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Lecture title

"Something orange on top of them": turn construction and pursuing perception in a military friendly fire incident

In this talk I focus on turn construction as part of the wider concern of conversation analysis (CA) and ethnomethodology (EM) for the language and practices by which people accomplish social actions to create and understand ordinary social life. One interest of CA is how turns at talk are constructed (designed, organised) to fit their unique sequential moment, for how this speaker, at this moment in this interaction, with this recipient, is doing this action, with these words in just this way (Schegloff 2006). I examine such details with institutional data from a critical event: a friendly fire incident in the early days of the Iraq war. I use the cockpit audio/video recording from a US Air Force aircraft which mistakenly fired on a convoy of British armoured vehicles. From 12000 feet above the ground one pilot sees a group of vehicles that have "something orange on top of them" that might indicate that they are 'friendly'. But what does his pilot colleague see? We will see how turn construction is significant for pursuing another party's perception, and is implicated in accountability for shared vision and action. I draw on my interest in interaction for collaborative work in sociotechnical settings (the airline cockpit), and in understanding how human error emerges from the complex circumstances of the world as it evolved around the participants at the time, and as they themselves experienced and understood it. 

Proposed data session: 

In this data session we will examine transcription and video recorded data from a 'friendly fire' incident from the early days of the Iraq war, filmed through the forward window of a US Air Force aircraft which mistakenly fired on a convoy of British armoured vehicles. Generally, the session will allow us to consider the challenges for language, participation, and shared understanding, of multiparty talk where one or more parties are not physically co-present, and interaction is technologically mediated (e.g. radio). Specifically, we can consider human error as the moment-to-moment emergence of a misunderstanding, a failure of intersubjectivity, and the source of breakdown in the routine order of collaborative action. The data includes a key interactional exchange between one pilot and a ground-based battlefield controller, from which the two pilots come to understand that there are 'no friendlies' in their area. This understanding informs how the pilots come to see and respond to some vehicles on the ground: they attack them. 
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