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Abstract

We view identities (and masculinities) as fluid and contextually sensitive, constantly being accommodated to interlocutors through the use of increasingly sophisticated discursive skills, especially during adolescence. Based on analysis of the interactions of one cohort group of boys observed at the ages of 10 and13, we show how the development of discourse abilities is intertwined with the management of situated identities, especially through the telling of  “small” stories. Specifically, our data demonstrate that 10-year-olds mount only rudimentary defenses to threatened identities whereas 13-year olds are able to construct more elaborate devices against identity challenges such as show concessions, externalizations, and normalizations within  countering “small” narratives. A case is also made for our paradigm of focusing on “small” stories in quotidian conversations as windows into the resources for identity projects, both transient and more permanent. (Narrative Identity, Small Stories, Identity Threat and Defense, Longitudinal Discursive-Narrative Analysis, Contextual Interaction, Positioning) 


The notion of identity that this piece of research subscribes to is one that is fluid, contextually sensitive, and acutely attuned to both the interactional order as well as to larger ideological structures, known as master narratives or dominant discourses (see Malone, 1997, for a succinct articulation of an equivalent perspective and Antaki & Widdicombe, 1998 as well as Talbot, Bibace, Bokhour, & Bamberg, 1996, for exemplars of such work). Indeed, it has been recently asserted (Georgakopoulou, 2002) that such a stance has become almost taken for granted in the field of discourse studies. Further, even Eriksonian research into adolescent identity has begun to question the static nature of its traditional, identity-status methodology and to seek out better methods to capture the changing nature of identities over different time scales (Kroger, 2003).  To this effort, the fine-grained analysis of identity that has emerged at the confluence of ethnomethodology, conversation analysis and narrative studies has the potential of making significant contributions to a better understanding of how identity claims and their real time adjustments in social interaction function in the co-construction of intersubjective realities (e.g., Bamberg, in press; Georgakopoulou, 2002; Hsieh, 2004). In addition, it is only through such analysis that interactive identity work can be examined for its contribution to the achievement of social action (see Mandelbaum, 2003 for a comprehensive review).


Our choice to analyze adolescent boys’ construction of identities for this article is thus grounded in Erikson’s conceptualization that identity formation becomes the primary developmental concern at adolescence coupled with the empirical development of this conception in at least 500 articles that have provided support for this idea (Marcia, 2004). However, these studies have almost exclusively employed quantitative methodologies. We attempt here to make a new and significant addition to this body of research by our focus on conversational “small” stories in particular, and qualitative methods in general. This is all the more so because Erikson’s theoretical emphasis on the social and contextual influences on identity formation have heretofore only been dealt with on a very general macroscopic level, at best being used as framing variables. Therefore, much more consideration should be given to the micro-social level on which moment-to-moment identity projects are undertaken in the parry and thrust of quotidian talk-in-interaction. In this way, the prevailing stance of this article is consonant with that of discursive psychology (e.g., Edwards, 1997; Potter, 1996; Potter & Wetherell, 1987) as well as that of a rhetorical approach to thinking (Billig, 1996).      


In terms of a conceptualization of identity in social intercourse, the studies draw on prevailing ideas in discourse studies that view identities as fluid, context sensitive and continually in the process of construction (e.g., Antaki, Condor, & Levine, 1996; Bamberg, 1999; Dickerson, 2000; Georgakopoulou, 2002; Malone, 1997; Talbot, Bibace, Bokhour, & Bamberg, 1996) as well as subscribe to the notion that the iterative performances in social interaction constitute identities that may eventually be labeled as ‘stable’ by external observers (Butler, 1990, 1993; Pennycook, 2004; Speer & Potter, 2002). Such a process can be considered to be a partial or temporary sedimentation across varying amounts of time and space that is akin to Hopper’s (1999) theory of emergent grammar. In our work though, the analogical extension would be towards the sedimentation of emergent identities through emergent discourses that create an illusion of stability in the perspective of an observer who has been making a casual series of observations that appear consistent from an uncritical, non-analytical standpoint. However, more detailed analysis demonstrate how even so-called ‘stable’ identities or ‘personality traits’ engender an improvisatory aspect that is essential to the expression of whatever storehouse of interpretative repertoires (Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Wetherell, 1998) that a person might have for differing social situations. Toward the effort of uncovering these in situ extemporizations of identity claims, this study focuses on ‘identity confrontations’ that the adolescent participants have to negotiate in their dealings with each other. In doing so, this work draws on the pedigree of distinguished studies on face-threat and facework (e.g., Brown & Levinson, 1978; Goffman, 1955) as well as more recent discursive developments thereof (Heisler, Vincent & Bergeron, 2003). In addition, the analyses undertaken here can be considered parallel to that of accounting for one’s social actions and stances in communication (Buttny, 1993).


But why narrative in the first place? Narrative has been asserted to be ‘a root metaphor for life’ (Sarbin, 1986), ‘as providing the guiding post for the living of lives’ (Ricoeur, 1992), and ‘operates as an instrument of mind in the construction of reality’ (Bruner, 1991). There have developed, however, different strands of narrative research, two of the most prominent being life-story (e.g., Brockmeier & Carbaugh, 2001; McAdams, 1996) and life-event (e.g., Labov & Waletzky, 1997/1967; McAdams, Josselson, & Lieblich, 2001) approaches. An innovative research direction that our work engenders is the attention to how the “small” stories that are told in conversation are used as instruments to further the identity claims of participants (Bamberg, in press; Bamberg & Moissinac, 2004), which is a development of the work of Ochs and Capps (2001) on everyday narrative. In gist, such an orientation deprivileges the traditional determinants of well-formed narrative involving one active teller, high tellability, detachment from surrounding talk, a univocal moral message and a closed temporal and causal order. Instead, the analytical focus shifts to short narratives that are: co-constructed by multiple tellers, low in tellability, situationally embedded; encapsulating of differing and often conflicting moral messages; temporally and causally open. We have already reported productive results in the analysis of masculine identity claims in interaction by adolescent boys (Bamberg, in press; Bamberg & Moissinac, 2004), albeit without a longitudinal orientation.

This attention to “small” narratives also serves to complement and counterbalance prevailing primary attention to lifestory and life-event narratives (e.g., Brockmeier & Carbaugh, 2001; McAdams, 1996; inter alia) in the literature. We do not dispute that narrative research through tellings of indelible life events and life stories has contributed much to the project of understanding human meaning making, including accentuating and bringing to light lived experience, highlighting the continuity of experience, and detailing the fabric of a sense of a unified of personal identity against which “experience” is constantly sorted out. Nevertheless, these methodologies engender limitations that an orientation to the “small” stories told in conversation can begin to address. Chief among these is the question of where the resources to fashion a lifestory or extended narrative of a life-changing event come from. From our perspective, the said resources are progressively built up within a person’s development as s/he engages in “small”-story practices on an everyday basis. Next, we suggest that our focus on “small” stories shifts the analytic lens more squarely onto the processes of the telling of a story rather than emphasizing the product consisting of a coherent life course or meaning of an event. Indeed, our approach is consonant with recent explorations of the importance of the contexts and occasions of tellings to shape different versions/emplotments of putatively common events (e.g., Mishler, 2004; Schiffrin, 2003). In addition, in our approach we purposefully analyze the interactional aspects of the “small’ stories told in conversation in order to more clearly uncover how these adolescent boys constantly react to the actual and projected interjections and moral differences of their (peer) audience, aspects that are conspicuously deprivileged in the non-directive interview methodologies of lifestory and life-event narrative research.

The research reported here concerns the development of discursive devices and strategies used by adolescent boys, in general, and one participant in particular, in the service of defending against challenges to their identities in interaction, as observed in small group discussions with an adult moderator. The data are taken from a moderately large-scale longitudinal study on the developing masculine identities of boys between the ages of 10 and 15 and extends the prior work of Bamberg and Korobov (e.g., Bamberg, in press; Korobov, 2004; Korobov & Bamberg, in press). Their work has provided evidence that adolescent boys are actively trying out different kinds of masculine identities in group interaction while negotiating a fine line between complying with and resisting dominant discourses of hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 1995) out of which compulsory heterosexuality looms large (see also Speer & Potter, 2000; Wetherell & Edley, 1999).


The present study contributes a longitudinal, discursive-narrative analysis of the defenses against challenges to claimed masculine identities by a European American adolescent at the ages of 10 and 13. Longitudinal discursive studies of this sort are almost absent from the literature and in this respect our work breaks new ground. Our focus is on defenses against threats to identity and can also be historically situated as an outgrowth of earlier research on facework and face threat (see Tracy, 1990 for a review) and parallel to more recent conversational analytically grounded work in the field (e.g., Heisler, Vincent, & Bergeron, 2003), that has, however, been limited to adult interactions. 


In brief, we demonstrate how the discursive defenses mounted by Ben, especially in the “small” stories he tells, to challenges of his claimed masculine identities in conversation increase in both quantity and complexity between the ages of ten and 13. At ten, he is capable of mainly rudimentarily direct and emotional confrontations to a challenge while beginning to show glimmerings of future complexity, even though in not wholly context-appropriate fashion. By 13, Ben’s defensive ability has burgeoned to include many and varied sophisticated strategies, that not only approach those reported for adults (e.g., Couper-Kuhlen & Thompson, 2000; Speer & Potter, 2000), but are also finely tuned positionings (Bamberg, 1997; Korobov & Bamberg, in press) of himself and his interlocuters. The choice to highlight these interactions of Ben’s was a pragmatic one. All the boys in our data set display the same developmental progression of increasing complexity and sophistication in their defenses to identity confrontations over time but in instances that are more dispersed. Due to the space limitations of this article, we decided that it was best to present a case, that is, Ben’s, that allows the widest range of discursive devices to be displayed and analyzed in the most economical way. Of course, we could provide more data examples, but this would extend the article to unwieldy proportions. 

Method

Participants

These participants were drawn from the first two phases of a moderately large-scale longitudinal study of cohort groups of adolescent boys (Bamberg, in press). They were of multi-ethnic origin, including African Americans, Asian Americans, Hispanic Americans, European Americans, and came from a large, metropolitan city in New England. In the first phase, there were 22 boys aged 10-11 years, 20 aged 12-13 years, and eight aged 14-15 years. 

At present, we are conducting the second phase (3 years later) and have retained 10 of the original group of youngest boys while continuing to collect data from the boys who were originally in the middle age group.  All participation and data collection was preceded with the relevant procedures of ethics committee approval and informed parental consent. Each participant was compensated $30 for completing the whole set of activities. 

Procedure

In the first phase, the boys were asked to participate in individual interviews, group discussions with an adult, and journal writing. They were also ethnographically observed and recorded during free activities at school, e.g., recess and lunch, and on non-adult guided excursions and activities such as pumpkin carving, apple picking, bowling, and excursions to a farm-style ice cream parlor that had a petting zoo. For the latter, clip on radio microphones were also used to record their interactions with each other. The first phase generated approximately 300 hours of audio- and video-recorded interactive data. These break down into about 35 hours of group discussions, 60 hours of interview data, 172 hours of ethnographically notated free-interactive data in school, and 33 hours of non-adult directed interactions on the excursions/activities.


For the second phase, we have already collected about 10 hours of interview data and 10 hours of group discussion data. We continue to collect free-interactive data from the currently 13-year olds and all three forms of interactive data from the middle cohort group.

Data Foci, Transcription and Selection

The research focused on emerging male subjectivities, specifically on topics of friends, school, girls, changing bodies and emotions, and future plans/projections.


Interactive data were transcribed from both audio and video recordings. At least two transcribers worked independently on each data piece after which comparisons and discussions ensued to come to a consensus with the best level of accuracy. Transcriptions were according to conventions outlined in Appendix A.


Data for this article were selected from the larger data set in order to be broadly representative of developmental trends generally observable for the cohort group.  

Analysis

Rudimentary Responses to Identity Challenges at 10 years

Excerpt 1

Group Discussion I/ 10-yr / Feb 2000 / 57:14 – 58:13

Participants: M – Moderator; L – Lou, V – Vic; W – Wes, B – Ben 

01

M:
ok guys what about you=

02

L:
=º yeah yeah º

03

M:
is it important what girls look like↑

04

B:
uh-huh {nodding}

05

V:
mh-hmh

06

M:
yeah↑

07

L:
[{shakes head}]

08

W:
[     ng-ngmh    ] [  I dunno  ] 

09

M:
                           [like what↑ ] like what

10

B: 
cute

11

M:
cute

12

W: 
it depends

13

M: 
yeah↑=

14

V:
=like Ben used to say he had a girlfriend but he never did

15

B:
YAH I DID

16

V:
which one↑ which one↑ {pointing at Ben}

17

B:
KAREN

18


{Vic shakes his head 4 times while looking at Ben}

19

V: 
oh I remember that one 

Leah and um (.) [  Ashley  ]

20

B:
                          [ MICHELLE ]

21

L:                             [ ((               )) ] {leaning forward in interest}

22

V:
no Leah and Ashley saw you at the movies

23

B:
oh yeah↓

24

(.)

25

B:
and then I saw Leah {gesturing with palm turned up}

at the last (( lot )) where we met (.) ok↑ {shaking hand up and down}




now is she following my back or something↑

26

V: 
I think so cos that was funny

(.)

The first excerpt illustrates an inchoate defense against a challenge by Vic of a masculine identity professed by Ben that is founded on knowledge of what boys look for in girls. This interaction took place in a group discussion when the boys were 10 years old. Four boys, with pseudonyms Lou, Vic, Wes and Ben, took part in this discussion that was moderated by an adult male.  The interaction under consideration took place about an hour into the discussion. Immediately preceding this segment of the discussion, the moderator had engaged the boys in talking about their ideas on the importance of boys’ looks to girls.


In Turn 1 the moderator switches the topic around, asking the boys elliptically whether girls’ looks are important to them. When this is met with only muted agreement by Lou, the moderator makes the question explicit in Turn 3. This is greeted with slightly more enthusiastic agreement by Ben (Turn 4) but Vic’s response, with a minimal response token, is still on the subdued side. The moderator then inserts a continuation/appreciation token with emphasis in Turn 6. The responses by Lou and Wes are interesting because they seem to contradict the prevailing tone of concurring that girls’ looks are important. In Turn 7, Lou shakes his head in direct reversal of his position expressed in Turn 2. Wes then initiates a hedging move that he continues in Turn 12. In Turn 8 he voices uncertainty by saying “I dunno” and adds to this a contingency hedge, “it depends” four turns later. The second part of Wes’s hedge comes after (1) the moderator persists in pursuing the topic by repeating a request for details in Turn 9, and (2) the first really enthusiastic compliance by Ben in Turn 10. Ben’s “cute” is enunciated with emphasis and can be heard as both backing up and elaborating his initial agreement in Turn 4 and being a bid to display his knowledge about matters of attraction between genders. Ben’s contribution is the only concrete detail defining attractive looks in girls so far and the moderator reflects this enunciation immediately, thus providing a hearable ratification of Ben’s claimed positioning of being knowledgeable. In light of this, Wes’s contingency hedge “it depends” can be heard as a soft challenge to the status that Ben has claimed and seemingly attained with the moderator. The moderator seems to pick up on this veiled discord by inserting a request for further clarification in Turn 13. It is in response to this that Vic launches a broadside challenge to Ben’s position. Before we consider Vic’s challenge and Ben’s responses to it, a summary of the discursive actions leading up to it would be instructive.


The segment we have been considering (Turns 1 – 13) displays a multilevel interaction with differing discursive actions and positionings that complement and contrast with each other. On one level, the moderator can be heard as pursuing his agenda of eliciting the views of these boys on the importance of girls’ looks to them. The boys, however, seem to be initially more absorbed by their gustatory activity centered on pizza and provided only non-articulated agreement responses to the moderator. It would appear that the moderator’s questions and probing continuers are just a source of distraction to them and they perfunctorily comply with the dominant discourse of male preference for looks. Eventually, the moderator’s persistence extracts responses that are resistant to this dominant discourse from Lou and Wes. Arguably they, and especially Wes, might have been voicing an awareness that males’ focus on looks should not be taken as wholly unproblematic. When Ben ratchets up his compliance with the master narrative of physical attraction in Turn 10, a different layer of discursive action is set into play. Wes’s response (which is also a continuation of his resistance to the master narrative in question) can be heard as an initial challenge to Ben’s claim of being knowledgeable about, and complicit with,  the determinants of attractiveness. This might be disputed as an over-interpretation, but its sequential implicativeness is made clear when Vic mounts a direct, unmitigated challenge to Ben’s positioning, which seemed in danger of solidifying because of initial ratification by the moderator. It is to this challenge and Ben’s responses to it that we now turn.


Vic’s challenge in Turn 14 can be heard as a direct challenge to the knowledgeable heterosexual position that Ben has been carving out for himself with the encouragement of the moderator. First, Vic uses the instancing device “like” which can be heard as a link to Wes’s resistant discourse because Wes’s “it depends,” followed by the moderator’s request for further clarification, “yeah↑” is immediately latched to Vic’s “like.” In this way, “like” here takes on the meaning of ‘for example’: one case of a contingent exception to the dominant looks-focus that was initiated by “it depends.” However, Vic does not leave it as just one case but uses the construction “used to say” to suggest a recurring pattern that positions Ben as having a history of making unsubstantiated claims to having a girlfriend. Vic further intensifies his challenge by using the extreme case formulation (Pomerantz, 1986) “never” and putting emphasis on the verb “did” that is placed in sentence ending position to give it unequivocal prominence. It should be clear from all the discursive devices employed by Vic that his challenge is a serious attempt to undermine Ben’s claimed positioning and to re-position Ben as non-credible.


That Ben interprets Vic’s utterance in Turn 12 as seriously as we have depicted it is illustrated by the vehemence of his response. Although the response is a simplistic one that attempts to directly negate Vic’s claims and also reuses Vic’s accusatory formulation “did,” Ben virtually shouts out “yah I did.” This is followed by more direct confrontation by Vic, who repeatedly demands concrete details while pointing derisively at Ben. Again Ben’s  does ‘defending’ by attempting to deliver evidence, that is, by providing the name of a girl. However, by doing so, he falls into a trap that contextually has been opening up in the pre-text to this challenge.. Non-linguistically maintaining the upper hand, Vic in Turn 18 expresses emphatic disbelief by shaking his head four times while looking at Ben with a wry smile. These paralinguistic actions can be seen as Vic’s attempt to insert a measure of teasing into his continued attack on Ben’s position and credibility.


In the next turn (19), Vic initially appears to be changing tack by seeming to extend a concession to Ben by stating that he supposedly remembers Karen, whose name Ben had shouted in Turn 17. Nevertheless, he prefaces this statement of recollection by the discourse marker “oh” which functions here as an index of unexpected, fortuitous memory. Vic follows this up by beginning another utterance with the names of two girls, Leah and Ashley but again displays uncertainty with the particle “um”. Ben does not allow him to complete his sentence, shouting out the name of another girl “Michelle” to overlap with Vic’s “Ashley.” Ben’s response here is rather telling. On the one hand, he could have misinterpreted Vic’s turn as a capitulatory concession to his position. In this case, he might have thought that Vic was beginning to list girls other than Karen that Vic now remembers as having been Ben’s girlfriends. Michelle would then be another addition to the ‘encouragingly’ growing list. On the other hand, Ben might have been trying to correct Vic’s erroneous memory by shouting out the name of a girl other than Karen that he had gone out with. Whichever the case, the intensity (matching that for Karen) with which “Michelle” is uttered betrays Ben’s continued defensiveness. Ben evidently responds in a besieged manner: the form of the response is not only again unsophisticated but possibly also counterproductively further undermines the credibility of his claimed identity. That this interaction is of interest to the other boys is shown by Lou’s paralinguistic display of leaning forward and a comment he makes that is unfortunately inaudible.  


In Turn 22, Vic clarifies what he was beginning to say earlier in Turn 19: he initially corrects what he takes to be Ben’s mistaken contribution to a list that Vic had been purported to be building by employing an unmistakable “no” in turn initial position. He then states that Leah and Ashley saw Ben at the movies. Whether Ben had been spotted with Karen or not can be debated, although by referring to the context of how this line of talk was started by Vic in Turn 19 indicates that a reasonable interpretation is that Ben was seen together with Karen. This is because Vic embarks on this direction directly after he states that he recalled “that one” meaning “Karen.” Consequently, this line taken by Vic indeed can be heard as a concession to Ben’s claim of having had Karen as a girlfriend and a mitigation of Vic’s accusation that Ben had “never” had a girlfriend. Ben’s response to Vic’s concession is curious.


First, there is no evidence, either verbal or non-verbal, of a celebratory vindication by Ben. Second, Ben’s immediate response in Turn 23 is just a bland affirmation of the event. Next, and even more curious, Ben displays a loss for words, in effect, an inability to come up with a quick rejoinder to this turn of events. Finally, Ben continues to display a defensive stance that appears oblivious to Vic’s attempt at a concessionary positioning. He does this by claiming to turn the tables on Leah by questioning her behavior as “following my back or something.” In this way he reasserts his heterosexual desirability by implying that he is desirable enough to be pursued by Leah. Not only that, he claims that he saw Leah doing so, thus insinuating that Leah’s and Ashley’s gossip about him can be countered by his catching Leah in the act of pursuing him. In addition, he attempts to recruit support from the other two hearers by using the discourse marker “ok” (which is an intersubjective attention token) while gesturing with his hand, which is interpretable as inviting his audience to make an inference from the intersubjective logic in the interaction. It is in this formulation that Ben’s response to Vic’s challenge becomes more sophisticated than the simplistically inchoate and emotional displays of his previous turns. 

Not to be outdone, Vic comes back with an apparent agreement with Ben’s interpretation of Leah’s pursuing behavior but downgrades it with a mocking, humorous epilogue. In Turn 22 Vic’s utterance “I think so cos that was funny” can be heard on two levels of derision: first, Vic is explicitly saying that it was funny that Leah should be pursuing Ben while not disputing the veracity of the events themselves. Here Vic is again baldly putting down Ben’s claim to be an object of heterosexual desire. On another plane, Vic continues to mock Ben by implying that whatever currency Ben might have gained by alleging Leah’s interest in him is not a victory but a figure of entertainment for the other boys. To this, Ben is unable to respond and after a period of uneasy silence the boys become distracted by a two female research assistants outside the discussion room.


In sum, this interaction exemplifies how Ben at 10 years of age is  able to contest and respond to positions of masculinity especially in the realm of heterosexual attractiveness, desirability and desire. However, as we have noticed, Ben’s responses to direct challenges at this age can be described as rudimentary, emotional, and even inappropriate on occasion. Nevertheless, the interaction also demonstrates that a developing sophistication is already underway. This is mostly exemplified in Vic’s formulation of his challenges and his concession but also in Ben’s curious response to Vic’s concession. We will now use the next excerpt to show how Ben at 13 years of age is making use of a more sophisticated repertoire of defenses to challenges to his masculine identity in interaction.

Developing Sophistication of Responses to Identity Challenges at 13 years

Excerpt 2

Follow-up Group Discussion / 13-14-yr / Nov 2003 / 46:00 – 48:07

Participants: M – Moderator; K – Kev; V – Vic; B – Ben; A - Art 

01

K:
I like↑ this nice hot girl in my class Melinda

(.)

02

V:
[ huhuhuh ]

03

B:
[ huhuhuh ]

04

M:
         [what] about her↑

05

V:
we got [Shirley]

06

B:
            [I got this new] girl (.) this new girl came




[ooh ˚ she’s hot ˚]

07

V:
[we got a Mexican model] she’s from Chicago

08

M:
˚ hmhmhmh ˚

09

A:
˚ oh ˚

10
V:
that’s t’coolest thing in the world     {laughing voice, points up 







          with both arms above head}




˚ and she’s hot ˚

11

M:
so what are [you what are you going to do about it↑]

.

.

. 

36

M:
                 [so you have] this int interesting girls in your classrooms




but what is happening with them↑ y’know they’re they’re


37

B:
this new girl ok listen




this new girl came in 

she wz in my class I was like “Yes”




two days later two days (.) in my school (.)




she went out w’the short kid (.) that (.)   {shakes head}




no offence huhuhuh  {turns to Vic}

38

V:
none taken=    {extends both arms above head}

39

B:
=short huhuhuh short kid that




not even in class they didn’t even know each other




they just ended up going out and=

40

K:
=whatchyu do↑ punch him↑ [  I   will  ]

41

B:
                                              [it’s weird] I was so mad




[ I I walk in and I saw em hug]

42

V:
[ probably ((…)) show him pow]  {makes punching motion}

43

B:
I’m like “Wow that’s quick friendship”




and my friend’s like “They’re going out”




I was like I was like  {opens mouth wide and drops jaw}

44

A:
it’s confuse center 

45

B:
I was like “NO:::::::”

46

V:
hey Ben you dropped your [  ((  capri   tie ))  ]
 

47

M:
                                           [maybe they knew] each other before

48

B:
what?
49

M:
maybe they knew each other from before

50

B:
no:::  [(.) {shakes head} because she came from Branwood]

51
  
K:
         [  yeah  yeah   ((…)) huhuhuh]


The comparative segments of interactive talk, which illustrate Ben’s responses to challenges to his masculine identity at an older age, are taken from a follow-up group discussion that took place about two and a half years after the first discussion. Of the four boys in the follow-up discussion, Vic and Ben had participated in the discussion that has been already analyzed but are both 13 years old in the later discussion. Art and Kev were not in the same group discussion as Ben and Vic at ten but were in the same cohort group in elementary school and did partake in other differing group discussions at ten. As such, the four older boys knew each other in elementary school and often referred to common experiences from that period of their development in the follow-up discussion. At the time of the second discussion, Art and Vic were attending the same middle school and were still friendly on a daily basis. Ben and Kev were in two other separate schools. The moderator was the same person for both group discussions. Directly before the start of the first segment under consideration, the boys have been reminiscing about a classmate from elementary school named Paul, who they have depicted as a cheater, and the way he used to cheat that involved desks in the classroom. 

Establishment of Masculine Heterosexual Identity Credentials

The first segment of interest here begins approximately 46 minutes into the discussion and is initiated by Kev’s announcement that he likes a “nice hot girl” in his class. This seeds an interaction that establishes the boys’ situated identities as being heterosexually interested in good looking girls that lasts for 10 turns, after which the moderator challenges the boys on the issue of what concrete actions they have taken to realize their desires (Turn 11). After a rather extended segment of talk (Turns 12-35) in which this challenge is skirted around, the moderator reiterates the challenge in a mitigated form (Turn 37) that elicits a direct response from Ben. It is the sophistication and complexity of this response compared to Ben’s responses to Vic’s challenges at 10 years that form the primary analytical interest of this our contribution..


It would first be useful to analyze how these older boys establish their heterosexually masculine credentials in the first 10 turns of this segment. In Turn 1, Kev starts things off by stressing the word “like” in his expression of attraction to a girl, not just any girl, but “this nice, hot girl” in his class. The description of the girl as hot is emblematic of compulsory heterosexual talk about women by young males (Speer & Potter, 2000). However, Kev tempers this by using the adjective “nice” to preface “hot” and in doing so displays that he is not totally complicit with the dominant discourse that defines attractiveness solely on looks. In this way, he positions himself as both complying with, and resisting, a dominant discourse that could be frowned upon by the adult moderator. In addition, he claims familiarity with the girl by enunciating her name. Vic and Ben affirm Kev’s initial positioning by chuckling in a knowing way. In Turn 4 the moderator poses a question to Kev that at face value is a request for details as to why he finds Melinda attractive. As discursive action, the moderator’s question seems to pose a challenge to the other boys to present equivalent credentials to those that Kev has claimed for himself. This interpretation is supported by the sequential consequentiality of the moderator’s question since it triggers off a competition between Vic and Ben about hot girls in their recent school experiences.


Vic steps first into the fray in Turn 5 by saying “we got Shirley” which is very interesting because it constructs this Shirley as a possession: an object that is worth something and strive-worthy at least in these braod strokes of school or grade/class competitions. Not to be outdone, Ben overlaps the end of Vic’s turn with his own assertion that refocuses attention on himself through the use of the first person singular pronoun “I” as opposed to Vic’s more generalized plural “we” but reflecting Vic’s possessive construction by using the same verb “got.” He, however, uses particular discursive resources to sharpen the thrust of his competitive edge. These include describing the girl as new, with the implication that she might still be available to be won over; using repetition for emphasis; and reiterating, with an added emotional particle “ooh,” that the girl is hot. In the next turn (7), Vic ups the ante by claiming an external validation of his girl’s looks through her being a ‘model’ while exoticizing her as being Mexican and from Chicago. In this way he positions Shirley as unassailably attractive and desirably exotic to his cohort group of European American boys in a city in the Northeast. But that is not all. After muted positive receptions of this information by the moderator and Art, Vic tops off his trump of Ben’s competitive bid by averring that  Shirley’s origin, ethnicity and model good looks are “t’coolest thing in the world.” His use of such an extreme case formulation is an attempt to insulate his claims from further challenge by Ben. He also completes his turn by superfluously adding that “she’s hot” which is hearable as a purely rhetorical device to underscore his triumph in the sequence since, from his description of Shirley, one cannot but infer that she is the epitome of desirability. His manner of making this third assertion of “hot” is also performed in way that exemplifies being knowledgeable, if not cool: it is not to be vulgarly and loudly declared but rather self-evidently understated, the performance thus paralleling the content of the assertion.


In these initial ten turns, three of the boys actively assert masculine, heterosexual identities by claiming to be knowledgeable of what makes a girl desirable. Despite the competitive nuances of the interaction, a consensus is established that centers around the word “hot” and its attendant connotations such that the word itself is repeated three times in the interaction and each of the three boys deems it necessary to articulate it to claim it for himself. In this way, they, each in turn, ratify being “hot” as the paradigmatic characteristic of heterosexual desirability and interest. Another point to note is that already in this interaction, Vic’s responses to the competitive challenges to his masculine identity employ discursive devices that are more sophisticated than those employed by Ben at ten years of age. These include an appeal to validation by external standards, exoticizing the target of interest, and performing a “cool” positioning stance to complement an extreme claim of “cool.” Even more of these devices and strategies can be observed in Ben’s response to the moderator’s challenge to the boys to tell him what concrete actions they might be taking to realize their attraction to these “hot” girls, in more colloquial terms, to ‘put their actions where their mouths are.’ 

Burgeoning Defenses to Threatened Masculine Identity

The moderator first poses this challenge in Turn 11 in a straightforward fashion, addressing the boys with the second person plural pronoun “you” and framing the question as a direct challenge to their agency by employing the verb “do.” In the first instance the boys skirt around the challenge, this taking up 24 turns of talk, which will not be analyzed here. By reformulating the challenge in Turn 36, the moderator signals that he seems to be still somewhat unsatisfied with how the boys have been addressing his challenge. However, he mitigates the directness of the original formulation by: (1) prefacing the softened challenge with a reminder that the boys have talked about “interesting girls” in their classrooms; (2) changing the salient descriptor of the girls from “hot” to “interesting,” (3) reconfiguring the challenge from being focused on the boys’ agentivity ( “what are you going to do about it”) to a focus on a deagentivized rendering of external events impinging on the girls (“ what is happening with them”);  (4) using the discourse marker “y’know” to appeal to the boys to adjust their orientation to be more receptive to the substance of his query (Schiffrin, 1987, p. 309). This reformulation of the moderator’s challenge is successful as Ben immediately takes up the challenge of defending his threatened identity by telling a “small” story (cf. Schrauf, 2000) that includes many and varied discursive devices that he was not observed to have used at the age of ten.


Ben’s response is so rich and complex that it would be better to present an analysis of it that highlights the discursive devices he uses rather than laying out a line by line analysis. Of course, an analysis that fully exhausts all the strategies he uses is impossible to guarantee. Instead, it is hoped that the analysis does adequate justice to the complexity and sophistication of his defensive responses to the moderator’s challenge.

Use of a “small” story/narrative.

Ben employs a much better formed “small” story, albeit with interjections from the other boys, to explicate how the inability to attain the desirable girl’s attentions was out of his hands because she paired up with another boy in a surprisingly short amount of time. Although short, his narrative, is relatively well-formed, employing many of the classic Labovian features (Labov & Waletzky, 1997/1967), possessing an orientation (“this new girl…in my class”), complicating action (“two days later…and I saw them hug”), evaluative clauses (e.g., “Yes,” “two days,” “Wow that’s quick friendship,” inter alia) and even a coda/codetta (“because she came from Holden”). By contrast, Ben’s defense at ten consisted mainly of one-word enunciations and even his attempt at subverting the gossiper Leah’s motives consisted only of a small kernerl of a narrative with only one temporal juncture. At thirteen, Ben effectively employs a countering narrative to defend against any implication that his masculine agentivity and desirability may be wanting. Furthermore, at the start of his narrative he utilizes an explicit attention- getting marker to bid for the conversational floor: “ok listen.”

Externalization.

Ben’s “small” story in toto is hearable as an externalization device that shifts the cause of not getting the girl outside himself and onto the incomprehensible behavior of the girl. For example, she hooks up with someone else in “two days”; she had bad taste, choosing a “short kid”; the pairing was between two people who “didn’t even know each other” who “just ended going out.” In addition, Ben makes astute use of tokens that highlight the sheer inconceivable course of events such as “two days,” “even,” “just.” Another interesting externalization occurs when Ben describes his reaction as “it’s weird I was so mad” because the use of the impersonal pronoun “it” transfers the causality of his emotions outside himself onto an unknown external source. He did not choose to say, for example, “I found it weird” which would have located the source of the emotion within. In other words, he is saying that even he, the experiencer of the emotions, does not understand how they came to be felt, they must have come from outside himself, somewhere distant from his realm of comprehension. Moreover, this appeal to the events being weird and outside himself also functions to insulate his emotional response, “I was so mad,” from being heard as unreasonable, intemperate, and an instance of loss of control. 

Use of reported speech.

Reported speech is used liberally throughout the narrative, both as self-quotes and other-quotes. Consonant with Tannen’s (1989, p. 102) analysis, the reported speech serves to make the story more vivid, dramatic and believable because in order to report what was actually said in a past event, one had to have been there as a witness to it. Many of Ben’s self-quotes (e.g., “Yes,” “Wow that’s quick friendship”) provide an appreciative function (Vincent & Perrin, 1999) that underpins his distinct point of view while his direct reporting of his friend’s “They’re going out” functions in support of his own evaluations (ibid.).

Dramatization.

As has already been noted, Ben’s use of reported speech dramatizes his narrative. What is more, this employment of dramatization can be observed to build to a climax in Turn 45 through the ratcheting up of emotional tone, narrating volume, and paralinguistic support, as when Ben acts out his total surprise and disbelief at the end of Turn 43. This again reinforces the uncontrollability of the reported events and paints Ben as inculpable for the way things turned out.

Normalization.

The device of normalization is used in a very subtle way in Ben’s story. More commonly, a narrator provides direct details of how and why particular events or behavior should be considered normal in a community of practice (Wenger, 1998). Ben, however, transposes this strategy by describing and emphasizing the abnormal in the new girl’s behavior in order to imply what is normal through the transgression thereof. For example, he stresses that: she acted in “two days,” implying that the normal course of things takes a longer period; the two who paired up were “not even in class” and “didn’t even know each other,” suggesting that normally people go out with classmates and get to know each other before doing so. By highlighting the antithesis of normalcy, Ben thus makes the bounds of normalcy clear by implication and also that the new girl had stepped way beyond them. In doing so, he protects himself from the accusation of being ineffectual in the heterosexual marketplace of desire (Eckert, 1994).

Denigrating the unattainable: Stake inoculation.

In Ben’s “small” story, he succeeds in packing in a lot of discursive tokens that serve to derogate the “hot” “new girl” so that the loss of a potential object of desire is inoculated against a claim of ineffectiveness, essentially a stake inoculation strategy (Potter, 1996, pp. 125-128). Ben had earlier put his own efficaciousness and desirability at stake by talking up the new girl as “hot” that connotes a paradigmatic attractiveness and desirability. In relating how this ‘prize’ fell into the wrong hands, he employs devices that impugn her judgment: her choices are rash, this one only took “two days” and her actions constituted “quick friendship”; she has bad taste, going out with “the short kid”; she is indiscriminate in her choices, going out with someone she “didn’t even know”; she transgresses social norms by dating a boy who is “not even in class.” By denigrating the unattainable, Ben effectively protects his agentic masculinity against imputations of ineffectuality.

Show concessions. 

As described by Antaki and Wetherell (1999) show concessions usually have a three part structure in which the outer parts are equivalent negative evaluations that frame a positive concession between them. Usually, the positive concession is used as a contrast structure that serves to further accentuate the negativity of the evaluation in its second rendering, hence the designation of the concession as just for show. The way that Ben uses this device here is slightly unusual but interesting nonetheless. The first negative evaluation in the sequence articulates a pejorative view of the “short kid” that the new girl chose. Realizing that he might have made a faux pas because Vic is also short, Ben concedes that Vic is an exception to his implied assertion that short kids are repugnant by saying “no offense” to Vic. On being assured by Vic that no offense had been taken, Ben intensifies his negative evaluation of short boys by the use of repetition with interlaced derisory laughter. Such uses of show concessions has been demonstrated in the discourse of older adolescent boys (Korobov & Bamberg, in press) and here it serves to underscore Ben’s significant advances in deploying ever more complex discursive strategies in defense of his masculine identity.


Before we conclude the analysis it would be productive to examine the interjections of the audience and Ben’s reactions to them. First, in Turn 40 Kev suggests that the proper response to the events that Ben is relating should be an aggressive one that involves punching the short kid. In doing so, Kev poses a challenge to Ben’s agentivity by asking “whatchyu do?” and following this up by his own projected taking of this line of action. Kev thus positions himself as a representative of the stereotypical masculine stance that prescribes that an aggressive response must be given under circumstances of blocked goals. It is interesting that in this case, Ben resists complying with Kev’s alignment with this master narrative. In effect, his next turn (41) does not attend to this aggressive discourse, only perhaps using it as a justification for his becoming “so mad” on observing the pair hugging. Here we again, note how boys of thirteen are able to either comply or resist the interpellation of dominant discourses according to their individual and social-situational objectives. Ben’s resistance of the aggressive, power dominated master narrative of male reaction to thwarted ends becomes all the more impressive as he refuses to take up Vic’s reinforcement, both verbal and gestural, of Kev’s original challenge. Finally, in response to the moderator’s suggestion that the related events could have been caused by prior familiarity between the two parties, Ben responds with a concrete detail (“she came from Branwood”) that effectively negates the suggestion. An appreciative affirmation of Ben’s narrative by Kev in Turn 51 completes the codetta of this “small” story.

Discussion

It should be evident from the analysis that Ben at thirteen utilizes discursive constructions far more sophisticated and complex than those that he musters at the age of ten. More to the point, he is able to use these constructions to defend his interactive identity as a knowledgeable and competent heterosexual male participating in the heterosexual marketplace of desire and attraction. While his discursive strategies at age ten can be described as inchoate, by age 13 he is using devices and strategies that approach those normally described for adults. Moreover, a longitudinal comparison such as this is a rarity in the literature and there is a need for more research along these lines. It is through such longitudinal studies that more light can be shed on how persons develop the social ability to maintain and defend particular identities that may eventually coalesce to form a coherent sense of self over a life course.


Further, we hope to have demonstrated the utility in analyzing, on a fine-grained discursive level, the “small” stories that Ben specifically told in conversation to defend threats to his masculine identity from his interlocutors. Our analysis shows how telling a story is always subject to the reactions, both explicit and implicit, of the teller’s audience. The latter may either support or challenge the teller’s positions while continually positioning the teller and themselves reflexively with respect to master narratives or dominant discourses pertinent to the conversation at hand, in this case those of competing versions of masculinity extant in the culture at large as well as within the local culture of their cohort group. These positionings and repositionings, either in complicity with or resistant to master narratives, are always changing in the thrust and parry of conversation and can only be captured through attention to the interactive level of narratives in general, and “small” stories in particular.


To reiterate, we would like to advance the idea that the telling of “small” stories in conversation is the glue that not only provides the connective tissue for the eventual projection of  identity complexes (both reflexively and projectively into public domains) but is also that which  binds communities of practice together (Wenger, 1998). On a general plane, it is through the “small’ stories we tell each other on a quotidian basis that we affirm each other, provide subtle criticism, police group norms, and challenge each other to embrace new ideas and change, all in the service of constructing a fluid consensus of meaning and being in communities, both local and further a field. Specifically to our research participants, these “small” stories allow them to assert different forms of masculinities, try these out for size, be challenged and work up defenses, provisionally adopt some and discard others. In this way, we can begin to observe in real time how the performance-in-interaction of masculinities in particular, and identities in general, constitute the “entities” from which the performances are purported to originate. This is consonant with Butler’s (1990, 1993) writings on the performativity of identity/gender and parallel to a more recent disqiuisition on that theme (Pennycook, 2004). In sum, we are confident that this paradigm of “small”-story analysis on a fine-grained discursive level will make significant advances to a better understanding of the construction of fluid identities in interaction, especially as resources for the fashioning of more sedimented forms of coherent identities that a person chooses to practice in particular cultural milieux over more extended periods of time.  

A limitation that might be levied against this study is that it comes from one case study derived from a relatively limited data set. Nevertheless, it must be said that the strength of such a fine-grained qualitative analysis compensates for, and complements, the quantitatively derived orientation that privileges large scale samples. To wit, this type of analysis attempts to lay bare the real time microgenesis of fluid identity processes that are exquisitely sensitive to the demands of situated social interaction, something that no survey, questionnaire, nor structured interview can capture. In doing so, it would start to throw light on how participants navigate both reinforcing and conflicting interactional determinants while paying individualized obeisance to master narratives in forging and negotiating situated identities that are consummately flexible and attuned to their situational demands (cf., Malone, 1997). Further, as Bamberg (Bamberg, in press; Korobov & Bamberg, in press) has already articulated, investigations of how identities are microgenetically developed and locally construed in different discourse sites promise to be a nexus for future pedagogical considerations, not least because deeper and more descriptive insights into how these positions become pieced together early on in particular discourse situations should result in better interactive strategies than individualistic, therapy-derived, but nevertheless arguably misconstrued, ways of helping deprived and deficient young males become more responsible and reflective. 

Appendix A

Transcription  Conventions

(.)


Pause

=


Latching of successive talk

[overlap]

Overlapping speech

No:::


Elongation of prior syllable 

↑


Rising intonation

↓


Falling intonation

˚quieter˚

Quieter than surrounding talk

emphasis

Emphasis

LOUD


Strong emphasis

>faster<

Accelerated talk

<slower>

Drawn out talk

((…))


Talk unclear or inaudible

{comments}

Comments by transcriber including paralinguistics/non-verbals
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