Emotions and sequence: The interactional accomplishment of doing “being emotional”.

Emotion, mood, affect or states of the mind are matters that are notoriously difficult to identify, though some attempts have been made in areas such as psychology, neuroscience, linguistics and many other disciplines. Here, researchers typically interpret emotions from physiological outputs such as blood pressure rates, activation in certain parts of the brain, or levels of serotonin, dopamine or noradrenalin in the body, or from expressive behavior such as facial expressions, gesture and tone of voice. This research is based largely on the idea that emotion is a purely internal process, where the environment can act at most as a stimulus to provoke the emotion, the result being an externally available output or expression that can then be measured or evaluated as being a representation or symptom of a particular type of emotion. 

A somewhat different approach is to view emotion as a situated activity, i.e. as being a product of social action. It is this approach that I shall take in the current presentation, where I will build on previous work within the tradition of Interactional Linguistics and Conversation Analysis, to demonstrate how emotions or affect, like many other social actions can be seen to be and interactional accomplishment that is sequentially generated (Peräkylä & Sorjonen, forth). 

Whilst participants on occasion verbalize what their state of mind was in the past (for instance through complaining about some event or reporting a trouble), speakers do not typically “…verbalize that they are “elated”, “frustrated”, “ashamed” or “sad” in the midst of activities during which certain feelings are experienced” (Sandlund, 2004: 11), except perhaps in therapeutic sessions where the expression of emotion can be institutionally relevant and required (Edwards & Potter, 2005). From an interactional perspective, emotions are thus more likely to be exhibited in the sequential organization of interaction and in the specifics of the resources available to the participants to display, rather than verbalize, an emotion, for instance through turn construction and sequence trajectory, which locates expressive behavior such as gesture, gaze, laughter, and characteristics of vocal speech delivery within the realm of situated activity. Previous research within IL/CA has thus illustrated how it is a combination of sequential positioning and expressive behavior that makes a participant in interaction come across for instance as “being disappointed” (Couper-Kuhlen, 2009), “being surprised” (Wilkingson & Kitzinger, 2006) or “being amused” (Jefferson et al, 1977).  

In this presentation I will investigate the relationship between sequential organization and the display of affect or emotional states, based on both prior and own research. I begin by showing how emotional states are co-constructed by participants in interaction and how the display of an emotional state can be made relevant sequentially. I then turn to cases in which emotional displays are employed as vehicles for social action, i.e. to accomplish particular next actions by the recipients and as such serve to project a certain sequential progression through an activity. Finally, I discuss some cases in which participants can be heard to resist displaying a particular emotional state at a point where such a display has been made relevant. 
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