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LANGUAGE AS SOCIAL PRACTICE – analysing conversation to explore how language reflects and constructs identity.

This paper concerns the ways in which language reflects identity. This will be explored through analysis of a conversation (an extract of it). Before undertaking this, I will present some background to my analysis by exploring some of the theory on language and identity. Discussion of the data from my conversation will also look at how my analysis confirms and differs from previous theory and research.

The terms ‘language’ and ‘identity’ are brought together under the term ‘discourse analysis.’ Both language and identity are largely social and cultural, so their study is well served by discourse analysis, for this discipline looks not only at patterns within and between texts, but also at “the social and cultural contexts in which the texts occur” (Paltridge, P1)

Discourse analysis takes a poststructuralist approach to conceptualising identity. Rather than simply being fixed by formations that preceded it, identity is “in process, constantly reconstituted in discourse each time we think or speak.” (Block P14). So the language that we use is one of the ways through which we attain and manifest such shifts (Thornborrow,). 

An important part of the social self is linguistic identity – that is, “how we communicate and interact with others through talk” (Thornborrow, P137). 

Indeed, we have multiple linguistic identities – each of which is enacted in the social setting that suits it (Paltridge). The words used in the different settings could be exactly the same – hence the importance of understanding what people mean by what they say, rather than what the words mean by themselves. Pragmatics is the term for such awareness. Pragmatics refers to the social, situational and textual context in which a person communicates

So this wider social system is “a semiotic, a system of meanings that is realised through the linguistic system” (Halliday, P121). This is pertinent to an issue that discourse analysts deal with – “to what extent are what we say and how we understand determined by forces outside us that speak through us, and to what extent are individuals responsible agents? ( Johnstone, P125)  

Regarding social identity, an important concept is group identity. Different groups can be seen as speech communities, with their own shared linguistic norms (Thornborrow,). One cannot usually determine one’s group identity on one’s own – it is also tied up with how others perceive one (which also influences one’s status within that group). Vital to acceptance in a group is communicative competence – “not only knowing a language, but also what to say to whom, and how to say it appropriately in a particular situation” (Paltridge, P 6). A further requirement is discursive competence – , this includes language and textual knowledge, as well as generic competence (knowing and being able to use the conventions applying to particular genres), and social competence (using language to express our social idnetity.\).

The conversation I will now analyse took place between myself and radio presenter John Doyle. The genre of this conversation is interview, and its purpose was to get material for a student newspaper article I was writing about him and his fellow radio presenter Greg Pickhaver (aka HG Nelson). The part of the conversation I will analyse took place toward the end of the interview.

By this stage I was asking a few “off the cuff” questions, as my prepared questions had run out. This is evidenced by the presence of a lot of “ahs”, “sort ofs” and long-windedness.

My “off the cuff” questions indicate my knowledge of the situational context, my background knowledge of the context, and the textual context of what John has been saying (Paltridge)

I tend to do a fair bit of prefacing (eg. “do you ah, have you come to sort of know . . .” – perhaps a sign of a nervous novice interviewer. John conducts his second adjacency pair utterance by cutting me off – this indicates that he understands my statement (and any questions it might lead to) and does not need to hear any more. His utterance does not refer to the subject of my previous utterance – Siro – John probably accepts my Siro reference as a valid example that he doesn’t need to elaborate on. 

John was speaking on behalf of his alter ego, sports commentator ‘Rampaging’ Roy Slaven. As well as interviewer/interviewee, we had the relationship of fan/ celebrity, non-famous/famous person. My second utterance shows that I am familiar with John’s work and its sociolinguistics – I refer to ‘Siro’, rather than the footballer’s real name (Paul Sironen).  I also refer to the catchphrase  Roy and HG devised for Sironen – “don’t the Poms hate Siro.” My words “bloke” and “Poms” fit into football’s wider ‘Aussie’ discourse.

Just as John and Greg have constructed the identities of Roy and HG, they have reconstructed the identities of sportspeople through attributing them with such nicknames as “the brick with eyes” and “Deborah Kerr.” Such addressing creates a sense of intimacy. As to Thornborrow’s point that addressing conventions can mark deference, condescension or insult (Thornborrow, P 142), I believe that John and Greg’a addressing does none of these.

John’s language in this extract sounds far more thoughtful and educated than most other sports commentators. This applies too when he’s performing Roy Slaven – though this is mixed in with a more animated style, with plenty of ‘Aussie colloquial. Both speakers know “how to use and respond to different speech acts” (paltridge, P 6) – myself in furnishing the example of Siro, echoing back to John what I had heard from his adjacency partner Greg; and John in being able to politely cut in to my second utterance at a moment when he detects that I’m getting on a ‘going round in circles track.’ 

Regarding Grice’s co-operative theory (Paltridge, P 62), based on the four sub-principles of quality, quantity, relation and manner, the only (slight) flouting is for manner – in my second utterance, which could be less long-winded. Although it’s not normally polite to cut in, this is acceptable if the current speaker appears to be flouting any of the se  sub-principles – so John was entitled to cut in.

In line 3 John initially says “I” before correcting himself with “we.” He has momentarily forgotten his adjacency partner, HG – his fellow creator of the Roy and HG speech community. This is interesting when you consider that “one’s talk is not the result of a single individual . . . but rather the result of two or more people jointly engaging in talk” ( Holtgraves, P89) Furthermore, people “are who they are because of (among other things) the way they talk” not “because of who they (already) are (Cameron cited in Paltridge, P12. For fictional characters, such as Roy and HG, “who they already are” did not apply before they were spoken into existence. 

Most of my analysis of this conversation has been qualitative. It has been partly sociolinguistic and partly ethnographic. It would be possible to do more quantitative work – comparing numbers of passive versus active expressions, number of colloquialisms etc, and even applying this to intertextual work – comparing this conversation with an extract from John’s radio programme. 

The interview is an example of an adjacency pair, which “reflects obvious regularities in peoples’ talk” (Holtgraves, P 93). Although my second utterance is really a statement, it still serves as a question, as it is designed to draw out more response from John. So the main feature of my study is question-answer. This displays how John and I understand one another’s talk and ground our conversational contributions (Holtgraves, P93). The first part (taken by my questions) in an adjacency pair, constrains what can follow – so an interview is especially constraining. Indeed, our interview shows “the essentially collaborative nature of conversational interaction.” (Holtgrave, P 98).  

The recorded interview is a ‘frequent and familiar speech event’ for John
- so the problems for novices to this format, which may distort their responses (Johnstone), did not apply. Research subjects are usually kept anonymous in research writings. Exceptions are usually made for public figures (Johnstone), and this would apply for John, for he spoke to me knowing his speech acts would be on the public record. 

Transcribing the conversation was far easier than if it had been a casual ‘normal’ conversation – this is because one does not always have one person speaking at a time. So the script-like appearance of this transcript would not be as real if it had been a ‘casual chat.’ Transcription involves choices of what information to include and to omit (Johnstone). I chose to include all the “ahs”, “sort ofs”, and “hums”, in order to reveal the full ‘realness’. John does a lot of “ah”, which in some circles is not regarded as very ‘professional.’

The communicative context of my interaction with John would be referred to by Johnstone as an “artful or formal mode” (Johnstone, P 114), which has received less attention from sociolinguists than casual talk. But, as she points out, “we can learn something about how language emerges and evolves from studying planned, careful talk too” )Johnstone, P 114)

My work in this study of language and identity has been in reverse order of the approach discourse analysts take – i have selected a conversation from my past and gone to work on exploring it in the light of the nexus of language and identity – whereas discourse analysts first devise the research questions and then choose useful texts for this purpose (Johnstone, P 127) 

 TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW BY MARK MARUSIC OF JOHN DOYLE

Mark: And do you ah, have you come to sort of know a lot of the sporting personalities through (John gulps) doing the show?

John: No, not at all, ah I, we’ve always felt that, ah, it’s best never to get to know them (Mark: hum), it’s better never to get to know anyone, ah once you know someone ah you realise they’re very nice people and your objectivity’s gone, so you’ve got to ah maintain the distance. I guess to be as cruel (Mark:right) as the humour demands you be (Mark: hum), because humour is a very cruel medium, ah so we never get to know anyone, we avoid all functions where you might get to know someone.

Mark: Yeah, well Greg mentioned that in regard to ah Siro for instance, that ah a lot of the irony of this thing about ah a bloke the Poms love to hate comes from the fact that (John: hum) he’s ah actually quite a nice bloke when you come to get to meet him (John: sure, sure), and I suppose if you did get to sort of meet him it would be a bit difficult to ah

John (cutting in): Indeed, yeah, we’ve had cursory meetings with people like Paul Dunn the other day, but never any more than that, ah so you can just be as fractious as you (Mark: hum) have been in the past ah towards them, yeah, so it’s important. 
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