you want to be it‘s where you‘ve gro- I‘ve spent more 492 

 years on the Isle of Man than I have in the UK so (.) therefore in England 493 

 therefore I‘d say I was Manx (Paul Ok) whereas the Scottish they have this 494 

 chip on their shoulder [Paul (laughter) Aha] and a lot [unheard] to a certain 495 

 extent and [unheard] that‘s fine by them if that‘s what they want to do but 496 

 (Paul Ok) if they want to spend their lives debating it and discussing about it 497 

 well that‘s fine (.) but it doesn‘t affect me I‘m not really bothered  498 

 

Once again, the confliction orientation interpretative repertoire is used, but in this instance its use is 

more explicit. Within this extract the interviewer and participant are debating what is needed for a 

nationality to be claimed by an individual, with examples such as heritage and birth (line 491) being 

alluded to. As we have seen these claims of heritage and birth can be seen as part of other 

repertoires, heritage claims and essential rights, and as they can be seen as being referred to here they 

can equally be seen as being used. But unlike the earlier extracts, these repertoires are used to 

counter point the interpretative repertoire conflict orientation which is found in the phrase ‗whereas 

the Scottish they have a chip on their shoulder‘ (line 495). This is a reference to the animosity that 

remains between Scotland and England, and is used in this instance to show how conflict defines 

nations into strict units and as the Manx do not carry a ‗chip on their shoulders‘ the sharp divide 

between nations and claims to nationhood is more fluid, allowing the participant to negotiate a 

position where he can claim to be called Manx. 

The final two interpretative repertoires I will attempt to demonstrate are those which I have called 

nation-as-place and nation-as-people. These repertoires can be seen as emblematic of what can be seen 

as the distinction between conceptions of nation as either place or person. As was discussed in the 
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section on the British context (section 4.4), Condor (2006) draws attention to how a nation can be 

conceived in ‗non-human‘ ways, instead of the dominant conception as a social category. As should 

be apparent with these interpretative repertoires is the fluid nature of their development in an 

analytic sense, and as such it may be seen as being partially explored here while being developed in 

further sections. This is true of all the interpretative repertoires, but it is seen to be more explicitly a 

concern here. In Extract 7 is a part of talk directed at the description of a type of person of the 

older generation who could be seen as exemplifying what ‗Manx‘ is. Extract 8 is concerned with the 

political rally by Mec Vannin and follows a section of talk about the importance and relevance of 

the language revival on the island. 

 

Extract 7: 

Paul Cause I was just thinking about the likes of (.) we were talking about the other 79 

 day  as well (.) Keith                                                                                                              80 

Matt Yeah                                                                                                                                81 

Paul You know these kind of older generation who (.) walk through the streets and 82 

 talk with a very strong accent and call each other sowel (.) and stuff like that 83 

 do you think it might mean something different to them then                                                   84 

Matt I think they probably have more of a distance to the English possibly (Paul 85 

 Ok) over the whole come-over thing (Paul Ok) (.) and they‘re not liking the 86 

 tourists (.) (Paul Yeah) but (.) I think with the (.) generations now it‘s just (.) 87 

 like the younger people so easy to get across and with the internet and (.) it‘s 88 

 such a smaller world now (Paul Right) that I‘d just (.) they‘d probably just see 89 

 themselves (.) as I don‘t know English British it‘s all the same to them really   90 

 

Extract 8: 

Paul OK then so what about the (.) Mec Vannin then you don‘t think that has any  283 

 real significance in (.) day-to-day life here because I told you about the (.) what 284 

 would you call it (.) political rally I suppose it would be at Hango Hill (Matt 285 

 Yeah) where they gave lectures in Manx and they spoke in English and they 286 

 were talking about developing new trade partners other than the UK (.) and 287 

 this was slightly contentious I believe (.) you don‘t think they really (.) capture 288 

 any (.) belief on the Island about (Matt No) being a separate nation                           289 

Matt No I can‘t see (.) most people on the Island don‘t care (Paul Ok) cause  (290)                  290 

 they see themselves as separate nation anyway                                                             291 

 

These final two interpretative repertoires can be seen as being diametrically opposed to each other 

and because of the close relation to each other, the two will be demonstrated separately, but will be 

explored further in connection to each other. 
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As can be seen from Extract 7 and 8, the nation is depicted as being made up of a collection of 

people. This repertoire is fleshed out by the interviewer who draws on a ‗type‘ of person that was 

clearly visible to both interactants in Extract 7, and can be seen as a form of collective remembering 

which is altered in the telling. The ‗type‘ has distinguishing features which are seen to exemplify the 

category ‗older generation‘ of a Manx community, containing such things as a strong accent and use 

of the Manx dialect (line 83). The interviewer is attempting to create this remembered group of 

individuals who can be seen as somehow different to a new generation of individuals. In response 

to this the participant replies with a derogatory dialect term for those who ‗come-over‘ to the Isle of 

Man (line 86) but juxtaposes it with yet another depicted collection of people, this time the 

‗younger generation‘.  

Within Extract 8 the interviewer attempts to broach the question of the nationalist sentiment which 

can be seen in small portions of the Manx community, and asking whether this desire can be found 

in the general public. In response to this the participant replies on behalf of the population that 

‗most people on the Island don‘t care‘ (line 290) as ‗they see themselves as a separate nation 

anyway‘ (line 291). The important signifiers here are the use of the terms ‗people‘, ‗they‘ and 

‗themselves‘ which clearly distinguish this nation as a collection of individuals rather than a 

geographic or political entity. This use of this repertoire can be seen as being oriented to allowing 

depictions of the self and other. 

Extract 9 is prefaced by talk about the possible separation of the Isle of Man from the UK in terms 

of complete independence, while Extract 10 is ostensibly different it comes about through talk of 

the same issue of separation. 

 

Extract 9: 

Paul Do you actually see the Isle of Man as a (.) nation itself I mean in a lot of the 422 

 material that you read like obviously concerning Tynwald Day would you 423 

 consider the Isle of Man a nation                                                                                  424 

Dan Yeah I‘d consider it separate from England but not necessarily separate from 425 

 the UK that‘s where you have your differences                                                                  426 

Paul But you wouldn‘t see it as a nation is that what you‘re saying cause I don‘t 427 

 quite     428 

Dan It‘s difficult I suppose you‘d maybe I‘d see it as a as a different nation but that 429 

 partly depends on what your experiences are we have our own [unheard] 430 

 things are registered here we‘re not registered in the UK and et cetera (.) but I 431 

 don‘t if you‘d want to call it a nation                                                                                         432 

Paul No                                                                                                                                   433 
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Dan No it would be a bit like saying as you‘re from Liverpool you‘re             434 

 Liverpudlian Liverpool is not a nation the same thing all it goes as far as saying 435 

 the Isle of Man is a nation  436 

 

Extract 10:  

Paul OK (.) so in a way you think it might be different to the idea of Scotland and 182 

 Wales cause (.) they obviously (.) there‘s a certain conflict between (.) Scotland 183 

 and England and Wales and England                                                                            184 

Matt I think because they‘re connected (.) they feel it‘s more important to be 185 

 classed but because we‘re an island I‘ve always seen us as separate 186 

 anyway                     187 

 

Extract 9 and 10 can be seen as demonstrating the repertoire nation-as-place. This is seen in Extract 9 

when the participant is asked whether he considers the Isle of Man a nation which is followed with 

the creation of the comparison with what could be considered the closest English city, Liverpool. 

He casts doubt on the status of the Isle of Man as a nation by juxtaposing it with other category 

labels, in this case the identity Liverpudlian (line 435). To be Liverpudlian as it is referred to here is 

a class of people who gain there name purely from the place in which they reside. In this way the 

participant is arguing for the fact that the Isle of Man should be considered in similar terms. To be 

Manx is nothing more that a demonym for someone who is on the Isle of Man and not a term 

which captures a collection of people under a nation. 

This place construction of nationhood which is built with the interpretative repertoire nation-as-place 

is continued in Extract 10 in two ways by the participant. Firstly, in conjunction with the 

interpretative repertoire conflict orientation which is presented by the interviewer the participant states 

that it is necessary for Wales and Scotland to distinguish themselves because of the geographic land 

connection between them. Secondly, once this need to distinguish is connected to place, the 

participant then declares that this is not necessary for the Isle of Man because of its isolation as an 

Island.    

 

9.2 Ideological dilemmas 

The notion of ideological dilemmas has been explored in detail in a number of previous sections, 

but as with the previous section, I believe a brief synopsis is of worth. Billig et al (1988) propose a 

distinction between ‗intellectual‘ ideologies and ‗lived‘ ideologies, and though they note that there is 

movement between the two domains in a cyclical fashion, what is of interest to them (and to me) is, 

firstly, the movement from the former to the latter and secondly, and most importantly, the form 
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and function of these ‗lived‘ ideologies. The section on interpretative repertoires has gone in some 

way to explore the first of these points, which will be expanded on in greater depth in the 

discussion section, and as such, now more attention must be placed on the second. An argument is 

made in favour of the individual in the main thesis of ideological dilemmas which rather than seeing 

the individual as a ‗cultural dope‘ which is at the mercy of dominant discourses and positions of 

power, is seen as thinking and ruminating entity. As such, ‗dilemmas are not seen as properties of 

everyday living, but originate from thinking which is somehow external to ordinary life, or more 

precisely from the clash between the contemplative and the non-contemplative life‘ (ibid., p.34). 

But a further, and important, step in theorizing is that this thinking does not come in the form of 

unknowable cognitions, but that the thinking individual is constantly at unease with themselves and 

as such, rather than looking at ‗attributes‘, ‗attitudes‘ or ‗values‘ in the formal social psychological 

sense, it is necessary to look at how thinking is inseparable with communication. In this way, 

thinking should be present in interaction. Before moving on to demonstrate this within my data, I 

would like to quote the novelist Don Delillo who captures this concept succinctly when speaking of 

the writing process: 

I write to find out how much I know. The act of writing for me is a concentrated form of thought. 

If I don't enter that particular level of concentration, the chances are that certain ideas never reach 

any level of fruition. (Article by William Leith in 1991) 

Though there are many differences between writing and speaking (as was explored in a 

methodological sense earlier in section 8.1) what is captured in this quote is the sense that it is 

impossible to understand what we know without being asked to access it and that in the accessing 

of knowledge in a communicative sense is an act of thinking. As Delillo says, it is about ‗levels of 

concentration‘ and how when a certain level is not achieved, ideas of a particular kind will not be 

made apparent. This kind of thinking in ‗real-time‘ is seen within my data, as in Extract 11, which 

follows a fairly awkward exchange about the relevance of Europe to which Matt confesses to not 

being concerned with such issues. This leads on to the situation below where he feels he should 

contextualize this. In Extract 12 the question is once again about Europe and, once again, this leads 

to a situation where the participant needs to quickly formulate an opinion to an issue to which may 

be new to him. 

 

Extract 11: 

Matt Like if I was born in Bolton I‘d be proud of Bolton‘s heritage and history and 400 

 past it‘s just I happened to be born here (.) so I‘m proud of being Manx                             401 

Paul Ok (.) anything in particular that makes you (.) proud do you think                             402 

Matt No I don‘t even know if I am that proud to be honest but I do- [laughs] it‘s just 403 

 when anyone everyone disses it I defend it but I don‘t on a (.) day-to-day basis 404 
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 even think about being Manx or my Manx heritage (.) it‘s just when anyone 405 

 disses  it I‘ll defend it 406 

 

Extract 12: 

Paul OK what about in European terms (.) (Dan Well I pro-) I mean would you see 96 

 yourself as a European citizen maybe (Dan Erm) (.) if there is such a thing                 97 

Dan No probably not (.) purely because (.) yeah no I wouldn‘t I suppose I would 98 

 actually don‘t know it‘s a difficult question because (.) it‘s irrelevant really  99 

 whether Europe or British (.) again I don‘t have that identity as such (Paul Ok)  100 

 so definitely I‘m British yeah a part of European Union I suppose from Europe  101 

 say from Europe whatever                                                                                             102 

 

What is apparent in these two extracts is that knowledge is not retrieved from a well where it 

resides waiting to be called on. Knowledge is in the making, it is something unknown until an 

individual is called on within a given situation. Within Extract 11 the participant expresses what 

could be considered an ‗attitude‘ towards being Manx (line 401), but this ‗attitude‘ is quickly 

rescinded in his next turn of talk where the expressed ‗attitude‘ of pride is re-evaluated to express 

something which in its original formulation implies a certain level of unthinking acceptance of a 

national identity, to one which allows the participant to distance himself from a position which 

could be seen as accepting of all aspects of the Manx identity. Within this brief exchange the 

thinking individual is seen, so much so, that the participant actually remarks on the situation himself 

(line 405). Extract 12 once again shows the thinking individual, but this time in the more vivid 

colours of hesitations, corrections, contradictions and assertions. When asked as to whether he saw 

himself as a European citizen the participant answers ‗no‘ before modifying it to the softer 

‗probably‘, then moving on to saying he ‗wouldn‘t‘ on to saying he ‗would‘ (line 98). This is then 

followed with the claim it is a difficult question before then stating that the question is irrelevant, 

before finally settling with the ‗answer‘ that he does not have that identity (line 100). Of course this 

final position is modified with the softener, ‗I suppose‘ (line 101). These two extracts show how in 

interaction the individual is ever-present, not a puppet of wider-structures, a participant in the 

truest sense of the word where engagement is essential.  

I hope that what was demonstrated above will help to understand the following analysis of how as 

individuals we constantly debate with ourselves, aware of contrary themes that are contained within 

certain ways of talking about objects or subjects. With this in mind I will attempt to offer some 

examples of what could be considered conflicting themes within the data. The first of these 

contrary themes goes to the nub of the interest of this paper as it is concerned with the notion of 

what a nation is and how this is continually conflicted with the idea of the Isle of Man as a region. 

As mentioned earlier, the divide between interpretative repertoires and ideological dilemmas is a 
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thin and osmotic one and as such merging between the two concepts would be expected. Because 

of this there may appear to be a certain amount of repetition, but this repetition is not a problem 

within this situation as repetition may occur at the superficial level where more in depth study will 

highlight subtle differences. The first of these is the conflict of region vs. country and can be seen in 

the following two extracts. Extract 13 is concerned with, prior to the extract and within, the 

importance of nationality in terms of sporting events and the ambiguity that exists for the Isle of 

Man in this sense. Once again talk of separation and nationalist sentiments are the type of talk that 

occurs previous to Extract 14 which carries on to the more specific concern of the national status of 

the Isle of Man. 

 

Extract 13: 

Paul Yeah well they‘ve got this new thing within I think they‘ve brought it back they 101 

 have these (.) I can‘t remember what they‘re called Home Nations football 102 

 games which are between Ireland Scotland and Wales and England (Dawn 103 

 Uhm) you wouldn‘t consider the Isle of Man being similar in that (.) situation or 104 

 would you consider the Isle of Man kind of (.) with England                                                         105 

Dawn No no it would be treated separately (.) yeah                                                                106 

Paul You think                                                                                                                       107 

Dawn Yeah I think it would be treated separately for the reasons of erm (.) it‘s got its 108 

 own  law  you know (.) for a start [unheard, phone signal disturbing] but I think 109 

 as  we‘re  always treated differently (.) and Guernsey and Channel Island are  110 

 always treated differently and therefore the Isle of Man is same way Guernsey 111 

 and Channel Islands seem to come under England not an issue with the Isle of 112 

 Man it‘s got to be because it‘s has its own government and that must be the only 113 

 reason I would‘ve thought then because it has its own government (.) it would 114 

 probably be treated differently but it is still a part of England we‘re certainly not 115 

 Welsh (.) you know or Scottish                                                                                                     116 

 

Extract 14: 

Paul Do you see the Isle of Man as independent (.) would you consider it as a nation         184 

Dawn In what sense                                                                                                                  185 

Paul As in would you consider it a nation in the same way that England and Scotland 186 

 and France (.) Norway                                                                                                   187 

Dawn Oh no no way (Paul No) no cause English is a nation and we (.) we come  188 

 under England and we still class ourselves as English we‘re just Manx the same 189 

 way a Liverpudlian would class themselves as Liverpudlian even though they‘re 190 

 still living in England (Paul  Ok) and again that‘s (.) again it‘s down to maybe a 191 

 nationalistic type of thing I don‘t know but we don‘t fight you don‘t get a well 192 

 Liverpool might fight but I don‘t know generally [laughter] you don‘t get people 193 

 fighting each other just because somebody lives in Birmingham and someone 194 
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 lives in you know I do- Manchester (Paul Ok) so you know we‘re still classed as 195 

 I would have thought classed as part of  (.) well we are classed as a part of 196 

 England (Paul Right) but (.) we‘re still Manx we‘re still more Manx (Paul Ok) 197 

 but the only difference between being Manx and being Scouse (.) is that if you 198 

 were at the Olympics or anything like that you do have your own government 199 

 so you may well be able to carry your own flag                                                                200 

 

In Extract 13 we can see the beginning of an ideological dilemma, that between the conception of 

the Isle of Man as a country and that as a region, specifically a region of England. Firstly the 

participant claims that the Isle of Man would be treated differently to England (line 106) and goes 

on to qualify this with assertions towards having its own laws (109) and having its own government 

(line 113). But this is then changed when the participant states that the Isle of Man is part of 

England (line 115). This conflict between classifications can be seen as a conflict between certain 

ideological traditions, but before we go on to speak of this we should firstly address something. 

This claim to the Isle of Man being part of England is made in reference to the other nations within 

Great Britain with the participant stating confidently that the Isle of Man is not a part of Wales or 

Scotland. This at first seems to be a strange statement as there would never be any claim that the 

Isle of Man was part of either other than in a historical sense and as such may indicate that the 

participant is conflating England with Great Britain. To clarify this it is necessary to look at Extract 

14. 

In the Extract 14 when the participant is asked whether they consider the Isle of Man as a nation 

(line 184) she replies with a no (line 188). She then goes on to explain why this is in a way that the 

conflict between region and country is made explicit. Her argument is that the Isle of Man is not a 

country because England is a nation and that the Isle of Man is contained under England (line 189). 

This could be seen as still being part of what may be seen as the confusing of England and Great 

Britain, but this is cleared up with the next statement which claims that being Manx is the same as 

being Liverpudlian. This is a claim for a distinctive identity which falls outside the ideological 

tradition of nationhood. To assert this the participant relies on an already heavily used interpretative 

repertoire, that of conflict orientation, to show a simple logical proposition that because we do not 

fight, and because places within the same country do not fight, then we are not a nation. This can 

be seen as conflicting with Extract 13 which relies on ideas of citizenship and natural authority to 

designate a country. This new claim states that the Isle of Man can be seen, as the participant‘s 

analogies demonstrate, as a city. These conflicting claims are further seen with the use of a very 

specific representation of ‗banal‘ nationalism when the participant says that the only difference 

between being Scouse and Manx is that the Isle of Man, because of its own government, would be 

allowed to fly its own flag at the Olympics. 



Paul Cottier                                                                                                                                          Analysis 

85 
 

When reading Extract 14 the reader may notice a strong cross-over between this argumentative 

structure to that in Extract 9. Both use the comparison between the Isle of Man and Liverpool in a 

rhetorical way and it is in the formulation of such argumentative threads that understandings of 

nationhood can be seen as implicitly lying. Extract 9 uses such comparisons to develop a collective 

in terms of place, rather than people and this is seen again in Extract 14. What becomes clear is that 

ideas of conflict between country and region are intimately connected to conceptions of nation as a 

collection of people or a geographic location. It is to this we will now turn and can be considered as 

the ideological dilemma people vs. place. 

Earlier I proposed that there were two clear and distinctive interpretative repertoires, people-as-nation 

and place-as-nation, and it is at this point I wish to address the distinction between interpretative 

repertoires and ideological dilemmas, especially that different ways of talking about objects and 

subjects ‗develop together as opposing positions in an unfolding, historical, argumentative 

exchange‘ (Edley 2001, p.204). These ‗opposing positions‘ can be seen when an object or subject, as 

in this case the Isle of Man or nationhood, cause some abrasion or conflict in terms of these 

representations. This conflict is present in the previous ideological dilemma, country vs. region, for to 

depict the subject in one term means that it carries with it certain ideological assumptions that 

conflict with the obverse construction. This is equally true with the second ideological dilemma, 

people vs. place. Extract 15 follows on from talk about a particular ‗way of life‘ (Lewis 2004) that can 

be seen to exist on the Isle of Man, while Extract 16 is prefaced by the same type of talk but is 

oriented more to issues of geography and rights to freedom of movement. 

 

Extract 15: 

Paul Sorry just that the (.) the Isle of Man do you think that there‘s a pattern of 141 

 lifestyle which is different to England or                                                                      142 

Matt Well no I don‘t think (.) the lifestyle is particularly different I think (.) it‘s all the 143 

 same shots people do the same things they get up they do their daily work (Paul 144 

 Ok) they go shopping on the weekends get drunk d‘you know what I mean it‘s 145 

 the same life but (.) (Paul Ok) I think life‘s the same everywhere (.) d‘you know 146 

 what I mean but (.) I‘d really class it as a country                                               147 

 

Extract 16: 

Paul OK what about (.) what was I gonna say (.) do you think it‘s fair that people 480 

 who move because if you move from Liverpool to Birmingham (.) obviously it‘s 481 

 easy to do so (.) you pack your van (.) you drive to Birmingham (.) you move 482 

 into your new house yeah (.)  and the way you‘ll be treated financially (.) tax-wise 483 

 would be exactly the same (Matt Yeah) you‘d have the same rights but if you 484 

 move from Liverpool to the Isle of Man (.) then you‘d have to wait five years to 485 

 gain residency (.) you‘d have to have a work permit to work here on the Island                                                                                                                        486 
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Matt Yeah I think that‘s fair enough                                                                                      487 

Paul You think that‘s fair (.) OK (.) so what would be the difference (.) do you think         488 

Matt I think (.) well ‗cause it‘s like you said (.) that would be like saying (.) like if  you 489 

 moved from Ramsey to Douglas there isn‘t any difference (Paul Right) because 490 

 that‘s move within moving within the same country                                      491 

Paul Right                                                                                                                               492 

Matt So if you move from Liverpool to Cornwall you‘re still it‘s just different areas of 493 

 England so there shouldn‘t be anything different (Paul Ok) but if you move 494 

 over here (.) then yeah I think they should have a work permit ‗cause then we 495 

 control they have control over (.) making sure that Manx jobs go to Manx 496 

 people [laughter] initially (.) if they want them (.) those are the first options              497 

 

Within Extract 15 there is a conflict between the definition of Isle of Man as a place or as a 

collection of people. The participant first draws comparisons between the Isle of Man and England 

on a personal level, citing such facts that people are people wherever they are, people like the same 

things, do the same things and work on a daily basis (line 144). These are the things that people do, 

this is the monotonous trudge of life that everyone is tied to, irrespective of nationality. But the 

participant is seen to be aware of the conflict between people being the same everywhere and the 

need to be able to distinguish between countries. If people are the same everywhere, why are some 

places different? Clearly in this cycle of talk the participant is aware of the construction of a nation 

as a collection of people and as such to assuage the tension states that ‗I‘d really class it as a 

country‘ (line 147). 

Extract 16 on the other hand depicts the Isle of Man in strong spatial terms (line 485), especially in 

relation to the free movement of people (line 486). Comparisons are draw between locations in 

England and the Isle of Man (line 493), with the implicit result that each is seen in a similar light. 

An unspoken conclusion is draw, prefacing the entire argumentative thread. Its strength is in its 

unspoken nature, meaning that when both are used in conjunction, each is seen as the same. Each 

is a country. It is important to note that this process is started by the interviewer who first argues in 

terms of the logistics of moving, but it is the participant who carries it to its end. But the tensions 

lie between constructions of nation as place and nation as people when the conversation turns to 

the idea of rights and belonging, because as can be seen, as the participant talks he slips in to a 

construction where he is part of the controlling group, speaking of ‗we‘ (line 495), but this is quickly 

modified by the use of ‗they‘ (line 497). Once the topic moves from place to people it can be seen 

to tread a dangerous line between liberalism and prejudice, and as such it is necessary for the 

participant to protect himself against these assertions in advance by laying the need to protect one‘s 

group at the elite level rather than the lay level.  In this way place talk allows for a sterile pragmatic 

approach to segregation whereas people talk causes problems concerning equality and rights. Each 
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can be seen to be in conflict with each other, with both carrying certain ideological undercurrents 

that pervade talk of nationhood. 

The final ideological dilemma I would like to explore is that between individualism and collectivism. 

Throughout the data there appears to be some tension and friction between making claims as an 

individual and expressing views of the collective. This conflict can most clearly be seen in the divide 

between ‗intellectual‘ ideologies and ‗lived‘ ideologies, especially concerning the modern concern 

for individualism and the loss of the collective good. We touched on this briefly in the previous 

ideological dilemma, but now we will look at it in more depth. Within Extract 17 talk follows on 

from issues of comparisons to Wales before Matt is asked about how he sees what being ‗Manx‘ is. 

 

Extract 17: 

Paul OK but if someone was to ask you obviously because you only moved here yeah 25 

 (Dan Yeah) and there is this idea of being Manx I mean how would you if I was 26 

 to able to ask you to define what being Manx would be as a term how would 27 

 you actually do that (.) in your idea what would you say being Manx (.) (Dan I‘d 28 

 say) if there is a such a thing there might not even be a thing                                        29 

Dan I‘d say if you‘ve been here five years (.) technically then you‘d be classed pretty 30 

 much as Manx (Paul  Ok) if you‘d go around here asking the Manxies if you‘re 31 

 not born here you‘re not Manx but (.) but to me that‘s pretty irrelevant whether 32 

 you‘re Manx or British it‘s not I don‘t have that identity                                              33 

 

Within Extract 17 we could equate ‗intellectual‘ ideologies with the collective sentiment and the 

‗lived‘ ideologies with the individual claims. To explain, the participant draws on propositions, using 

the interpretative repertoires citizenship claims30 and essential rights, to argue for a position where 

Manxness can be claimed due to the legal rights (line 30). These claims are aimed at the collective 

and as such are used to propose a situation where the claim is true irrespective of the individual. 

But this ideology seems to be in conflict with the individual claims he makes as he states that it is 

irrelevant (line 32) whether you are Manx or British and finally states that he does not have that 

identity (line 33). What can be seen here is conflicting knowledge and experience of nationhood, 

with the first being tied strongly to conventional ideas of national identity, ideas which I propose 

come from elite discourses of nationhood and the second being a lay experience of nationhood, 

especially as expressed here as unimportant. The two are incompatible and the participant seems 

stranded in the middle. If ‗intellectual‘ ideologies state that the nation is such, but the ‗lived‘ 

ideology is counter to this it leaves the participant in a precarious position. To adjust this position 

                                                      
30 This interpretative repertoire is not developed separately due to the very close similarity between it and essential rights 
and heritage claims, though it should be noted that it is a pragmatic form of argument that captures legal metaphors of 
justice and rights. 
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the participant states he does not have that ‗identity‘, an example of what Chryssochoou (2003) 

highlighted in terms of how we should look at how people used social scientific concepts 

themselves in interaction. By using this term ‗identity‘ the participant is not just randomly stating 

something that is ‗out-there‘ but is using it paradoxically to ground his argument against 

conventional perceptions of nationality.  

 

9.3 Subject positions   

I would like to preface this section by giving a brief reminder of the analytic procedures I have 

decided to use when looking at subject positions. There is a wide variety of analytic focuses when it 

comes to subject positions, with some being vaguer in their exposition and analytic thrust (Edley 

and Wetherell 1997) with others being more precise and systematic (Berman, L 1999). In my view, 

there are benefits to each approach, though concerning the former it falls under the same worries as 

I had with Billig‘s (1998) argument concerning scholarship. Without structure at the novice level, a 

situation of ‗everything goes‘ can occur and that is why, as argued in section 8.4, I have chosen 

Törrönen‘s approach to subject positions. 

Briefly, Törrönen focuses on three aspects of subject positions, namely being the spatial, temporal 

and positional. The first is concerned with boundary making and maintenance in the tangible world, 

the second looks at the historical paths that are illuminated, looking at four pragmatic modalities; 

obligation, want (will), ability and competence in conjunction with valued-objects, and the third explores the 

relational aspect of positions, including those used and those shunned. 

The following three extracts come from written e-mail responses to the same question (see page 59) 

and are presented exactly as they were found in the original e-mail. The only difference that exists 

between the e-mails and the extracts is that the certain complete sections previous to the extract 

and following have been omitted, though theses section would be no more than a few lines long. 

 

Extract 18: 

Grace, 22 

 

I want to move away! The Island is pretty and I think if you were looking for somewhere to 1 

retire then it is probably ideal but as a young person who wants to live – not so great! I 2 

lived in England while at university for three years between 2004-2007 and since I have 3 

returned I really want to move back! I think the Island‘s lacking in entertainment e.g. no 4 

theme parks, bowling alleys, multi-plex cinemas etc and the nightlife also has a lot to be 5 

desired for! I know a lot of people see it as a friendly place because you do always see 6 

people you know but to me, I find it quite claustrophobic- You can‘t be anonymous and 7 
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everyone knows everyone else‘s business. I go away quite a lot but it‘s just so expensive for 8 

a flight and even the ferry prices have increased by a lot recently. In fact the prices of 9 

everything are more expensive! I know one of the well-known things about the Island is 10 

the low tax rates but the extra money saved gets swallowed up by just buying the everyday 11 

groceries! Another thing is there seems to be a common belief that the Island is a safe and 12 

pleasant place to live but I think some news is kept quiet in order to retain this image as 13 

there does seem to be serious Drug & Alcohol problems that are not often talked about in 14 

the media. Overall a nice place to visit and retire but it‘s not a place for actually living!  15 

 

Here the importance of spatial opposition is constructed through the divide between the Isle of 

Man and England (lines 1-3). A distinction is made here between the two on the grounds of many 

available contrasts. These include the distinction between place for older people and place for 

younger people, friendliness and intrusiveness, near and far, and safety and danger.  

This distinction made between the Isle of Man and England is an example of the contrast between 

Us and Them (Hall 1990) using such things as entertainment (lines 4-6), community (lines 6-9), 

distance (line 8-9), money, (lines 8-12) and safety (lines 12-15). This spatial aspect can be seen to 

justify a subject position which aligns itself to the Them. As in any decision where the choice goes 

against the norm, there has to be strong justification as to why the situation is the way it is, and this 

is why so much time is used to present the Us in sharp contrast to the Them. This distinction is 

given stronger emphasis when you take into account the temporal aspects within the text at the 

same time as the spatial aspects. 

When you look at the temporal aspect you are able to see a struggle between the Us and Them and 

it is highlighted by the pragmatic modality group of wanting. This wanting is manifested in the 

desire to move away (line 1) which emphatically starts the narrative. But this modality seems to be 

in conflict with the modality group of obligation which is highlighted by the earlier examples for the 

spatial aspect. By the strong contrast and justification that is balanced in the temporal aspect it is 

clear that the desire to move is in some way held in check by the obligation to the Us. Once again, 

when you move on to the next level of analysis you are able to see how the subject position built so 

far is closely linked to available discourses and ideologies. 

The positional aspect can be seen as the most important aspect as it seems to gain its importance 

through the integration of the other two aspects. When looking at the positional aspect, you are 

looking to see how subjects are positioned in relation to story lines and categories. Other than the 

main category of Us and Them there appears to be the strong category distinction of Young and 

Old. With these categories there can be the story line which delimits and dictates what a ‗young‘ 

person should desire and want. In this way Grace is positioning herself as young and this is verified 

by the narrative that young people desire entertainment (lines 4-6) and strive for separation from 

the parent group and community (lines 6-9). But as Törrönen (2001) quotes from Billig (1991) ‗in 
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arguing, one not only expresses one‘s own position, but seeks to criticize, and thereby to negate, the 

counterposition‘ (1991, p. 72). Grace can be seen to do this by disputing the existing narrative 

concerning the Isle of Man, which contains such discourses as it is a safe place to live (lines 12-15), 

that there is a community (lines 6-9) and that it is a tax-haven (lines 10-11). By mobilizing the 

subject position of the Isle of Man as counter to perceived discourses she is allowing her own 

subject position to strengthen as a young person who desires to move away.  

  

Extract 19: 

Carol, 60 

 

Moved here originally for employment purposes, but remained by choice.  The Island is 1 

important to us now. It is where our family is and I still a good place for our grandchild to 2 

grow up in as it was for our children.  We all enjoy the slower pace of life, the safety and 3 

security the Island offers, the dramatic and diverse scenery, and the unique architectural, 4 

cultural and social heritage from the Gaiety Theatre and castles to the Steam Railway and 5 

Manx tholtans. The MHK‘s (government reps.) are local, approachable and tel. Nos. 6 

published in telephone directory.  The Manx Parliament works for the Island residents and 7 

protects the Island‘s independence and financial security. There are many choices and 8 

opportunities for most sports and hobbies and our educational system whose slogan is 9 

―Freedom to flourish‖ doesn‘t follow the Uks policies  but picks the best and considers the 10 

best way forward for manx pupils and students, e.g. smaller classes, freedom to implement 11 

manx studies and using the wider environment. Although the island is close to the UK the 12 

cost of travelling by air and sea is expensive and journeys have to be planned ahead.  The 13 

isolation of being an islander although having advantages, means we need to go across to 14 

England at least every two months to take advantage of better shopping facilities or just 15 

different experiences not available here.   16 

 

As we have already seen the spatial aspect of the subject position uses the distinction between the 

Isle of Man and the UK. This is done through the categories of pace of life (line 3), safety (line 3) 

geography (lines 4-5) and culture (line 5), with these being used within list formulation. This 

distinction between the Isle of Man and the UK is further developed by juxtaposing the two 

politically and educationally. Politically the Isle of Man is shown to be different to the cold, harsh, 

and indistinct politics of the UK by showing the politicians as being part of an organisation that 

works for the people (line 7), and that the ‗MHKs‘ themselves are not different to those who they 

work for by being available by phone, with their numbers published to the wider and general 

community (lines 6-7). Educationally the Isle of Man is juxtaposed with the UK by demonstrating 

the freedom allowed by not being attached to the UK policies (lines 10-14). One spatial distinction 

is that based on the geographic location in comparison to the UK being small, but how ultimately 

this divide is great due to the low level of access to the UK (lines 14-15). 
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Temporally the action under consideration is that connected to the constant choice of remaining on 

the Island. Within this aspect there is no disjunction between wanting and obligation because the 

two co-reside next to each other. The desire to remain on the Island is justified by the fit it has for 

the family (lines 1-3) and the earlier mentioned factors of the slower pace of life and safety. As such 

there is no problem of obligation, as the obligation is with the family and the family is the valued-

object for Carol. 

The positional aspect attempts to quash other parts of an available identity to strengthen those 

aspects that are chosen by the narrator. In Carol‘s case this is done indirectly as no clear example of 

the Other as inferior is offered, but that the strengths of the Us are listed as positives. By presenting 

the positives, such as safety (line 3) and the slower pace of life (line 4), there is an implicit 

assumption that these are not offered together elsewhere. No direct comments are made against the 

Other, it is just that there is nothing offered for the other. This absence of quantity allows Carol to 

substantiate her subject position with the categories she has decided to present. There is one point 

where her position could be weakened by pointing to how there is a need for the Other (lines 14-

16) and as such weakens the distinct boundary between the two categories. But as mentioned in 

Törrönen‘s (2001) paper, ‗a lightly bordered identity does not mean a weak self-esteem‘ (p. 321), as 

it allows for the continuing maintenance of the boundary and vigilance in the defence of it. 

    

Extract 20: 

Matt, 32 

 

Although being manx is a large part of my identity i view living on the Isle of Man as a part 1 

of my past.  I have lived in Birmingham for nearly ten years now and on a day to day basis 2 

the fact that i was born on the Isle of man has very little impact on my life.  Saying that it 3 

still gives me sense of pride when people ask me where I am from, and I reply, the Isle of 4 

Man.  5 

When i first moved to 'the mainland' i thought that i would have to make a huge  6 

adjustment, but to be honest from the day i moved to Birmingham it has felt more like my 7 

home than the Island ever did.  I will tell anybody who asks how beautiful the Isle of Man 8 

is and how laid back and relaxed the people there are, but in the 10  years i have been here i 9 

have only returned to the Island a hand full of times.  10 

I suppose the main reason for my feelings towards the Island are based around me 11 

sexuality.  As a gay man the Isle of Man did not really have much to offer me, and although 12 

i never really experience any homophobia on the Island i feel that Birmingham is much 13 

more inclusive. Living somewhere with a large and friendly gay scene is more important to 14 

me than i first thought it would be.  For the first time in my life i feel part of a community 15 

that welcomes and embraces me for who and what i am. 16 
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There is a strong spatial separation between the Isle of Man and Birmingham (line 1-2) in this text, 

and this is further developed through the separation between the Isle of Man and ‗the mainland‘ 

(line 6). In this way this person is positioning himself away from the culture of the Isle of Man. This 

separation is further expanded by the use of a temporal positioning where the respondent speaks of 

two positions, one which is in the past and one which is in the present (lines 1-2). This defines the 

idea of a valued-object which is desired by Matt, namely, the one which can only be considered in 

relation to time and past events. From here Matt uses the position of home, and implicitly, that 

opposition which is not the home (line 7-8) to define areas geographically, but also to endow places 

with those aspects of familial acceptance and the feeling of belonging. To emphasis this position 

Matt offers counter position for what the Island could mean (lines 8-9), but these reside outside the 

specific and important position of home as a place where one is accepted. 

It is at this point that the respondent struggles in an attempt to separate his position outside of 

current and available discourses for gay men. These discourses can be seen to form the narrative 

where the subject, or narrator, has a valued-object which relates to freedom from denial and emerging 

from a state of struggle. By positioning himself away from the Isle of Man the respondent 

endeavours to position himself outside of this discourse by such means as denying any difficulty 

from the Isle of Man (line 13) and placing it more at the quantitative level where it was a matter of 

gains (line 12). To justify the first position the respondent reaffirms that the decision to move was 

taken without the available discourse of escaping from a restrictive environment for a gay man, as 

the realisation that a ‗large and friendly gay scene‘ was important to him only after he moved. This 

can be important because by positioning himself outside this discourse means that it gives him 

more autonomy in past choices and less responsibility in his future actions. 

What is achieved from the above is an identity which is based on the careful maintenance of a 

boundary by taken available positions in relation to others and by juxtaposing the available 

positions solidifying the chosen subject position. 

What can be seen when looking at all three examples is how a subject position is built up through 

the organizing affect of the three categories of spatial aspects, temporal aspects and positional 

aspects. Similarities between the three examples can be seen in the way that they categorize and fix 

boundaries between the Isle of Man and the UK. But the way these boundaries are constructed 

differ between each example as the idea of the Isle of Man and the UK are used to justify a subject 

position which is individual and separate for each. 

Grace uses the distinction between the UK and the Isle of Man in relation to the subject position of 

being young. This idea of being young, and what one should want as a young person, is built up 

within the debate about what the Isle of Man has as resources and what are available within the 
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UK. In this way her identity is derived from her subject position of being young, and in doing so 

she is actively taking onboard the available discourses on what being young is. 

For Carol she uses the distinction between the Isle of Man and the UK to build the idea of being a 

parent and the idea of family. Categories are used to justify a continuing decision to stay on the Isle 

of Man and as such develop and solidify her subject position as a caring parent. Ideas of politics 

and education are taken out of their respective domains and are put to discursive use in the 

presentation of the self. 

Martin again uses the distinction between the Isle of Man and the UK to demonstrate the subject 

position of autonomy and individual choice. By separating himself from available discourses 

concerning what it is to be gay allows him to advance an identity which is based around the idea of 

freedom to choose, and the autonomy within an inclusive community. 

The fluidity of subject positions can be seen to be of more beneficial analytic use as it takes into 

account the important rhetoric orientations of self presentation. In this way categories of 

nationhood can be seen as non-essential, but hold qualities and ideologies which can be taken and 

used in a discursive manner. It is shown that it is important to always bear in mind the rhetoric 

aspect to narratives, the fact that all presentations are designed to persuade the audience in some 

manner. This persuasion could be to orient some other person to our view or it may be to persuade 

someone that the idea of who we are is actually what is ‗true‘. 

 

9.4 Place identity 

Once again, I will provide a brief reminder of the main theoretical co-ordinates that ground the 

analytic process. As should be recalled, Dixon and Durrheim (2000) provided what they claim to be 

three limitations to the current theorizing of place-identity. These three limitations were (1) rhetorical 

traditions and meaning, (2) discursive actions and (3) ideology and power, with these meaning, in order, that 

ways that were speak about the self and place are developed in a historically coloured background, 

that when we use these reservoirs of meaning we do so to perform certain actions and that these 

actions are intimately linked to issues of knowledge and power. If we take these factors into 

account with the awareness of how identities can be ‗troubled‘ it allows for a clear path to analysis. 

Within the data there were many different ways to speak of place but for the purpose of this paper 

I will expand on seven distinct ways of talking about place and the relation to self, namely being, 

size, community, temporal, economic, safety, cultural and recognition. 

Extract 21 follows, and continues, talk about the recent Royal engagement between Prince William 

and Kate Middleton. Extract 22 is contained in a section of talk which is oriented to the difference 
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between the Isle of Man and Birmingham in terms of issues of what it is like to be a gay man in 

both places. It is fair to note here that the Isle of Man only decriminalized homosexuality in 1992. 

 

Extract 21: 

Paul OK (.) ‗cause I asked you when I was looking at the stuff it actually made the 698 

 news that the Isle of Man was the first (.) the first to actually erm produce or put 699 

 into circulation erm you know the engagement (.) stamps                                           700 

Dan Yeah                                                                                                                               701 

Paul To celebrate the engagement (Dan Yeah) (.) they issued engagement stamps            702 

Dan Yeah                                                                                                                                703 

Paul Before anywhere else                                                                                                     704 

Dan Yeah that‘s probably what you want to do with the economies of scale we‘ve got 705 

 one post office they‘re able to do their own printing (Paul Ok) so they can have 706 

 more drawn off and run off in a few days whereas in the UK (.) by the time 707 

 they‘ve printed them and dispatched them to all the post offices and everything 708 

 else that‘s a massive undertaking                                                                                   709 

Paul So you don‘t think it‘s got anything to do with the Royalist sentiment that (.) no 710 

 it was just a matter of t-                                                                                                     711 

Dan No it‘s more really economics (Paul Ok) and the ability to do it and because it‘s 712 

 all based in one building they can print it tonight and do everything (.) in a 713 

 matter of days                                                                                                                            714 

 

Extract 22: 

Matt I think there‘s about five or six (.) young gay men who go in there I‘ve seen 635 

 pictures (.) on Facebook and stuff of like the regulars (Paul Yeah) so I don‘t 636 

 know   637 

Paul How do you think the Isle of Man ‗cause you said you think it‘s a function of it 638 

 being so small (.) and you don‘t think it would ever improve                                       639 

Matt Well I don‘t think it would ever be as (.) the same as living in Birmingham with a 640 

 thriving gay scene d‘you know what I mean any night of the week (Paul Right) I 641 

 can go out and socialise and have fun I‘ve got you know loads of friends now 642 

 on the gay scene it would never be like that over here                                          643 

Paul Right                                                                                                                               644 

Matt So (.) (Paul No) there‘s nothing you could never do that but I think tolerancy 645 

 yeah I‘d imagine you won‘t get spat at in the street and stuff I never experienced 646 

 any homophobia over here and I was quite                                                                   647 

Paul Really never                                                                                                                   648 
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Matt No                                                                                                                                   649 

Paul OK (.) ‗cause as a straight man it‘s not that I‘ve experienced homophobia but 650 

 I‘ve experienced homophobic comments and behaviour but not personally 651 

 (Matt I suppose it depends on wh-) not directed at an individual but directed at 652 

 an abstract group                                                                                                          653 

 

Within the two above extracts we can see two constructions of place as a factor of size, each subtly 

built to develop a counter representation of place than what is portrayed by the interviewer and one 

that is seen as a dominant perspective on the Isle of Man. Extract 21 argues against the claim that 

the publishing of the first stamps in the British Isle of the Royal engagement has more to do with a 

pragmatic reality rather than any Royalist sentiment. He draws attention to the idea of economies of 

scale (line 705) and the fact that there is only one post office which can print for a small community 

in a matter of days (line 707). This is carefully prepared as to agree with the Royalist sentiment may 

incur the associated connection of British right to sovereignty which further leads to difficulties in 

the process of drawing distinctions between the Isle of Man and the UK. Extract 22 uses the same 

constructive function of place, but rather than this time doing so to delineate in term of national 

connections, it is done more so in moral terms. The Isle of Man was one of the last places to 

decriminalize homosexuality in Europe and as such there is an idea of the Isle of Man as being a 

difficult place to live as a gay man. But rather than the participant accepting this assertion from the 

interviewer he uses the construction of place in terms of size to demonstrate that to not be 

accepted as a gay man on the island has nothing to do with any moral culpability on behalf of the 

participant or the Manx population, but that it is a function of the size. Acceptance comes with 

bigger numbers, with bigger places and as such acceptance is not something that should be desired 

for. It is unattainable, and in its construction as unattainable it moves responsibility from the 

participant into the ‗natural‘ order of things.  

Extract 23 is once again concerned with the way of life which can be seen to be present on the Isle 

of Man before moving on to one of the better known aspects of the island, namely the issue of 

safety.

Extract 23: 

 

Paul Do you think there‘s a different lifestyle here then, in the Isle of Man do you 476 

 think   477 

Dawn No                                                                                                                                   478 

Paul I don‘t know because it seems a lot of people who do move between the two 479 

 like Matt for instance he seems to feel like there‘s a big difference between to in 480 

 a sense of I don‘t know maybe community beliefs (.) because one of the things  481 

 people always talk about the Isle of Man is its (.) I don‘t know safety is one thing 482 
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 people bring up someone was telling me yesterday that living in the Isle of Man 483 

 is completely different living in the UK because she doesn‘t lock her car she 484 

 doesn‘t lock her house (Dawn Sure) so you don‘t think that‘s I mean she comes 485 

 from Castletown I don‘t know if that‘s different (Dawn I wouldn‘t) to  Douglas                                                                                                                          486 

 Dawn If I went out to work and I‘d forgotten to lock the house I wouldn‘t be  487 

 particularly worried (Paul Right) you know I wouldn‘t be going back to lock the 488 

 house I‘m more likely to go back to feed the cat I wouldn‘t be terribly worried 489 

 about that and if I woke in the middle of the night and thought I haven‘t locked 490 

 the car I wouldn‘t be worried (Paul Ok) I would go back to sleep (.) but it 491 

 would be foolish not to do it as as a routine I think there is just again a sense of  492 

 community because we do live differently over here and I think again it is down 493 

 to the size of the population like two hundred years ago when you had people 494 

 who would work in the mines and they were a community they all knew each  495 

 other and they worked for each other (Paul Ok) that‘s how in my thinking to  496 

 some extent it‘s a bit like that now (.) in Guernsey the population is just 497 

 ridiculously high for the amount of there‘s hardly any land                                                              498 

 

The second construction of place is that of community and it can clearly be seen in Extract 23 being 

developed by the researcher and the participant. When asked is there a different lifestyle on the Isle 

of Man (line 476) the participant replies with a very short no (line 477). It is only when the 

interviewer tries to demonstrate the idea, mostly speaking through placing the opinion in the 

mouths of others, such as when I speak Matt‘s opinion (line 480) and then talk of how ‗people 

always talk of the Isle of Man‘ (line 482), does the participant take up the Isle of Man as different. 

She goes on to say that ‗I think there is just again a sense of community cause we do live differently 

here‘ (line 492) which contradicted her first statement concerning a different lifestyle and then goes 

on to use the size construction of place to justify why this is (line 494). In doing so, as will be 

expanded on, the participant draws on two other constructions of place that regularly appeared in 

the data, that of temporality and safety, to explain what she means by community. The participant 

paints a picture of the Isle of Man from the past, a time when people lived and worked in tough 

conditions (line 494) when everyone knew each other (line 495) and claims that in some way that is 

what it is like now (line 497). Issues of safety in these terms are a matter of personal relationships, 

face-to-face encounters that frame everyday life. In these terms safety is a product of people and 

their actions as emanating from within, meaning that all action is of a moral and self-imposing 

fashion. In attempting to demonstrate this and the idea of place in terms of community with this 

historical comparison the participant once again relies on the safety aspect proposed by myself, 

making claims about how she would not need to worries about a locked car (line 491), though she 

does amend this by stating it would be foolish to never do so. This idea of safety in place 

constructions is further continued in reference to another island community (line 497), Guernsey, 

with reference to size again. In fact this idea of safety is further modified later in the data, as in 

Extract 24 where Dawn carries on talk about issues of place, with once again a comparison between 

Guernsey and the Isle of Man being drawn. 
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Extract 24: 

 

Dawn Yeah Guernsey comes under Manx law erm English law as far I understand              520 

Paul Yeah as far as I understand it‘s considered [unheard] (Dawn But) but it‘s                  521 

Dawn But it would be different I think if you lived in Guernsey I think it doesn‘t really 522 

 matter I mean I don‘t know how big Guernsey is compared to (.) Hackney but I 523 

 think you‘d find that I don‘t know what the crime rate would be (Paul Ok) so I 524 

 think (.) if people lived differently compared with Guernsey it‘s not the fact that 525 

 it‘s on an island or that if it did have its own government (Paul Yeah) it 526 

 wouldn‘t be anything to do with that I think purely because of the amount of 527 

 people that live there compared to the amount of size I think that‘s gotta be I 528 

 think that‘s why there‘s so much crime in high population cities just purely 529 

 because of the opportunities (Paul Ok) and the fact that there‘s a lot more 530 

 criminals because there‘s a lot more people that live there whereas here it‘s not 531 

 and it‘s a lot easier to get caught (Paul Ok) you know it is a lot easier to get 532 

 caught the police aren‘t particularly busy so the criminals we do have they get 533 

 pretty quickly I mean there was a fight across the road from me and I rang the  534 

 police (Paul Yeah) and they were here in like three minutes three police cars  535 

 and police turned up                                                                                                       536 

 

The participant draws the comparison on the level of island status (line 526) and then attempts to 

formulate an argument as to why safety is different between the two places. As in the previous 

extract Guernsey is presented as being over populated in respect to its size, and in trying to develop 

another comparison the participant aligns Guernsey with Hackney, an area of London notorious 

with a high crime-rate. What is interesting in this extract is that the participant makes claims on 

certain statistics before instantly rejecting them (line 523 and 524), but even though she rejects 

them it does not seem to compromise here position. In this depiction of safety and place, crime is 

not a matter of personal flaws and moral leniency, but is a matter entirely of circumstantial factors, 

particularly size. People commit crimes because the opportunity is there to do so (line 530), 

whereas in the Isle of Man crime is much lower because the opportunity is not there because it is ‗a 

lot easier to get caught‘ (line 532). This representation of place is seen as counter to the previous 

demonstration where people within a community, because of the close proximity and personal 

knowledge, were more inclined to be aware of their actions. This new representation sees people‘s 

actions as being a product of the environment, specifically through modernization, urbanization 

and dispersal of current lifestyles, and as such they are then cut adrift from each other.  

In this way the two constructions can be seen as counter-intuitive, as by taking the sense of 

community as depicted in the past away from the moral rectitude of people in particular and using 

constructions of place in terms of size as the main reason behind crime means that crime is a 

matter of circumstance in the current Manx culture. As such, we have two constructions the 
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personalized past and the depersonalized present, with this depersonalized present being used to explain 

behavior off the island and on the island. This seems counter-intuitive as when a community 

sentiment is usually developed it is done in terms of personal characteristic and relationships 

between people. So why is it different here? To answer this we need to look closer at the data. Here 

in Extract 25 Dawn follows talk about Filipinos workers who come to the Isle of Man and how she 

believes them to be acceptable because of ‗hard-work‘ and deference to people.  

 

Extract 25: 

Paul OK so you wouldn‘t like the same kind of immigration that you see in certain 601 

 areas in the UK like in Birmingham and (.) London and                                              602 

Dawn Not unless they really were to give us something back to the Isle of Man you 603 

 know through taxes you know (Paul Ok) and not causing trouble or anything 604 

 like that (Paul Ok) I wouldn‘t have a problem with it if I thought they would 605 

 give us something (.) other than that no and I wouldn‘t want the population in 606 

 the Isle of Man to keep increasing because I don‘t want it to end up like 607 

 Guernsey (Paul Ok) where it‘s just become this almost like inner city on an 608 

 island it‘s I suppose it may happen one day (Paul Ok) but because you can‘t 609 

 keep extending the Isle of Man you can‘t keep adding bits of rock on you know 610 

 you can‘t do that    611 

 

What can be seen in Extract 25 is that by appealing to ideas of crime and safety in terms of 

situational and circumstantial issues means that it allows for the participant to make certain claims 

in favour of the in-group which if the conventional approach of terming community as made up of 

the attributes of people would appear prejudice and xenophobic. By stating that she does not want 

the island to turn into Guernsey (line 608) means that by limiting the size of the population actually 

allows claims to be made which incorporate safety and community that appear to be rational and 

controllable. It allows for a pragmatic approach to in-group and out-group relations which permits 

critical remarks to be made in the name of practical assumptions rather than personal opinions. 

Next we will look at some ways of talking about the Isle of Man which are more explicitly to do 

with the group or national representation. These three representations of place, namely being 

political, economic and recognition, can all be seen as being closely related and as such the discussion of 

each will be best exemplified when explored in conjunction with each other. Concerning the political 

representations, you only need to look back at a couple of the earlier extracts to see this. In Extract 

1 you can see the use of the demonym ‗Manx‘ being used (Yeah but he isn’t he hasn’t been born on the 

Island so you know he actually isn’t Manx), in Extract 2 there is reference to the Manx government (you 

said that the Manx government protects their own), in Extract 4 there is talk of the relationship between the 

Isle of Man and the European Union (I mean with the European Union and human rights and everything we 



Paul Cottier                                                                                                                                          Analysis 

99 
 

can say we make our own laws), in Extract 10 there is references to the other nations of Great Britain 

(you think it might be different to the idea of Scotland and Wales) and in Extract 17 the distinction between a 

Manx or British identity (pretty irrelevant whether you’re Manx or British). This would be expected in talk 

of the nation and as such, due to it regular presence that is why I refer back to existing extracts 

rather than using a separate example. The political representation of place is constantly present, but 

that does not mean it is not contested. 

Though this political form of distinction was present in the data, this was not a stand alone 

depiction of the Isle of Man as this political representation was developed in two ways, this being 

the economic and that concerning recognition. In Extract 26 language once again becomes the point of 

conversation before going on to talk of the nationalist movement. 

 

Extract 26: 

Dan Well just trying to bring Manx into the language and whatever in reality most 115 

 people don‘t care and (.) probably don‘t really use it                                                    116 

Paul There are obviously people who do care because erm (.) I was reading recently I 117 

 can‘t remember mentioned it before but there was the Mec Vannin er I suppose 118 

 it was a political rally they had at Hango Hill (.) and there were comments made 119 

 by was it [name omitted] (.) the MHK                                                                                     120 

Dan OK                                                                                                                                  121 

Paul Which was seen to be quite incendiary that he was talking about how the Isle of 122 

 Man should find new trading partners other than the UK and the Manx 123 

 government as a unity in itself saying that they were trying to that it was his own 124 

 personal opinion that they themselves do not think it is such an issue but I am 125 

 just saying that (Dan No that‘s) obviously to a certain faction of people it is 126 

 seen as important but                                                                                                                                  127 

Dan I think that in political terms (.) some people might be its not just about the 128 

 language it‘s all about the relationship we have to the UK in monetary terms as 129 

 well not necessarily in nationality terms in terms of the changes that the UK has 130 

 tried to bring in in terms of VAT sharing agreement going which is going to 131 

 cost the economy 120 million or something a year they have lost                                      132 

 

Within this Extract 26 the debate starts of concerning the issue of language revitalisation on the Isle 

of Man which is claimed by the participant that most people do not care (line 116) to which I 

attempt to query in relation to the rally of the nationalistic political group Mec Vannin (line 118). 

To this the participant explicitly denies the political agenda of the nationalist group in favour of a 

perspective that sees nationality only as a pragmatic exercise, rather than a motivated feeling. In this 

way, place is depicted not as a political entity, something which is everlasting and which supersedes 

everything else, but as a practical arrangement which is organised around the simple functioning of 
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an economic entity. Within this extract we can see two representation of place coming head-to-

head, one baring the weight of the essentialist notion of nation whereas the other carries the 

pragmatic reality of economic practices. Within this context then, we can see how a national place 

can be construed in different ways to perform different tasks. As we should remember, the 

participant above is someone who had moved to the Isle of Man and as such claims of a political 

unity in terms of nationalist claims could be seen as problematic. In this case, we can see how place 

is re-configured away from this portrayal and moved towards the practical mechanisms of the 

market, and in doing so he is sculpting a place within the ‗group‘ to which there could be no 

counter claims put against. This kind of exchange can be seen as an example of the aforementioned 

‗troubled‘ identities, with what is shown above showing some of the practices and tools which are 

used to stabilise what could be seen as problematic for the participant. 

This idea of ‗troubled‘ identities is part of the final type of place construction, that of recognition. I 

am aware that this last example is slightly mysterious in its naming, but I hope that the follow 

extracts and analysis will in some way make it clearer. In Extract 27 we can see talk which follows 

on from the Manx involvement in World War II and subsequent remembrances and re-enactments 

that now exist. Extract 28 comes from one of the group discussions and is rooted in talk about 

nations and the Manx status, to which it continues. 

 

Extract 27: 

Paul I suppose one question the final question would be just a more general 821 

 question about how you would actually understand the idea of a nation and 822 

 whether you‘d actually position the Isle of Man as such ‗cause we spoke about it 823 

 briefly before but (.) if you would be able to describe what a nation is generally 824 

 (Dan No) and how would you fit the Isle of Man into that                                                            825 

Dan I probably wouldn‘t be able to describe what a nation is (.) and because I don‘t 826 

 know by definition the Isle of Man may well be a nation erm but (.) when I 827 

 travel around you say you‘re from Scotland you‘re Scottish most of them would 828 

 know what Scottish is and most of them know where Wales is and Welsh but 829 

 when you start talking about the Isle of Man and Manx it‘s just (.) becomes 830 

 irrelevant really so it‘s why why would I say [unheard] the Manx nation rather 831 

 than I‘m from the Isle of Man                                                                                       832 

 

Extract 28: 

Paul So do you think the isle of man is a nation (.) or how would you actually  313 

 understand it yourself or                                                                                                314 

Grace Erm (.) we are like a lost nation                                                                                     315 

Paul A lost nation                                                                                                                    316 
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Grace No one knows what we are (.) we are not part of the UK we are not part of the 317 

 EU just an island floating with the queen who kind of has ultimate jurisdiction 318 

 [unheard] or something like that (.) no one really knows what we are ask a 319 

 hundred different people you will get a hundred different answers                              320 

Paul OK but when you actually explain it to people do you just side step it and say 321 

 you‘re English                                                                                                                322 

Grace No like I say I‘m from the Isle of Man and I‘m quite proud I work for the 323 

 government like so and when I went to uni[versity] it made me a bit more proud 324 

 say yeah we‘ve got our own government own language and like it depends who 325 

 I‘m with if I over here I slate it with people I don‘t know [unheard]                             326 

 

What the two above extracts draw attention to is that certain places and identities need to be 

recognised from the ‗outside‘ before they can have any real relevance on the ‗inside‘. In Extract 27 

we can see a realisation of this fact and the ‗trouble‘ it causes when trying to define yourself. The 

participant starts by claiming that he is unsure what the definition of a nation is (line 827) which can 

be seen as a reference to the ‗intellectual‘ ideology which is connected to the nation and then goes 

on to describe the situation from a ‗lived‘ perspective by framing his comments in terms of his 

travels (line 828). This experience talk is important as it highlights the ‗trouble‘ that people have in 

defining the self in certain terms and the restrictions that constrain a certain type of talk. In this 

case the participants speaks of how ‗you say you‘re from Scotland, you‘re Scottish‘ (line 828) 

drawing attention to the ‗intellectual‘ ideology and its ‗lived‘ version that if you are from a country 

you have the right to call yourself by the demonym, in this case Scottish. But in the case of the Isle 

of Man, the ‗intellectual‘ ideology fades and shimmers once turned to a ‗lived‘ ideology, because the 

importance of place and definition is tied to other people‘s knowledge, and it is only through other 

people‘s knowledge and recognition of the claim to a national identity can one actually possess it. In 

fact claims to nationhood stall before they can even be argued for, as to argue in favour of 

something one must know what one is arguing for.  

This is further demonstrated in Extract 28 where the participant claims the Isle of Man is a ‗lost 

nation‘ (line 315).  What is interesting in this extract is that the participant has an ‗out‘ as she was 

originally born in England, which I refer to in line 322. But the participant chooses not to define 

herself in such a way, rather saying that she comes from the Isle of Man (line 323). What can be 

seen as happening here is a distinction being made between people and place, where different 

aspects seem to be at stake. When defining the self in terms of place, as in ‗I‘m from the Isle of 

Man‘, there seems to be more leeway as to do so can be ideologically devoid, whereas to define 

your self in the person category by saying ‗I am Manx‘ means that it is significantly more 

treacherous as there is an avenue where this can be disclaimed, either through lack of knowledge or 

through lack of recognition.  
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9.5 In short    

Briefly, what can be seen above is that through the use of the analytic concepts construction, variability 

and function we were able to distinguish six interpretative repertoires; essential rights, economic worth, heritage 

claims, conflict orientation, people-as-nation and place-as-nation. Each of these, either singularly or in 

combination, were used to perform certain linguistic functions, with the main one of these being 

for this paper the construction of nation and national identity.  But once we looked at ideological 

dilemmas we were able to see how these constructions were not done in an unthinking way, with 

certain contrary themes and dilemmas being worked through by the participants. These dilemmas 

were labeled as region vs. country, people vs. place and individualism vs. collectivism. In terms of these 

dilemmas it was shown that the interpretative repertoires were used in particular rhetorical ways to 

perform actions and as such there was no one conception of nation and national identity, but many. 

This variability was upheld when we looked at the subject positions as the nation was seen as a vehicle 

for speaking of the self in specific terms, in the case of my data from positions of gender, age and 

parentage. Of course these subject positions were not the only ones available, as there appeared to be 

more fleeting positions claimed and disavowed, but each seemed to be in service of these broader 

positions. The final concept looked at was place and it was shown that when place was evoked when 

speaking of the nation it was done so in very specific ways so as to depict place and space in vivid 

and functional ways. Seven different depictions were found with these being size, community, 

temporal, economic, safety, political and recognition. Like the interpretative repertoires, these depictions 

were deployed singularly and in tandem to perform certain representational functions. 

Over the four concepts it was shown that it is impossible to look at each separately as to speak 

of each means that we must speak of others. There were patterns of representation that were 

mirrored between concepts while other had very clear and distinct functions.    
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It was pivotal in making you but you 

don't remember it. Or do you? Do 

we understand the events that make 

us who we are? Do we understand 

the factors that make us do the 

things we do? 

   Douglas Coupland, Shampoo Planet. 

 

10 Discussion     

This study took at its heart the very notion of nation, how nations are constructed in interaction 

and the tools and methods used by individuals in the intersection between self and nation. In 

addressing such questions further questions bloomed requiring that we look at the more specific, 

enacted, level of interaction, especially that concerned with the production of knowledge and its 

particular uses.  To get at this we turned to critical discursive psychology (Billig et al, 1988; Edley & 

Wetherell, 1997; Edley, 2001; Wetherell, 1998), which allowed for a systemized and cohesive gaze 

on the concept of nation, especially in relation to the specific site of the Isle of Man. This turn to 

critical discursive psychology permitted the possibility to look at nationhood in terms of three 

specific concepts; interpretative repertoires, ideological dilemmas and subject positions. To supplement this, 

the concept of place was incorporated in an attempt to flesh out a further dimension of how nations 

are constituted. This final chapter is concerned with how, if it is done at all, the research concerns 

have been met and to explore a number of the consequences that have arisen. 

 

10.1 In light of previous research 

As we encountered earlier, a number of previous researchers have taken the nation and social 

groupings as their point of interest. In an attempt to frame the results of this paper I will firstly 

spend some time in connecting my findings to those by other researchers. 

Condor (2001) draws attention to the difference between civic nations and ethnic nations, with the 

former being those which are ‗understood in terms of common political allegiance‘ while the latter 

are those which are ‗understood in terms of primordial bonds of blood and kinship‘ (p.180). These 

two different notions of nation can be best exemplified in the relation between patriotism and 

nationalism, with patriotism being connected to the notion of civic nations and nationalism with 

ethnic nations. But what becomes apparent, as Condor herself points out, is that ‗[i]n order for 

research to have any ecological validity or applied relevance, we cannot afford to treat different 

nations as equivalent and interchangeable entities‘ (ibid., p. 181). This points to how nations can be 
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developed in ‗inclusionary‘ terms of civic patriotism while still being claimed for in ‗exclusionary‘ 

ethnic nationalism. In relation to the Isle of Man, we may remember that Lewis (2004) claims that 

there is a process of ‗manufacturing‘ a common national interest which leads to a form of ‗inclusive 

nationalism‘ which incorporates as many divergent people as possible.  

Following on from this we can see within the data presented within this paper different 

formulations of the nation in terms of ethnic nationalism and civic patriotism. The interpretative 

repertoire essential rights was consistently used in reference to an ethnic and primordial origin of a 

Manx people. But this notion of the nation was constantly in flux, moved and destabilized to 

perform certain ideological and rhetorical functions, with one way of doing this being the use of the 

interpretative repertoire economic worth. This interpretative repertoire was used to build a form of 

inclusionary relations where the individual was judged on their capability to add to a Manx society. 

This fluidity of representation was demonstrated in the variability within single participant‘s use of 

both in interaction. These two interpretative repertoires can each be seen as capturing the two 

different categorization of the nation, with essential rights being attached to ethnic nationalism and 

economic worth to civic patriotism. What was interesting in this study was the appearance of what 

could be called a ‗middle-range‘ interpretative repertoire, that being heritage claims.  As was shown in 

the analysis, this repertoire was used to perform functions of belonging which was developed in 

terms of an individual orientation. Calls to heritage in this way ‗objectified‘ it as an entity rather than 

the out-flowing of group belonging and as such allowed for a more ‗inclusive‘ form of nationalism, 

though this may seem paradoxical as it is attached to an area which is normally associated with 

primordial ties. 

I will briefly examine these interpretative repertoires in relation to those proposed by Wetherell and 

Potter (1988) in their study of ‗race relations‘ in New Zealand. Within their study they proposed a 

number of interpretative repertoires, though they only expand on three in the current work referred 

to here, namely being culture fostering, pragmatic realism and togetherness. Culture fostering presents a view 

where ‗Maori culture should be encouraged, fostered, protected and conserved because it is 

uniquely and distinctively identifies New Zealand‘ (ibid., p. 178), pragmatic realism underscores the 

need to develop those things new, useful and modern and togetherness proposes a position where 

there is no boundary between people and that we should all be seen as a unity. Though there is no 

clear mapping of the interpretative repertoires from my study onto those of Wetherell and Potter, 

there is still enough similarity for there to be interest, even though the two are concerned with 

different issues of representation. Cultural fostering can be seen as being developed on the same 

beliefs in the antiquity of a culture or a people as essential rights whereas as pragmatic realism bears a 

strong similarity to the practical and realistic claims of economic worth. Togetherness is more difficult 

to locate in the present study, though the reader is reminded that the heritage claims repertoire was 

deployed not for essential functions but was used in an attempt to depict a situation where claims 
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to a historical past was available at the individual level and as such is not connected to collective 

claims. In this way, the ‗inclusive‘ claims of Manx nationalism (Lewis 2004) can be seen as being 

similar to the togetherness repertoire. 

The importance of place or people conceptions of nation was explored by Condor (2006) and Abell et 

al (2006) with the former noting how when looking at the nation as a category it is possible to see it 

being evoked in ‗non-human‘ ways and with the latter claiming that we should ‗consider how 

geographical constructions of categories of polity or society may on occasions be used strategically 

as a substitute for allusions to human group or social identities‘ (Condor, 2006, p. 208). Within the 

data presented in this paper we are able to see these claims being played out between the 

participants, with this occurring continually across the four theoretical concepts used within this 

paper. Two distinct interpretative repertoires were found, nation-as-place and nation-as-people. The first 

interpretative repertoire was used to perform functions that were tailored towards conceptions of 

the self and the other and contained another of the points that Condor (2006) claims are neglected 

in current understandings of the nation, namely being, the idea of temporal comparison and international 

comparison. Both types of comparison were used within the data, but each of these seemed to be 

catering for different needs. The temporal comparison was used to create distinctions that allowed 

a greater degree of current status whereas the international comparison was mostly used to 

legitimize the political status of the Isle of Man. This idea of nation as place or people was also seen 

to be not only a pragmatic distinction in terms of function, but was closely tied to ideological 

traditions which led to certain dilemmas attached to whether to depict the nation in terms of one or 

the other. It was shown within the data that in depicting the nation as a group of people was seen 

as a delicate formulation as to do so meant that it opened the participant up to accusations of being 

prejudice and xenophobic. To safe-guard against this, constructions of nation as place allowed for 

the participants to speak in terms of pragmatic and practical issues, issues which were brought to 

the fore in the analysis of place. Different constructions of place in terms of safety, size and community 

allowed for the deployment of claims which if they were stated in terms of people as nation would 

cause problems in relation to ideological traditions of liberalism and equality.  

 

10.2 Conflict, nation and the mundane 

One of the most interesting results to come from the analysis is that of the interpretative repertoire 

conflict orientation. Before we continue, it would make sense to quickly recap Billig‘s (1995) idea of 

banal nationalism which is seen to cover: 

the ideological habits which enable the established nations of the West to be reproduced. It is 

argued that these habits are not removed from the everyday life, as some observers have supposed. 
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Daily, the nation is indicated, or ‗flagged‘, in the lives of its citizenry. Nationalism, far from being an 

intermittent mood in established nations, is the endemic condition. (p. 6) 

These ‗intermittent moods‘ are seen to be passionate and bloody, and are the result of conflict and 

tensions between nations and are fought in the name of country and brethren. Nationalism in this 

sense is seen to be found in the darkest edges of the globe and is the province of the mythical 

‗other‘. Attached to this idea is the earlier mentioned distinction between ‗nationalism‘ and 

‗patriotism‘, with the former being a flaw of ‗them‘ and the latter a virtue of ‗us‘. In these terms 

Billig explores Ignatieff‘s (1993) claim that ‗[t]he repressed has returned, and its name is 

nationalism‘ (p. 2) by drawing the question of how ‗civic nationalists create a nation-state with its 

own myths‘ (p. 47)? I feel that the results shown in this paper go in some way to answer this 

question. 

Conflict orientation was an interpretative repertoire which was deployed by a number of participants 

and was explicitly used in the construction of notions of nation. When talking in terms of national 

identity the participants firstly needed to create an understanding of what was meant as nation. This 

interpretative repertoire was used to define nations in terms of the ‗bloody sacrifices‘ which are 

developed above in terms of nationalism. This idea of nations as being built in the ties between 

opposing others was developed in the data on many occasions, with conflict being developed as a 

necessary part of nationhood. These representations of nation were shown to be part of the interplay 

between ‗intellectual‘ ideologies and ‗lived‘ ideologies, but in terms of the Isle of Man this conflict 

foundation of nations was problematic and led to a certain ideological dilemma, namely being that 

between region vs. country. If conflict is an essential part of being a nation, and that conflict is not 

present, how is the Isle of Man a nation? This presents an interesting theoretical circle in that Billig 

(1995) claims that we must look at the mundane to see how nationalism is brought off in a day-to-

day situation rather than look at its extreme manifestations that occur sporadically, but as can be 

seen in the data, the day-to-day imaginings of the nation are tied to the extreme manifestations. The 

notions of nation shown in my data show how the everyday is framed by the extreme examples of 

nationhood, and that these extreme examples can be seen as ‗intellectual‘ ideologies, meaning that 

when we look at the mundane, at the ‗lived‘ ideologies we are equally looking at the ‗intellectual‘ 

ideologies. In relation to the above question of how ‗civic nationalists‘ create a nation-state with its 

own myths what is necessary then is to be aware that there is no neat divide between notions of 

nation, between patriotism and nationalism, but that what is necessary is to look at the function of 

representations for the specific context. 
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10.3 Where is the self located? 

Throughout this study the concept of the self has been developed in a very particular way, but even 

though this has been done in a very explicit manner they are still contested meanings concerning 

how the self is located. Though this is not the main thesis and concern of the study I do feel it is 

necessary to look back at how the self has been created in this work and to explore the relationship 

between this and the empirical evidence. In so doing it should allow for a deeper understanding of 

the main theoretical and empirical interests of this paper, namely being the nation and national 

identity. 

The self, as conceived of in this paper, can be seen to be the product of the antagonism between a 

traditional approach to social psychology and the more critical, and diluted, approach of social 

constructionism. As explored earlier in the paper, the self in traditional theorizing was seen to be 

the product of internal and consistent cognitions with the main criticisms to this being later put 

forward in such terms as postmodernism and social constructionism. This later theorizing saw the 

individual as being diluted across many situations constantly transforming and modifying the self to 

adapt to each in terms dictated in that moment of time. One of the best and well-known examples 

of this is Potter and Wetherell‘s (1987) classic criticism of attitudes in relation to the assumed desire 

by the individuals for cognitive consistency and cohesion. Through close examination of their data 

they found it impossible for a single attitude to an object to be found, with these opinions and 

values changing continuously in response to a given linguistic situation. As we may recall, this idea 

of regular systems was disputed by Billig et al (1988) who claimed that thought did not reside 

waiting to be tapped but is constantly being constituted in interaction and communication. 

These claims were held up within my data where it was consistently shown that any fixed feeling, or 

attitude if you will, was not present with constant changes concerning opinions towards objects and 

subjects occurring from single participants across one interview, sometimes across one sentence. 

This variability in fact was taken not as a problem, as may be done within a traditional approach, 

but was seen as a window to the function of linguistic usage and performance. This places the self 

firmly as a self-determining entity, someone who has the capacity to react to situations beyond rote 

responses that reside and dictate from within. In fact this ‗thinking in real-time‘ was made 

abundantly clear within the stutters and hesitations where reformulations were developed only to be 

dismissed by the participant later. In this way attitudes and values are worked at, only becoming 

‗known‘ to the self once they have made themselves visible. 

But it is important to note that this depiction of the self as a fully capable decision-making entity 

must be consider in the wider cultural background in which they are contained. Some would argue 

that the self is a figment of the imagination, brought into existence by the spark of over-arching 

ideologies and discourses. These are patterns of life that encroach on individuals with irresistible 
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force bringing with them ‗pre-packaged‘ ways of viewing the world carrying with them also patterns 

of practice and action. In fact, the idea of the self could be considered an ideology which without 

its over-bearing nature there would be no way to even consider what a ‗self‘ is. This is a worrying 

concept for many as in it exposition there is the assumption that we do not exist in a real and 

tangible sense but are automatons which respond only to the strings of dominant discourses.  

So where is the self located? I would argue, as does Wetherell (1998) and Edley (2001), that the self 

is found in the junction between self-determination and patterns of discourse. As I believe the data 

within this study demonstrates, each participant showed a nuanced understanding (whether this was 

conscious or purposeful needs to be debated further) of the linguistic needs of the situation and 

demonstrated considerable variety of functions to gain a variety of goals. These constructions were 

intimately linked to how they saw themselves, and probably more importantly, how others saw 

them. But the over-arching ideological framework was also shown to be present, offering various 

ways to conceive of the self. This framework, as argued in this paper, contain such cultural artifacts 

as interpretative repertoires and subject positions, but unlike the nihilistic quality of a more Focauldian or 

postmodern approach, these entities presented themselves to participants as options rather than 

‗default settings‘. Ideological traditions were there as contrary themes and not as a forcible fist 

meaning that participants needed to be ‗thinking creatures‘ constantly at odds with the dominant 

ideas of society while being dependant on them. Throughout the data we saw how participants 

drew on interpretative repertoires in subtle but meaningful ways while subject positions, rather than 

being forced on them, were used in various graded ways to accept one, deny another and finally 

create new and challenging ones. 

 

10.4 Intersectionality: the interplay between concepts 

Intersectionality can be seen as the realization that single concepts and categories have a limited 

capacity within an analytic sense or as McCall (2005) claims it is the ‗the relationships among 

multiple dimensions and modalities of social relations and subject formations‘ (p. 1771). Developed 

mostly within feminist traditions of sociology intersectionality grew out of the awareness that as 

feminist writers they were seen to speak for all woman across all situations and was first proposed 

by Crenshaw (1989) who drew a distinction between structural intersectionality and political 

intersectionality. The former is concerned with ‗when inequalities and their intersections are directly 

relevant to the experiences of people in society‘ and the latter with ‗how inequalities and their 

intersections are relevant to political strategies‘ (Verloo, 2006, p. 213).  

In an attempt to clarify these terms in a methodological sense McCall (2005) speaks of anticategorical 

complexity, intercategorical complexity and intracategorical complexity. Anticategorical complexity is concerned 

with the attempt to deconstruct existing categories as: 



Paul Cottier                                                                                                                                      Discussion 

109 
 

 [s]ocial life is considered too irreducibly complex—overflowing with multiple and fluid 

determinations of both subjects and structures—to make fixed categories anything but simplifying 

social fictions that produce inequalities in the process of producing differences. (p. 1773) 

Intercategorical complexity is closely related to when Hall (1996) speaks of concepts being used ‗under 

erasure‘ in that existing categories and ways of communicating relationships are maintained so as to 

explain and highlight current patterns of inequality. Intracategorical complexity is much like the 

previous example but is much more concerned with groups at the border of acceptance and has a 

much more critical stance to the categories. McCall states that certain intersectionality oriented 

research can be placed within one of each of these, but it would appear to me that the worth of this 

division is actually in the locating of ways we can approach categories as complex entities which are 

constantly being developed and re-interpreted. Research should be aware of the restricted nature of 

current terminology, while acknowledging that these categorical constructions could have been 

developed otherwise and that a critical approach must always be practiced. 

This call for intersectionality, though the term is not explicitly used, is developed by Özkirimli 

(2000) when he states five propositions toward a new approach to nation studies. Each of these 

propositions develop in relation to the former ones and as such it is only necessary to demonstrate 

the final proposition: 

Proposition 5: As there are Different Constructions of Nationhood, any Study of Nationhood 

should Acknowledge the Difference of Ethnicity, Gender, Class or Place in the Life-cycle that 

Affect the Definitions and Redefinitions of National Identities. (p. 232) 

As we can see in this proposition, there is a concern for the ‗intersectionality‘ of such concepts as 

nation, national identity, ethnicity, gender, class an place. Equally we can see calls for a critical 

awareness of the construction of nation and how this is connected to conceptions of national 

identity. Finally, there is reference to frame all this within the ‗life-cycle‘.  

This proposition highlights the majority of the concerns of this paper in that the analysis has shown 

that nation categories, or how specifically people develop the meaning of nation, are fluid, 

changeable and constructed to the needs of the individual. Equally, these construction of nation 

were shown to be strongly tied to cultural systems of meaning to which participants relied on to 

develop categories, but that these construction were developed within an ideological terrain that 

was rugged and uneven leading to conflicts and contrary themes in representation. There was no 

‗one nation‘ but there were ‗many nations‘ each one caught in the wash of an ideological heritage of 

representation but untethered to strict patterns of knowledge. As such, when a national identity was 

referred to it was done so in a particular way of ‗imagining‘ nationhood.  
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Also, this study was concerned with the ‗intersection‘ between the nation, national identity, the self 

and place. What was shown in terms of the self, as was briefly mentioned earlier, is that subject 

positions of the participants were shown to be ever changing in relation to other concepts, such as 

in this case, the nation. When speaking of the nation it was impossible to separate ideas of other 

categories, such as when the participants spoke of gender, age and parentage. Nation in this way was a 

path to develop the self in terms which allowed the participant ways to create a sense of agency and 

belonging, showing that in the present data that national categories could be seen to say more than 

just a national allegiance but offered a chance to speak in terms of the self in a multi-faceted way. 

Equally, as we looked at it in specific ways, place was shown to be crucial in conceptions of nation 

and self. There were clear ways that place was intimately linked to ideas of nation, such as the divide 

between nation as a collection of people or a geographic location, but at the same time subtle 

accounts of place were tied to national constructions in terms of types of places and types of people. 

Carrying on from this, the relationship between place and nation allowed for significant 

opportunities for the individual to rhetorically construct ways in which to develop a national space 

while being able to reduce it down to significant locales for individuals. Bringing in the concept of 

place showed how as individuals nationalism is not an over-arching principle which people 

unthinking adhere to but that it is something which is critically adapted to in an awareness of the 

ideological underpinnings, such as when conceptions of place were deployed in attempts to ward 

off criticism of prejudice. 

 

10.5 Some concerns 

I hope that the above has gone in some way to organize the concerns of the paper into a cohesive 

and succinct way. But as with any research there are theoretical assumptions and methodological 

choices which need to be looked at to see if there are any concerns or problems.  

10.5.1 Theoretical concerns 

At the heart of this concern is the question of how well the theoretical framework used here fills 

the described gap in talking of identity and nation that is left by other, more traditional, approaches 

to the concepts? As was developed in detail, criticisms of traditional approaches to identity were 

based on how they tended towards reifying identity and placed the individual at the mercy of 

internal mechanisms. In an attempt to step outside the mind, a discursive approach was used that 

took into account the possibility to look at the agentic ability of individuals as a thinking entity. In 

so doing, a further attempt was made to take into account how though the individual was seen as a 

participant in their own life, this was somehow framed by wider, more pervasive cultural entities. 

But one of the main problems with this position in relation to the former is that it does not address 

the existing cognitive epistemology but rather puts it to the side, left alone in its unknowability 
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(Wooffitt, 2005), though some discourse analysis researchers have tried to address the cognitive 

issue (see van Dijk, 1998) on the whole it is mostly seen as a horse-fly best left to one side.  

Clearly this debate is based on very thorough and concisely developed epistemologies, but due to a 

certain fluidity of positions means that rather than discounting cognition as instantly out of hand, it 

should be looked in the eyes. One possible avenue for this to occur would be through the 

incorporation of Social Representation Theory (Moscovici, 1984) into the theorizing of discourse 

analysis. There has been a strong articulation of ideas between the two theoretical positions31, but 

this has mostly been done in pragmatic attempts to stake claim to a very distinct and singular 

territory. But as was seen in this paper, critical discursive psychology‘s concern with the minute 

details of interaction and the wider ideological terrain comes closer to recognition of Social 

Representation Theory‘s main positions as there to be a very strong overlap between the two. In 

fact, a large number of Billig‘s (1995) claims to nationalism are strongly linked to Social 

Representation Theory, which is actually acknowledged in the text. This ‗bleeding‘ between 

positions is not only one-way, with the work of Howarth (2001, 2002, 2006) and Jovchelovitch 

(2007) coming close to being seen as a discursive approach to identity and community. In this way, 

I feel that some form of synthesis, or at the least a communication across borders, would increase 

the theoretical power of both positions. Unfortunately, due to the type of paper this is, this was not 

a possibility here. 

10.5.2 Methodological concerns 

There are a large number of methodological concerns that are attached to discourse analysis 

research in general, and these problems can be seen to be exacerbated by the level of paper, 

especially concerning the issues of length and depth of study. As such these include the number of 

participants, interpretation, acquaintance interviews and written responses.  

Discourse analysis is a very heavy form of analysis in comparison to such quantitative methods 

usually practiced. Data collection is time-consuming and is followed by a long period of 

transcription before you arrive at the analysis part, which can be a process of one-way streets and 

circles before anything of substance is found. Due to this, the number of participants used is normally 

very small with the analytic strength being found in a thorough and complete interpretation. But, as 

mentioned, as this is a small-scale study this number is especially small. This must be considered in 

understanding the analysis, though it should be said that generalizability is not really a concern for 

the discourse analyst with more emphasis being place on validity and cohesive argumentation, and 

contains such factors as ‗logical coherence, the generation of novel perspectives and findings, 

plausibility, the grounding in previous research‘ (Wetherell, 2001b, p. 395).  

                                                      
31 Potter and Litton (1985) and Potter and Wetherell (1987). 
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There are differing positions in relation to the status of data in discourse analysis, as was discussed 

in Chapter 5, and these can be seen to vary between all analysis needing to be grounded in data, as in 

conversation analysis, and that which allows certain interpretation in forming analysis. The study 

conducted here was of the latter kind and, as such, problems of compatibility of replication could 

be seen as important. But the need for a interpretative imagination can be seen as necessary in 

attempts to formulate ‗hypotheses‘ about the functioning and availability of cultural artifacts. Unlike 

the conversation analytic approach, analytic units are not made apparent in the text in an explicit 

way, but are located in the implicit layer of language meaning and cultural understandings. Though 

interpretation can be seen as flawed in a traditional social psychological sense, it is a necessary skill 

for the discourse analyst. This skill, as we may remember, can be seen as a ‗craft-skill‘ and is 

developed in the relationship of time and exposure to data. As such, this could be considered a 

limitation here due to the novice position of the researcher, but this is not something which can be 

addressed in any real sense, but must only be acknowledged at this point. 

The idea of acquaintance interviews was central to this study and was undertaken explicitly because of 

the discourse analytic approach followed and because of a critique of the position of the researcher 

in a traditional social psychological approach. This draws the question of whether the use of this 

approach fulfilled the specific theoretical and, more importantly, methodological needs. As noted 

elsewhere, two clear patterns of interaction evolved, namely that of close acquaintances and distant 

acquaintances, with the former giving more in-depth responses. This in some way vindicates the 

use of this type of interviewing, but one concern that still arose was that certain interview 

conventions still remained with patterns of interviewer and interviewee still occurring to a certain 

extent. Though these were modified and were of a more diluted nature, they were still there in 

some of the interviews and it leaves the question as to whether the use of acquaintance interviews 

allowed for the power divisions that reside in conventional interviews to be eliminated creating 

more equal communication? I would suggest that the use of this interview type did help but that it 

did not eliminate the power divisions entirely, as clearly the interview environment, though made 

up of people who had knowledge of each other and contained systems of interaction that had 

existed before the interview, was still riddled with subject positions that now exist in tandem with 

the previous existing ones, with the most important of these being researcher. This leaves the final 

question, which I am unable to answer, is it ever possible to conduct interviews without this power 

divide? Though unable to answer this, I would still advocate acquaintance interviews because even 

if there do not rid the research environment of these issues, at least it is a step towards it. 

There is a strong reliance on representational practices in talk, with talk meaning face-to-face 

interaction, in discourse analysis. But this is not necessarily a pre-requisite for the study of discourse 

as there are other avenues for the collection of data. Sometimes practical issues take precedence 

and, as such, other types of data are used, also sometimes different questions are asked from 
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different sites and, finally, sometimes different data offers more convenient analytic use and can be 

used in a comparative sense. This final definition is what was done here when looking at subject 

positions by using written responses. Clearly there are different ontological assumption connected to 

talking and writing, but in the questions which were being asked, in this case what subject positions 

were being deployed and in what way, the distinction fades and becomes irrelevant. In this present 

study, the use of written responses permitted for concise examples of subject positions which 

allowed for a very tight analytic focus, as to have looked at the positions being used in the spoken 

data would have meant demonstrating their use across large amounts of data. What the written 

responses allowed was a very interesting demonstration of subject positions as being fluid and 

useable entities that varied greatly within such a short amount of ‗communication‘. As such, I feel 

that the use of the written responses allowed a greater understanding of representational practices 

which the other concepts, in particular interpretative repertoires and ideological dilemmas, would 

not have been able to be seen in this form. This kind of triangulation of data collection methods 

was then useful in a practical sense and an analytic sense, though as stated, some may see this as 

conflicting with the ethos of discourse analysis. 

 

10.6 Practical implications and future directions 

One of the main practical implications is that in acknowledging that conceptions of nation are 

constantly in flux, tied to rhetorical construction in terms of either people or place, it allows the 

opportunity to look at how the nation is put to use in specific contexts. Appeals to nation, people 

and place are intimately linked to issues of boundary maintenance and factors of inclusion and 

exclusion. In such a way, if the perspective which is taken in this study is taken to explore issues of 

immigration and migration it could afford chances to explore how the nation, as a concept and 

entity, is developed in an ideological sense and as a rhetorical function. 

In terms of the Isle of Man, immigration is extremely low, but as with other places in Great Britain, 

even though the Isle of Man has not experienced immigration historically there is still a steady 

increase. As such, a focus on issues of how the construction of nation is developed in terms of 

rising numbers of immigrants would be of use. Furthermore, the study conducted here was located 

in a very specific site and future studies in other locations would be of benefit, with such site as 

Guernsey, Jersey and Åland being most obvious. As well as conducting individual studies in such 

areas, a comparative perspective could be undertaken to see if there are differences or similarities and 

the consequences of these.  
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10.7 Final remarks 

People‘s attachment to nation is one of the constants that remain throughout our lives, and even if 

the specific nation may change over time or belonging is dispersed across a number of nations, 

allegiance to the belief in nationhood is rigidly maintained. This belief in the ever-presence of the 

nation exists in those elevated domains of dominant discourse, firmly attached in respective 

governments and also contained in the everyday understandings of people. I refer back to the 

epigram by Paul Auster that precedes Chapter 1 when his character states ‗[a]nd this, finally, was all 

he ever asked of things: to be nowhere‘, and I ask, caught up in the web of nations is it possible to 

ever be nowhere? With the nation prefacing a large portion of our life, to shed your nationality so 

as to be nationless seems as achievable as it would be to exist without bodily form. We are caste in 

the mould of nations and so, it seems, we will remain. 

This study has taken as it central thrust this critique of the nation as essential and fundamental. I 

have attempted to understand how the nation has been perceived and used in the social sciences 

and have taken as my empirical focus people‘s everyday understandings of nation and the practical 

and purposeful uses it has been put to, exploring this with the perspective of critical discursive 

psychology. What was found was that this dominant ideology of nationhood, though prevalent, is not 

taken unthinkingly by people but is contested and routinely adapted to fit current rhetorical needs. 

This contested nature was shown in the ideological dilemmas which were found in people‘s talk about 

nation and while caught up in these dilemmas people used certain discursive techniques, in this case 

interpretative repertoires, to carry out complex discursive actions. This conscious addressing of 

nationhood was further demonstrated when people not only took up subject positions attached to the 

nation, but also rejected others while constituting new positions entirely. 

To supplement this perspective on the nation, a discursive approach to place was adopted, with it 

proving to be useful in extrapolating a number of issues attached to nationhood, especially that of 

the relationship between conceptions of nation as a collection of people and that of the nation as a 

geographic entity. It was shown that this, again, was not a fixed representation but was developed 

rhetorically to fit the need of the participant‘s current discursive requirement, and was used in such 

instances as to make claims about anti-immigration in apparent neutral, practical tones. 

Overall, what was demonstrated was that it is necessary to adopt a critical perspective of the nation, 

to be aware that people do not unthinkingly take on prevalent discourses and representations and 

to explore the consequences of such issues.          
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Appendices 

 

Appendix 1: Interview schedule 

As mentioned in the body of the text, each interview was taken on its own terms with the main 

focus being on the free and easy talk of the interviewee. Even though this was the case, a number 

of research themes, and an associated interview guide, were developed early on and were 

occasionally referred to in the interview scenario. 

Research themes 

 

 Is a Manx identity brought about in interaction? 

 If so, how is it achieved? 

 Is a cultural, ethnic or national identity created? Are they mixed? 

 Is a collective political history created, or a common cultural ancestry? 

 What is the relationship to other Celtic ethnic group? What is the relationship with 

England, Britain and Europe? 

 How are these distinctions maintained? What positions are used? 

 

Interview guide32 

 

 Could you tell about what it is like to live on the Isle of Man? (Introducing question). 

 Could you tell me how living on the Isle of Man has some kind of significance to you 

(Probing question). 

 How about your family and friends, what do you think living on the Isle of Man means to 

them? (Indirect question). 

 Are you happy to live on the Isle of Man? (Indirect question). 

 How do you feel about the attempt to re-establish the Manx language? (Direct question). 

 Do you agree with the teaching of Manx in schools? (Probing question). 

                                                      
32 In trying to design my interview guide I have considered the nine kinds of questions that Kvale (1996) says that can be 
used in an interview. These nine types are; introducing questions, follow-up questions, probing questions, specifying 
questions, direct questions, indirect questions, structuring questions, silence, interpreting questions. 
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 How do you see the Isle of Man in relation to Scotland, Wales and Ireland? (Direct 

question). 

 Does the similar Celtic history hold any importance for you? (Probing question). 

 Do you consider yourself as being Manx or British or both? (Probing question). 

 What exactly do you mean by Manx/British? (Interpreting question). 

 Is your nationality important to you, and if so, how? (Direct question). 

 Do you see any conflict with Britain concerning the Manx status? (Probing question). 

 Is the Isle of Man different in any way to other areas of Britain? (Direct question). 

 What do you think of the political situation on the Isle of Man? (Direct question). 

 How do you see the Isle of Man positioned in European terms? (Direct question). 
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Appendix 2: Glossary for extracts 

 

Castletown: 

This is a town which used to be the former capital of the Isle of Man. It rests on the south of the 

island and has a population of approximately 3000 people. 

Come-over: 

This is a derogatory term for someone who has come over from the British mainland to settle on 

the Isle of Man permanently. 

Douglas: 

This is the capital of the Isle of Man, situated on the coast in the east, and is the financial hub of 

the now thriving off-shore industry. It has a population of approximately 26,000 people. 

Guernsey: 

The Bailiwick of Guernsey is a crown dependency much like the Isle of Man and is situated of the 

coast of England close to the French coastline. It has a population of approximately 65,000 people 

though the size of Guernsey is significantly smaller. 

Hango Hill: 

This is the site at which Illiam Dhone was executed. 

Illiam Dhone: 

He is a historic figure who has an ambiguous symbolic nature. He, due to his surrendering of the 

Isle of Man to Cromwell‘s parliamentarians, can be seen as either a traitor due to the surrender or 

the savior of Manx independence due to the agreements made concerning constitutional rights. He 

is remembered each year at Hango Hill by the Manx nationalistic party Mec Vannin. 

Liverpudlian: 

This is a name given to someone who comes from Liverpool. 

Manx: 

This can be seen as a demonym for someone who is considered as belonging to the Isle of Man. 
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Mec Vannin: 

This is the nationalist political party of the Isle of Man. Its main objectives can be seen as: 

 [t]o achieve national independence for Mann as a sovereign state, based on a republican form of 

government. To further and safeguard the interests of Mann. To protect the individual and 

collective rights of its people. (Mec Vannin, 2008) 

MHK: 

This stands for Member of the House of Keys, which is the directly elected lower branch of the 

Manx parliament, Tynwald. 

Ramsey: 

This is a town in the north of the Isle of Man and has a population of approximately 7000 people. 

Scouse: 

This is a term used for someone who is from Liverpool. 

Sowel: 

This is of the Anglo-Manx dialect and can be translated as ‗poor soul‘ and is used in greeting people 

Tholtans: 

This is of original Manx Gaelic and refers to old traditional type of abandoned buildings. 

Tynwald: 

This is the Manx parliament and is made up of the Legislative Council and the House of Keys, with 

the former being the upper branch and the latter the lower branch. 
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Appendix 3: Moreno question. 

 

Though the Moreno question (Moreno, 2006) was designed initially to look at Catalan/Spanish and 

Scottish/British ideas of belonging, the form of the question below has been modified to 

contextualize this in terms of  Manx/British identifications. This is shown just to give the reader an 

idea of the form of the question, and as such it should be remembered that it was used in the 

interview in an improvised manner and not as a particular method of data collection. 

 

1. Manx, not British. 

2. More Manx than British. 

3. Equally Manx and British. 

4. More British than Manx. 

5. British, not Manx. 

 

 


