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Impersonal you and stance-taking in social research interviews
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Abstract

The pronoun you is prototypically used to refer to the addressee or addressees in an
interaction, but it also has other uses, including a kind of impersonal reference that does
not pick out any particular person, but is the equivalent of sormeone, anyone, or one.
This paper focuses on how the shift to impersonal you works in one genre of interaction,
research interviews by academic social science researchers, where the participants
often use you where the previous turn might have projected the use of /or they. We
argue that the shift, and related cues of the dimension of specific vs. general, can be
seen as a form of stance-taking. We explore three possible functions: 1) recategorising
of the speaker and their category-associated experiences, 2) displaying perceptions as
shared, not merely individual, and 3) invoking commonplaces to deal with dilemmas
posed by the question. These rhetorical actions can be related to the demands of the

research interview, with the interviewee claiming or disclaiming an entitlement to have a
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stance, supporting their stances against possible challenge, and giving accounts or
resisting judgments of the interviewee’s behavior or views. Attention to these shifts can
make social science researchers more aware of the interactions underlying the

transcripts.
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commonplaces

1. Introduction

The pronoun youis used most commonly in singular or plural to refer to the interlocutor,
or to a group to which the interlocutor belongs. But it has other uses too, as noted in a
reference grammar of English: “A particular problem with the use of youis that it may
refer to people in general, including the speaker/writer” (Biber et al., 1999: 330). The
problem is even more complex than this grammar suggests, because reference is not
simply to “people in general”’; as Siewierska (2008) points out, impersonals may refer to
no one, to a vague referent, or to a particular referent whose identity is not known.
Drawing on both grammatical and interactional approaches to impersonal pronouns, we
consider the uses of impersonal youin a corpus of social science research interviews.

The interviews we study are interactions conducted for the purposes of qualitative social



Impersonalouin social research interviews

science research, in which one participant is an academic researcher or their research
assistant and the other is someone with knowledge or experience or views on the social
process being researched. Our study complements the perceptive analysis by Stirling
and Manderson (2011) of you in one interview, by considering a wider range of

interviews, and placing the interviewees’ acts in the framework of stance-taking.

In Example 1, from a passage we will discuss in more detail later, the interviewer
is working for a project researching changes in women'’s attitudes towards health from
one generation to the next, and the interviewee is talking about their experience of the
health system. Uses of impersonal you are coded in bold. (The transcription, including
the ellipses, is that of the original health studies researchers, the late Mildred Blaxter
and her team (Blaxter and Paterson, 1982). We discuss the issue of transcription in
section 3).

Example 1a: 4943int07

it's always been something straightforward that didn't, you know, it just ended

when you got it done, or they treated you and you went home...

As we will see, /might be expected in this context, but the interviewee uses impersonal
you, to talk about what typically happened (“it just ended when you got it done”), rather

than just one treatment that happened to her.

Our approach starts with what other studies have shown about the grammar and

interactional uses of impersonal you, applies these insights to research interviews, and
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considers the use of impersonal you as stance-taking. We address the following

questions:

1. What resources does the use of impersonal you, and the move from specific
to more general, provide for interviewees?

2. How are these resources used in the genre context of the social research
interview?

3. How are interviewees’ uses of these resources related to interviewers’

questions and follow-ups?

We will first review three relevant bodies of literature: approaches to pronouns in
discourse, studies of stance-taking, and analysis of interviews as interaction. We will
introduce our data source and methods, and in our analysis we will consider in detail
three actions performed in the shift to you. categorising people and actions, presenting
perceptions and experiences as shared, and invoking commonplaces. Then we will
review possible rhetorical functions of these actions in the institutionalised genre of the

research interview.

2. Two approaches to impersonal pronouns in discourse
The reference of impersonal pronouns has been addressed from different angles by
grammarians, sociolinguists, and conversation analysts. For grammarians, impersonal

pronouns are just one way of expressing an impersonal meaning; Siewierska (2008a,
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2008b) discusses how they fit within a wider range of constructions including passives
and existential constructions. Among these constructions, we are particularly interested
in impersonal you because it is frequent in our data, and it is a prototypically personal
expression that can be given an impersonal meaning, so it is a very common marker of

shifts from specific to general.

Laberge and Sankoff (1979), discussing indefinite pronouns in Montreal French,
propose a useful division of impersonal you into two functional categories; “situational
insertion” and “truisms or morals” (429). In situational insertion, the speaker “assimilates
himself to a much wider class of people, downgrading his own experience to incidental
status in the discourse, phrasing it as something that could or would be anybody’s”
(429). “Truisms and morals” are statements of generally accepted rules of conduct; they
are similar to situational insertion in generalizing, but “morals constitute a kind of
reflection on conventional wisdom, whereas ‘situational insertion’ seems to be an
attempt to elevate particular ideas and experiences to that state . . . Morals, then, are
like situational insertion, only more so” (429). Laberge and Sankoff, like other
researchers, link the shift in pronoun to other shifts; often the generality of a truism is
signaled by a change from the past tense of narrative to the present tense of knowledge

statements (424).

Kitigawa and Lehrer (1990) draw on the categories of Laberge and Sankoff in

their analysis of impersonal pronouns in various news stories and narratives. They add
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the category “Life Drama”, a way of setting up narratives. We do not find this in our
data, and neither Ushie (1994) nor Stirling and Manderson (2011) found it in their
interview data, so it may be specific to some kinds of conversation. Kitigawa and Lehrer
draw on a distinction made by Goldsmith and Woisetschlaeger (1982) in studies of the
use of the progressive aspect, between statements of phenomenological instances and
statements of structural knowledge. Goldsmith and Woisetschlaeger introduce this
distinction to account for the use of progressive aspect in some instances (structural
knowledge) and simple past in others (phenomenological instances). Kitigawa and
Lehrer argue that the same distinction can be made with the use of impersonal
pronouns: /can give a sense that the speaker is reporting what they experienced or
perceived, while impersonal you can give a sense of structural knowledge so that that
the listener or anyone is inside the experience. We can illustrate their distinction with an
example from our data. Just before the passage quoted in Example 1, the interviewee
had said “l had a broken finger”; this is a phenomenological instance; it presents the
experience as an observable fact in that one instance, from the outside. “They treated
you and you went home”, quoted in Example 1, suggests structural knowledge, from the

inside, of how things generally occur.

The studies cited so far approach impersonal pronouns in grammatical terms;
they arrive at categories based on what constructions are used and semantic concepts

such as quantification. Harvey Sacks, in his Lectures on Conversation (1992)
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repeatedly returns to you as an example of “tying rules” in conversation, the way the
referent of an expression is tied to referents in a previous turn. One famous example of
tying using a pronoun will show how his approach to morals, truisms, and

commonplaces differs from those of Kitigawa and Lehrer:

The openness of the plural “you” means that “you” can in fact be a way of talking
about “everybody” — and indeed, incidentally, of “me” . . . And those differences
are extremely carefully focused on by speakers. | have a lot of very subtle
usages which turn on these differences; for example a woman is asked “Why do
you want to Kill yourself” and she says “Well, you just want to see if anyone
cares.” Now that use of “you” in this case surely refers to her, but her as a
member of “anybody”, and thereby provides that it is only incidentally her reason,
but it's anybody’s reason, and thereby is not attackable as peculiar. It is offered

as proverbially correct. (1992, Vol. I: 166, also Vol. |: 349)

Sacks arrives at insights into the ambiguity of the pronoun that are similar to those of

Laberge and Sankoff and of Kitigawa and Lehrer, but through a very different route,

focusing on what |1



