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Abstract 

By applying membership categorization analysis (MCA) to fictional discourse, this 

study investigates how various production techniques and actors’ work are 

employed to make moral order visible to remote audiences in a humorous frame. 

Specifically, I focus on sitcom interactions in which misunderstandings regarding 

membership categorization practices are produced and managed among fictional 

characters. The analysis demonstrates that scriptwriters design characters’ 

utterances ambiguously in terms of whether these utterances constitute 

membership categorization. By doing so, scriptwriters arrange fictional 

interactions involving characters’ misunderstandings and moral conflicts. The 

camerawork, actors’ gestures, and facial expressions also contribute to making 

visible the moral order and misunderstanding among fictional characters to remote 

audiences. The findings suggest that these production techniques are employed to 

produce humorous incongruities between a fictional character’s accusation of 

others’ morally problematic categorization practices and the character’s own 

morally culpable categorization practices. This study extends MCA research by 

examining the invocation of humor through moral order in fictional discourse and 

shows that MCA approaches can contribute to humor research on scripted 

interactions. 
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1. Introduction 

Ethnomethodological and conversation analytic studies have examined relationships 

among membership categorization, humor, and moral order in interactions (e.g., Jayyusi, 

1984; Robles 2015; Robles and Kurylo, 2017; Stokoe, 2003, 2012). Close connections 
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between membership categorization and humor are revealed in practices where people 

mention gender, race-ethnicity, and sexuality categories to tease, mock, and tell jokes to 

others (Day 1998; Robles 2015; Robles and Kurylo, 2017; Stokoe, 2012). Membership 

categories are also bound to certain moral rights and obligations (Jayyusi, 1984, 1991). For 

example, we may morally accuse a mother who does not take care of her child based on our 

normative association between the category “mother” and the obligation that a mother must 

take care of her child (Sacks, 1972a; Stokoe, 2003). In addition, categorizing others by 

using derogatory terms or mentioning a stereotypical association between a membership 

category and an activity (e.g., “Asian” and “reckless driving”) can be morally culpable in a 

conversation.  

The relationship among membership categorization, humor, and moral order can 

differ according to specific interactional contexts. This study exclusively focuses on 

“telecinematic discourse” (Piazza et al., 2011), such as fictional films and television 

dramas. The key feature of telecinematic discourse is its two communicative levels: 

communication among fictional characters and communication between remote audiences 

and production members (e.g., scriptwriters, directors, actors, and other production crews) 

(Dynel, 2011a). In the communicative structure, the interactions among fictional characters 

that involve moral conflicts can be designed and mediated by the production team to 

produce humor for remote audiences. Notably, humor in telecinematic discourse does not 

necessarily occur simultaneously at two levels of communication, but might be produced 

only at one level (Brock, 2016; Dynel, 2011b, 2016; Messerli, 2016). For example, in 

sitcom interactions where a character understands the other character’s utterance as morally 
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problematic membership categorization (e.g., using derogatory terms to categorize someone 

as “gay”) and condemns the categorizer, the characters may not reveal their orientation 

toward humor. However, such moral problems in fictional interactions can often be 

designed by the production team to be humorous for viewing audiences.  

The current study applies membership categorization analysis (MCA) to sitcom 

interactions in order to investigate how various production techniques (e.g., scriptwriting, 

camerawork, and scene-setting) and actors’ work (e.g., gestures and facial expressions) are 

employed to create a moral order regarding membership categorization for remote 

audiences in a humorous frame. By doing so, this study deepens our understanding of how 

membership categorization, humor, and moral order are interrelated under the 

communicative structure of telecinematic discourse. I specifically analyze interactional 

cases in which misunderstanding regarding membership categorization practices is 

produced and managed. In these cases, a character initially understands the other 

characters’ utterance as a membership categorization practice and then it turns out that the 

utterance was not a categorization practice in the first place or that the utterance categorized 

the character in a different category than the category initially assumed to be ascribed. The 

analysis sheds light on the mechanism of humor production through moral order.  

In the following section, I introduce existing MCA research on humor, moral order, 

and mediated communication and then move on to explaining why this study focuses on the 

misunderstanding regarding membership categorization practices. In Section 3, the data and 

methods are described. In Section 4, I analyze how fictional characters conduct 

categorization practices, how they show their orientations towards moral issues regarding 
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membership categorization, and how production members design and mediate the practices 

of these characters. In Section 5, I present the contribution of this study to MCA studies and 

humor research.  

 

2. Background  

2.1 MCA of humor, moral order, and mediated communication 

MCA studies have investigated the relationships between membership categorization 

and humor in interactions. For example, Stokoe (2012) argues that the juxtaposition of a 

membership category and an activity that is not bound to the category can constitute jokes 

(e.g., “women drivers”). In addition, several studies report that participants tease and mock 

other participants through membership categorization practices in ordinary interaction 

(Day, 1998; Robles, 2015; Robles and Kurylo, 2017). While these previous studies are 

mainly concerned with interactional cases where participants explicitly show orientations 

toward humor, sitcom interactions can be different from these cases in that the utterances of 

fictional characters are not always considered funny by themselves but designed as 

humorous by the production team for audiences. In other words, even when characters’ 

categorization practices are treated as humorous by the audience, the practices can cause 

moral issues for the characters. In this context, sitcom interactions provide an opportunity 

to explore an important topic in MCA studies: categorization and moral order. 

Membership categorization is a constituent of moral order of interactions. Examining 

how police officers infer people’s moral characters based on their appearances and visible 

actions, Sacks (1972b) demonstrates that how we categorize others is intertwined with how 
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we see their moral characters. Jayyusi (1991) also indicates that membership categories are 

associated with moral rights and obligations. In addition, members engage in various moral 

actions—such as persuasion, accusation, justification, and making excuses—by ascribing 

membership categories to others (Jayyusi, 1984). For example, a member of the society can 

accuse people to whom a membership category is ascribed when they do not acquit their 

obligation associated with the category. Stokoe (2003) demonstrates that categorizing a 

person as a “woman” or “mother” and describing her action that is not bound to the 

category is a means of accusing the person of being morally inappropriate (e.g., a “mother” 

is morally culpable because she is “swearing”). MCA scholars have widely adopted the 

perspective that focuses on the relationships between categorization and moral order (e.g., 

Fitzgerald and Housley, 2015; Housley and Fitzgerald, 2002, 2009; Smith et al., 2021; 

Stokoe, 2012). 

Furthermore, MCA scholars interested in categorization and moral order have paid 

closer attention to mediated communication, such as television shows and radio phone-ins 

(Fitzgerald, 2012; Housley and Fitzgerald, 2009; Leudar and Nekvapil, 2000; Whitehead, 

2015). In such media discourse, moral issues regarding membership categories are not only 

visible to its participants but also diffused to remote viewing audiences. In particular, 

sitcom interactions are scripted and mediated by their production members to entertain 

potential audiences (Raymond, 2013; Stokoe, 2008). Stokoe (2008) demonstrates that 

scriptwriters organize the interactions among sitcom characters to involve morally 

inappropriate practices (e.g., breaches of conversational norms, such as adjacency pairs and 

preference organizations) to produce humor for audiences. Although Stokoe (2008) does 
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not investigate categorization practices, her study suggests that production techniques, like 

scriptwriting, play a crucial role in constructing and mediating the humor and moral order 

of sitcom interactions. 

A sitcom is a fascinating interactional setting from the perspective of MCA studies on 

humor, moral order, and mediated communication. Since a sitcom is scripted and diffused 

to potential audiences, it enables us to explore not only how characters as interactants 

reveal their orientations toward moral issues regarding membership categorization but also 

how its production members design and mediate fictional interactions that involve the 

characters’ moral conflicts in a humorous frame. More specifically, various production 

techniques (e.g., scriptwriting and camerawork) and actors’ work (e.g., gestures and facial 

expressions) are worth investigating to elucidate how the moral order of membership 

categorization is made visible to remote audiences.  

 

2.2 Misunderstanding regarding membership categorization practices 

I examine interactional cases in which fictional characters’ misunderstanding 

regarding membership categorization practices is produced and managed. This interactional 

phenomenon is worth focusing on for MCA studies of moral order and mediated 

communication. This is because the phenomenon provides an opportunity to explore 1) 

characters’ orientations toward the moral culpability of misunderstanding and 2) various 

production techniques and actors’ work employed to make the misunderstandings among 

characters visible to audiences.  

Misunderstanding can cause moral issues among participants. Ethnomethodological 
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and conversation analytic studies have revealed that interactants might treat 

misunderstanding regarding membership categorization practices as morally culpable. For 

example, while members usually attempt not to engage in possibly racist or sexist 

categorization, they are also likely to avoid treating a person as racist or sexist and 

explicitly accusing the person even when it is fairly evident that the utterances are morally 

problematic categorizations (Robles, 2015; Stokoe, 2015; Whitehead, 2009, 2015). When 

participants show reluctance in categorizing the other participant as a morally problematic 

categorizer (e.g., a “racist” categorizer), they may demonstrate their orientations toward the 

possibility that their categorization might be based on a misunderstanding of the person’s 

utterances. In other words, participants might be oriented to the moral culpability of 

wrongly categorizing others as morally problematic people and explicitly displaying such 

misunderstanding.  

Furthermore, production techniques can play a crucial role in making 

misunderstandings among characters visible to remote audiences. In order to investigate a 

misunderstanding as an interactional phenomenon, conversation analysts have mainly 

focused on repair practices, which impede the progression of the ongoing course of 

interaction to manage trouble related to speaking, hearing, and understanding of utterances 

(Schegloff et al., 1977). Since repair practices reveal how misunderstandings among 

participants are produced and managed (Robles, 2017), the current study also analyzes 

cases in which fictional characters initiate or operate repairs to deal with troubles, 

particularly those regarding the understanding of utterances that possibly constitute 

membership categorization. However, notably, camerawork, actors’ gestures, and facial 
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expressions can also be essential in making the misunderstandings among fictional 

characters visible to remote audiences. This study demonstrates how production techniques 

and actors’ work support making visible such misunderstanding among fictional characters.  

 

3. Data and Methods 

MCA, a branch of ethnomethodological studies, has its origin in Sacks’ pioneering 

analysis of membership categorization practices in everyday lives (Sacks, 1972a). Since 

then, scholars have methodologically and empirically developed MCA studies by focusing 

on categorization practices embedded in sequential structures of interactions (Fitzgerald 

and Housley, 2015; Housley and Fitzgerald, 2002, 2009; Stokoe, 2012). This method 

analyzes how participants conduct membership categorization by mentioning membership 

categories, membership categorization devices, and category-bound activities or predicates, 

and how actions are achieved through the membership categorization practices in 

interactions (Fitzgerald and Housley, 2015; Stokoe, 2012). By applying MCA to television 

sitcoms, this study analyzes how fictional characters conduct membership categorization, 

how actions are achieved through categorization practices, and how the characters show 

their orientations toward moral issues regarding membership categorization. Given that 

these categorization practices are organized and designed by production members, this 

study also examines how the characters’ categorization practices are scripted and mediated. 

MCA enables us to elucidate how the moral order of membership categorization is created 

and how humor regarding membership categorization is produced in the moment-by-

moment flow of scripted interactions. 
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Modern Family (created by Christopher Lloyd and Steven Levitan, 2009–2020), an 

American television sitcom series, serves as data for this study. The sitcom, which includes 

fictional characters who belong to different races and sexual orientations, contains cases 

where membership categories are used in the interaction among fictional characters. Having 

watched all 250 episodes, each lasting approximately 22 minutes, I gathered 84 interaction 

cases that included characters’ membership categorization practices that were apparently 

designed to be humorous by the production team of the sitcom. I then collected 14 cases in 

which misunderstanding regarding membership categorization practices was produced and 

managed. In each of these cases, a character initially understands the other characters’ 

utterance as a membership categorization practice, and then it turns out that the utterance 

was not a membership categorization practice in the first place or that the utterance 

categorized the character in a different category than the category initially assumed to be 

ascribed.  

In the analysis below, I first address cases in which fictional characters orient to 

moral orders regarding membership categorization. I begin with a simple example to 

introduce the phenomenon (excerpt 1). Then, I focus on more complicated cases to 

illustrate scriptwriting techniques (excerpt 2), camerawork, and actors’ work (excerpt 3), 

which mediate the phenomena to remote audiences. Based on the analysis of these cases, I 

move on to cases where fictional characters explicitly orient toward the moral culpability of 

misunderstanding regarding membership categorization practices. After analyzing a concise 

case in which the characters reveal their orientations toward the moral culpability of having 

mistaken the other character for being a morally problematic categorizer (excerpt 4), this 
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study investigates more complicated excerpts (excerpts 5 and 6). By doing so, I illustrate 

various techniques of production members related to organizing fictional interactions where 

characters’ sensitivity to the moral order of misunderstanding regarding membership 

categorization is made visible to audiences. 

 

4. Analysis 

4.1 Misunderstanding, membership categorization, and moral order 

Excerpt 1 presents a concise example of a sequence involving misunderstanding 

regarding membership categorization practices. Before the excerpt, Cameron and his 

partner, Mitchell, meticulously ensured not to make a mess of a brand-new white couch, a 

wedding gift from their friend. They told Lily, their adopted daughter from Vietnam, to be 

careful with the couch as well. In the following excerpt, Cameron (CM) and Lily (LY) 

discuss their white cat, Larry, sitting on the new couch. Transcript conventions follow 

Jefferson (2004) (also see the Appendix). 

 

Excerpt 1 (Season 6, Episode 9, 5:38–5:46) 

01 LY: So, Larry’s allowed to sit on the couch and I’m no:t?  

02 CM:  Well, Larry is white. 

03 LY:  Hey, you chose me. 

04 CM:  Oh (.) uh, that’s not what I meant. 

 

While Lily complains that she cannot sit on the couch although her pet can do it, 
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Cameron explains that Larry will not soil it because it is “white” (line 02). Lilly treats 

“white” as a racial category term and Cameron’s utterance as morally problematic (line 03). 

She indicates that Cameron is not letting her sit on the couch because she is not “white” and 

accuses him of being unreasonable since he already knew she was Asian when he adopted 

her. Given that it is evident that Cameron did not mean white people, because Larry is a cat, 

Lilly appears to jokingly treat the word “white” as racist. In line 04, Cameron expresses 

surprise at Lily’s utterance by saying “Oh” and dismisses her treatment of his utterance. In 

this excerpt, scriptwriters have arranged fictional interactions in which characters’ 

misunderstanding regarding membership categorization practices is produced and managed.  

Excerpt 2 below indicates a more extended and complicated conversational sequence 

involving the phenomenon. Through the analysis of the excerpt, I demonstrate scriptwriters’ 

techniques of designing the ambiguity of a character’s utterance regarding what 

membership categories it invokes. Before excerpt 2, Haley (HL) is speaking with her 

boyfriend, Dylan (DL), who is concerned that he might have to cancel his band’s live 

performance the next day because his band’s drummer just resigned. Having listened to 

their conversation as a bystander, Cameron begins participating in the conversation. 

 

Excerpt 2 (Season 1, Episode 21, 5:28–5:52) 

01 HL:  Maybe you can find another drummer? 

02 DL:  No, I think it’s too late for that now. 

03       (0.8) 

04 CM:  I play drums. 
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05       (1.4) 

06 DL:  Huh? 

07 CM:  >Well I mean< I haven’t played in a while since  

08       (.) Lily’s come along, but if you’re in a jam,  

09    (1.2) I can jam. 

10 DL:  Well, you know, I totally would=but I’m not sure  

11       we like the same sorts of music, you know?  

12 CM:  Oh, what, because I’m gay I’m just gonna want  

13       to play show tunes? 

14 DL:  No, because jus- you’re (.) old. 

15       (2.0) 

16 CM:  Wow, that hurt more, Dylan. 

 

In line 04, Cameron offers to be the drummer for Dylan’s band. Although 

“acceptance/rejection” is normatively expected to be produced after an “offer” is given in 

interaction (Schegloff, 1968), Dylan remains silent in line 05 and reveals that he has trouble 

understanding Cameron’s utterance by initiating repair in line 06 (“huh?”) (Schegloff et al., 

1977). In lines 07–09, Cameron carries out repair and explains his competence in playing 

the drums. In Dylan’s utterance in lines 10–11, we can find typical practices of producing 

dispreferred responses (i.e., rejection of an offer) (Pomerantz, 1984; Sacks, 1987). He 

delays his rejection by saying “well” and then selects an expression (“I totally would”) that 

might minimize the possible damage that his rejection may cause to Cameron, and states 

the reason for his rejection (“I’m not sure we like the same sorts of music”) instead of 
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directly rejecting Cameron’s offer.  

While Dylan does not explicitly state the reason why he thinks their tastes in music 

are different in lines 10–11, Cameron explicitly states his categorial inference that Dylan 

might categorize him as “gay” under the sexuality membership categorization device 

(MCD) and associate the category with the predicate of “play[ing] show tunes” in lines 12–

13. Here, Cameron categorizes Dylan as a heterosexual categorizer and attempts to 

understand the perspective on which Dylan’s assumption that their music tastes are 

different is based (Whitehead, 2009). In addition, Cameron begins his utterance from “oh, 

what” and ends it with rising intonation, thereby resisting Dylan’s assumed membership 

categorization practices that make the category “gay” relevant and associate it with taste for 

a particular type of music (Leudar and Nekvapil, 2000; Okazawa, 2021; Robles and Kurylo, 

2017; Roth, 1998). However, in line 14, Dylan reveals that Cameron has misunderstood the 

utterance. Dylan explains that his utterance in lines 10–11 categorized Cameron as “old” 

under the age MCD, and the age difference was the reason provided for the difference in 

their tastes. Dylan’s utterance in lines 10–11 serves as an implicit and prospective 

categorization; in line 14, he conducts explicit and retrospective categorization to correct 

Cameron’s misunderstanding regarding the categorization (Stokoe and Attenborough, 

2015). After the misunderstanding regarding the membership categorization practice is 

resolved, in line 16, Cameron indicates that Dylan’s categorization of him as “old” is even 

more offensive. 

In this excerpt, the fictional characters reveal their orientations toward a moral order 

when they are engaging in membership categorization practices. Cameron resists the 
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relevance of the “gay” category and the association between “gay” and “play[ing] show 

tunes.” He orients toward the inappropriateness and arbitrariness of Dylan’s categorization 

practices, although it turns out that Dylan did not categorize him as “gay” in the first place. 

In addition, this excerpt demonstrates scriptwriters’ technique of arranging the characters’ 

misunderstanding regarding membership categorization. The scriptwriters design the 

ambiguity of Dylan’s utterance regarding which membership category he makes relevant 

and arrange interactional sequences in which Dylan corrects Cameron’s (mis)understanding 

of his categorization, thereby making an incongruity between Cameron’s assumption and 

Dylan’s actual categorization observable to the audience.  

Scriptwriting is not the only resource employed to organize and mediate sitcom 

interactions involving fictional characters’ misunderstanding regarding membership 

categorization practices. Other production techniques and actors’ work are also crucial in 

designing and mediating such interactional phenomena. In excerpt 3, the characters’ 

misunderstanding is not corrected by the other characters but made observable to viewing 

audiences through camerawork and actors’ facial expressions. In the excerpt, while 

Cameron, Claire (CL), and Mitchell (MI) are talking about Mitchell’s “Ivy League friends” 

(line 01), Gloria, an immigrant from Colombia, and her son, Manny, happen to pass by and 

hear Cameron speaking (line 12). 

 

Excerpt 3 (Season 1, Episode 18, 3:38–4:00) 

01 CM:  I cannot stand hanging out with his Ivy League friends. 

02 CL:  Oh! they’re the worst. 
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03 MI: They are not bad.  

04 CL: They are [the worst. 

05 MI:     [They’re not that bad. 

06 CM:   [Are you kidding me? 

07    Debbie can’t go two minutes without talking about  

08    Columbia University, and the .hhh little guy  

09    with the lazy eye from Harvard-  

10 MI:  No, Brown. 

11 CM:  Whatever. Honestly, I wish that tart would go back to  

12    ((Gloria and Manny frame-in)) 

13 CM: Columbia and take her weird little Brown friend with  

14   her. (hhh) 

15       ((Gloria and Manny express their discomfort)) 

16   ((A camera captures Cameron, who notices Gloria and 

17  Manny and becomes upset)) 

 

 

Figure 1. Line 15 in Excerpt 3 
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Figure 2. Lines 16–17 in Excerpt 3  

 

In lines 07–09, Cameron categorizes Mitchell’s friends by mentioning category 

terms, such as “Columbia University” and “Harvard,” under the “Ivy League” MCD. In line 

10, while Mitchell corrects that “the little guy” that Cameron is talking of is from “Brown” 

university instead of “Harvard,” he also uses the same MCD. In lines 11, 13, and 14, 

Cameron describes Debbie, Mitchell’s friend, using a derogatory term (“tart”) and mocks 

her and her “little Brown” friend. For the characters who have been participating in this 

conversation, it is evident that Cameron is talking about Mitchell’s friends, “Brown” is a 

category under the “Ivy League” MCD, and “little” refers to physical characteristics instead 

of age. However, these aspects are not evident to Gloria and Manny, who have not 

participated in the interaction until around line 10 and happen to be bystanders to the 

conversation around line 11. This causes a misunderstanding regarding membership 

categorization practices among the characters. In line 15 (Figure 1), Gloria and Manny 

show their discomfort through their facial expressions, thereby indicating their 
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(mis)understanding of Cameron’s utterances.1 Their expressions imply that they mistake 

“Columbia” for “Colombia,” “Brown” for a racial membership category, and “little” for a 

membership category related to age. Cameron’s utterances, which categorize Mitchell’s 

friends by using the Ivy League MCD, are regarded by Gloria and Manny as membership 

categorization practices that mock them by using the nationality and race MCDs. Then, a 

camera captures Cameron’s face in lines 16–17 (Figure 2). The camerawork and facial 

expression make it observable to audiences that Cameron notices Gloria and Manny’s 

misunderstanding and becomes upset.  

The fictional characters reveal their orientations toward the moral culpability of 

membership categorization practices. Gloria and Manny’s expression of discomfort (line 

15) indicates that they regard Cameron’s mocking based on his categorization using the 

nationality and race MCDs as morally inappropriate. Cameron’s being upset (lines 16–17) 

also displays his understanding that mocking others by racial categorization is accusable, 

although he did not categorize them as such in the first place.  

Notably, several production techniques are employed to arrange and mediate the 

characters’ misunderstanding regarding membership categorization to remote audiences 

without the characters’ own repair or correction practices. First, scriptwriters embed 

category terms that possibly relate to different MCDs in Cameron’s utterance, which is a 

set-up for producing misunderstanding among the characters. Second, due to the timing of 

the actors’ framing in and camerawork, it is made observable when and how Gloria and 

 
1 All figures in this paper are taken from the author’s personal collection of the sitcom 

series (YouTube purchases). 
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Manny begin to hear Cameron’s utterance as bystanders, which allows the audience to 

clearly grasp how the characters come to misunderstand Cameron’s categorization practice. 

Third, camerawork focusing on Cameron’s facial expression also highlights that he notices 

Gloria and Manny’s misunderstanding.  

The analysis of excerpts 1–3 above illustrates the ways in which sitcom interactions 

involving misunderstanding regarding membership categorization are scripted and 

mediated. In these excerpts, the characters’ membership categorization practices were 

designed to involve moral issues. To further explore how moral order regarding 

membership categorization is mediated through production techniques and actors’ work in 

sitcom interactions, my analysis below addresses cases in which fictional characters show 

their orientations toward the moral culpability of misunderstanding regarding membership 

categorization practices. In particular, characters reveal their orientations to the moral 

culpability of wrongly categorizing others as morally problematic categorizers (e.g., 

mistaking others for homophobic categorizers).  

 

4.2 The moral culpability of misunderstanding regarding categorization  

Excerpt 4 presents a concise case in which a fictional character reveals his 

orientations toward the moral culpability of misunderstanding regarding membership 

categorization practices. In excerpt 4, Jay (JA), who is Mitchell’s father and a football fan, 

is watching a game on TV with Alex. Mitchell and Cameron are about to join them. 

Mitchell is not a football fan at all, but Cameron—who was a football player at the 

University of Illinois—wears a uniform and has his face painted for this day’s game-
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watching. 

 

Excerpt 4 (Season 1, Episode 5, 8:48−9:10) 

01 CM: LET’S GO ILLINI  

02 MI: Let’s go. Right now. 

03 JA: ((Glancing at Cam)) Oh, looks like I got to watch this  

04      game with Dick Butkus. 

05 AL: hehheh 

06 MI: Dad. Dad, come on, that’s offensive. 

07 CM: ○No○, Mitchell, he’s one of the greatest linebackers to  

08      ever play at Illinois and one of my personal heroes. 

09 MI: And his name is Butkus? (0.8) Really, >and what,<  

10      we’re just choosing to- Okay, all right. (.) I’m  

11      sorry, dad, I thought >you were< being homophobic.  

12  I’m sorry.= 

13 JA: =We got all night. 

14 MI: Yes, we do.  

 

When Jay sees Cameron, who is wearing the uniform and cheering “Illinois,” he uses 

the expression “Dick Butkus” in his utterance in line 04; then, the fictional characters 

display their differing understanding of the expression. In line 06, Mitchell accuses Jay 

(“that’s offensive”) of invoking the category “gay” under the sexuality MCD and teasing 

Cameron. In his understanding, Jay categorizes Cameron as gay in a malicious manner by 
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using terms such as “dick,” “but” (butt), and “kus” (kiss). In lines 07 and 08, Cameron 

corrects Mitchell’s misunderstanding by stating that Dick Butkus is the real name of a 

famous football player from the University of Illinois. Cameron’s utterance reveals his 

understanding that Jay categorizes him as a (former) football player at the university. 

Although Mitchell says “[d]ad” in line 06 to select Jay as the next speaker, Cameron 

breaches the turn-taking rules and selects himself as the next speaker (Sacks et al., 1974). 

Here, Cameron begins to speak as a person who knows the term “Dick Butkus” and 

becomes a co-explainer of the term in an interactional team with Jay (Lerner, 2019). His 

corrective action is based on the epistemic status in which he has more knowledge of 

football players than Mitchell does (Bolden, 2013, 2018), which justifies his breaching of 

the turn-taking rules of conversation. Mitchell apologizes to Jay for his misunderstanding 

and explicitly states how he misunderstood Jay (“I thought you were being homophobic”).  

The fictional characters in excerpt 4 show their orientations toward the moral 

culpability of misunderstanding regarding membership categorization practices. While 

Mitchell indicates the moral wrongness of how Jay categorizes Cameron as gay at first, he 

apologizes to Jay, which displays his orientation toward the moral culpability of wrongly 

categorizing Jay as a morally problematic categorizer (e.g., a “homophobic” categorizer) 

after Cameron corrects Mitchell’s misunderstanding regarding Jay’s utterance. The 

scriptwriters have designed Jay’s utterance, which can be understood in different ways, and 

arranged the interactional sequence in a manner that Mitchell’s misunderstanding of the 

utterance is corrected. The interaction design by the scriptwriters emphasizes that although 

Mitchell criticizes the moral wrongness of Jay’s membership categorization practices, he 
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himself engages in a morally problematic membership categorization. 

The following two excerpts enable us to scrutinize the work of scriptwriters and other 

production techniques employed to arrange sitcom interactions in which characters are 

oriented toward the moral culpability of misunderstanding regarding membership 

categorization. In particular, the scene-setting of these excerpts—in which characters who 

do not appear regularly in the series have conversations with the main characters outside 

their houses—highlights the moral sensitivities of these characters. In excerpt 5, Mitchell, 

Cameron, and baby Lily (who was just adopted from Vietnam) are on a plane waiting to 

take off. Before the excerpt, passengers talking to Mitchell about Lily’s cuteness were 

surprised and suddenly stopped talking when they realized that Cameron, who is sitting 

next to Mitchell, is Mitchell’s partner. Then, a woman (FM), who has just got on the plane, 

looks at them and produces an utterance in line 01. 

 

Excerpt 5 (Season 1, Episode 1, 3:30–4:03) 

01 FM: Honey, honey, look at that baby with those cream puffs. 

02 MI: O:kay. Excu:se me, (.) Excuse me=but this baby would have  

03  grown up in a crowded orphanage if it wasn’t for us .hhh  

04      cream puffs. And you know what?=No, to all of you who   

05      [judge  

06 CM: [Mitchell 

07 MI: Hear this.  Love knows [no race, creed, or gender.  

08 CM:    [○Mitchell○             

09 MI: And shame on you, 
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10 CM: ○Mitchell○ 

11 MI: You small minded ignorant few- 

12 CM: ○Mitchell○ 

13 MI: What? 

14 CM: ○She’s got the cream puffs○  

15      (2.0) ((Mitchell looks at a cream puff she touches)) 

16 MI:  Oh.  

17      (5.0) ((Mitchell sits down)) 

18 CM: ((To other passengers)) We would like to pay for  

19   everyone’s headsets. 

 

The term “cream puff[s]” in the woman’s utterance in line 01 can be understood as an 

offensive term used to refer to gay people (or “sissy” men), and Mitchell’s utterance in lines 

03–04 (“if it wasn’t for us cream puffs”) indicates his understanding that she is categorizing 

him and Cameron as “gay.” However, in the course of the interaction, this understanding 

turns out to be a misunderstanding. Mitchell reveals his attitude toward people who 

evaluate others based on their categories and accuses them in his speech. Cameron 

repeatedly addresses Mitchell in a small voice, but Mitchell does not respond. In line 14, 

Cameron finally explains that Lily has been touching cream puffs, which are sweet bakery 

treats that he bought, thereby correcting Mitchell’s misunderstanding. Mitchell’s utterance 

of “oh” in line 16 displays that he regards Cameron’s explanation as news (Heritage, 1984) 

and realizes that he misunderstood the woman’s utterance for the membership 

categorization practice. 
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The fictional characters treat both membership categorization and misunderstanding as 

moral issues. Accusing the other passengers in his speech, Mitchell shows his orientation 

toward the moral culpability of the woman’s categorization of him and Cameron as gay by 

using an offensive term. However, his silence after he realizes that he mistook the woman’s 

utterance for a morally problematic membership categorization in line 17 and Cameron’s 

offer that benefits all the passengers in lines 18–19 reveal their orientations toward the 

moral culpability of Mitchell mistaking the woman for a morally problematic categorizer. 

Scriptwriters have designed the woman’s utterance, which can be treated as a membership 

categorization, and organized an interactional sequence in which Cameron corrects 

Mitchell’s misunderstanding of her utterance. Such an arrangement enables the audience to 

observe an incongruity between Mitchell’s accusation of the other’s morally problematic 

membership categorization and his own morally problematic membership categorization.  

In excerpt 6, not only scriptwriters’ technique but also camerawork and actors’ 

gesture play a crucial role in making visible how misunderstanding regarding membership 

categorization is produced and managed. In the excerpt, Mitchell, Alex (AL, who is 

Mitchell’s nephew), and Lily are going to a shop to buy a Christmas tree. Before the 

excerpt, a shopper (SH) as a bystander hears them saying that they want “a Douglas fir, at 

least eight feet tall,” but they do not notice him. 

 

Excerpt 6 (Season 3, Episode 10, 7:00–7:43) 

01 SH:  Uh, I think I know what you’re looking for, and we  

02       just got a shipment that might be perfect for you.  
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03       ((A camera captures a pink tree that SH seems  

04       to be pointing to)) 

05 AL:  Okay, ↑wow. Just because my uncle is clearly ga:y  

06      [doesn’t mean he’d ever want your tacky pink tree. 

07 MI:  [Let’s not- 

08 AL:  And frankly, we’d rather throw some lights on a  

09       ↑coatrack than have to deal with knuckle draggers  

10       like you. Today of all days. (1.4) December sixteenth. 

11 MI:  Okay, first of all, amazing. .hhh Second of [all 

12 SH:        [I was  

13       pointing to the truck. It’s full of eight-foot Douglas-  

14       Firs. ((The camera captures a truck and the pink tree))  

15       ○It’s○ behind the pink tree. 

16 MI:  yea- Second of all, (1.0) uh, we’re- we’re gonna go  

17       ahead an- and take (.) uh, this- this tree.  

18       ((Grabbing a tree close to him)) 

19 AL:  That one. 

20 MI:  And we’re going to tie it onto our car ourselves. 

21 SH:  You bet you will. 
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Figure 3. Lines 03–04 in Excerpt 6  

 

 

Figure 4. Line 14 in Excerpt 6 

 

In lines 01–02, the shopper tells Mitchell and Alex that the Christmas tree they were 

looking for has just arrived. In lines 03–04, a camera moves and captures a painted pink 

tree that the shopper appears to be pointing at with his finger (Figure 3). In lines 05–06 and 

lines 08–10, Alex accuses the shopper of categorizing Mitchell as “gay” based merely on 

his appearance and of associating the category “gay” and a specific predicate (i.e., to love 

the color pink). She resists the shopper’s stereotypical association between the category and 
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the predicate (Leudar and Nekvapil, 2000; Okazawa, 2021; Robles and Kurylo, 2017; Roth, 

1998). Mitchell’s appraisal of her (“amazing”) indicates his affiliation with her attitude 

toward the shopper. However, while Mitchell continues talking in line 11, the shopper 

begins his utterance before the “transition relevance place” of Mitchell’s turn and thereby 

breaches the turn-taking rule of conversation (Sacks et al., 1974). His breaching implies 

that he has something to say immediately, and he states that what he pointed to in lines 01–

04 was not the pink tree but a truck full of eight-feet tall Douglas firs, thereby correcting 

Mitchell’s and Alex’s misunderstanding (Figure 4). In lines 16–18 and 20, Mitchell no 

longer attempts to accuse the shopper. Instead, he states that he will buy another tree and 

“tie it onto” their car without the shopper’s help. 

On the level of communication among the fictional characters, Alex’s accusation 

against the shopper and Mitchell’s appraisal of her indicate that they treat the shopper’s 

membership categorization practice as morally problematic (i.e., the moral culpability of 

making a stereotypical association between the category “gay” and “to love the color 

pink”). However, after they realize that the shopper’s utterance did not constitute the 

membership categorization practice in the first place, they show their orientation toward the 

moral culpability of such misunderstanding—that is, the moral culpability of wrongly 

categorizing the shopper as a morally culpable categorizer.  

In the excerpt, the production team has made a character’s utterance and gesture (i.e., 

pointing) understandable as membership categorization practices, controlled the camera’s 

movement (lines 03–04 and 14), and arranged an interactional sequence where the 

misunderstanding is corrected by repair practices. The scriptwriting, camerawork, and 
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actors’ gesture enable remote audiences to observe 1) how misunderstandings among the 

characters are produced and managed and 2) how characters reveal their moral sensitivities 

regarding membership categorization and misunderstanding. In addition, the interaction 

presents an incongruity that the characters who point out the moral culpability of the other 

character’s membership categorization practices are themselves engaging in a morally 

problematic membership categorization. 

 

5. Discussion 

Applying MCA to telecinematic discourse, this study examined how production 

techniques (e.g., scriptwriting and camerawork) and actors’ work (e.g., gestures and facial 

expressions) created the moral order of sitcom interactions in a humorous frame. Aligning 

with previous literature that shows the relationships between membership categorization 

and moral order in mediated communication (e.g., Housley and Fitzgerald, 2009; Leudar 

and Nekvapil, 2000; Fitzgerald, 2012; Whitehead, 2015), this study demonstrates how 

membership categorization practices can become moral issues in fictional media discourse. 

Notably, the analysis illustrated that various techniques—such as scriptwriting, 

camerawork, and actors’ gestures or facial expressions—are employed to create moral order 

and make misunderstanding visible to audiences viewing fictional interactions. 

Scriptwriters embed specific terms that invoke multiple membership categories in 

characters’ utterances (e.g., “Columbia” in excerpts 3) or design characters’ utterances 

ambiguously in terms of whether they constitute membership categorization (e.g., excerpt 

5), thereby organizing fictional interactions where misunderstanding regarding membership 
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categorization practices is produced and managed. Camerawork also constructs ambiguities 

regarding whether a character’s gesture invokes a particular membership category (excerpt 

6) and makes visible the misunderstanding among fictional characters to audiences by 

capturing the characters’ frame-in timing and facial expressions (excerpt 3). While a sitcom 

might not be a typical fiction genre in which camerawork is regarded as highly essential, 

the analysis highlighted its crucial role in mediating fictional interaction.  

The analysis sheds light on how these sitcom interactions contribute to the production 

of humor for remote audiences. An interactional pattern is repeatedly presented in which a 

character accuses other characters of being immoral categorizers initially and then shows 

orientations toward the moral culpability of misunderstanding regarding membership 

categorization practices after such misunderstanding is corrected (excerpts 4−6). In these 

excerpts, incongruities support the interactional production of humor. Employing scripts 

and camerawork, the production team emphasizes the incongruity between a fictional 

character’s accusation of other characters’ morally problematic categorization practices and 

the fact that the character actually categorizes them in morally culpable ways.  

By explicitly focusing on the creation of moral order in fictional discourse, this study 

contributes to MCA studies that have shown how membership categorization practices 

produce humor (e.g., Day, 1998; Robles, 2015; Robles and Kurylo, 2017) and invoke a 

moral order (e.g., Housley and Fitzgerald, 2002, 2009; Smith et al., 2021). The analysis has 

demonstrated how membership categorization practices are employed to invoke humor 

through a moral order under the distinctive communicative structure of fictional media 

discourse (i.e., the two communicative levels). 
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Furthermore, this study has demonstrated that MCA provides us with valuable tools 

to conduct humor research on scripted interactions. While previous studies have also 

examined incongruity as a resource of humor in fictional interactions (e.g., Dynel, 2013; de 

Jongste, 2017; Messerli, 2016), MCA can help investigate humorous incongruities 

regarding membership categorization practices (Okazawa, 2021), thereby advancing 

empirical research on humorous phenomena in fictional works. In addition, given the 

possibility of applying MCA to scripted interactions, future research might examine other 

functions of characters’ membership categorization than producing humor in fictional 

discourse (e.g., fictional characterization).  

 

Appendix. Transcription conventions (based on Jefferson, 2004) 

=   Latching 

[ ]   Beginning and ending of overlapping 

(0.0)   Length of silence 

(.)   Micro pause 

wo:rd   Prolonged sound 

°word°   Soft sound 

WORD   Louder sound 

word   Putting emphasis or stress 

wo-   Cut-off 

>word<  Speedy utterance 

.hhh   Inbreath 
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(h)   Plosiveness, which can indicate laughter 

,.?!   Intonation 

((  ))   Transcriber’s note 
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