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T Taking Stock
Early on in Women, Fire and Dangerous Things, subtitled « What Categories Reveal about
the Mind», George Lakoff warns somewhat emphatically (1987: 5-6): «Categorization is not
a matter to be taken lightly. There is nothing more basic than categorization to our thought,
perception, action, and speech [..] Whenever we reason about kinds of things — chairs,
nations, illnesses, emotions, any kind of thing at all— we are employing categories.
Whenever we intentionally perform any kind of action [...] we are using categories [...] And
any time we either produce or understand any utterance of any reasonable length, we are
employing dozens if not hundreds of categories: categories of speech sounds, of words, of
phrases and clauses, as well as conceptual categories. Without the ability to categorize, we
could not function at all, either in the physical world or in our social and intellectual lives.»
In other words : To live is to categorize, i.e., to perceive, understand and take action by
aggregating certain «things» or events and, by the same token, disqualifying others.

The literature on categories is vast and, for all practical purposes, probably fathomiess.
It goes back without interruption at the very least to the 4th century B.C. and covers several
of today's disciplines and fields of inquiry including philosophy, anthropology, sociology,
linguistics, psychology, mathematics. Lakoff boldly proposes to distinguish two periods — two
categories — in this vast expanse of knowledge . (i) from the beginning to almost the present
day, versus (ii), the current revolution in the cognitive sciences, triggered by such authors
as Brent Berlin and Eleanor Rosch-Heider! and heralded by the philosophical works of
Wittgenstein (1972: |, 31). Specifically, until empirical studies were carried out by Rosch and
her team, there was a common admission that Aristotle’s classic conceptualisation of
categories as finite classes of essential attributes remained basically sound. To decide
whether an object was (or was not) part of a category and act accordingly, one had to find
out whether it met the criteria that were met by other objects in this category, i.e. whether it
had, necessarily and sufficiently, the same distinctive features, clear-cut boundaries, and
only two degrees of membership, member and non-member. Rosch'’s team, and many others
after them, were able to establish that, as a rule, some members of the group tend to be more
representative than others, thereby introducing the notion of relative membership and
identity; and, within the hierarchical structure going from the most general type to the more
specific tokens, there is a basic, «spontaneous» level of categoricity immediately acceptable
and recognizable by users.

Categories tested according to the current canons of psychological science have been
quite varied: [coLours] (Berlin and Kay 1969)2 , [pLanTs] (e.g. Berlin et al. 1974), [aniMALs]

*The conventional orthography in small caps refers to specific categories: [(naTionaL) ienTITY] thus
stands for the category of «(national) identity.»

'Eleanor Heider became Eleanor Rosch in 1973. She had already published groundbreaking articles
by then in The Journal of Experimental Psychology and Developmental Psychology.

2And by derivation other words for perceptual domains such as «taste», «smell» and «noise» (see
e.g., p. 13).



(Hunn 1977), [(concreTe) oBJeCTS] such as ceramics (Kempton 1981), cups, mugs, bowls and
vases (Labov 1973); more rarely, categories expressed in English by such verbs as look, kill,
speak, and walk (Pullman 1983); even less frequently, abstract notions such as tallness
(Dirven & taylor 1988). It is striking that the list of categories studied so far has leant heavily
towards groups of entities and events that are not only ordinary but as concrete as can be.
Rarely have the more abstract categories been submitted to the benchmark of psychological
methodology, even though many are casually bantered around by citizens, journalists, family
members, teachers in their relationship to schoolchildren etc.3

The category we would like to add to this long list is taken by many to be universal,
perhaps the most fundamental to thinking, yet one that does not belong to the realm of the
natural species per se: the category of [ipentiTy]. We choose to study this category in its
«national» variety, a version that may be postulated as closest to the speaker when it is his
or her own. We can also assume that this level at which the notion of [ipenTiTy] is apprehended
is intermediate, thereby allowing as working hypothesis for its conceptualisation as «basic.»
If users are Americans of the US variety, then the formulation closest to them can be
assumed to be that of [american]; if they are French — [Francais(g)]; let them be Cuban and its
closest denomination will be [cusano/-a], and so on and so forth. This intermediate level of
instantiation can be immediately perceived by those to whom it applies as «basicy, in the
sense of non problematic, taken for granted and crucially, standing for the objectively
overarching notion of [(NATIONAL) 1DENTITY].

The exploratory study presented here deals with the category of «Quebecker» or, in
our conventional script, [cuesecois]. Rather than ara-type experimental protocols which seem
to be uselessly heavy?* , perhaps even marred by a prejudicial bias when it comes to studying
real-life behaviour of the higher order, we have adopted another form of empirical
methodology focusing on the production of words, phrases and narratives as they occur
spontaneously in semi-directed interactional settings. This methodological commitment has
been an integral part of an ongoing programme of research that has already yielded some
interesting findings (see Simeoni & Fall 1993; Fall, Simeoni & Chambon 1994; Fall &
Simeoni. 1995; Simeoni, Fall & Buyck, 1995).

Our previous corpora consisted of interviews carried out by the authors themselves
or involving the presence of at least one of the researchers. In this sense, even though every
effort was made at the time to have the conversations sound as natural as possible and
produce close-to-spontaneous data, the resulting utterances and topics debated may have
incorporated some artifacts of the situation. We were well aware of this fault as we transcribed
the turns but we decided to proceed however, as the markers we were interested in mattered
less in themselves than for the formal relations that our work suggested were inscribed in the
exchange.

The current analysis reveals other kinds of biases, this time independent of the
authors’ vested interests in the conduct of the exchange. The interview was not convened
by the research team; it was simply recorded on TV. The format of the debate was one
common today on many North American and Western channels: A topic of national interest

*One notable exception is grammatical categories as discussed by linguists. Yet even in this case,
very little work has been accomplished to show to what extent and why different schools of thought
tend to categorize e.g. the various «parts of speech» differently or under different names. See eg.
Taylor, 1995, pp. 259-260. This would seem to be the blind spot of linguistic science.

“As noticed again by Taylor, 1995 (op. cit., p. 76), “Kempton [...] noted that it was not necessary to
devise sophisticated experiments in order to elicit prototype effects; the evidence was there in the
way his informants spoke about the objects” (see Kempton, op. cit.,1981: 27ff.).



is chosen by the producers of a programme for «live» discussion® involving representatives
of different groups, including members of the government and the civil society, all gathered
in the studio in the presence of a select audience whose comments may (or may not) be
solicited by the journalist moderating the exchange. Thus presented, the debate is supposed
to be instructive, pedagogical, even enlightening, at the same time as it retains a certain
dramatic quality. A now well-established tradition has led to the formatting of such debates
into four sections (or more), making room for three substantial helpings of commercial
advertising in addition to the opening and closing volleys of promotional headings. This fairly
rigid cast is quite constraining for the discussion itself yet it is rarely mentioned as such by
media analysts. What it does most dramatically is preclude the discussion from moving too
far away from the pre-established agenda. into more imaginative answers by the participants.
This is all the more so as the number of guests at such programmes tends to be quite high.
Also outside the studio, in «reception» by passive viewers, the alternation of serious debate
and commercial advertising makes it uneasy to focus on the issue.

The sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1998: 31-36) rightly dubbed such programmes
«debates falsely true» (« des débats faussement vrais »), i.e. when you look closely at what
happens during those allegedly open («democratic») discussions, «you uncover a string of
censorship» (ibid., p. 31). What is more, those debates pretend to be clarifying for the viewers
when in fact, most of the time, they end up confusing the issue even more than if they had
not taken place.

There is one level however, at which such false debates are true. Once transcribed,
they reveal the invisible matrix of the arguments exchanged, as well as a distribution of turns
highly unequal that is clearly a function of the social positions occupied by the participants.
Besides, those transcripts provide one possible explanation of why they are so unproductive,
confusing, even frustrating for the viewers. The recent literature on categories can help
explain the increasing volume of criticism levelled at such programmes in the Western world.

2. Preliminary Findings

This programme shown on Radio Canada (national television) was entitled: «Qu’est-ce qu'un
Québecois?» Ten participants had been convened, ostensibly to substantiate the category
of [(auesecois) IDENTITY]. The guests — in order of appearance — were the provincial Minister
in charge of Immigration affairs; an academic heading a center for the study of immigration;
the president of an association for so-called «visible minorities;» a lawyer of Italian descent;
a writer and translator; another lawyer affiliated with the Canadian Jewish Congress; a
professor in a research institute; a member of the parliamentary opposition, an Arab
Canadian married to a French-speaking Quebecker; the president of a rural association; and
last, a Portuguese-born independent worker. In addition to the participants, four «witnesses»
had been asked to offer their opinions: a demographer; a French-speaking, Quebec-born
housewife married to an lItalian immigrant; an adviser to the Ministry responsible for
Immigration affairs working abroad; a psychologist of Italian background. The debate was
taking place in the wake of a referendum asking residents of the province of Quebec whether
they wanted to become «sovereign.» The majority declined the offer but several voices —
including that of the then Prime Minister of the province — claimed that the referendum was
lost because of the massive rejection of the idea of sovereignty by immigrants and so-called
«ethnic» minorities® .

SThe discussion is «live» by definition. More often than not however, the programme is not. It is
usually broadcast at a later time or date, thereby allowing for some form or other of conditioning.

$Canadian residents (officially admitted immigrants) can vote at provincial elections and referenda.
They cannot take part in federal elections.



Each participant was promptly asked by the moderator a question relative to the
category of [auesecais]. It is not indifferent to match the questions with the respondents (the
bracketed letter after mention of their status refers to their gender: (m) for male and (f) for
female). -

Status Formulation

Government Minister for Immigration (m) Qu'est-ce qu'un Québecois?

Academic, center for the study of immigration (f) C'est quoi un Québecois?

President, association for «visible minorities» (m) Etes-vous un Québecois?

Lawyer, Italian descent (m) Qu'est-ce qu'un Québecois?

Writer - translator (m) Qu'est-ce que nous sommes comme
Québecois?

Lawyer, Canadian Jewish Congress (m) Qu'est-ce qu'un Québecois?

Professor, research institute (m) Vous étes d'accord que toute personne
qui veut demeurer ici c'est un Québecois?

Arab Canadian Member of Parliament (f) [recall of her former commitment for a
multicultural citizenship i.e. (NATIONAL)
IDENTITY]

President, rural association (m) Québecois c'est rural qu'est-ce qu'un
Québecois maintenant?

Portuguese-born independent worker (f) Vous étes Québecoise?

Even at this unconscious level of formulation, focusing on the several variants
selected and instantiated by the moderator, can reveal some regularities: The most formal
formulation (Qu’est-ce qu'un X?) is directed to the Minister and both lawyers. Members of
the academic community and representatives of the cultural elites are approached somewhat
less formally (C’est quoi un Québecois?). The single representative of the rural areas in the
province is introduced with a more colloquial phrase and is even given some help; as if the
moderator prompted him, for him not to miss his cue (qu'est-ce qu'un Québecois -
maintenant?). The two participants whose status is lowest — i.e. those most at risk in the
context of the discussion — are presented with substantial variants: they must first decline
publicly their membership, their sense of belonging (Vous étes / étes-vous Québecois(e)?).
As for the only foreign-born (female) opposition Member of Parliament, she must first
respond for her well-known dedication to a cause that appears to fly in the face of the
homogenity of [(auesecols) ipenTiTY]: « Madame X, vous avez été [du coté] de groupes
communautaires et de groupes eh d'immigrants pourle rapprochement des communautés? »
(you've taken the side of immigrant groups and community services?).

Since each respondent — understandably — stands for his or her own group and
interests, the resulting impression cannot fail to be one of utter fragmentation. [(quesecois)
IDENTITY] comes out not only as composite, but moot. As the moderator himself put it at one
point: « Est-ce que ¢a existe un Québecois? » In categorial gloss = Is there any sense in
aggregating so many different tokens under a unique [auesecois] type? It is important to
recognize that it is not so much the diversity inherent in the composition of the set that created
this impression, as the way in which the questions were posed and beyond, the presuppositions
brought into the programme by the producers. Indeed, to ask «wHaT 1s an X?» will almost
inevitably prompt classical, Aristotelian feature-based definitions for an answer. The
perception was reinforced by the «yes» or «no»-type variants directed to the two most
marginal participants («marginal» in a prototypical reading). To compound the overall effect
of categorial disintegration and quasi negation, the prologue of the programme was



bracketed by two highly conditioning segments. It started with the moderator offering multiple
interpretive glosses ofthe category [auesecois]: « Quisommes-nous? Canadiens? Canadiens
anglais / Canadiens frangais? Québecois / Québecois de souche / Québecois d'origine /
Québecois tricotés serré” ? Néo-québecois? Québecois arrivants / immigrants / a étre
intégrés? Vraiment c’'est le puzzle ». And it ended with a mini-documentary lasting a few
seconds, a recorded programme showing ten ordinary persons interviewed in the street
coming up with a still wider array of responses, commonplaces of the type: «un Québecaois,
c'est quelqu'un qui...» We may of course digress endlesslly as to the overt/hidden purposes
of such a programme, our conjectures will remain for ever inconclusive for no one can know
for sure on the basis of a transcript, even contextualized, the motivations of those who
produced it. The effects of such repeated glosses however are uncontroversial: given the
lack of definition of the category, it must be clarified as soon as possible; this is the rationale
of the broadcast.

The resumption of the programme, after the commercial segment, marked the start
of the contest for definitions. The order in which participants’ advice were solicited barely
changed at the beginning® : first came the Minister, then the opposition MP, then that of the
lawyer with an Italian name. Only then did the unexpected take place: the first «witness» —
a demographer — was called on to comment upon what had been said. The Aristotelian
approach that had prevailed so far was directly challenged: « Il n'existe pas Le Québecois il
existe pes Québecois de toutes sortes [...] il faut cesser d’'employer |'article défini [...] » (there
is no Quebecker with a capital Q. there's all sorts of Quebeckers [...] let’s stop using the
definite article (= thinking in terms of THe TvricaL Quebecker). A prototype theory of sorts was
making its way into the debate. But to no avail: the moderator attempted to tie it to the
preordained agenda by appropriating the same words: « Y a des Québecois qui se sentent
plus Québecois que d'autres ». Out of context, this could be interpreted as an acknowledgement
of the shift to a prototypical perspective (allowing for a graded, «more-or-less» perception)
but many clues can be identified in the transcript that the moderator's response was in fact
an attempt at turning back the tide, transferring the binary features of the Aristotelian model
to the stowaway import. Branding the witness's remark as a provocation (« une attaque »),
the journalist clearly meant something like «<Some Quebeckers feel like they are righful
representatives of the [(auesecois) iDenTiTy], more than others.» The underlying logic was
classic: There are real Quebeckers, and false Quebeckers. Only real Quebeckers meet the
necessary and sufficient criteria.

We propose that beneath this two-tiered contest — a contest of conceptualisations as
much as a political contest — lurks a major finding for the study of categories and
categorisation. It is well known that categorisation has always been an ambiguous term,
depending on whether it was applied to words («categorisation» in that sense is a linguistic
notion), or to the world (more exactly our construal of the world — «categorisation» being then
a conceptual notion applying to the events and entities that make up our environment). Each
construal has had a long philosophical history, resulting in schools of thought called the
former, «nominalismy, the latter, «realism» (or for a later variant attempting to make the most
of both schools, «conceptual realism»). But contests of this kind can be excessively abstract.

7A calque, as often in Quebec French, after the English «tightly knit.»

*The same order of precedence prevailed in the first three segments. i.e. 3 times out of 4,
representatives of the established institutions came first. The most marginal participant, the last
one to speak in the introductory segment, was constantly ignored or cut out whenever she signalled
her intention to take the floor.



What the observation of real-life exchanges not devised as artifacts — experimental or
scholastic — shows, is that two distinct levels of categorisation pre-exist to the nominalist /
realist debate of which one only has been considered so far in the fields of psychology and
linguistics, including by those active in the «cognitive revolution.» The single type of
categorisation that has monopolized the attention of researchers can be defined (categorized)
as epistemological categorization. Categorization is a matter of thinking up the world. How
we view the world and «think it out» is the issue. The corpora on which we have been working
several years now tend to reveal another form, not only as active as the former, but truly
overarchinginits effectwheneverthere is interaction: some form of praxeological categorization
is always instantiated by users, speakers and, more aptly, social agents intent on imposing
their construal on others. Such construals are as much social perceptions as they have been
taken to be mental.

What the contest of categories exemplified by the moderator's stance and the
«witness»’s abrupt departure from it discloses so shamelessly is that the dispute is one of true
orthodoxy — the doxa prevailing among TV professionals and their preferred guests — versus
heterodoxy (or heresy), i.e. the refusal by a number of potential participants to subscribe the
dominant vision of the world by the media. In other words and in the particular case at hand:
The different ways in which speakers construe the category of [(naTioNAL) IDENTITY] — their
knowledges of it — are indexed upon two different praxes. Usually, this ubiquitous indexation
does not show up. There is good reason for this. The interest of a journalist working for
television is to sustain as much drama as possible so the viewers will be held captive and
refrain from «zapping». Clearly, all outsiders or guest speakers called on to participate in a
TV event do not unanimously go along with this professional agenda®. One way for TV
professionals to deflect the risk of viewers' drain inherent in this mismatch is to invite guests
whose interests are crudely polarized. This is always the case in public affairs debates. The
conflicting positions end up playing in the producers' hands: each side roots for his/her
constituency, the debate regularly threatens to (and sometimes does) degenerate into verbal
combat, the success of the programme is ensured, the mitigating function of the moderator
vindicated, and the viewer leaves utterly confused, wondering whose arguments carried the
day instead of seeing through those arguments to the group investments that rule them as
principles.

Inthe Radio Canada debate on [(NaTiONAL) IDENTITY], the only true outsider —the witness-
demographer — discloses the hidden truth of principled praxeological dominance over
epistemological strife. Unlike other participants, his interest lay in having as many people as
possible in the audience view the world as a reasonable place, an object of study inter pares
anaogous to the trends he analyzes on a daily basis. We have seen in the transcript that this
professional stance was strongly denounced, stigmatized by the moderator as an «attack,»
and even though noone bothered to specify the target of this attack during the discussion,
itcan be reasonably inferred that it was levelled against all others present on the set, including
the producers. The literature on categories has tended to distinguish two types of categorizing
behaviour: the «folk model» versus more «expert» lines of thinking (see e.g. Lakoff, 1987,
op. cit.; Holland & Quinn 1987; d’Andrade & Strauss 1991). Certainly this distinction would
apply to the Aristotelian / prototypical dissensus between professionals of the media and their
followers, and real experts. But there is more to it, which can explain this sudden emergence
in a debate on [(naTiONAL) IDENTITY] Of the higher-order opposition of epistemological versus

*Unless they are themselves seif-conscious professionals of the media:, e.g., politicians and
representatives of interest groups.



praxeological categorization. Contrary to the current assignation in many cognitivists’ circles
of the folk/expert ways of thinking to the minds of those involved, this foundational divide
must also be imputed to different social motivations. All participants — all of us — may feel
compelled to categorize a notion like that of [ipEnTiTY] on the basis of our socially invested
interests. Yet while most will present their arguments under the garb of THe (only) truth,
forgetting about the biases society’s workings incorporate into those truths, only the
scientist's knowledge-based argument can claim with some credibility that his social
commitment rests on the virtues of reason.

To avoid possible misunderstandings, it is in no way our contention in this paper that
all scientists, if asked what positions they take regarding sensitive social topics at times of
national uncertainty, would refer their opinions to the realm of reason. No doubt many would
happily go back to an Aristotelian, exclusionary mode of thinking provided their personal /
collective interests were served by such an attitude. Besides, with not a few conceptions of
social science still favouring binary models of thinking, it is highly likely that some of those
responses would disguise their socially motivated biases under the mask of expertise. It is
all the more outstanding then, that a Québecois called on to participate in a TV programme
after the lost referendum for sovereignty, acting under the collective pressure — both political
and stuctural — from the media and the society at large, would advocate a prototype-based
categorization for his model of [(NATIONAL) IDENTITY].

3. Coda

Why are such debates as the one just outlined so blatantly «false»? On the categorial reading
that we have adopted in this paper, one possible answer is that the looked-for outcome is not
only preordained,; it is imposed from the outside. Assuming that their capacity for rational
reflexiveness has not been totally blunted by the avalanche of advertising that usually comes
around with the most established of those debates, the odds are that viewers will remember
only the first part of the programme, the fragmented setup rather than the artificial solution.
The structure of those debates is largely an artifact of the way the questions are posed, i.e.
of the presuppositions regarding categorial routines. If the category of [(auesecois) IDENTITY]
had been viewed from the start in terms of «family resemblances» or as «radial» construct
(to invoke a compatible approach developed by Lakoff), some of the interventions that, for
a while, took the moderator aback would have become central and would have gone a long
way towards healing the fracture in the community — if that was indeed what was looked for.
Time would have been saved, a valuable economy against the background of programmes
that leave less and less leeway to participants and more and more to marketeers. Another
way to put it is that, if as much care went into the making of public information as in
advertising, both civic and expert knowledges (not to mention social cohesion) would benefit
greatly.
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