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W e examine cr itically the two trad itions of work that have informed discursive
approaches to identity : soc ia l constructionism and conversation analysis . W ithin
both strands, identity is theorized as a � exib le phenom enon that is situated in
conversations. But although constructionists locate identity w ithin the social, such
work remains at a theoretical and rather abstract leve l and often fails to in terrogate
the discursive practices through which identity is constituted. Conversely , th is
attention to the occasioning of identity in everyday talk is precisely the focus of
the second, conversation analy tic strand of work. W hereas constructionis ts attend
to the wider cultu ral positioning of identities , conversation analysts resist
commenting upon the socia l s igni� cance of what is constructed in interaction.
Conversation analy sis is therefore lim ited by its restric ted notion of culture in the
study of the situated soc ia l se lf . Despite the apparent con� ict between these
approaches , we suggest that a synthes is of the two provides a comprehensive
framework for analysing identity . D raw ing upon the BBC Panorama in te rview
between Martin Bashir and Princess D iana, we explore how culturally situated
identities are located in th is conversational context. W e conclude that analysts
must not only attend to the micro-leve l organization of identities but also engage
in a w ider understanding of the cultural framework w ithin which they are located .

Discourse and identity

In the last decade, increasing criticism has been levelled at the main psychological
frameworks for studying identity: Social Identity Theory (Tajfel, 1978), Self-
categorization Theory (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher & Wetherell, 1987) and the
subsequent body of research within these traditions. Across social psychology, a
sh ift in focus has occurred, moving away from an emphasis upon social identity as
a private cognitive process to an understanding that is rooted in a discursive theory
of language. Here, language is treated as the site of analytic interest rather than as
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a simple ‘window on the mind’. As a result, the study of identity has been relocated
from its treatment as a ‘mentalist notion’— something that underpins human
action— to its constitution in ‘communication practice’ (Carbaugh, 1996). From this
perspective, a diV erent ‘take’ on the issue of identity is provided. Rather than asking
‘what’ identities people have and how they may be distinguished from one another,
the turn to discourse allows for an analysis of ‘when’ and ‘how’ identities are
invoked and constructed in conversation. This shift within identity research has
developed along two broad lines of inquiry. The � rst rests upon social
constructionist approaches (e.g . Davies & Harré, 1990; Gergen, 1994), whereas the
second is located within conversation analytic pro jects (e.g. Antaki & Widdicombe,
1998; Hester & Eglin, 1997). These strands of research have often been positioned
in a con� icting relationship, particularly in their theorization of context and the
extent to which background or cultural knowledge may be imported into analysis
(e.g. Sanders, 1999; SchegloV , 1997; Wetherell, 1998). However, we suggest that a
coupling of the two perspectives can produce a comprehensive framework for
analysing identity (see also Buttny, 1993; Carbaugh, 1996).

W ith in constructionist frameworks, the social psychological notion that individ-
uals possess a core cognitive self has been problematized. Gergen (1994) suggests
that self-identities are an achievement of discourse rather than cognition. By
replacing traditional psychological concepts of schemas and categories w ith
‘self-as-narration’, he argues that identities are constructed and performed within
the communication of stories. Moreover, he argues that what counts as an
appropriate self-narrative is shaped by cultural and historical factors. He writes:

‘To understand how narratives must be structured w ithin the culture is to press against the
edges of identity ’s envelope— to discover the limits of identifying oneself as a human agent in
good standing; it is also to de te rm ine what forms must be main tained in order to acquire
cred ib ilit y as a te ller of truth’ (p . 189).

The stories people tell about their identity are consequently shaped by shared ru les
of narrative construction. As Gergen states, ‘one is not free to have simply any
form of personal history’ (p . 200). How an individual accounts for past actions is
a crucial factor for how he or she constructs self-identity in the present together
with trajectories for the future. Furthermore, Gergen claims that the identities
people create w ill necessarily be varied as they are involved in a multiplicity of
social relationships.

Also adopting a constructionist position, Davies and Harré (1990; see also Harré
and van Langenhove, 1999) argue that in order to understand identity, one must
look at the positions taken up, attributed, resisted, and so on, by speakers in
conversation. They claim that people are constituted in various discursive practices,
from telling stories to orienting to one’s responsibility in accounts. Crucially, these
authors locate subject positions within the wider conversations of social life; the
conversational history that has previously been constructed among speakers.
Conversations therefore re� ect narrative forms already existing in culture which in
turn become part of culturally competent members’ resources (Harré, 1993).
Furtherm ore, Malone (1997, p . 43) claims that ‘conversations are populated with a
cast of actors, present and absent, whose explicit characterisations and implicit
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known identities given shape and mean ing to the talk’ (emphasis added). Some
theorists have claimed that this ‘shape and meaning’ arises from a ‘symbolically
implicated system of social practies, relations and properties’ (Carbaugh, 1996,
p. 142). Carbaugh claims that such positioning in talk:

‘dem onstrates the var ious in teractional ways in which cultural and social identities are
in te ractionally (de)leg itimated. Through such activitie s there is an in tricate and ever-present
social p laying of identities, each w ith its moral messages of rights and duties , from
unquestioned cultural belief s abou t ‘‘person’’ generally to the in te ractional accomplishment of
the more spec i� c social kinds’ (p . 143).

Hence the taking up of a particular position carries particular implications about
ways of being. Carbaugh suggests that to fully comprehend the meaning of an
identity, one must treat it as a situated self, embedded with in a particular
community and ‘wider system of identities’ (p. 197). H is approach to identity is
eclectic: he draws upon symbolic interactionism, social constructionism, communi-
cation theory and cultural anthropology that together provide a rich framework in
which identity is to be understood. In particular, Carbaugh emphasizes the
integration of ‘the pragmatics of everyday communication with the cultural
mean ings that are presupposed for and implicated by those very practices’ (p. 12).
In other words, analysts must attend to the cultural frame within which the
conversational construction of identity takes place. In the same way that discursive
psychologists have rejected conceptions of identity as something an individual ‘has’
(e.g. Edwards, 1998), he argues that it is something people ‘do’ in conversation.
Identities are the product of ‘communication practices’, whereby such practices are
cultural accomplishments.

Although the constructionist approach oV ers much to a theory of identity, it fails
to provide a � ne-grained empirical analysis of discourse. So although the above
theorists locate identity within the social, their work remains at a theoretical and
rather abstract level, thus failing to interrogate the actual discursive practices in
which identity is constituted. Conversely, this attention to the occasioning of
identity in concrete examples of everyday talk is precisely the focus of the second,
conversation analytic strand of work. The subsequent development of conversation
analysis (CA) since Sacks’ (1992) pioneering work has seen a distinction between
sequential conversation analysis (SCA, typi� ed in the work of Atkinson & Heritage,
1984; Hutchby & WooY tt, 1998; Sacks, SchegloV , & JeV erson, 1974; SchegloV ,
1997) and membership categorization analysis (MCA; Hester, 1998; Hester & Eglin ,
1997). The study of identity has emerged with in both strands, each aim ing to
explicate how identities are constructed and invoked in talk. Thus W iddicombe
and WooY tt (1995) have studied the sequential accounts of members of
youth subcultures, while Hester (1998) has investigated the categorization of
‘problem children’ as ‘deviant’ in conversations between teachers and educational
psychologists.

A salient aspect of constructionist accounts of identity is the focus on the
contextual frame of talk and the longer history of speakers’ conversations that
surround any fragment one chooses to examine. However, the extent to which
analysts can and should make claims about broader cultural and contextual
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sense-making resources is a gritty and controversial issue within CA. In the
sequential strand of CA, researchers focus on the context that is built up by
interactants as they display their understandings of emergent social actions. In
other words, analysts do not go ‘beyond the data’ in the explication of what is being
accomplished in interaction (Antaki & Widdicombe, 1998; Widdicombe & WooY tt,
1995). In this body of work , a theory of culture is surplus to an understanding of
how people make themselves understood in mundane talk. The construction of
identity and category ascription is traced in the turn-by-turn sequencing of talk.
Identity is therefore treated as a locally managed participants’ concern; a dynamic
and � exible resource whereby people ascribe and resist identities during everyday
conversation. An important aspect of this work is that in order to analyse the
identities of speakers, one must look only to the categories that speakers themselves
invoke— a focus on participants’ rather than analysts’ categories (SchegloV , 1997).
This view, in its most extreme form, is expressed by Sanders (1999, p. 130), who
concludes that cultural and common-sense knowledge is ‘an unapparent and
functionally unimportant element of routine everyday interactions’.

Although this position on cultural commentary unites sequential conversation
analysts, the issue has been problematized with in membership categorization
analysis. Thus Sanders’ stance, am ong others, is not completely representative of
the CA line on importing background knowledge. The issue is debated in a
collection of papers edited by Watson and Seiler (1992). In the introduction,
Watson asks: ‘how far is extra-textual material necessary to the carrying on of
analysis at the level of concreteness common to ethnomethodology, conversation
analysis, and contemporary language-oriented social constructionism?’ (p . xiv).
Here, it is argued that speakers display their common sense or cultural knowled ge
when they problematize some aspect of the interaction. In this way, language
becomes a resource for ‘uncovering culture, knowledge [and] meanings’ (Hester &
Eglin, 1997, p. 12, emphasis added). From this perspective, shared cultural
knowledge enables speakers to mobilize relevant identity categories in the accom-
plishment of particular theoretical business, and, as Sacks (1992) himself claimed,
culture is an ‘inference-making machine’. What is noticeable in these descriptions is
the notion that culture is ‘out there’ waiting to be ‘uncovered’ by analysts or
revealed in participants’ interactional trouble.

So, on the one hand, membership categorization analysts claim to study
culture-in-action , a position that embraces the disp lay of speakers’ cultural knowledge
but remains ambivalent w ith regards to the status of the analys ts’ background and
explanatory knowledge. On the other hand, ‘sequential’ conversation analysts such
as SchegloV (1997) are explicit in their rejection of invoking the culture that carries
on beyond the page of data. Overall, both strands of CA retain a fairly restricted
notion of culture and pay scant attention to the wider cultural and social
signi� cance of what is constructed in interaction. Moreover, commentators from
both strands of CA would question the extent to which ana lysts are justi� ed in
importing their own analytic framework or commenting upon speakers’ wider
interpretative resources (see Wetherell, 1998). In so doing, CA privileges aspects of
context that can be pointed to in talk at the expense of the larger conversations that
surround any isolated segment (Stokoe & Sm ithson, 2001; in press). So although
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CA pays close attention to the interactional occasioning of identities, it fails to
attend to the wider cultural positioning of such identities or explicate members’
knowledge of the social structures that shape conversational interaction.

Let us brie� y summarize the two contrasting perspectives on identity that we
have introduced. Within the constructionist framework , identity is theorized as a
socially constituted phenomenon but rarely investigated empirically. Alternatively,
identity in interaction can be analysed at the micro-level of conversation but at the
expense of acknowledging culture as a speaker and anlysts’ resource in the
production and explication of everyday interaction. We suggest that a useful
analytic frame may be developed by integrating these two stances to produce
‘conversation analytic constructionism ’ (Buttny, 1993). Interaction may be analysed
at the micro level in order to examine the identities and category ascriptions that
are made relevant by speakers. Additionally, a CA approach includes a focus on
speakers’ orientations to identity, including instances that are problematized or
‘troubled’ in some way (W etherell, 1998). However, in order to produce an analytic
commentary of such instances, one must look to the cultural positions of both
speaker and listener in the explication of conversational data. In particular, when
the data under investigation is derived from a publicly televised interview between
a media journalist and the late Princess Diana, contextual and cultural knowledge is
central in making sense of the interaction. Indeed, if the analyst were simply to
investigate the turn-taking procedures in the interview, it is likely that something
important would be m issed from the analysis. As Malone (1997, p. 15) points out,
‘it is because we are more than just turn-takers in a talking gam e that more is said
than what is uttered’. Televised interviews require the delicate management of a
performance, and the cultural category of ‘Princess’ carries certain expectations
about how to ‘act’ in public. Hence, in the current study, a � ne-grained
conversation analysis is integrated with a study of the situated social self.

Identity, discourse and Princess Diana: The cultural context

As we have argued elsewhere (Abell & Stokoe, 1999), increasingly the media are a
source of information about our lives and the lives of others in the Western world.
Such others include members of the royal family, whose lives are reproduced, held
to account and evaluated in the popular press and on television. In recent years,
particularly since the death of Princess Diana, the position of the monarchy in
contemporary society has been questioned. Reasons for such challenges include the
highly publicized divorces and aVairs, as well as the controversial behaviour, of
members of the royal family (Billig, 1998). Before such events were attended to by
the media, the ‘personalities’ of its members were hidden to the public (Edley,
1993). However, with the increased visibility of royal ‘personalities’, through
biographies of, and televised interviews with, Charles and Diana (Dimbleby, 1995;
Morton, 1992, 1997), the focus has shifted from ‘members as public institution’ to
the private identities of the royal family.

The Panorama interv iew is arguably ‘one of the most important social documents
of its time’ (Campbell, 1998, p. 202). Despite this claim, social scientists have been
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slow to investigate the interv iew as a cultural text. This lack of attention has also
been noted by Billig (1998), in his more general observation that there is an absence
of interest in matters surrounding the monarchy. There is, however, a recent trend
across a variety of academic disciplines in which the monarchy and, in particular,
Princess Diana have been subject to investigation. Some of th is research has been
concerned with how the organizing institution of the media shapes the construction
of diVerent accounts of social lives. For example, Edley (1993, p. 419), in his
analysis of newspaper constructions of Prince Charles’ identity, argues that
‘multiple contradictory representations’ are invoked by journalists as a rhetorical
vehicle for promoting political ideology and, ultimately, increasing newspaper sales.
With particular respect to the Panorama interview , a limited body of academic work
has been published. Potter (1997) used the interview to demonstrate discourse
analytic methods. Kowal and O’Connell (1997) have studied the pragmatics of
interview data, while Kurzon (1996) used the interview to explore the applicability
of Grice’s maxims. Of further interest is Bull’s (1997) analysis in which the
implications for equivocation theory are considered.

However, the aims of th is study are slightly diVerent. We explore the conver-
sational construction of identity in the Panorama interview . We propose that a more
comprehensive investigation of th is theoretical issue can be achieved via an
exploration that combines con� icting, yet complementary, disciplines. In contrast
to much discursive/conversation analytic work, these data are not naturally occur-
ring but broadcast, edited, scripted and produced by a team. GoVman (1959) notes
that in broadcast television talk, great care is taken to manage the presentation of
self. The institution of the media, particularly television, is treated as a cultural
‘stage’ or discursive framework in which identities are constructed and recon-
structed (Carbaugh, 1996). It is important to consider the role of the conversational
context and the parameters it sets for the speakers. In one of the few studies of
identity in broadcast communication, Brand and Scannell (1991) explored the
routinized construction of Tony Blackburn as a ‘public institution’. In contrast to
this, we focus on the tension between Diana’s public and private selves in the
interview . The current trend in public interviews is for interviewees to distance
themselves from presenting a ‘public’ identity (which may be treated as super� cial)
and instead claim a ‘private’, authentic identity that is both worked up and managed
within the context of the interv iew . We build on the discursive theory that the
construction of identity involves more than a simple categorization process. During
the course of the interview, Diana constructs herself in terms of two con� icting
identities: her ‘true self ’ and her ‘royal role’. The true self is constructed in term s of
its ordinariness, whereas the royal role is de� ned in terms of the unique and
extraordinary category entitlement it carries. Both the true self and royal ro le are
de� ned and described by Diana during the local management of issues of account-
ability and speaker credibility. These identities are constructed within a narrative
structure imposed by the edited design of the programme but also within a narrative
containing descriptions of past events and the introduction of signi� cant ‘others’.
We argue that the negotiation of ‘self-identity’ involves a construction of the
identity of ‘others’ and focus upon the social action that is accomplished as
particular identities are made relevant during the course of the interview.
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The d ata

The interv iew between Princess Diana and Martin Bashir, which was aired on the
BBC’s Panorama programme (20 November 1995), was video-recorded. The tape
was transcribed according to conventions adapted from JeV erson (1984).

1
The

resulting transcript was analysed using an eclectic approach that draws upon social
constructionist frameworks and conversation analysis, as well as ‘discursive
psychology’ (Edwards & Potter, 1992). That is, the focus was upon how the talk is
organized to accomplish particular rhetorical actions and how Diana constructed a
plausible and authentic version of events. Thus, descriptions of events, objects and
people were not regarded as neutral re� ections of some reality, or as cognitive
schemas, but as rhetorically oriented accounts engaged in performing social actions.
Of further interest is how she oriented to particular categories, how these were
mobilized, located and made relevant w ithin the conversational context and how
they were worked up to accomplish authentic, culturally situated ‘identities’.

Analysis

In the subsequent sections of analysis, we follow the narration of Diana’s life as
negotiated between the Princess and M artin Bashir. The programme is structured as
a progressive narrative, starting with her engagement to Prince Charles and ending
with her construction of a ‘new’, post-divorce, single life. The storied nature of the
account is emphasized by particular broadcast aspects and edited design of the
programme. For example, sections split the interview into particular dated periods
from 1981 to 1995. We analyse three extracts, representing a marked progression
from engagement to divorce, and explicate the shifting identities that are invoked
by Diana and Bashir at these points in the interview.

True self vs. royal role: tensions and con� icts

This � rst extract is taken from the opening few minutes of the interview .
Throughout the interview , Diana constructs her identity in terms of a con� ict
between what we have termed her ‘true self’ and ‘royal role’. While the true self is
glossed as untutored in royal duties and reluctant to meet the public, the royal role
carries certain cultural expectations concerning what is normative behaviour for
principal members of the monarchy. What is of analytic interest is the narrative
structure of her autobiographical account, and how a sense of time is worked up to
further develop these con� icting identities and their subsequent resolution. Also of
note is the introduction of signi� cant others, including Charles and the public, of
whom Diana oV ers an account in the context of comparing and warranting her
identity as authentic. The shifts in footing (GoVman, 1979) are studied for the
identity work they achieve as D iana culturally situates herself and Charles as
members of the royal family, in contrast w ith the public:

1
Transcription conventions: (.) denotes a pause < one second; (2) denotes a timed pause in seconds; underlined

text represents emphasis; double parentheses ((nods)) represent contextual or non-verbal information; .hhh
represents an audible intake of breath; equals signs between turns ‘ = ’ indicate no discernible gap.
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Extract 1: T rue sel f vs. royal role

1 Bashir: and what did you do
2 Diana: I swam (2) we went to erm (.) A lice Springs (.) to Austral ia (2) and we went and did a
3 walkabout and I said to my husband (.) what do I do now (.) and he said ‘go over to the
4 other side (.) and speak to them’ (.) I sa id I can’t (.) I just can’t (.) and-he said ‘wel l (.)
5 you’ve got to do it’ (1) and he went oV and did his bit (1 ) and-I went oV and did my bit (.)
6 and-it practically � nished me oV there and then (.) and I suddenly realized I went back to
7 our-my hotel room (.) and realized the impact that (.) you know (.) I had to sort mysel f
8 out (.) we had a six week tour (1 ) four weeks in Australia and two weeks in New
9 Zealand and by the end (.) when we � ew back from New Zealand I was a diV erent
10 person (.) I realized (.) the sense of duty (.) the level of intensity of interes t (.) and (.) the
11 demanding role (.) I now found mysel f in

In Extract 1, Diana orders events and introduces the characters of the narrative.
Diana responds to Bashir’s question regarding whether she sunk or swam in her
new royal status, claiming ‘I swam’ (l. 2). However, while this answer would be
suY cient she moves on to describe a past event. The interactional demands of the
interview situation are disp layed in Diana’s production of lengthy personal
narratives in response to a brief question from Martin Bashir. The event is
constructed as a ‘key’ moment for Diana in deciding to ‘swim’ and accept a royal
identity. The pronoun ‘we’ suggests that the trip to Australia was a joint
undertaking, and draws the listeners’ attention to this public engagement being a
shared duty. The term ‘walkabout’ infers some cultural knowledge, positioning both
Charles and Diana as members of the royal family and also an emblematic example
of a scripted routine activity for such people. However, while th is appears to be a
mutual venture, Diana then goes on to construct diV erences and distance between
herself and Charles in a number of ways.

Firstly, it is interesting to note that throughout the interv iew, Diana refers to
Charles as ‘my husband’ rather than calling him ‘Charles’ (l. 3). How speakers refer
to others is a powerful rhetorical practice. Naming conventions are conversational
and cultural resources as they mark the level of intimacy and nature of social
relations between the speaker and subject. The identity of ‘husband’ invokes
associated ‘symbols, motives, meanings and norms’ (Carbaugh, 1996). Here, Diana
invokes the relationship of husband and wife but then constructs their actions as
deviating from the normative behaviour of a married couple. Interestingly, both
constructionists and conversation analysts would agree that the identity of
‘husband’ is associated with other categories and activities. Sacks (1992) argued that
categories are ‘inference-rich’. This means that they are linked to particular
activities (‘category-bound activ ities) such that there are ‘common-sense’ expec-
tations about what constitutes a ‘husband’s’ normative behaviour. However, when
analysts draw their readers’ attention to the links between categories and category-
bound activities, they do so without considering their own position in making that
link (Stokoe & Smithson, 2001). As Cicourel (1992, p. 294) writes, ‘the investi-
gator’s ability to comprehend [conversational] exchanges is assumed to be
self-evident and is seldom, if ever, an aspect of the analysis’. In contrast,
constructionist and discursive theorists such as Wetherell (1998) might make the
same sorts of claims but in so doing be explicit about their import of interpretative
resources and background knowledge.
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Secondly, the question ‘what do I do now’ (l. 3) positions Diana as untutored in
the art of being royal. The pronoun ‘I’ signals a shift in footing: from reporting a
past event to that of author. Consequently, a contrast is constructed between
Charles, the ‘expert’ royal, and Diana, the ‘inexpert’ member. This is developed
further in Diana’s reporting of Charles’ answer: ‘he said ‘‘go over to the other side
(.) and speak to them’’ ’ (ll. 3–4). Reporting speech can ‘eV ectively misframe
responses by abstracting them out of their original dialogical context and putting
them in another one, in the writer’s own argumentative invention’ (Leudar &
Antaki, 1996, p. 6). So the reporting of Charles’ answer perform s rhetorical work
in Diana’s account, which involves producing certain contrasts between her and
Charles. ‘Them ’ signi� es the public, and a further contrast is available between the
royal family, who do ‘walkabouts’, and the public, who are the observers. Although
Diana is a member of the royal family, she constructs diV erences between what she
is expected to do and her true self. Again adopting the footing of author, Diana
provides an authentic account of her ‘self’ claiming, ‘I can’t (.) I just can’t’ (l. 4) and
contrasts this with another reported response from Charles, ‘well (.) you’ve got to
do it’ (ll. 4–5). We are not informed why she has ‘got’ to speak to people. However,
as was noted earlier, the cultural knowledge concerning what is expected of
members of the royal family enables both Bashir and the listener to understand the
implications of Charles’ statement. So, by making Charles relevant to her account,
Diana is ab le to build a contrast between her husband as someone who is familiar
with ful� lling formal royal duties and herself who is unfamiliar.

D iana scripts her duties using the term ‘bit’ (l. 5) to suggest that the actions
performed were routine and normative for members of the royal family. The
scripting of events can serve to make inferentially availab le the dispositional states
of the actors involved. This can be seen in Diana’s claim that doing her bit
‘practically � nished me oV there and then’ (l. 6), which emphasizes not only the
diV erences between Charles and Diana but also the profound eV ect the new role
was having on her. This is emphasized further w ith words such as ‘suddenly
realized’ (l. 6) and ‘impact’ (l. 7). These function as inoculations against a potential
accusation of stake; that is, that D iana knew what the royal role would involve
before she got married. Having established the diV erences between her and Charles
in their ability to carry out routine royal activ ities, Diana extends th is division
between them in the repair, ‘I went back to our-my hotel room’ (ll. 6–7).

A sense of time pervades the account as Diana develops the tension between her
true self and the royal role. Details of events are organized to provide narrative
structure, which coincides with the edited design of the interview. As Gergen
(1994) notes, narrative is a crucial factor in the development of identity. The overall
interview is designed to provide a storied account of Diana’s life from marriage to
divorce (see also Abell, Stokoe, & Billig, 2000). Extract 1 contains scripted details
of smaller progressive shifts from initial ‘inexpert’ royal to a gradual realization of
the royal role. At the beginning of her response, D iana is unable to speak to the
public in Australia. However, as the account progresses, the expectations surround-
ing the royal role are mobilized as Diana obeys Charles’ orders. The listener is then
told that th is tour lasted for six weeks (l. 8), and at the end of it, the royal role has
been realized and accepted, and furthermore, D iana’s self has changed. The � nal
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turn (ll. 10–11) is structured as a list (JeV erson, 1990) as Diana compares her true
self w ith the royal ro le. She emphasizes the transformation of this self in
constructing the contrast between someone who does not realize the implications
of royal life to someone for whom realization ‘suddenly’ dawns.

In th is � rst extract, we have demonstrated how con� icts between self and role
are discursive resources used dynamically in accounting for past events. We also
suggest that such descriptions can be used to warrant the authenticity of an account
and make available the dispositional states of ‘others’ with whom the self can be
compared. The situating of ‘self’ w ithin a particular monarchical society therefore
requires interviewer and audience, analyst and reader to import the relevant cultural
knowledge such that these identities, and the rhetorical potential of all the
associated meanings and inferences, can be understood fully.

Role as a resource for m itigation

The next extract comes later in the interview and concerns both Diana’s post-natal
depression after the birth of W illiam and her self-harming behaviour. We focus on
how she constructs her identity as depressed and how this is managed to warrant
her entitlement to the royal role of Princess. Diana’s cultural positioning of self
both includes and excludes membership of the royal family. This account of self is
again developed in the reporting of past events and in the construction of a context
of relevant others with whom Diana is compared. Shifts in footing are noted for the
identity work they achieve in managing a public account of post-natal depression
and self-harming behaviour.

Extract 2: Role as a resource for mitigation

1 Bashir : what eVect did the depression have on your marriage ?
2 D iana : well it gave everybody (.) a wonderful new label (.) D iana ’s unstable (.) and Diana ’s erm
3 (.) mentally unbalanced (.) and unfortunately that seems to have stuck on and oV over the
4 years
5 Bashir : are you saying (.) that that label stuck w ithin your marriage ?
6 D iana : I think peop le used it (1) and it stuck (1) yes
7 Bashir : according to press reports (.) it was suggested that it was around this time (.) th ings
8 became so diY cult that you (.) actually tried to injure yourself =
9 Diana : = mmm =
10 Bashir : = is that true
11 Diana : mmm (.) when no one (.) listens to you or you feel no one’s listening to you (.) all sorts
12 of things start to happen for instance you have so much pain inside yourself (.) that yo::u
13 try and hurt yourself on the outside cos you want help ( .) but it’s the wrong help you’re
14 asking for (.) people see it as crying wolf (.) o r attention-seeking (.) and they think
15 because you’re in the media all the time (.) you’ve got enough attention, inverted
16 commas .hhh but I was ac tually cry ing out because I wan ted to get better ( .) in order to
17 go forward (.) and continue my duty and my role as (.) wife (.) mother (.) Princess of
18 Wales .hhh so I er ( .) yes I did in� ic t s. upon myself (.) I didn ’t like myself (.) I was
19 ashamed because I couldn ’t cope with the pressures
20 Bashir : what did you actually do?
21 Diana : well ( .) I jsut hurt my arms and my legs (.) and (.) I (.) work in environments now
22 where I see women (.) do ing sim ilar things (.) and I’m able to (.) understand
23 completely where they’re coming from

Diana’s response to Bashir’s question about the depression (l. 1) is oriented to
other people’s reactions, rather than the eVect it had upon her marriage. She claims
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that it ‘gave everybody (.) a wonderful new label’ (l. 2). It is not clear to whom
‘everybody’ refers. However, the extreme-case form ulation functions to construct
consensus, almost conspiracy, between these ‘others’ in the label they ascribe to
Diana (Pomerantz, 1986). The ‘wonderful new label’ is ironic and serves to
undermine the credibility of the ascription. Reported speech functions to further
ironize the ‘wonderful label’ (ll. 2–3). The use of distant footing maintains D iana’s
position as a relayer of events rather than their author. However, she adds,
‘unfortunately that seems to have stuck on and oV over the years’ (ll. 3–4). The
term ‘unfortunately’ signals Diana’s resistance to the ascription. Furthermore, the
use of ‘stuck’ is interesting as it is indexically linked to ‘label’, suggesting that
the ascription is � xed. The insertion of ‘on and oV ’ functions to undermine the
‘stuck’ nature of the label. Thus, Diana discredits these others as inconsistent in
their ascriptions.

In response to Bashir’s question concern ing whether this label ‘stuck’ within her
marriage (l. 5), Diana contradicts herself. She claims, ‘I think people used it (1) and
it stuck (1) yes’ (l. 6). This contrasts w ith the ‘on and oV ’ description of the label
earlier (l. 3), but the contradictions serve a rhetorical function. While it enabled
Diana to undermine the others who ascribe the label, on the grounds of being
inconsistent, in th is case, it allows her to implicate Charles and speci� c others who
were involved with her marriage. Moreover, the description of this label as ‘stuck
within the marriage’ suggests that Charles and these others were consistent in their
ascriptions towards Diana. The following lines in this extract work to delegitimize
such negative ascriptions by Charles and others.

Shifting the focus of the interview , Bashir refers to the controversial press
reports of Diana’s self-injuries (l. 7). However, he adopts the animator’s position,
de� ecting his own identity away from what is said, and instead reports the
suggestions of the press (Clayman, 1992). The statement refers to a controversial or
sensitive topic and is signalled as such by both Bashir in his question and D iana in
her response. Bashir states that the press reports have only ‘suggested’ the
possibility of self-harming by the Princess, using imprecise words to leave open
the possibility that these reports are incorrect in some way and can be denied
by Diana. Bashir also mitigates the act of self-injury in his initial statement by
oV ering an explanation for it. He claims that it was caused by things becoming
‘so diY cult’ (l. 8), thus making it easier for her to con� rm the statement.
Her response to the question is delayed, displaying the typical features of a
diY cult response. Diana responds with ‘mmm’ (ll. 9 and 11), so indicating her
recognition of a controversial area and a troubled subject position (Wetherell,
1998). But although conversation analysis enables us to identify this ‘trouble’, it
cannot exp lain why responding to a direct question about self-injury is a
diY cult task for Diana. Some background knowledge about the controversial
nature of self-in jury, as well as the problems it poses for a key member of the
monarchy, must be imported. Diana must counter allegations that she is unstable
and not � t to be a member of the royal family. As a result, adm itting to
self-harm ing behaviour is a problematic issue. How Diana responds to this question
will have consequences for how she is viewed by the public throughout the rest of
the interv iew.
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She continues her response with an exoneration for self-injury (ll. 11–19) but
does not address Bashir’s statement directly until after the ‘reasons’ for it have been
presented to the listener. Here, Diana shifts between using the pronoun ‘I’ (ll.
16–18) to the more generic forms of ‘one’ and ‘you’ (ll. 11–15), indicating
her recognition of a sensitive area and maintaining rhetorical distance from
what is said. This also enables Diana to identify with her audience as she speaks
for an absent group of people. She begins her response with an account of
the reasons why people in general in� ict physical injury upon themselves. The
details remain vague, thus enabling Diana to increase the magnitude of what
happens. It is not clear who the ‘people’ (l. 14) are who regard such behaviour
as ‘crying wolf (.) or attention-seeking’— it could apply potentially to both
people within the royal sphere and the public. However, as she rejected the
ascription of ‘unstable’ imposed upon her by others earlier in the extract, she also
rejects the explanations for self-injury given by these ‘people’. By adopting a distant
footing, Diana is ab le to voice and then reject these ascriptions. The device
‘inverted commas’ (ll. 15–16) signals that Diana’s position is that of animator,
presenting the opinion of others. Hence, she manages her own publicly performed
identity as a credible � gure who has not encouraged attention, while voicing a
plausible counter-argument that she is someone who receives a lot of attention
from the media. The pronoun ‘I’ displays a personal explication of self-injury, ‘I
was actually crying out because I wanted to get better’ (l. 16). The contrast
becomes availab le between ‘attention seeking’ and ‘wanting to get better’, and,
hav ing rejected the former, D iana claims the latter as the exp lanation for her
self-harm ing behaviour.

D iana provides reasons why people self-injure generally to warrant and mitigate
her later admission of in� icting harm upon herself. She again negotiates the con� ict
between true self and royal role in accounting for her self-in juries (ll. 18–19). Note
that the roles of ‘wife (.) mother (.) Princess of Wales’ (ll. 17–18) are made relevant
to attribute this pressure to the con� icting roles she experiences. The full
implications of someone trying to manage all these roles is understood
when one calls up the cultural mean ings and obligations associated with each role.
Carbaugh (1993, p. 163) writes, ‘if one performs ‘‘being a mother’’, or ‘‘a wife’’, one
symbolises a distinctive social position, but, moreover, one has symbolically
invoked a system of social practices, relations, and properties’. As discussed earlier,
this way of analysing what is inferentially available when categories are invoked
contrasts sharply with the conversation analytic position. Whereas Carbaugh talks
of the cultural knowledge that is needed to understand identities, conversation
analysts talk of the inference-rich categories and category-bound activities that can
be located without resource to wider cultural information. But we suggest that
although the analytic processes are described diVerently by their proponents, their
outcomes are the same. Interestingly, ‘Princess of Wales’ appears as the third item
on the list, which is often the most compelling (Billig, 1996; JeV erson, 1991). While
listeners understand the pressures connected with wife and mother, that of
‘princess’ contrasts with the former and is magni� ed in terms of the obligations
that surround it. Diana ends the response stating ‘I was asham ed’. In the context
of what has already been presented, such as the negative ascriptions and the
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con� icting roles, th is sense of shame appears unjusti� ed as Diana concludes the
exoneratory speech.

Bashir then asks Diana directly what she did (l. 20). Again, the ‘well’ and pause
(l. 21) indicate trouble in answering the question. She deals w ith th is question
brie� y: using the term ‘just’ serves to downgrade and minimize her actions. She
shifts the account from one that focuses exclusively upon her own experience of
self-injury to one that works up her entitlements to knowledge about other women
in sim ilar circumstances. This is achieved by reporting her ‘work ’ within relevant
‘environments’ (l. 21), and also on the basis of Diana’s own experiences with
self-injury. The emphasis upon ‘completely’ (l. 23) highlights her empathy with
other women. This builds upon the role occupied by D iana as someone situated at
the top levels of society, but able to relate to people at the bottom.

In this extract, we see how conversation analysis can be useful in identifying
interactional trouble, even in a broadcast interview situation. However, th is level of
analysis is limited because it cannot account for ‘why’ such trouble might occur.
Background knowledge of the position Diana occupies in society, as well as the
controversy surrounding the topic of self-in jury, must be imported by listeners and
analysts in order to exp licate and fully comprehend this data.

Diana the ambassad or

The � nal extract comes from the end of the interv iew. This section of the interv iew
appears after a visual heading of ‘1995: The Princess of Wales now lives alone in
Kensington Palace’. The audience is presented with the � nal step in the story of
Diana’s life, this being life after the divorce. This � nal section of the interv iew is
dedicated to Diana’s nomination of the role ‘ambassador’. We consider how Diana
positions this role in the context of British society and, in the light of Bashir’s
simultaneous challenges, works up her entitlement to perform it.

Extract 3: D iana the ambassad or

1 Bashir: what role do you see for yourself in the future?
2 Diana: I’d like to be an ambassador for th is country (.) I’d like to represent th is country abroad.
3 (.) .hhh as I have all th is media interes t let’s not just sit in th is country (.) and be
4 battered by it let’s take them (.) these people (.) out (.) and (.) to represent th is country
5 and the good qualities of it abroad (1) when I go abroad (.) we’ve got sixty to ninety (.)
6 photographers (.) just from this country with me (.) so let’s (.) use it in a-a productive
7 way, to help this country.
8 Bashir: you say you fee l that your future is as some form of ambassador
9 Diana: mmm
10 Bashir: at whose behest is that?
11 (2)
12 Bashir: on what grounds do you feel that you have the right to think of yourself as an ambassador?
13 Diana: I’ve been in a (.) privileged position for � fteen years (.) and I’ve got (.) tremendous
14 knowledge (.) about people and how to communicate (.) I’ve learnt that (.) I’ve got it (.)
15 and I want to use it (1) and when I look at people in (.) public life (1) .hhh I’m not a
16 politica l animal (.) but (.) I th ink the biggest d isease this world (.) suV ers from (.) in this
17 day and age (.) is the disease of people feeling unloved (.) and I know that (.) I can give
18 (.) love for a minute (.) for half an hour for a day for a month but I can give (.) I’m very
19 happy to do that (.) and I want to do that
20 Bashir: do you think that the British people are happy with you (.) in your role?
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21 Diana: I think the British people (.) need someone (.) in public life to give aVection (.) to make
22 them feel important (.) to support them (.) to given them light (.) in their dark tunnels (.)
23 I see it as a possibly unique role (1) and (1) yes I’ve had diYculties (.) erm a-as
24 everybody (.) has witnessed over the years (.) but let’s now use the knowledge I’ve
25 gathered (.) to help other people in distress

In the � rst question–answer pair Diana treats Bashir’s question as being about a
future public, rather than private, role. It is interesting to see what interactants make
relevant in their next turn-at-talk when being asked to identify or categorize
themselves. The category of ‘ambassador’ carries certain cultural associations
regarding its meaning and position in society. They are diplomats of the highest
rank who ‘represent th is country abroad’. Diana therefore needs to work up her
entitlements to such a role and argue for its purpose. She does this in a number of
ways. First, she identi� es w ith her audience and uses political rhetoric to describe
the activ ities of an ambassador. Repeatedly using the deictic utterance ‘th is country’
(ll. 2–7), Diana invokes a common national identity. Deictic utterances are forms of
rhetorical pointing, and to understand their meaning, the listener must interpret it
from the position of the speaker (Billig, 1995). Politicians frequently invoke the
nation when claiming to speak on its behalf and, in praising its ‘good qualities’,
Diana praises herself. The inclusive pronoun ‘let’s ’(l. 3) functions to identify her
with the nation. She states ‘let’s not just sit in this country (.) and be battered by it’.
It is not just Diana who is being ‘battered’ by ‘it’, but the nation as well. Thus,
she succeeds in constructing consensus and validation for her entitlements to
‘ambassador’ in terms of taking ‘them’, the media, to represent ‘us’, the nation,
abroad. She strengthens her entitlements to such an ‘am bassador’ role by oVering
speci� c details of th is ‘media interest’ and detailing the number of photographers
who would normally follow her abroad (ll. 5–6).

Although Diana provides an account of her suitability for the role of
ambassador, Bashir troubles this identity in the subsequent turns of the interview .
In lines 8 and 10, he asks ‘at whose behest’ she has chosen this role. Because
Diana’s status is royal, not political (despite her earlier use of political rhetoric), she
has no ‘natural’ entitlements to the role; no one has asked her to do it. Diana marks
this troubled identity by a lengthy pause (l. 11). This leads Bashir to reformulate the
direct question into a more general one (l. 12), enabling Diana to work up her
unoY cial entitlements to the role. In the � rst part of her response (ll. 13–15), she
reports her quali� cations for the role of am bassador in the form of two three-part
lists. First, she states, ‘I’ve been in a (.) privileged position for � fteen years (.) and
I’ve got tremendous (.) knowledge about people and how to communicate’ (ll.
13–14). This is spoken in the past tense, indicating Diana’s current position outside
the royal family. The idea of a ‘privileged position’ is a ‘common-place’ (Billig,
1996) which requires the import of cultural knowledge about the status of members
of the monarchy. Diana is also speci� c about how long she has held this position,
bolstering further her entitlement. Stating that this knowledge is about ‘people’
with whom she can ‘communicate’ functions to identify w ith the audience. Hence,
Diana constructs herself as someone who is simultaneously unlike the ‘people’ in so
far as she has access to particular knowledge and privileges that they do not, but
is also similar to the ‘people’ as she can communicate with them. The second list
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(ll. 14–15) shores up the entitlement work done in the � rst. She states, ‘I’ve learnt
that (.) I’ve got it (.) and I want to use it’, indicating a progression from acquiring
the knowledge through to applying it in her future role as an am bassador.

Who the ‘people in (.) public life’ (l. 15) are is ambiguous. However, it is used in
conjunction with a rejection of a similarity between her and politicians, thus
indicating a particular category of people. Line 15 signals yet more trouble for
Diana, as she resists a political identity. Employing a metaphor, she claims, ‘I’m not
a political animal’ (ll. 15–16). This statement does two things. Firstly, by rejecting
the identity of ‘politician ’ and instead claim ing that of ‘ambassador’, Diana can
appeal to a wider public. Politicians, despite often claiming to represent the nation,
have motives, agendas and interests that are governed by party politics. However,
ambassadors are apolitical, and their motives re� ect the interests of ‘this country’
rather than a political party. Secondly, the statement ‘I ’m not a political animal’ is
followed by ‘but’, which is characteristic of disclaimers (Potter & Wetherell, 1987).
Diana rejects the identity of politician yet continues to voice rhetoric that is glossed
as political. In addition, the disclaimer functions as a stake inoculation against the
popular criticism within the media and government that Diana was ‘too political’
(Cam pbell, 1998).

The narrative structure of this and subsequent turns is important. Diana
constructs the problems of people in the world and how the ‘ambassador’ role will
reso lve them. She claims: ‘I th ink the biggest disease this world (.) suV ers from (.)
in this day and age (.) is the disease of people feeling unloved’ (ll. 16–17). The
preface ‘I think’ demonstrates her personal commitment to the statement and also
mitigates what is said as being opinion rather than fact. The problem itself is
constructed as a medical and psychological condition by using the metaphorical and
emotional descriptions of ‘disease’, ‘suVers’ and ‘feeling unloved’. This is followed
by the formulaic phrase ‘in this day and age’. Formulaic and metaphorical
expressions carry implicit mean ings that the listeners (and analysts) must interpret
for themselves (Drew & Holt, 1989). However, this interpretation only becomes
available by drawing upon the cultural framework in which D iana positions herself
and the people. Having established what the problem is, Diana oV ers a solution,
again in the form of a list. She states, ‘I know that (.) I can give (.) love for a minute
(.) for half an hour for a day for a month but I can give (.) I’m very happy to do
that (.) and I want to do that’ (ll. 17–19). The list is cumulative, running from ‘a
minute’ to ‘a month’ and is concluded with a personal quali� cation, increasing the
commitment to her oV er.

Finally, Bashir clari� es ‘this country’ as Britain, asking Diana if the British people
are ‘happy’ with this role (l. 20). Although D iana does not answer th is question
directly, she reiterates her earlier claims of the need for this role. Again using lists
and metaphor, she oV ers a personal opinion (‘I think’) of her entitlements to such
an identity. While she does not state explicitly that it is she who is needed by the
public, Diana implies that th is is a ro le she can ful� l. The British public are
constructed as needing ‘someone (.) in public life to give aV ection (.) to make them
feel important (.) to support them (.) to give them light in their dark tunnels’ (ll.
21–22). Metaphors such as ‘light in their dark tunnels’ can only be pointed to and
understood by culturally competent analysts and listeners who must import
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their knowledge of such devices. As noted ear lier, Diana identi� es herself as
simultaneously like ‘us’, the general public and not like ‘us’, an ambassador. This
ambassador role is something for which she is well quali� ed. Here, she suggests
that it is ‘a possibly unique role’ (l. 23), thus illustrating what Nairn (1988) has
termed the ‘super-ordinariness’ of royalty. Diana now distances herself rhetorically
from ordinary people. Only she is entitled to belong to this category of ambassador.
Diana has dismantled her royal role and reconstructed her chosen role of
ambassador. The trouble in line 23 marks the stake confession of having
‘diY culties’ witnessed by ‘everybody’, which becomes the � nal category entitlement
to the role of ambassador. Diana signals the end of the narrative with the temporal
adverb ‘now’ (l. 24), which also points to the emergence of the ambassador self.

Discussion

In th is study, we have explored the ways in which culturally situated identities are
constructed in discourse. We have illustrated the � exible and dynamic nature of
identity ascription and hence the � uidity of interactional identities. This is in sharp
contrast to traditional social psychological notions of identity as a � xed, cognitive
entity. Scan current journals of social psychology, and you will � nd that Tajfel’s
(1978) Social Identity Theory is almost exclusively conceptualized and theorized in
terms of experimental man ipulation by its proponents. However, th is study adds to
the body of discursive work that focuses upon the moment-to-moment construc-
tion of identity and its function as a rhetorical resource. In particular, we integrated
social constructionist theory with conversation analytic practice to provide a
rigorous framework for investigating identity.

At the start of the interv iew , Diana positions herself as an ordinary person who
was unfamiliar, and ill at ease, with the position in which she ‘found herself ’. She
reports that she becam e a diVerent person as a result of the expectations and
demands of others. The agentic ‘true self’ emerges as Diana develops her category
entitlements to speak on behalf of speci� c and general groups of ‘people’. Reported
behaviours that are part of her true self, such as visiting people in hospital and
� nding an aY nity with drug addicts and alcoholics, all function to construct Diana’s
shared social identity w ith ordinary people through her lived experiences. Finally,
Diana resolves the con� ict between true self and royal ro le by claiming the identity
of ambassador. However, by the end of the interv iew, D iana constructs herself as
‘super-ordinary’. While she has demonstrated that she can know the British people,
their feelings and what they need because of her shared social identities, she uses
this ordinariness to shore up her entitlement to the ‘unique role’ of ambassador.
Hence, at the end of the interview , true self is uni� ed with chosen public role.
Diana, like others who wish to speak on behalf of a wider people, ‘constructs her
personal identity as constituting her entitlement to speak on behalf of a shared social
category’, in this case, the British public (Rapley, 1998, p . 341).

The multiple (‘w ife’, ‘mother’, ‘Princess’) and inconsistent (‘unstable’,
‘ambassador’, ‘self-harmer’) identities that are occasioned in the interv iew result in
problems for mainstream experimental approaches to identity. DiV erent identities
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and roles are mobilized in diVerent parts of the narrative. As Antaki, Condor, and
Levine (1996) point out, identities may be used by participants to defend
argumentative positions and as grounds for warranting claims. From this discursive
perspective, identities are always situated and must be interpreted from the context
in which they are made relevant. Antaki et al. argue that it was Tajfel’s initial project
to explore identity in terms of its contextual and � exible nature, a goal that has
vanished with the accent on experimental studies and the stable, enduring nature of
identity.

We have argued that while an analysis of the minutiae of interaction is essential,
it is equally important to consider talk as a culturally situated practice. Moreover, it
is important to consider the rhetorical function of the cultural knowledge that is
invoked by speakers in conversation. The analyst must ‘go beyond the data’ in order
to explicate these rhetorical functions. It is not enough to argue that the categories
and identities that are constructed in talk can simply ‘speak for themselves’, as
conversation analysts would propose. Membership categorization analysts argue
that common-sense knowledge or culture is displayed when speakers problematize
or trouble some aspect of the interaction, and that categories make other categories
and activ ities inferentially available to the speaker and listener. But to understand
and develop analytic commentary on what is inferred by and what actions are
bound to categories, one must draw upon cultural knowledge. Thus, to understand
the rhetorical thrust of Diana’s use of nam ing conventions, metaphors and the
positioning of herself and others, the listener must engage in a wider understand-
ing of the cultural and interpretative framework within which these become
relevant.

In order to build such a theory of culture into our detailed analysis of the
interview , we have drawn upon the work of social construction and conversation
analytic theorists. Carbaugh (1996) argues that within any conversational context, a
variety of identity positions are available. These identity positions, such as ‘w ife’,
‘husband’, ‘mother’ or ‘Princess of Wales’, are grounded in certain cultural premises
about ‘what a person is (and should be), can (and should) do, feel (and should feel)’
(p. 27). What Carbaugh does is to weave together the discursive critique of Social
Identity Theory with a theory of culture. However, constructionist theorists fail to
incorporate a rigorous explication of talk as the site of identity negotiation. What
we have done in this study is explore the situational � exibility of identity
construction in a � ne-grained analysis of a cultural site: broadcast talk. We suggest
that social psychologists need to embrace such an eclectic approach when
examining the production of identity and mean ings surrounding it, including an
analysis of discourse and its cultural situation. We have analysed a text that is
located socially and historically in contemporary society. Through such a text,
people’s common-sense understandings of the monarchy— its members and
practices—are socially constructed.
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