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Abstract.This article uses Membership Categorization Analysis (MCA) (Sacks 
1992) to offer an example of concrete tools that can be used by teachers who 
wish to develop critical media literacy skills with their students. Specifically, 
the article suggests that MCA can be a way to deal with the societal silence 
that often accompanies discrimination. As an example, three texts that implic-
itly reference Race in the United States are examined. The texts, all authored 
during Summer, 2020, offer accounts for a situation where a person carried, 
pointed, or fired a gun. In each case, those with the gun are characterized as 
residents or property owners, and are put in opposition with a group of peo-
ple termed as activists, or members of a mob. Thus, the article shows how 
category terms and their associated actions and descriptors can be used to 
set up racist inferences, including inferring the presence of people who were 
not actually present in a given situation, or actions which did not occur. The 
study’s findings also offer a pathway for teachers by suggesting: 1) that put-
ting local texts in conversation with national ones can help students uncover 
societal patterns that relate to their own lives; and 2) that MCA is a tool that 
teachers can use to find concrete examples of the silences that often surround 
discrimination.

Keywords. Membership Categorization Analysis (MCA), text analysis, tools for 
teachers, conversation, race, discrimination, silence.

Anwohner:innenundAktivist:innen
Die Analyse der Mitgliedschaftskategorisierung als kritisches Instrument

Zusammenfassung. In diesem Beitrag wird die Membership Categorization 
Analysis (MCA) (Sacks 1992) verwendet, um ein Beispiel für konkrete Inst-
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rumente zu geben, die von Lehrer:innen eingesetzt werden können, die mit 
ihren Schülern Critical Media Literacy entwickeln wollen. Insbesondere schlägt 
der Artikel vor, dass MCA ein Weg sein kann, um mit dem gesellschaftlichen 
Schweigen umzugehen, das oft mit Diskriminierung einhergeht. Beispielhaft 
werden drei Texte untersucht, die sich implizit auf die Kategorie Rasse in den 
Vereinigten Staaten beziehen. Die Texte, die alle im Sommer 2020 verfasst wur-
den, schildern jeweils eine Situation, in der eine Person eine Waffe trägt, damit 
ein Ziel anvisiert oder sie abfeuert. In jedem Fall werden die Personen mit der 
Waffe als Anwohner:innen oder Immobilienbesitzer:innen charakterisiert und 
einer Gruppe von Menschen gegenübergestellt, die als Aktivist:innen oder Mit-
glieder eines Mobs bezeichnet werden. Der Artikel zeigt also, wie Kategoriebe-
griffe und die damit verbundenen Handlungen und Deskriptoren dazu verwen-
det werden können, rassistische Schlussfolgerungen zu ziehen, einschließlich 
der Schlussfolgerung, dass Personen anwesend waren, die in einer bestimm-
ten Situation gar nicht zugegen waren, oder dass es zu Handlungen kam, die 
nicht stattfanden. Die Ergebnisse der Untersuchung bieten auch einen Weg für 
Lehrkräfte, indem sie nahelegen: 1) dass die Gegenüberstellung lokaler und 
nationaler Texte Schüler:innen helfen kann, gesellschaftliche Muster aufzude-
cken, die sich auf ihr eigenes Leben beziehen; und 2) dass MCA ein Instrument 
ist, das Lehrer:innen nutzen können, um konkrete Beispiele für das Schweigen 
zu finden, das Diskriminierung oft umgibt.

Schlüsselwörter. Membership Categorization Analysis (MCA), Textanalyse, 
Tools für Lehrkräfte, Diskurs, Ethnizität, Diskriminierung, Schweigen

1	 	Introduction

Whenweteachcriticalmedialiteracy(CML),weaskourstudentstoexplorethe
mediatheyconsume(andcreate),focusingonquestionsofpoweranddiscrim-
inationintheirdailylives.Inotherwords,wetrytobuildconnections–among
differenttexts;amongtextsandsocietalpatterns;andbetweentextsandourstu-
dents’ownexperiences.Mostteachersagreethatthiskindofworkiscrucialfor
today’syoungpeople,particularlygiventheever-increasingriseinsocialmedia
asapowerfulforceforbothdividingcommunitiesandbringingthemtogether–
for propagating lies and conspiracies and for sharing hidden truths and realities. 
However,itisnotenoughtosimplyaskteacherstoexploretextswiththeirstu-
dents.ThoseofuswhostudyCMLmustoffertoolsforexploration,andexamples
ofwhatthatexplorationmightlooklike.Thisarticleisanattempttodojustthat,
viaacasestudyexploringthreedifferent,butrelatedtexts.
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Specifically,Ihopetosuggesttwotoolsthatcouldbeusedbyteachersintheir
ownclassrooms.First,Ishowhowexaminingtextsfromlocalandnationalmedia
outlets is apowerfulway to connect students’ livedexperienceswith societal
issues.Byexaminingsimilaritiesbetweenthelanguageusedtodescribeissues
intheirlocalcommunitiesandthatusedtodescribeeventsonthenationalscale,
students can begin to understand the cultural patterns which shape our views 
andactions.Secondly,Isuggestthatmembership categorization analysis(MCA)
(Sacks1992)–amethodforunderstandinghowspeakersandauthorsusecate-
goricalterms–canbeapowerfultoolforuncoveringhidden“stereotypes,val-
ues,andideologies”(Kellner,Share2019,p.5).Oneofthedifficultiesentailedin
teachingCML is that societaldiscrimination isalmostalwaysaccompaniedby
societaldenial.Becausedenialusually leadstoresistancetowardsuncovering
societaldiscrimination,itisparticularlyimportantforteacherstouseconcrete,
real-lifeexamples.Thecatch-22,however,isthatbecausediscriminatoryideolo-
giesareoftenhiddenratherthanbeingexplicit,itcanbedifficulttofindconcrete
exampleswithwhichtostartclassroomconversations.

As Iwilldiscuss, thehistoryandcurrent realityof racism in theUnitedStates
offersanincrediblypotentexampleofthispattern(Baldwin1992;Rawls,Duck
2020).Atthesametimeasasharedlegacyofracismimpactsalmosteveryaspect
ofdaily life in theUnitedStates,denial of this reality is anever-growingphe-
nomenon.Thus,thisarticleusesthreetextsrelatedtoRace1andracisminthe
UnitedStatesasanexampleofonekindofcriticalmediacritiquethatmightbe
appropriateforteachersgrapplingwithbothdiscriminationanddenialintheir
owncontexts.EachofthetextsIexplorebelowwaswrittenduringthesummerof
2020,andallthreerelatetoanationwidereckoningwithRaceandracismwhich
grewoutofprotestsfollowingthemurderofGeorgeFloyd.Myfocusinanalyzing
thetextswillbeonthequiet,orimplicitwaysthatthetexts’authorsreference
societalconstructsrelatedtoRace.

Below,Istartwithabriefexplanationofmembershipcategorizationanalysisand
thendescribethethreetextsandtheircontexts.Next,IuseMCAtolookathow
the authors of the texts use categorization to account for their own actions and 
thoseofothersintheircommunities.Isuggestthateachtextusestwoopposing
categories,whichIamcalling‘residents’and‘activists’.

1 Inthisarticle,IfollowtheworkofRawlsandDuck(2020)incapitalizingthewords“Race,”“White,”
and“Black.”Idosoinordertoemphasizethefactthatthesewordsarenotbasedonbiological
reality,butaresocialconstructions,orasRawlsandDuckwrite,“socialfacts.”
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Additionally,Ireflectonhowthe“apparatus”(Sacks1992,p.237)ofcategoriza-
tionallowsspeakersandwriterstoimplypeople,actions,andresultsthatmay
ormaynothavecounterpointsinthephysicalworld.Inotherwords,Iattempt
toshowhowMCAoffersatoolforuncoveringtextualsilencesandgaps–inthis
case,thoserelatedtoRaceandracism.Iconcludewithadiscussionofhowthis
casestudyoffersasetofproceduresthatcouldbeusedbyteachersandstudents
tocriticallyengagewithavarietyoftexts.

2	 	Method	and	Data

Inthissection, IstartwithadiscussionofMembershipCategorizationAnalysis
andhowitisusedinthisproject.IthenofferbackgroundonMCAasamethod,
andonthecontextfortwoofthetextsdescribedhere.Finally,Ipresentthethree
textsIwillanalyzeinthisarticle.

2.1 MembershipCategorizationAnalysis

Membershipcategorizationreferstothewayordinarypeopleusecategoriesof
peopletoaccountfortheiractions,andtheactionsofthosearoundthem.Har-
veySacks(1992), thesociologistwhofirstusedtheterm,wrotethat“there’sa
collectionofcategories[…]and(people)applythemtopopulationstosaythings
aboutthem”(p.238).Oneextremelyimportantpointaboutthesecategoriesis
that,althoughSackswritesaboutthemas if theyalreadyexist,somewhere in
theworld(i.e.“there’sacollection[…]”)–hewas,infact,veryclearthatthese
categoriesarecreatedbythosewhousethem. Inasense,theword ‘member-
ship’inthephrase“membershipcategorization”canhavedualmeanings.Onthe
onehand,wecanaskhowandwhenpeopleareassignedmembershiptocertain
categories, suchas ‘woman’,or ‘citizen’,or ‘mother’.Butwecanalsoaskhow
members–bywhichSacksbasicallymeantmembersofagivensocietyorculture
(Sacks1992,p.237)–buildandusethecategoriesinquestion.Thus,ratherthan
insertingpeople intopredetermined categories,MCAasks researchers to look
closelyathowcategoriesareconstructedandusedbymembers.

Sacksstartedwithtwosimplesentences,fromachild’sstory:The Baby Cried. The 
Mommy Picked It Up(1992,p.237).Hearguedthatalthoughthespeakerofthe
twosentencesdoesnotexplicitlydescribeaconnectionbetweenthebabyand
themommyinthisminiaturestory,theirconnectionisperfectlyclear.Aslisten-
ersorreaders,weallunderstandthatitisthebaby’smommywhopickeditup–
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notsomerandommommyfromthestreet.Atfirstglance,thismayseemsoobvi-
ousastobehardlyworthdiscussing.However,asSacks,andmanyresearchers
whouseMCAhavefound,thissimpleobservationturnsouttobeapowerfultool
forunderstandingan“apparatus”(Sacks1966,p.237)weallusetobothaccount
for and create our worlds. 

Forthepurposesofthisarticle,itisworthhighlightingthreeobservationsSacks
madeaboutthesetwosentences,allrelatedtotheinferenceswemakewhenwe
hearthenameofagivencategory.First,wecanthinkintermsof“collections”
(Sacks1966,p.238),orgroupsofcategoriesthatbelongtogether.Thesesetsare
onereasonthattherelationshipbetweenthebabyandmotherissoapparent.
Babiesandmothersarepartofasetwemightcall‘family’–alongwith,perhaps,
father,sister,brother,aunt,grandmother,etc.Theimportantpointhereisthat
prettymuchanymemberofagivensocietywillhavethesameunderstanding
ofwhatbelongsinthiscollection.So,ifIsay‘mother’,Iaminferringmanyother
categories,includingthoseinthelistabove.Toputitdifferently,‘mothers’have
‘children’–andwedonotneedtosaythisexplicitly.Icanusethewordmother
toinferahostofothercategories.TheotherkindsofinferenceSacksdescribes
hastodowithactionsanddescriptorsweconnectwithcategories.Forinstance,
thecategory‘mother’,atleastinsomesocieties,mightberelatedtoactionssuch
as ‘teaching’, ‘loving’, ‘feeding’,etc.andtodescriptorswhichmightrangefrom
caringtocontrolling.These“category-boundactivities”(Sacks1992,p.241)and
“category-tiedpredicates” (Stokoe2012,p. 281) are, according toSacks, apri-
marywaythatweunderstandanddescribeourworld.

2.2 MethodandParticipants

Inworkingwith the textsdescribedbelow, I startedby simply looking closely
atthetermsusedtodescribepeopleorgroupsofpeople.Foreachtext,Ithen
tracedthecategory-boundactivitiesthatseemedtobeassociatedwithdifferent
groups.Finally,Ilookedacrosstextsforsimilaritiesincategoriesandincatego-
ry-boundactivities.TextA isatranscriptionofavideothatwasfoundonYou-
Tube.TextsBandCarepartofalargercorpusofmaterial,includingZoominter-
views,videorecordingsofmeetings,meetingnotes,andpublishedtexts,suchas
LetterstotheEditorandnewspaperarticles.Allmaterialsarerelatedtothework
ofagroupofcommunitymembersfromaruralareainthemid-WesternUnited
States2.Thegrouphasbeenmeetingregularlysince2016,andtheyshareawish

2 InthetraditionofMCA,anditsparentfieldofethnomethodology,Ihaveattemptedtoanonymize
local texts and participants.
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tobuildconnectionsintheirlocalcommunitywhilealsoworkingtochangewhat
they seeas racist and sexistpoliciesandactions in their area.As is typicalof
MCA-related research,my goal in this project is not generalizability. Instead, I
hopetousethiscasestudytoshowasetofpossibletoolsforfurtherresearch
ofothercontextsandothertexts.MCA,atheart,focusesonanemicperspective.
Ouraimistouncovertheperspectiveofparticipants,asitisdisplayedintheir
verbalchoices.Thatsaid,althoughmygoalinthisstudywastostaywiththecon-
cretetextualchoicesmadebythewritersIdescribebelow,Imustalsonotethat
thisparticularcontextisimportanttomepersonally.Twoofthetextsdescribed
belowarefromthecountywhereIspentmychildhood.Thus,myunderstanding
of theclear racialundertones in thesedocuments isbasedonbothacademic
analysisandpersonalexperience.Specifically,andtousemyownsetofcategory
terms,IamaWhitewomanandmyfamilyisBlack.Myinsistenceontheimpor-
tanceofseeingconnectionsamongtexts,bodies,objects,andplacesstemsfrom
myownfearforfamilymemberswhowerethreatenedandtargetedafterthese
incidentsIdescribebelow.Forthisreason,andintheinterestoftriangulation,I
havecheckedmyunderstandingsandanalysesofallthreetextswithlocalcom-
munitymembers.

2.3 TheTexts

ThefollowingtextswereallcreatedbetweenAugust24andAugust30,2020,in
theUnitedStates. Inordertoclearlyportraytheircontexts, Ipresentthetexts
chronologically.Note:InordertopreserveanonymityintextsBandC,references
tospecificpeople,places,andtimesarereplacedbyageneralterminbrackets.
Forinstance,[placename]isusedinsteadofthenameofatownorcounty.

(A)McCloskeySpeech(MS)

OnAugust24,2020,atapproximately8:30pm,aprerecordedspeechbyMarkand
PatriciaMcCloskeywaspresentedaspartofthenationallytelevisedRepublican
NationalConvention.Priortotheconvention,thecouplehadreceivedconsider-
ablecoverageinnationalnewsmediaaftertheywerephotographedandvideo-
tapedwhileaimingahandgunandsemi-automaticrifle(CNN2021)atprotestors
whowerewalkingtowardsthehouseoftheSt.Louismayor.Thewalkers’pur-
posewastoprotestthemayor’sdecisiontoreadaloudthenamesofpeoplewho
had written to her in favor of defunding the police. The following transcriptions 
arefromtheMcCloskey’sspeech.
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PatriciaMcCloskey(0:23):
01 Americaissuchagreatcountrythatnotonlydoyou
02 havetherighttoownagunanduseittodefendyourself,
03 butthousandsofAmericanswillofferyoufreeadviceon
04 howtouseit.Atleastthat’swhatweexperienced.What
05 yousawhappentouscouldjustaseasilyhappento
06 anyofyouwhoarewatchingfromquietneighborhoods
07 aroundourcountry…

MarkMcCloskey(0:46):
08 ItseemsasiftheDemocratsnolongerviewthe
09 government’sjobasprotectinghonestcitizensfrom
10 criminals,butratherprotectingcriminalsfromhonest
11 citizens.Notasingleperson[.]intheout-of-controlmob
12 yousawatourhousewaschargedwithacrime,butyou
13 knowwhowas?Wewere.They’veactuallychargedus
14withfeloniesfordaringtodefendourhome.

MarkMcCloskey(1:28):
15 Ontopofthat,considerthis:TheMarxist[.]liberal
16 activistleadingthemobtoourneighborhoodstood
17 outsideourhomewithabullhornscreaming,“Youcan’t
18 stoptherevolution.”Justweekslater,thatsame[.]Marxist
19 [.]activistwontheDemocratnominationtoholdaseatin
20 theUSHouseofRepresentativesinthecityofSt.Louis–
21 that’sthesameaswinningthegeneralelection.That
22Marxist[.]revolutionaryisnowgoingtobe[.]the
23 congresswomanfromthefirstdistrictofMissouri.

(B)PolicePressReleases(PR)

AfewhoursaftertheMcCloskeys’speech,onAugust24,2020,atapproximately
11:30pm,amanwholivedinarural,mid-WesternareaoftheUnitedStatesstood
onhisporch.Hisporchfacedoutontoastatehighway,andacrossthehighway
wereagarageandparkinglot,bothofwhichbelongedtohim.Standingonthe
othersideoftheroadwereagroupofapproximately50people,includingmen,
women,andchildren,allofwhomwerewalkingacrossthecountrytowardsWash-
ington,DC,wheretheyplannedtoparticipateinamarchcelebratingDr.Martin
LutherKingJr.Theylaterstatedthattheyhadparkedtheircarsthereinorderto
prepareforthenextstageoftheirwalk.Themanstandingonhisporchshothis
gun towards these people. One person was shot in the face and had to receive 
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medicalcare.Aftertheshootingincident,thestatepoliceissuedaseriesofpress
releases via Twitter and then held several press conferences. The texts below are 
fromtheinitialTwitterpressreleases,andwerebothissuedonAugust25.

PressRelease#1:
01 The[placename]StatePolicein[placename]iscurrentlyinvestigatinga
02 shootingthattookplaceon[placename]on08/24/2020at[time].Anarea
03 residence(sic.)andagroupofindividualsengagedinanargument,which
04 culminatedingunfire.Onepersonwasstruckandisbeingtreatedin
05 [placename]hospital.Twoindividualsarecurrentlybeingquestionedatthe
06 [placename]Barracks.

PressRelease#2:
01 The[placename]StatePolicein[placename]wascontactedbyaproperty
02 owneronMonday,August24,2020regardingagroupofpeopleinaprivate
03 businessparkinglot.Trooperslaterlearnedthatthegroupwascomposedof
04 approximately30activistswhoaretravellingonfootfrom[placename]to
05Washington,D.C.At[time]atthesamelocationandbeforestate
06 policearrival,thepropertyownersconfrontedtheactivists.The
07 confrontationescalatedandgunshotswereexchangedbetweentheproperty
08 owners and the activists.

(C)LettertotheEditor(LTE)

OntheeveningofAugust26,2020,agroupof250-300peoplegathered inthe
townsquareofasmallruraltown.Thetownisthecountyseat(centeroflocal
government)inthecountywheretheshootinghadtakenplace.Mostofpeople
in the squarewere from that samecounty, andmostof themcarried riflesor
assaultweapons (opencarry lawsare ineffect in thisstate.)According towit-
nesses,socialmediapostings,andanarticleinthelocalnewspaper,theystated
thattheywerethereto‘protect’thecourthousefromBlackLivesMattermarch-
ersandto‘support’thelocalpoliceforce.Importantly,thereisnocredibleevi-
denceofanythreattothecourthouse.Thereisalsonoevidencethatanygroup
ofpeople,besidesthosewhogatheredwithgunswere(orhadplannedtobe)in
thetownsquarethatnight.Thethirdtext,then,isalettertotheeditor,written
bysomeonewhoparticipatedintheincidentinthetownsquare.Theletterwas
publishedintheAugust29/30editionofthelocalnewspaper.

01 IjustwantedtosayhowproudIwastobestandingamong
02 thepatriotsof[placename].Weallgatheredtoprotect
03 ourcourthouseandmonumentsandtobackourlaw
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04 enforcement.Allnightlongtherewerecarsandtrucks
05 drivingbybeepingtheirhornsinshowofsupportand
06wavingAmericanflags.It’sprettyamazingalsohow
07 cleanitstayeddowninthesquare.EarlythenextmorningI
08 drovethroughandtherewasnotrashthatIcouldsee.
09 Therewasnobrokenglass,noburntoutautomobiles,
10 or burning buildings or looted businesses.
11Weallheardthecallandwecamedowntodefendour
12 town.Maybemoretownswillstartdoingwhatwedid.
13 Imovedherealittleover21yearsagobecauseIfellinlove
14withthearea.Ilove[placename]evenmorenow.Thank
15 youpeopleof[placename]andGodBlessAmerica.

3	 	Analysis

Inthisanalysis,Istartbylookingatthephysicaleventsforwhichtheseauthors
provideanaccount.Next,Ilookathowthepeopleinvolvedintheseeventsare
describedusingasimilarsetofcategoriesinallthreetexts,withrelatedcatego-
ry-boundactivitiesandpredicates.

Despitedifferences ingenreand intendedaudience,all three texts includean
accountofaneventwherepeoplestoodoutsidewhilecarrying,pointing,orfir-
ingagun.Onthesurface,theMcCloskeySpeechcanbeseenasanattemptto
unifyRepublicanvoters,orperhapstopersuadeundecidedvoterstochoosethe
Republicanpresidentialcandidate.However,atleastpartoftheactualcontent
of the speech was a description of the action that brought the speakers to the 
attentionofnationalnewsmedia:pointinggunstowardsprotestors.ThePolice
PressReleaseswerewritteninresponsetoanincidentthatincludedatleastone
personfiringagun.Finally,whiletheLettertotheEditor(LTE),doesnotmention
firearmsexplicitly,witnesses,photographs, and the localnewspaperall agree
thatmostofthepeopledescribedbythewriterwere,infact,carryingguns(see
alsoTextD,below).

Interestingly,allthreetextsuseparallelcategoriestodescribethepersonorpeo-
plewhocarried,pointed,orfiredguns.Below,Idescribethiscategory,whichI
call ‘residents’, inmoredetail. Ithendiscussanother,relatedcategory,whichI
call‘activists’,whosemembersaredescribedinjuxtapositionto‘residents’.
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3.1 Residents

Inthesetexts,onegroupofpeopleisdescribedintermsoftheirrelationshipto
locationssuchashomes,towns,orcountries.Below,Idescribeandgiveexam-
plesofthatrelationship.Ithendiscusstheprimaryactivityattributedtothecat-
egoryof‘resident’,whichisto‘protect’and/or‘defend’.

Althoughtheactualword‘resident’onlyshowsupinonetext:PR#1(line03)3,I
useitasanoverarchingterminordertoemphasizetheconnectionbetweenpeo-
pleandlocations.Thisrelationshipismadeexplicitinthesecondpressrelease,
whenthe‘resident’fromPR#1isdescribedasa‘propertyowner’(PR#2,lines2,6,
7–8).Intheothertwotexts,theownershipand/orbelongingisdescribedimplic-
itly,viatheuseofthepluralpossessivedeterminer(‘our’)plusalocation,suchas
‘country’(MS,line07);‘courthouse’(LTE,line03),or‘home’(MS,line14).Infact,
throughoutexcerpts2and3,thepluralpossessivepronounisusedinconjunc-
tionwithaseriesoflocations.IstartwithanextractfromtheMcCloskeySpeech:

(1)ourcountry(MS)

04                     What
05 yousawhappentouscouldjustaseasilyhappento
06 anyofyouwhoarewatchingfromquietneighborhoods
07 around our country.

Thisextract,whichisspokenbyPatriciaMcCloskey,takesplaceattheverybegin-
ningoftherecording.ThespeakerhasjustfinisheddescribingAmericaasa“great
country”(line01),aphrasewhichisassociatedwith“therighttoownagunand
use it todefendyourself“(line02). Inthese lines,McCloskeycomparesherself
and her husband to thosewho arewatching their speech, and then uses the
phrase“ourcountry”(line07).Giventhiscontext,itseemslikelythatthecountry
inquestionistheUnitedStatesandthat“our”referencesboththeMcCloskeys
andtheirviewers.Mostimportantly,“our”isnottheonlypossiblewordchoice
here.Thespeakercouldeasilyhavesaidthe country or this country.Bychoosing
apossessivepronoun,sheemphasizesthefactofpossession–theideathatthe
countrybelongstoher,andtothosewhoarewatchingtheRepublicanNational
Convention,andthattheybelongtoandinthecountry.

3 Infact,thetextusestheword‘residence’.However,giventherestofthesentence,whichdescribes
the‘residence’(sic.)asengagedinanargumentwithanothergroupofpeople,Iassumethatthis
isanerror,andthatthewritersmeanttousetheword‘resident’.
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OtherexamplesofpluralpossessivepronounsmodifyinglocationsintheMcClo-
skeyspeechandtheLettertotheEditorfollow:

(2)ourplusnoun(MSandLTE)

ourcountry(MS,line07)
ourhouse(MS,line12)
ourhome(MS,lines14and17)
ourneighborhood(MS,line16)
ourcourthouseandmonuments(LTE,line03)
ourtown(LTE,lines11and12)

Finally,itisinterestingtonoteamomentwherethewriterofthelettertotheedi-
torusespersonificationtosuggestthat‘residents’ofatownandthetownitself
are, in fact, thesame.Thewriter firstdescribestheactionssheandhergroup
took,andthengoesontosaythat“maybemoretownswillstartdoingwhatwe
did”(line12).Here,itisasifthetowndoesnotjustbelongtothepeople,butthat
theyareinfactthetown.

Tworelatedcategoriesare‘citizen’(MC,lines9and11)and‘patriot’(LTE,line2).
Of course, not all citizens are residents of their countries. In theMcCloskey’s
speech,however,thetermisusedinageneralstatementthatcontrastscitizens
withcriminals,andthengoesontocontrastMarkandPatriciaMcCloskeywith
membersofan‘out-of-control’mob(MS,line11).Thus,theimplicationseemsto
bethattheMcCloskeys(wholiveintheUnitedStates)aremembersofthegroup
‘citizen’.Similarly,thewriteroftheLettertotheEditornamesherselfasbeinga
memberofthegroup‘patriots’,andthengoesontoexplicitlydescribeherselfas
livinginthetownsheisdescribing.Indeed,onecategory-boundpredicate,for
thewritersoftheMSandtheLTE,seemstobe‘patriotic’.Wenoticethisinamen-
tionofAmericanflags(LTE,line06),andinthephrase“GodBlessAmerica”(LTE,
line15),aswellasinthereferenceto“America”asa“greatcountry”(MS,line01).

Thus far,we have seen that ‘residents’ are also ‘property owners’ and ‘home
owners’,aswellascitizensof‘towns’,andthattheyarealsopatrioticcitizensof
‘America’.Therelationshipbetween‘citizens’/‘residents’/‘patriots’andproperty
isparticularlyimportantbecauseofakeycategoryboundactivityinthesetexts:
namely,‘protect’and‘defend’.Importantly,bothdefendandprotectaretransi-
tiveverbsrequiringadirectobject–somethingthatisprotectedordefended.For
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theseauthors,thatobjectisalocation4.Below,Ishowtheusesoftheverbs‘pro-
tect’and‘defend’intheMcCloskey’sSpeechandtheLettertotheEditor,along
withthedirectobjectforeachuseoftheseverbs.

(3)defendandprotect

defend our home(MS,line14)
protect our courthouse and monuments(LTE,lines02and03)
defend our town(LTE,lines11and12)

IntheMcCloskeyspeech,MarkMcCloskeyclaimsthat“they”(thegovernment)
chargedhimandhiswifewithfeloniesfor“daringtodefendourhome”(line14).
Althoughfirearmsarenotmentionedinthisportionofthespeech,giventheref-
erencetolegalproceedingswhichresultedfromtheactionsthepairtookduring
aprotest(aimingtheirgunsatprotestors),itseemsclearthatthephrase“defend
ourhome”isusedtodescribetheactionofpointingagunataperson.Itisalso
interestingthatthisphraseisuseddirectlyafterthereferenceto‘citizens’(lines
9and11).TheimplicationseemstobethatMarkandPatriciaMcCloskeyare‘citi-
zens’,andthat,assuch,they‘defend’(their)‘home’.

Inthelettertotheeditor,‘defend’isusedinasimilarmanner,withthedifference
beingthatthe locationbeingdefendedis ‘ourtown’(lines11–12).Additionally,
theletterbeginswiththeauthornotingthatonepurposeofthe‘gather’(ing)she
describeswasto“protectourcourthouseandmonuments”(lines02–03).And,in
thiscase,thesentenceusing‘protect’isprecededbyasentencethatdesignates
thosedoingtheprotectionas‘patriots’(line02).Thus,weseeapatternwhere
theactionofcarryingorpointingagunisdescribedasdefendingorprotecting.
Thosedoingtheprotectinganddefendingare‘citizens’and‘patriots’,andthey
aredefendingplacesorlocationswhichbelongtothem.

3.2 Activists

Alongwithpossession, thecategoryof ‘resident’ seems tobeassociatedwith
dangerfromanother,opposinggroupofpeople.Toputitdifferently,notonlydo

4 Note:Idonotincludethreeotherusesof‘defend’and‘protect’intheMcCloskeyspeech(lines
02,09and10),allofwhicharereferencestogeneralizedeventswithnospecifichumanactor,
ratherthandescriptionsofthespeaker’sownactions.Themovementfromdescriptionsofspe-
cificactionstogeneralizedeventsthatmightoccur(ormightneedtooccur)isfascinatinginand
ofitself–butthisisoutsidethescopeofthisarticle.
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residentsneedtoprotectanddefendtheirproperty,towns,etc.–theyprotect
theselocationsfromaspecificcategoryofpeople.Below,Idiscussthiscategory,
anditsexplicitandimplicitappearanceinthesetexts.

In theMcCloskeyspeech,wecannotethat ‘neighborhood’ (line06) isusedto
describethemake-upoftheUnitedStates,whichseemstoconsistofaseriesof
‘quietneighborhoods’wherepeoplearewatchingtheRepublicanNationalCon-
vention (lines06and07).Thus,oneattributeofAmericans is that they live in
‘quietneighborhoods’.However,theseneighborhoodsareindanger.Thus,the
quietdescribedbyPatriciaMcCloskeycanbecontrastedwitha‘mob’of‘activ-
ists’, ‘screaming’ into ‘bullhorns’,about ‘revolution’ (lines15–18).Notably, this
groupofpeopleisdescribedasbeingledinto‘ourneighborhood’(line16).We
seeasimilar juxtapositioninlines8–12.Here,MarkMcCloskeysetsupadirect
contrastbetween‘citizens’(thatis,Americans)and‘criminals’.The‘criminals’in
thiscasearemembersofan‘outofcontrolmob’,andthe‘citizens’are‘honest’.
Inasense,then,thisspeechimpliesasetofcategories,ormembershipcategori-
zationdevice(Sacks1992,p.40),thatconsistsoftwoconnectedgroups:citizens
andcriminals.

(4)twogroups,MS

honestcitizens(line09) vs. criminals(line10)
home-owner(“ourhouse,”line14) vs. outofcontrolmob(line11)
residentsof“quietneighborhoods”(line06) vs. Marxistliberalactivist…

leadingamob…bullhorn…
screaming…(lines15–22)

Interestingly,despitetheirtheoreticallyobjectivegenre,anddespitebeingwrit-
teninthe3rdperson,thepressreleasesjuxtaposetwogroupsofpeopleinasim-
ilarway.Inthefirstpressrelease,‘anarearesident’(sic)isjuxtaposedagainst‘a
groupofindividuals’(lines02and03).Thus,onepersonisdefinedintermsofhis
location–hisresidenceinthearea–and,ontheotherhand,wehaveaname-
less,unlocated“group.”Thisjuxtapositionbecomesevenclearerinthesecond
pressrelease,whenthe‘resident’becomesa‘propertyowner’andthe‘group’
becomes‘30activists’whowereona‘privateparkinglot’(lines02,03and04).
Thus,weseeagainthepatternofreferringtothosewhocarry–and,inthiscase
fire–gunsintermsoftheirownershipofproperty,andinjuxtapositiontogroups
ofactivists.Itisalsointerestingtonotethattheterm‘activist’,intheMcCloskey
speech, isassociatedwithbeinga ‘Marxist revolutionary’and ‘leadingamob’
(lines15–22).



Sarah Chepkirui Creider

86 heiEDUCATION Journal 10 | 2023

In the Letter to the Editor, thosewhomight commit dangerous acts are only
implied.Thismakessense,giventhefactthattherewasnogroupofpeopleto
commit such acts. In this text,what is explicit are the dangerous (imaginary)
resultsofaseriesofdangerous(imaginary)actions.Inlines09and10,thewriter
describescomingbacktothesquareandseeing“noburntoutautomobiles,or
burningbuildingsorlootedbusinesses.”Itisnotclearwhetherornotthewriteris
suggestingthatmembersofhis/hergroupdidnotcommittheseactions,orthat
theypreventedothers fromcommitting them. Ineithercase,he/she is clearly
implyingagroupofpeoplewhodoorwouldcommit theactions that lead to
suchresults.Thatis,automobilesaresetonfirebysomeone,storesarelooted
bysomeoneorsomeones,etc.Thus,theletterimpliesagroupofactors–actors
whoengageinactionsstrikinglysimilartothoseimpliedbythe“outofcontrol
mob”intheMcCloskeySpeech.Figureone,below,showsthecategoriesofpeo-
ple and place associated with protection and defense in these two texts:

Someone protects or defends a location from someone.

| | |

American Neighborhood mob

Patriot Town activist

Citizen Home / House criminal

Resident (of town) Monuments & Courthouse Marxist / revolutionary

Home-owner [people who]burn,
loot,break glass,etc.

Figure1:ProtectandDefend

Insum,eachofthesetextsincludesacategorywhichIamcalling‘resident’.This
category isassociatedwithpossessionandbelonging related to specific loca-
tions:country,town,neighborhood,andhome.Itisalsoassociatedwiththecat-
egoryboundactionofdefendingandprotectingsaidlocations.Basedonthereal-
lifeactionsoftheseauthors,wecansuggestthatthisprotectionalsoinvolvesthe
possessionofafirearm. Inaddition,weseetheopposingcategoryof ‘activist’.
Thiscategoryisdefinedintermsofactionsratherthanlocation,belonging,or
possession.Category-boundactivitiesforthiscategoryinvolvethedestruction
ofproperty,suchasburningcarsandbuildings,andlootingbusinesses.

4	 Discussion	and	Conclusion

Inthisarticle,Ihavetriedtoshowhowthreetexts,allcreatedwithinafewdaysof
eachother,usemembershipcategorizationdevicesinsimilarways.Below,Isum-



Residents and Activists

87 heiEDUCATION Journal 10 | 2023

marizethefindingsdescribedabove,withafocusonhowteachersandstudents
mightlookattextssuchasthese.

First,teacherscanhelpstudentsunderstandhowmembershipcategorizationis
usedasanideologicaltoolbylookingatwhichtermsarenotchoseninaparticu-
lartext.Thatis,acloseanalysisofcategorytermsasksustowonderwhyanyone
category(orsetofcategories)waschosentobehighlightedinagivencontext.
Forinstance,ifsomeoneisdescribedasa‘woman’,studentsmightbeaskedto
thinkaboutwhytheauthorchosegenderovernationality,profession, familial
role,orevenhobby. In the textsdescribedhere,participantscouldhavebeen
described in termsof theirage,gender,politicalaffiliation,Race, familial role,
profession,educationalbackground,hobby(suchas“gunowner”),etc. (Sacks
1992,p.41).Forinstance,thepeopledescribedas‘activists’ inthePolicePress
Releaseswerealsomen,women,children,ministers,home-owners,parents,etc.
Similarly,thosedescribedintheLettertotheEditoras‘patriots’werealsomen,
women, parents, home-owners, gun-owners – and presumably also teachers,
doctors,business-owners,etc.Thus, thechoice touse termssuchas ‘activist’,
‘resident’,and‘patriot’canbeseenassalient,inthesensethatitsetsupaspe-
cificsetofinferences,asIhaveattemptedtodescribeabove.

A next step, after askingwhat inferences and relationships are set up by the
termsthatareused,istolookoutwardsforsocietalpatterns,bothvis-à-visterms
thatare found ingiven text,andvis-à-vis terms that seemtobeavoided.As I
mentionedabove,CMLasksustolookbeyondtextsthemselves,toconnecttexts
tothesocietiesfromwhich–andforwhich–theyarecreated.Inthiscase,we
cannoteasetofcategoriesthatisunspokeninallthreetextspresentedhere–
namely,categoriesrelatedtoRace.Thesituationsdescribedintheconvention
speech, and in the letter to the editor andpolice reportwerebothboundup
withanationwideconversationregardingRaceandracismwhichtookplacein
thesummerof2020acrosstheUnitedStates.AsInoteabove,MarkandPatri-
ciaMcCloskeypointedtheirguns towardsagroupofpeoplemarchingtopro-
testamayor’sdecisionregardingpublicizingthenamesofthosewhosupported
defunding the local police department (defunding the police is an important
partoftheplatformofprotestorsassociatedwiththeBlackLivesMattermove-
ment.)Inthecaseoftheothertexts,manyofthepeoplestandingacrosstheroad
fromthemanontheporchwereAfricanAmerican,andallwereontheirwayto
aneventcelebratingthecivilrightsactivistDr.MartinLutherKing,Jr.and,the
peoplewithgunsonthetownsquarewererespondingtosocialmediapostings
falselysuggestingthatBlackLivesMatterprotestorsplannedtocometothetown
(personalcommunicationandinterviewdata).Inasense,then,thecategoryof
‘resident’(withtheassociated‘citizen’,‘patriot’,‘propertyowner’,etc.)seemsto
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beacodefor‘White’,whilethatof‘activist’(withtheassociated‘mob’,‘looter’,
etc.)iscodefor‘Black’.Thus,bychoosingasetoftwoconnectedcategories(‘res-
ident’and‘activist’),theseauthorsmanagetosilentlysuggestanothersetoftwo
opposingcategories:‘Black’and‘White’.Indeed,asmanywritershavesuggested,
thecategory-boundactivityof‘looting’wasusedthroughoutthattimeperiodin
avarietyofcontextsinordertodiscreditthoseassociatedwithBlackLivesMatter
protests(Kelley2020).

Infact,asImentionabove,silencerelatedtoRaceis, inandofitselfacultural
pattern,relatedtoa longhistoryofsilencearoundracismintheUnitedStates
(Baldwin1992;Rawls,Duck2020).Asmanywritersandscholarshaveshownus,
racismis intertwinedwithallaspectsoftheUnitedStates,historicalandpres-
ent-day(Baldwin1992;Essed1991;Rawls,Duck2020).Atthesametime,adenial
ofracismcanbefoundinamultitudeofinteractions:fromcurrentattemptsto
prevent teachers from talkingabout slavery (Hannah-Jones2021) toeveryday
conversations thatdo–anddonot–occur incommunitiesacross theUnited
States.

Thatsaid,thepointofdescribingcodedlanguagefoundinthesetextsisnotto
provethatthespeakersandwritersofthesetextsareracist.Norisitparticularly
fruitfultoaskifthechoicesinvolvedincreatingthetextsweremadeconsciously.
Instead,thiskindofanalysiscanallowustouncoverpatterns,andtonoticehow
thosepatternsplay themselvesout,across textsandacrosscontexts. Inother
words,IhopetohaveshownhowMCAcanofferinformationregardingtheappa-
ratusofdenial–thespecificmethodswithwhichsilencearoundracismmaybe
perpetuated.

For teachers, then, I hope that this study suggests twoquestions that canbe
usefulstartingpointsforacriticaltextualanalysis:1)Whatsocietalpatternsdo
weseeacrossrelatedtexts?and2)Whatisaccomplishedviatheauthors’cate-
goricalchoices?Byapplyingthesequestionstolocal,national,andglobaltexts,
teachers can provide a concrete basis for conversations about the silences that 
sooftensurrounddiscriminationanddomination.
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