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Order at All Points

Counting and accounting

A man is driving through the bush one day and has to stop while a farmer takes his sheep
across the road. There are quite a lot of sheep, so it takes a fair while. When they’ve all
passed by, the man goes up to the farmer and asks, ‘If I can tell you how many sheep you
have, to within one either way, can I have one of them?” The farmer replies, ‘Course you
can. You'll never get it right” The man says, “You have six thousand four hundred and
twenty two.” ‘Well blow me down,’ replies the farmer — or words to that effect. ‘In fact I
have six thousand four hundred and twenty one. I counted them this morning.” So the man
walks back to the car with his prize.

‘Wait on,” cries the farmer. ‘If I can tell you what your job is, can I have her back?” ‘Sure,
says the man, “You'll never guess.” ‘Well,” says the farmer, ‘I figure you’d be a statistician
with the Australian Bureau of Statistics.” “Well I'll be ...!" the man replies, ‘Exactly right.
How on earth did you know that?’

The farmer comes back: ‘Put me dog down and I'll tell you.’

Traditional Australian Bush Yarn

THE QI-Qt CONTINUUM'

Like many in the humanities and social sciences, I was trained to be (at the
least) sceptical about statistical methods and (at most) downright hostile
towards them. In sceptical mode, I was exhorted to use statistics not in the
way a drunk uses a lamppost: for support rather than illumination. In
hostile mode, the word was that statistics was for ‘positivists’ (a very unfair
characterization, as it turns out, of positivism). What all of this well-mean-
ing and humanistic advice ignored was the sheer fact that our social and
cultural worlds, today, are massively subject to statistical accounts (see
Hacking, 1982). Whenever we turn on the TV news or open a newspaper,
the world is now routinely accounted for in terms of the numbers it gen-
erates: from world population statistics right down to chewing gum mar-
kets. In this respect, it's not quite as if numbers were on one side of the coin
and ‘lived cultures’ on the other. Rather, the technologies of numbering
have become just one (though, in some disciplines, a dominant one) of
the many practices that make up the cultures of modernity. In this brief
introduction, then, I want to think through the supposed distinction (binary,
even) between the quantitative (Qt) and the qualitative (QI) and to show
that the seal between the two is by no means as watertight as it is often
assumed to be.
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My first realization of an elision between Qt and QI came to me when, out
of sheer impecuniousness, I went to work for the Survey Research Centre at
the Australian National University (ANU) in the mid-1970s. Prior to this
way of supplementing my meagre PhD scholarship, my only encounter
with statistics had been the compulsory undergraduate methods course
in sociology, taught, as it happened, by a died-in-the-wool symbolic inter-
actionist, a Ql-man if ever there was one! Said lecturer was, then, very
happy for me to complete my statistics assignments by having a friend
who was a physics student crunch the exercises on the university’s one
mainframe computer by submitting bundles of punchcards. Not, then,
exactly the best of trainings or qualifications, I admit. But working late at
ANU, designing and administering the Australian Capital Territory (ACT)
population surveys, I came to see what a symbolic and interactional process
Qt work could be in practice. One of our clients at the time was the local
Family Planning organization. It wanted to know which forms of contra-
ception were most in use in the Capital Territory. The only problem with
this was that the official sampling procedures required interviewers to
jointly interview two members of each household selected (using lot num-
bers) on a rotational basis: oldest and third oldest in odd-numbered lots,
and second oldest and fourth oldest in even-numbered lots. This meant, in
effect, that a fair proportion of interviews involved parents and their older
children — not exactly the best interactional setting to ask people about their
contraceptive practices. The problem was both, and equally, statistical and
‘cultural.” Qt and QI could not be a simple binary. And, oh yes, the wonder-
ful ‘solution” we developed was to draw up a card with each kind of contra-
ception numbered. Respondents were then shown the card and would say
such things as ‘Well, I tried the number seven but it didn’t work for me, so
now I prefer the twenty six.’

The same realization came back to me during a more recent research
project (Mickler and McHoul, 1998). In this project, we collected over 600
newspaper articles on Aborigines, youth and crime over a 12-month period
in the early 1990s in order to see whether there had been, as some suspected
at the time, a media-generated ‘crime wave.” We had a neutral reader/
research-assistant type the articles into a relational database program
(QSR NUD-:IST) and, at the same time, code the articles for such things
as ‘source’ (the origin of the reported events), ‘participants’ (the categories
of persons reported on in each article) and how the reader thought the
article was treating such ‘participants’ (in positive, negative or neutral
moral terms). What we hoped to get out of this was a strongly QI argument
based on a discursive analysis of the news articles and their ‘readings.’
However, before long, we found that working with over 600 texts would
not allow us to do this. The data in question were simply too numerous.
And anyway, NUD-IST was starting to generate matrices of such things as
‘Date of publication” x ‘Article source’ and ‘Newspaper’ x ‘Participants.’
Each cell of the matrix listed the relevant articles by their unique
NUD"IST document number. There was no way we could work with this
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CHART 1.1 Reports on Aboriginal youth and all youth-crime reports, Feb. 1991 to Jan. 1992

kind of output in a purely Ql mode. We had to show our findings graphi-
cally. This meant a lot of arduous work, transferring the totals of each cell
into an Excel spreadsheet and then having Excel generate graphs and bar
charts. (This was in NUD-IST version 3: the day we finished our gruelling
transcription work, NUD-IST 4 was released, including new software that
automatically converts such findings into popular spreadsheet and stats
programs.) At that point we were able to generate ‘findings’ such as
those in Chart 1.1.

This was very useful to us because it showed us a picture of the year’s
news in terms of just when the WA press was reporting youth crimes, and
the months during which young Aboriginal people were the ‘participants’
in those reports. However, while this could show us the media angle, it
could not tell us whether or not the ‘peaks’ of youth crime reportage (and
we were particularly interested in the September peak because it followed
the infamous Rally for Justice outside Parliament House in the August)
corresponded to ‘actual’ crime rates. If we were going to find a ‘media
wave,” we would have to overlay crime stats on to our bar chart. We even-
tually tracked these down at the University of Western Australia Crime
Research Centre whose staff kindly gave us their raw figures for the
12-month period in question. Accordingly we could then generate more
conclusive findings about the supposed ‘wave’ — see Chart 1.2.
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CHART 1.2 News reports on Aboriginal youth-crime and all youth-crime with actual crime data,
Feb. 1991 to Jan. 1992

So we now had something like a ‘media wave.” That is, as the reportage of
youth crime peaked in September there was a corresponding decline in
‘actual’ crimes as measured by apprehensions and reports to the police.

Again, we could only see this graphically — though later we resorted to a
more QI discussion of how, in terms of routine media practices, the ‘wave’
could have been generated. That is, we wanted to show, from a close read-
ing of the reports (in line with well-known facts about the news profession
(Ericson et al., 1987, 1989, 1991)) that the statistically visible ‘wave” was not
so much a conscious conspiracy as a routine phenomenon in the field of
‘bad news as usual.” As so frequently, the raw stats were open to more than
one interpretation and only one of these was that the media were ‘deliber-
ately’ causing the appearance of a crime wave with possibly suspect and
populist motives.

Working on this project, then, brought me to the realization that there is in
fact a continuum between hypothetically ‘pure’ Qt and Ql analysis. The
two, that is, never actually exist, empirically, in their pure states. Qt work
is part of the ‘culture’ at large and Ql work is never strictly free of numbers.
So why then is there an effective stand-off between professionals in the two
methodological fields? Why do some Qt workers insist on accepted
sampling procedures and statistical reliability while some QI workers
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argue that very small fragments of cultural ‘data’ (a poem, a few turns at
talk, an advertisement, and so on) can generate just as fruitful findings? In
order to begin to answer this question, we can turn to a rather extreme case
of an anti-Qt argument. The one I have in mind was mounted some years
ago by another major influence on my own methodological preferences:
Harvey Sacks.

CULTURE AND THE RELIABILITY OF ‘DATA’*

Just as in physics, natural phenomena must be massively sampled before an
argument about their properties can be mounted, so, in some branches of
the social sciences, cases must be sufficiently large in number before gen-
eralizations can be acceptable to the professional community. The parallel is
both noble and mistaken, according to several social theorists of (roughly)
a phenomenological persuasion. Alfred Schiitz, many years ago, and in
works that are almost unknown to Qt types today, put this argument
very simply (Schiitz, 1962: 34-47). He noticed that natural scientists deal
with objects of the first order of interpretation: that is, the objects that the
natural scientist has before her have not been interpreted until she herself
shows up on the scene. Atoms, planets and cyclones do not interpret them-
selves. However, as soon as we come to deal with human individuals or
populations, we're in a different situation entirely. These ‘objects of know-
ledge’ have interpreted themselves before the social scientist comes on the
scene. They are therefore ‘objects’ of the second order of interpretation. They
come pre-interpreted — and so the job of anyone working in the human
sciences is to interpret the interpretations that people have already made
of their lives (individually) and their cultures (collectively). Where human
beings are concerned (as opposed to rats or atoms), the investigator is
always investigating ‘second order’ matters. It is a fundamental category
mistake, then, to treat humanly produced data as ‘natural’ data — though,
as we will see shortly, this logical error need not preclude Qt analysis
altogether: I am simply taking this argument as one of the most cogent to
date on the underlying ‘philosophy’ of much Qt thinking.

Sacks’s important intervention into this debate — possibly via his associ-
ation with Garfinkel (1967) who was, in turn, majorly influenced by Schiitz
— is to argue for a unique position for cultural ‘data.” Not only, he ventures,
is culture distinct from nature, it also has unique orderly properties. That is:
in coming to analyse human cultures, one must take into account that they
display ‘order at all points.” The argument is complex and students would
do best to consult the original (1995: 484). However, Schegloff (who intro-
duces both volumes) puts the matter succinctly. Accordingly, I quote at
length:

Considerations of enculturation and ‘language acquisition” provide an especially
provocative focus for a matter which Sacks raises ... as a methodological point.
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Taking up the relevance of sampling, Sacks points out that it depends on the sort
of order one takes it that the social world exhibits. An alternative to the possibility
that order manifests itself at an aggregate level and is statistical in character is
what he terms the ‘order at all points” view.... This view, rather like the ‘holo-
graphic’ model of information distribution, understands order not to be present
only at aggregate levels and therefore subject to an overall differential distri-
bution, but to be present in detail on a case by case, environment by environment
basis. A culture is not then to be found only by aggregating all of its venues; it is
substantially present in each of its venues. (Schegloff in Sacks 1995: xIvi)

As with holographs, a culture must display its inherent order, no matter
how much or little of it we happen to examine or ‘sample.” (And, as we will
see shortly, this importantly applies as much to the ‘much’ as it does to the
‘little.”) Even if 99 per cent of a holographic image is destroyed, the remain-
ing 1 per cent contains all of the information contained in the original whole
(Roe, 1998). In this respect, when we are dealing with social and cultural
phenomena (such as ‘mental illness” or ‘suicide,” for example), the question
of whether we have sufficient cases for the ‘data’ to be ‘reliable’ may not
arise. The order we are seeking, as social scientists or cultural analysts,
according to Sacks, is not available as a form of statistical aggregation;
rather it must be inherently present in whatever materials happen to be
at hand - for example just a few turns in a conversation. And, in fact,
Sacks directly uses his ‘order at all points’ (or ‘in all venues’) model to
criticize Qt research. His argument here is particularly directed at sociology
and survey research, but it applies equally well to the other social sciences:

... you might find that the fact of ‘order at all points’ could be used to explain
fairly strange facts; things like the following. For one, certain kinds of researches —
for example, let’s say, taking very conventional sociology, survey research — would
use the fact that it gets orderly results to indicate that it must be doing something
decent. Now everybody knows — that is, everybody who has ever done such work,
or studied it — that it’s almost universally extremely bad; that almost never can
whatever the constraints are that ought to be used under their own formulation to
decide that they have something, be used. There are, for example, all kinds of
constraints on proper statistical procedures which are never satisfied, and none the
less they get order. (1995: 484, my emphasis)

The argument here is important: the reason why Qt procedures arrive at
orderly outcomes may not be because of the ‘reliability’ of either the sample
or the statistical techniques deployed on that sample. Rather, the order that
arises would be, for Sacks, an effect of the fact that, wherever a culture is
tapped into, and however frequently or infrequently it is sampled, it will
display its inherent order. If this is the case — and I have yet to see a social
theory that directly defends an aggregationist model against the idea of
‘order at all points’ — then statistically reliable results may well be nothing
more than a case of something intrinsically non-statistical showing through
(and despite) the sampling techniques employed in any given case. The
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consequences of such a ‘paradigm shift’” are potentially massive for social
scientific thinking — not least because they might change our thinking away
from what Wittgenstein (1958b: 18) called our ‘craving for generality’ and/
or ‘the contemptuous attitude towards the particular case’ (cf. Turner,
1974: 213).

However, none of this means that Qt work is without value.’> On the
contrary, as we have seen in our first section of this introduction, statistical
representations are sometimes inevitable: and in the above case, the reason
for this had to do with the necessarily longitudinal nature of the ‘media
wave’ hypothesis. If this is so — and because Ql and Qt exist on a continuum
and not as strict alternatives — then even the most Ql-oriented researchers
will occasionally find themselves needing to use statistical models and their
ensuing graphic representations. If the ‘continuum’ argument holds up
(and I think it does, at least from experience), then how can this live in
the same world as the ‘order at all points’ argument?

Sacks himself gives us the answer when he writes that, even when we do
proceed statistically, and even in its crudest form (the survey), we will find
the same cultural order as when we do not! ‘None the less they get order’ is
precisely what he tells us. That is, if cultural ‘data’ is intrinsically data of the
second order, any statistical analysis of it cannot help but preserve that aspect
of it. The ‘philosophy’ of treating social and cultural phenomena as if they
were natural phenomena may well be a philosophical error — associated
(probably wrongly) with ‘positivism.” But this does not mean that the
methods that flow from that error can somehow delete the orderly cultural
properties of the former kind of phenomenon. In fact, Sacks himself tells us
that they could not even if they wanted to.

This then sets the tone — or more precisely, the ‘analytic mentality’
(Schenkein, 1978) — for the following chapters of this book.* They introduce
some central social and cultural uses of Qt methods and, at the same time,
always remember the importance of the ‘order at all points’ that such
uses must bring out. Or to put this another way: there is no logical reason
why Qt methods can’t be just as informed by a Sacksian view of cultural
order as they can by starting ‘positivistically” with physics envy. The result
is, I think, the first textbook in the field to bring cultural responsiveness
to statistical methods and, equally, statistical responsibility to cultural
analysis.

Alec McHoul
Murdoch University
6th January 2000

NOTES

1. This sub-title with apologies to Star Trek TNG. In many way, Star Trek’s Q is the
ultimate detective. His case is nothing more or less than the human condition.
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2. This section is based on parts of an article on Sacks, conversation analysis and
psychology by Alec McHoul and Mark Rapley (2000). For a good general intro-
duction to Sacks, see Silverman (1998).

3. For example, the foundational text of ethnomethodology, Garfinkel’s Studies in
Ethnomethodology (1967), extensively uses statistical and quasi-statistical represen-
tations to show ‘experimental” results.

4. I write ‘more precisely’ with half an eye on the problem of what “precision” could
mean on the QI-Qt continuum. To explain: the term ‘analytic mentality” is from
Jim Schenkein (1978). He writes: ‘I am never entirely sure of what I mean by
“analytic mentality”, but then goes on to say: ‘I have come to think of [our] shared
practices [in conversation analysis] as ingredients in an “analytic mentality”” since
other more familiar terms fail to capture the spectrum of ingredients sketched
here. Our particular grouping of shared dispositions is not exactly a “theory” or
“method”, nor is it merely a “point of view” or some kind of “philosophy”. But
whatever it is, the result is a research environment . .. and “analytic mentality” is
fuzzy enough to embrace whatever comes up when a closer look at the environ-
ment is taken’ (1978: 6). So this fuzzy formulation seems to be, paradoxically
perhaps, a more precise description than terms like ‘theory” and ‘method’. This
would be exactly my characterization of work that explicitly acknowledges and
works along the Ql-Qt continuum. As Wittgenstein (1958a: #71) puts it: ‘Is it ...
always an advantage to replace an indistinct picture by a sharp one? Isn’t the
indistinct one often exactly what we need?’
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