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‘Rapport’ in fieldwork involves the temporary interactional suspension of stranger-hood and distance, and 
in traditional ethnography, it has positive value as a fieldwork ideal sketched in advisory rules of thumb.  
But in reflexive contemporary sociolinguistics, ‘rapport’ looks like a craft term concealing a great deal of 
ideological work, covering ethnocentricity in gate-keeping encounters and ‘synthetic personalisation’ in 
consumer culture.  Can these two traditions be reconciled and if so, how?  The paper proposes playback – 
retrospective participant commentary on recordings of interaction – as a productive reconfiguration of 
rapport which avoids the bad faith with which rapport is so easily identified. 

  
 

Rather than discussing rapport in the fine-grained dynamics of interactional alignment, this paper 
treats the idea of rapport in fieldwork as a piece of professional language ideology, and suggests that 
its relationship with sociolinguistics is rather uneasy.  In fieldwork textbooks and guidelines, rapport 
is a term used to describe a relationship of relaxed openness between researcher and informant that 
has developed much faster than one might normally expect, due in part to the communicative rules of 
thumb that the manuals recommend.  But in contemporary sociolinguistics, this discursively 
accelerated, instrumental intimacy looks problematic in at least two ways.  First, it is now much 
harder than it used to be to speak of rapport bridging a cultural gap between clearly bounded 
communities, drawing the researcher from outside in.  Second, the relations of talk idealised in 
rapport are actually rather widespread in contemporary society, and there are often grounds for 
questioning their moral/political integrity.   

I will start with brief sketch of how rapport is presented in fieldwork guidelines, running from 
Mead 1939 to the present (§1), and then address rapport’s positioning in the shifts of perspective 
illustrated by Clifford’s ‘travelling cultures’ and Pratt’s ‘linguistics of contact’ (§2).  After that I will 
outline some of the ways in which sociolinguists have deconstructed rapport as quite a widespread 
communicative ideal (§3).  This deconstruction might have been at odds with traditional conceptions 
of anthropological fieldwork, but contemporary anthropology and sociolinguistics now share a 
reflexive approach to field relations (§4).  Within this, however, rapport’s significance as a fieldwork 
issue is somewhat uncertain, and as a result, the needs of students and novice fieldworkers are 
potentially overlooked.  So in the final section (§5), I try to reconcile the critical stance in 
sociolinguistics with the practical task of building field relationships by focusing on ‘playback’ and 
retrospective participant commentary – fieldwork procedures which develop the connection between 
researcher and researched after data collection and analysis has started.   

But perhaps I should preface all this with two notes about the position that I am speaking from 
myself, one of them relevant to the discussion of shifting world views in §2, the other to the 
sociolinguistic critiques in §3.  First, as in a good deal of linguistic ethnography (Rampton 2007, 
Rampton et al 2015), my own fieldwork has been conducted in places quite close to where I live, in 
the language I have been speaking since childhood, usually in settings similar to those I have 
frequented outside research (classrooms, clubs, work-places).  So I haven’t normally spent a very long 
period acclimatising, trying to establish links, troubled by professional, even existential, uncertainty.  
In fact, researchers in positions of this kind probably worry more about betraying trust than building it 
– especially as the people studied are often within fairly easy reach of the research findings.   Second, 
if I have doubts about rapport-in-field-relations – rapport-in-field-relations rather than rapport as a 
dimension of all communication like stance or alignment – it is not because I am oblivious to the 
depth and durability of the personal relationships and personal experience that fieldwork often 
involves.  Far from it.  In fact rather than just focusing on rapport, I think it would often make more 
sense to think about the tensions and dilemmas of citizenship, collegiality, friendship, even kinship, 
that emerge before, during and after fieldwork.   
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With those clarifications in place, we can now move to a sketch of the pedigree and continuing 
currency of the notion of rapport in the advice given in fieldwork guides.  In starting the account with 
Margaret Mead, we will immediately see rapport’s association with a view of language and 
interactional discourse that is potentially uncomfortable for the reflexive contemporary sociolinguist. 
 
 
1. Rapport in fieldwork  
 
Drawing on her personal experience in eight field sites, in 1939 Mead argued that anthropologists do 
not need fluent command of the language of the people that they’re studying. Instead, they need 
enough of it (a) to ask intelligible questions – “twenty or thirty locutions at the most,.. to ask the who, 
how, when, where, for what reason, what relationship, by virtue of what status, as a result of what 
previous event, etc. something is happening or has happened” (p.197); (b) to give instructions: “All 
the phrases for time and space orientation, for expressing a sequence of activities, for a conditional 
statement: ‘if the box for the cameras is open, shut it’" (p.199), and (c) for rapport: 

 
“Especially in the houses of strangers, where one wishes the maximum non-interference with 
one's note-taking and photography, and for which the establishment of rapport is an absolute 
essential, half a dozen accurate [linguistic] touches… will serve to reassure and please the people 
of the house [and] are all that are necessary… [I]n most cases, there are also culturally approved 
ways of circumventing these time-consuming attentions [from the inhabitants], in which the 
correctness of the refusal more then compensates for the refusal itself. A little time, taken early in 
field work, to select the affect-loaded, laughter-loaded etiquette phrases, is well spent.” 

 
Forty years later, James Spradley’s Ethnographic Interviewing said that rapport  

 
“means that a basic sense of trust has developed that allows for the free flow of information.  Both 
the ethnographer and informant have positive feelings about the interviews, perhaps even enjoy 
them.  However, rapport does not necessarily mean deep friendship or profound intimacy between 
two people.  Just as respect can develop between two people who do not particularly like one 
another, rapport can exist in the absence of fondness or affection.” (1979:78-9) 

 
Rapport takes time to develop, suggests Spradley, but you can facilitate it in interviews by following 
certain principles: “keep informants talking; make repeated explanations; restate what informants say; 
and don’t ask for meaning, ask for use.” (1979:83). 
 And thirty years after that, Karen O’Reilly’s book on Ethnographic Methods also agrees that 
rapport  

 
“takes time for others in the setting to get to know you, and to trust that you are not there to 
exploit them, to understand what it is you are trying to achieve, and to learn that yours is not a 
superficial smash-and-grab technique but a research methodology born of understanding” 
(2012:93) 

 
As a result, you don’t “offend or disrupt too much” (92), and “you… avoid… the ‘Hawthorne effect’” 
(2012:93). 
 So rapport entails the temporary interactional suspension of stranger-hood and distance, and it is 
seen as a prerequisite for the validity of ethnographic research findings.  It involves persuading people 
in places you don’t know very well to let you in, so you can proceed with the task of describing the 
world they live in – taking notes and photographs, tapping into a free flow of information, avoiding 
Hawthorne. These guidelines certainly recognise that rapport is complex and contingent, but they also 
offer interactional rules of thumb, often based on first-hand experience, to help you “‘make the right 
impression’,… establish a role and status, and create, maintain and then break-off relationships with 
uncommon and unnatural rapidity” (Goward 1984:100). 
 So just from the sources that I have cited, it looks as though rapport has been a stable concern in 
fieldwork for three quarters of a century.  Over this period, however, our general understanding of the 
world has actually changed rather radically, and this has implications for an assessment of value and 
significance of rapport.  To explain this, it worth now turning to the images of the world – the 
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chronotopes (Clifford 1991), the mise-en-scène (Marcus 1997) – that fieldwork rapport often 
presupposes.  In the process, we will see how at least within the academy if not beyond, some of the 
advice now seems outdated, to anthropologists as well as to linguists. 
 
 
2. Rapport’s traditionalist vision of the world  
 
In Mead’s discussion of rapport, it is clear that she is imagining one of the ‘villages’ critiqued by 
James Clifford. “In the normative practices of twentieth-century anthropology,” said Clifford in 1992, 
“ethnography has privileged relations of dwelling over relations of travel”, and 
 

“‘[v] illages’, inhabited by ‘natives’, [have been treated as] bounded sites particularly suitable for 
intensive visiting by anthropologists.  They have long served as habitable, mappable centers for 
the community, and by extension, the ‘culture’” (p.99). 

 
“Generally speaking”, he goes on, “what’s elided is the wider global world of intercultural import-
export in which the ethnographic encounter is always already enmeshed” (1992:99-100). Of course as 
a topic in the methodology books, rapport itself actually thematises the problem of ‘import-export’, 
the researcher being the item in transit rather than goods and services, and as Goward notes, “simply 
being white may invoke the mistrust of black informants” (1984:110).  But in Mead’s account and 
many of the methodology books, this is all treated as a prelude to the real business, which only starts 
when you are actually inside the sites you want to study. And, according to Mead, if you’re really 
inside, you will be using the native language, even though your command of it is limited to the 
locutions and phrases sketched in the previous section. In contrast, if an anthropologist only operates 
in a contact language, their work needs to be very carefully scrutinised for distortions, because 

 
“[t]hese contact languages often have a complete ethos associated with them, and are regarded by 
one or both of the cultures in contact as instruments of hypocrisy, of wheedling, ingratiating, or 
bullying, and a great many values… may be jeopardized” (Mead 1939:193-4) 

 
If it is an image of the village that dominated Mead’s anthropology, then in linguistics, the 

equivalent prototypical mise-en-scène has been ‘speech community’. In her 1987 classic paper, 
‘Linguistic Utopias’, Mary Louise Pratt reviewed the ‘linguistics of community’, and characterised it 
as a bundle of assumptions about grammars being intrinsically systematic, about coherence 
constituting discourse, and about children being socialised to consensual norms so they all become 
competent adults. There is internal differentiation within the imagined communities projected in this 
misleadingly utopian linguistics, but the assumption is that these internal differences are describably 
structured, and if conflict and misunderstanding arise, this is diagnosed as a gap between 
communities and integrated cultural and linguistic systems rather than ongoing domination and 
struggle inside a socio-cultural space that is actually shared – a matter of distance and separation that 
can be ameliorated by improved intercultural communication (1987:56).  
 In the same way that Clifford calls for closer anthropological attention to “travelling cultures” and 
the “wider global world of intercultural import-export”, Pratt herself advocates a ‘linguistics of 
contact’ which goes beyond the consensual identities assumed in the linguistics of community to the 
“relationality of social differentiation”.  This involves looking not within but across the “lines… of 
class, race, gender, age” in any collectivity (1987:56,59,61), and it requires the analysis of “parodies, 
refusals and rebellions” (52-3).  In fact, this is a linguistics that attends to the very practices of 
“hypocrisy, of wheedling, ingratiating, [and] bullying” that village-focused Mead saw as jeopardising 
ethnographic endeavour – a linguistics, we might say, in which rapport and the discursive techniques 
of accelerated familiarisation are themselves the objects of analysis, not just a field strategy to get 
round the observer’s paradox (cf Labov 1981, and Rampton 1992:48ff for a critique). 
 In fact, there is quite a lot of sociolinguistics focusing on rapport, and we should now turn to a 
few illustrations.  In doing so, we shall see that it is not only fieldworkers who are interested in 
developing a relationship of relaxed openness with people who occupy a different place in society and 
they don’t actually know very well.  Rapport is actually rather a widespread ideal in institutional 
communication, and when it is treated as a serious object of analysis, rather than just as a matter of 
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craft skill passed on somewhat informally between expert and novice, it starts to look less benign and 
more morally and politically problematic than one might first assume. 
 
 
3. Sociolinguistic deconstructions of rapport 
 
Some studies focusing closely on rapport are positive about its value.  In interactional sociolinguistics, 
for example, Erickson & Shultz’s 1981 book, The Counsellor as Gatekeeper, operationalises rapport 
as the performance of co-membership in interviews between school students and their course advisers. 
Co-membership emerges inter alia in “explicit references to common experience, acquaintance or 
special knowledge” (1981:41,176) and it contributes to the overall smoothness of the encounter 
(p.171), facilitating more honest and productive conversation about academic troubles (pp. 35-37,41).  
But in a more critical vein, Celia Roberts and Sarah Atkins investigate the emphasis on rapport in 
doctor-patient interaction, where it is now often “argued that interpersonal skills should be rated… as 
an equal partner with the bio-psychosocial approach” (Roberts & Atkins 2015).  Looking at the way 
in which medical colleges examine junior doctors in simulated consultations (Roberts & Atkins 2015 
p.2; Atkins et al 2016), they suggest that these assessments of ‘rapport’ and ‘clinical empathy’ are 
both reductive and culturally biased (see also Gumperz et al 1979).  Moving outside specific 
institutional settings, Deborah Cameron describes a general shift in western ideals of how to talk to 
one another: the high value that was once placed on ‘social intercourse’, oriented to etiquette, 
elocution and the diversion and improvement of the assembled company (2000:29), has now passed to 
‘personal contact’, involving intimacy with significant others and mutual self-disclosure (Ch.2).  And 
scaling up from face-to-face interaction to widely circulating discourses, Norman Fairclough talks 
about ‘synthetic personalisation’ in the mass-media, which “simulates solidarity… and purport[s] to 
relate to… the audience as individuals who share large areas of common ground” (1989:195).  “[I] n 
hegemonic terms”, this is a “strategy of containment” (1989:195), transforming “power asymmetry… 
into covert forms” (1995:79-80).  Thinking back to the contrasting of views of Mead and Pratt, we can 
say that at this point, rather than just being something that needs to be circumvented before the real 
work begins, politics across the lines of class, race, gender and age are now right in the forefront of 
the analysis. 

Fairclough also sees schools as one of the sites where synthetic personalisation reduces “overt 
markers of… asymmetry between people of unequal institutional power”, and in Basil Bernstein’s 
account of how this developed, we can even infer some links back to rapport in social science 
fieldwork.  Although Bernstein didn’t use Fairclough’s term, he provided an elaborate critique of 
synthetic personalisation in his discussions of child-centred education, which he described as an 
‘invisible pedagogy’ which ‘masks’ hierarchical rules so that “it is as if the pupil is the author of 
[pedagogic] practice,… even the authority” (1996:112).  Rather than being transmitters of knowledge, 
teachers are positioned as interpreters, dependent less on school-knowledge than on the understanding 
that they develop in their interaction with the children in their classes, who are themselves seen more 
as informants learning to talk about the life-worlds they inhabit than as the receivers of knowledge 
from elsewhere (cf e.g. 1996:60-61; cf Barnes 1976).  Bernstein locates the emergence of this 
approach in an ideological conflict between factions of the middle class in the 1960s and 70s 
(1996:112), and he argues that the champions of child-centred education drew on “an extraordinary 
convergence across the social sciences” (1996:149), a convergence in which anthropology, 
psychology, sociology, linguistics and sociolinguistics all focused on ‘competence’.   These theories 
of competence made a series of assumptions that can be tied back to the ideas circulating in classic 
village anthropology and the linguistics of community: there are no deficits, only differences; the 
subject is active and creative; public regulation and official languages are suspect; everyday oral 
language deserves priority (Bernstein 1996:56,150).  And yet, says Bernstein, when these beliefs are 
picked up and recontextualised in the discourses and practices of child-centred pedagogy, social 
control is actually as much a concern as “the transmission of knowledge, [especially with] less ‘able’ 
children whom we have given up educating” (1971:58). 

So sociolinguistics certainly has produced studies which thematise the kind of institutional 
relations of talk that rapport points to.  Overall, this work suggests that the goal that rapport is 
associated with in the ethnography manuals – ‘it’s okay, let me in to study you’ – actually now 
extends to ‘let me in to advise you, to diagnose you, to teach you, to sell you what I’ve got, to reassure 
you it’s all for the best’.  As rapport spreads out as an ideal for instrumental communication, the 
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identities of ‘me & you’, ‘us & them’ start to move around and it is obviously not only ‘natives’, 
‘villagers’ and members of other speech communities who are on the receiving end of rapport.  So on 
your visits to the doctor, you may well be targeted with the phrases of ‘trained empathy’ (Roberts & 
Atkins ms:5,6).  In fact, in what has also been called the ‘interview society’ (Briggs 2002), Cameron 
suggests that “entertainment media, especially talk radio and television” soften everyone up, 
docilising them with “the idea that being able and willing to talk about problems, feelings and 
relationships is inherently desirable” (2000:21). 

All this sociolinguistic critique raises an obvious question: are linguistics and tips-about-rapport 
inexorably opposed to one another?  Mead certainly thought so, propounding a capacity for rapport as 
one of the features that distinguished anthropologists from linguists.  But since then, as the next 
section will suggest, linguists and anthropologists have moved closer together, and in this academic 
rapprochement, rapport seems to have been downgraded in significance, at least among researchers.   
 
 
4. Rapport in the relationship between linguists and anthropologists 
 
In the 1939 paper on ‘Native languages as fieldwork tools’ cited earlier, Mead depicts linguists as the 
enemies of rapport, contemptuous of the practices she recommends.  Rather than participating and 
observing native life, linguists “work at a table with one efficient interpreter” (190); their training has 
told them that the task of analysis is to produce a definitive understanding of structural form, working 
from “a mass of phonetically accurate and absolutely unintelligible material” (201); they are driven by 
concerns rooted “outside the various cultures studied”, holding “no interest in the significance of 
widely distributed [themes or motifs] within specific cultures” (194); they collect and translate texts 
laboriously without learning to use the language (201); and on top of this, they criticise the 
anthropologists who do proper fieldwork, because their “respect for the fine subtleties of primitive 
linguistic forms makes them feel that the field worker's claim to ‘speak’ a native language must 
inevitably be false” (193). Borrowing from O’Reilly, we might want to say that in Mead’s description, 
linguistics epitomises the smash-and-grab techniques which ethnography sets itself against – except 
that in Mead’s account, linguists studying native American languages are already collecting only the 
shards of ‘broken cultures’, working with de-culturalised informants who offer little scope for 
understanding “the way in which a living culture functions” (190). 

This portrait was part of a larger argument with linguists trained in structuralist field methods,1 but 
rather dwelling on this, it is worth looking at how the relationship between linguists and 
anthropologists looks from the present, after some major shifts.  

First, the horizons of linguistics have obviously broadened very substantially.  To be fair, Mead 
did actually recognise that there were linguists who wanted to go “beyond the formal analysis of 
language… to study”, for example, “the way in which the language is learned” or “the degree and 
type of verbalization which accompanies overt activities” (1939:195). This subsequently received a 
great deal of extra impetus in the 1960s with Dell Hymes, John Gumperz and the ethnography of 
communication.  Technologically, the advent of portable recording machines also meant that linguists 
didn’t have to sit at the table all day long to collect their data. They could participate in everyday life 
in their fieldsites, taping it as they did so. 
 Second, as we have already seen, the linguistics of contact has flourished, going beyond the 
linguistics of community, while anthropologists also recognise that they need to analyse more than 
just the village – the ‘means of transport’, ‘the national context’, ‘the university home of the 
researcher’, and the ‘sites and relations of translation’ also demand attention (Clifford 1992:99-100).  
Hymes played a key role bringing linguists and anthropologists together, and when he edited 
Reinventing Anthropology in 1969,2 he questioned the idea of discrete cultural groups, saying that 
“the relationship of cultures and communities in the world today is dominantly one of reintegration 
within complex units” (1969/1999:32; 1979/1996:19-20).  Anthropology, he argued, should come 

                                                             
1 From the other corner, linguists trained in structuralist field methods criticised Mead and others for “entangl[ing] their own 
data in such a maze of discussions, impressions, reinterpretations, and implications” that you could never “get to the original 
record” (Urry 1984:57). 
2 This was some time before Clifford & Marcus 1986, a text that is often associated with the development of post-
structuralist anthropology 
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‘back home’ to the analysis of institutional processes in the West, and it should stop being just ‘the 
study of people not ourselves’ (1996:4 & Ch 3).  

The uptake of such calls from scholars like Hymes, Clifford and Pratt has now complicated the 
divisions between ‘us’ and ‘them’, researcher and researched.  The dividing lines have become more 
mobile and multiplied, and it is far harder to think of bi- or multi-lingual migrants and minorities as 
the ‘deculturalised’ remnants of ‘broken cultures’ identified by Mead.  In the complex, mixed and 
hybrid environments that we now recognise around us, ethnography tends, in Hymes’ terms, to be 
modestly ‘topic-oriented’ rather than (ambitiously) ‘comprehensive’ in its scope (1996:4-5), and 
instead of speaking of ‘native cultures’, we are more likely to speak of ‘situated micro-cultural 
ecologies’ or ‘the specialised expertise in particular communities of practice’ (Rampton 2009).  

These developments mean that linguists are no longer all the aloof and sedentary perfectionists 
demonised by Mead, and anthropologists have dropped their totalising essentialism.  The relations of 
knowledge production have also shifted, with substantial implications for the role of rapport.  
Responding to criticism of anthropology’s traditional village mise-en-scène, George Marcus 
suggested replacing rapport with the notion of ‘complicity’, which would recognise (rather than 
smooth over) uncomfortable differences but seek to build “an affinity, marking equivalence, between 
fieldworker and informant” (1997:100). This would involve fieldworker and informant sitting down 
together to try and figure out the large scale influences shaping their everyday lives from beyond the 
here-and-now.  In the process, both parties would feel that they benefited from the knowledge 
generated in the enquiry.  This is actually rather close to Hymes’ notion of cooperative ethnographic 
monitoring (1980; Van der Aa & Blommaert 2011), working ‘on, for and with’ the inhabitants of the 
situations being studied, and the people sitting at the ethnographer’s table are now research 
‘participants’ rather than just ‘informants’, inducted into the concerns and techniques driving research 
as lingua-cultural interpreters, as interested as the researcher in figuring out the dynamics of change 
(Marcus 1997:95-104; Cameron et al 1992; Rampton et al 2015:§4). 
 But while this may sound like a happy ending, uniting linguists with anthropologists as well as 
their informants, there are still outstanding issues.  Okay, linguists aren’t just pedantic spoilers, and 
rapport is no longer flagged as the hallmark of the anthropologist’s professional capacity to penetrate 
different/distant cultures.  But where does this actually leave the people who need and read the 
fieldwork guidelines – students and novice fieldworkers, who may be very critical of totalising 
theories about cultures and communities but still want to find out more about the world by talking to 
different types of people?  They still need to get accepted, in some way or other, in the places where 
they want to carry out their fieldwork, and they are under all sorts of institutional and financial 
pressure to get on with the job.  Should we say nothing to them about rapport? 
 
 
5. Rehabilitating rapport in the fieldwork training of sociolinguists 
 
It is certainly possible in sociolinguistics to imagine dispensing with the issue of rapport altogether, 
along with all the difficult moral and political questions it raises.  To do so, we could just go for 
interactional data that passes Potter & Hepburn’s ‘dead researcher test’ – go for data that is “naturally 
occurring” and “would be initiated and occur without the researcher’s presence or intervention” 
(Koven 2014:509).  Mass and social media provide one potential source for data of this kind, and the 
secondary analysis of pre-existing datasets is another possibility.  Admittedly, Potter & Hepburn are 
ethnomethodologically committed to focusing all their theory and analysis on interaction itself, and as 
Conversation Analysts, they insist that meanings are discovered through the displays of understanding 
produced by participants there-and-then as encounters unfold.  But Hymes himself gave priority to the 
speech event as the locus of analysis – the speech event rather than the community or culture – and so 
perhaps it is not surprising if at least some interactional linguists are tempted to ask: “who needs 
rapport to ‘open the doors to the culture’? What’s that anyway!?”  There are, however, at least two 
reasons for rejecting this option.   

First, it is difficult to reconcile with the second of two basic tenets in linguistic ethnography 
(Hymes 1976/1996:87; Rampton et al 2015:18).  Yes, you might be able to abandon rapport as an 
issue if you observed just one of these axioms, committing only to the CA-compatible idea that ‘the 
social world is reproduced and created anew in interaction, and that biography, identifications, stance 
and nuance are extensively signalled in the textual fine-grain’.  But according to the other precept, 
meaning takes shape among agents with different repertoires and expectations, in specific social 
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relations, interactional histories and institutional regimes, and people differ in what they bring and 
take from their social encounters.  All this needs to be grasped ethnographically, and it is better to 
engage with the participants at first hand to understand these particularities – which obviously 
requires some of the initial relationship-building thematised in rapport.   

Second, turning from epistemology to academic socialisation more generally, direct involvement 
with people in the field often turns research into an important personal journey, where researchers 
learn a great deal more than they subsequently ever write about.  Again, these field relationships need 
to be initiated. 

But does recognising rapport as an issue in fieldwork mean suppressing all the sociolinguistic 
unease discussed above, brushing it under the carpet?  It doesn’t, particularly if we are clear that 
rapport and sociolinguistics problematise communication in two very different ways.  In the fieldwork 
guidelines on rapport, communication is a practical issue, addressed with future-oriented advice that is 
broadly framed with rules of thumb and general principles in a spirit of hope, usually quite well aware 
of all the unpredictable contingency ahead.  Sociolinguistics, on the other hand, approaches 
communication as analytic problem, most of it addressed once the data have been collected, 
mobilising procedures in which there is a privileged place for scepticism, rigour and precision.  
Indeed, this kind of differentiation allows a potentially quite harmonious division of labour between 
rapport and sociolinguistics over the course of a research project. 

Ethnography is itself quite often described as an iterative cycle of familiarisation and distancing, 
alternating between immersion in fieldwork and data on the one hand, and analytic detachment on the 
other, stepping back to describe the processes structuring life in the field being studied (Todorov 
1988).  Within this, rapport can maybe stand as a short-hand for the work involved in getting closer to 
the people and situations you want to understand, while sociolinguistics and discourse analysis 
provide ways of denaturalising the routine flow of everyday practice, uncovering all the interactional, 
cultural and ideological processes that are usually taken for granted.  Within the time-frame of a PhD, 
one could say that this interplay between rapport and sociolinguistics informs the development of 
students as researchers, as they progress from optimistic early efforts at fieldwork interviewing and 
participation, to a reflexivity afterwards that is grounded in detailed empirical analysis of how they 
themselves have actively shaped what they’ve been told.  Going one step further, one can even 
suggest that sociolinguistics can be a safety net that takes some of the anxiety out of rapport-building, 
reassuring students that even if rapport breaks down, linguistics is a set of tools to help them penetrate 
the ‘hidden transcript’ (Scott 1990), turning what might have been experienced first-hand as a very 
sticky moment into an elegant glimpse of the unsayable and (almost) unsaid. Contrary to rapport’s 
central message, one might argue, there is no bad data if you have linguistics in your toolkit and you 
are willing to forget about your interviews as a window on this or that elsewhere.  Instead, you can 
thematise interviews themselves as objects of analysis, and study the ways in which you and your 
informant’s discursive representations are mediated in the relations of knowledge/power enacted in 
interview (Briggs 2002). 

Admittedly, in saying all this, rapport still looks like the poor relation, a slightly naïve ideal, a 
‘phase’ that students need to grow out of once they are back at home, reunited with more knowing 
sociolinguists.  But the significance of at least some of the key elements associated with rapport – 
openness and relationship building – are preserved and strengthened if rapport is reconfigured in what 
Marcus described as ‘complicity’, and there are parallels to this in the retrospective ‘playback’ 
discussions that are standard practice in interactional sociolinguistics.  In these procedures, the 
textbook sequence ‘rapport  data collection  data analysis’ is scrambled, and instead, it is often 
after the collection and analysis of at least some of the data, not before, that field relations really take 
off.  Data collection and analysis, one could say, are turned into rapport’s resources. 

In interactional sociolinguistics, the researcher makes a recording of people going about their 
usual business largely independent of the fieldworker.  S/he carries out some preliminary analysis and 
then replays part or all of the recording to the original participants, eliciting their retrospective 
comments.   In my own work, for example, I have made extensive use of radio-microphones, giving 
them out at the start of an activity or period that I was interested in, withdrawing myself from direct 
interaction with the wearers, and then taking them back in at the end (cf Rampton 1995:Appendix II).  
The informants have had to feel reasonably confident that I was not actually a threat before they let 
me pin a lapel mic on them, but it was afterwards, when we would sit down together to listen and 
discuss the extracts I had selected and started to analyse, that we would really experience the ice-
breaking and relationship building.  This would not only show that I had an active interest and some 
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understanding of their everyday practice, but would also involve a fuller and more specific account of 
my own research concerns, ensuring that our developing relationship avoided the ‘bad faith’ 
spotlighted in the sociolinguistic deconstruction of rapport (§3).   

Of course playback sessions can take different forms, and the ones that Gumperz describes in 
Discourse Strategies are quite tightly focused on pragmatic inferencing (1982:29-37, 136-140; 
compare Erickson & Shultz 1982:56-63).  But the discussions one can have with the people who have 
been recorded in the data you have just played can range far wider than that.  Participants get the 
chance to talk about what they do in non-generalised, non-idealised ways, closely linked to the 
activity they’ve just listened to; you can explore the dynamic relationship between routine action and 
the way it is represented in different accounts and ideologies; and when you look towards the broader 
setting, it is cultural contextualisations that you are given, relevant to particular practices recorded in 
the data, not totalising generalisations about the community or culture.  Playback is an activity that 
many people find stimulating, and it can develop into collaborative analysis, sometimes reaching into 
fields way beyond the researcher’s own expertise, feeding into sustained and purposeful practical 
discussions with and among neighbours, teachers, medics, lawyers and so forth (Bezemer 2015:220; 
Rampton, Maybin & Roberts 2015:42; Lefstein & Israeli 2015).  In dialogues of this kind, rapport is 
reconfigured almost beyond recognition, and the discourses of contemporary research management 
would speak in terms of ‘impact’.3  But there is no need to go as far as this in the doctoral training of 
sociolinguists, who already have a great deal to cope with.  It is enough to say that playback is a basic 
sociolinguistic procedure that tackles some of practical concerns identified in accounts of fieldwork 
rapport, accepts the sociolinguistic critiques, and tell informants who and what is involved in 
sociolinguistics, working out for themselves whether and how it might have some value in 
understanding their lives. 

   
 

---------------- 
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