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“Strip Poker! They don’t show nothing’”

Positioning identities in adolescent male talk about a television game show

Abstract
The purpose of this article is to approach male ‘identities’ as highly interactive and empirical phenomena that occur in talk.  In talk, identities are approached as occasioned conversational resources that are locally and rhetorically constructed.  Further, we conceptualize ‘identities’ as ‘interactional identities’ that are employed by interactants in situ, not as one identity here and then another identity there, but as a complex weaving of ‘positionings’.  As such, we will apply the discursive notion of ‘positions’ and ‘positioning’ in order to examine how a group of 10-11 year old boys work up their identities during a stretch of ‘naturally-occurring’ talk about seeing female nudity on a television game show.  Our argument is that their identities are best viewed as a confluence of positionings—as ‘masculine’, ‘heterosexual’, ‘childish’, and as ‘consumer critics’.  Most importantly, we will show how these positionings are crafted in less than fully obvious, direct, or self-incriminating ways.  By doing such mitigation, the boys are able to do two things simultaneously:  They are able to 1) hedge their commitment to ‘hetero-normative masculinity’, particularly to those features that may suggest shallowness, chauvinism, or sexism, while 2) displaying a clear interest in ‘heterosexual desire’.  
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“Strip Poker! They don’t show nothing’”

Positioning identities in adolescent male talk about a television game show

Within the ‘new psychology’ of masculinity (see Good, Wallace, & Borst, 1994; Levant, 1996; Thompson, Pleck, & Ferrera, 1992), the notion of ‘identity’ is seen as plural, as captured with the often cited idea of ‘multiple masculinities’ or multiple masculine identities (Connell, 1995; Levant, 1996).  Within this perspective, identities are treated as an effect of the way ‘masculine gender roles’ and ‘masculine ideologies’ are internalized by individuals.  Trading heavily on some of the central tenets of ‘self categorization theory’ and ‘social identity theory’ (Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel & Turner, 1979), these researchers argue that men’s identities are (in part) the outcome of an ongoing psychological constructive processes of categorization, identification, and social comparison (see Kilianski, 2003; Levant, 1996).  As such, however much it is claimed that identities are ‘plural’, ‘social’ or ‘ideological’, they are often examined as essentially psychological phenomena that exert a determining influence on thought and behavior.  These efforts, in turn, inform experimental procedures that ostensibly measure components of men’s identities (attitudes, feelings, etc), which are then used as predictive or explanatory variables.  

While this type of approach is common in psychology, the purpose of this article is to approach male ‘identities’ as highly interactive empirical phenomena that occur in talk.  Here, identities are approached as occasioned conversational resources that are locally and rhetorically constructed.  Further, identities are being conceptualized as ‘interactional identities’ that are employed by ‘interactants’ in situ, not as one identity here and then another identity there, but as a complex weaving of ‘positionings’ (Bamberg, in press).  As such, one of the central aims of this article is apply the discursive notion of ‘positions’ and ‘positioning’ in order to examine how a group of 10-11 year old boys work up a range of evaluations during a stretch of ‘naturally-occurring’ talk about seeing female nudity on a television game show.  Our goal is to show how their ‘masculine’ identities are actually a confluence of positionings—for instance, involving they way they position themselves as ‘children’, and then subvert that; with the way they position themselves as ‘heterosexuals’, and then mitigate against certain features of that; with the way position themselves as members of a ‘culture of consumerism’, and then resist that.    

More specifically, we are interested in how their evaluations and assessments about seeing female nudity on TV get ‘on-record’ in a way that side-steps the appearance of being overly serious about them (Antaki, in press; Speer & Potter, 2000).   In the present data, these evaluative moves involve laughable exaggeration, idiomatic formulations of ‘not knowing’, and appeals to common-sense (among other things), all of which allow the boys to display a tongue-in-cheek investment in their views, thus preserving the quality of ‘deniability’ should they be challenged (see Gough, 2001; Potter, 1998; Speer, 2002).  We are interested in how the insulated nature of such evaluative views, as well as the formulations that are used to ‘bring them off’ are instrumental for constructing positions that allow the boys to demonstrate the curious negotiability that takes place in the interactive doing of their gendered identities.  

In terms of the specific ‘positionings’ noted above, we will show how the boys design their descriptions and evaluations to delicately position themselves as ‘children’ who are both very ‘heterosexual’ and ‘masculine’ in their orientation to more ‘adult-like’ and ‘consumer cultural’ activities.  As discursive psychologists, we are interested in examining how these positionings are occasioned and locally put to use within interaction, and we are determined to explain this without recourse to either psychological speculation or cultural exegesis (Antaki & Widdicombe, 1998).   As is often the case in ‘naturally occurring’ talk, where there is no researcher to ask about one’s affiliation with certain social identities, the boys do not explicitly name the identities that they are trading on, such as ‘we are masculine because’ or ‘this is heterosexual’.  Rather, they make evaluations and assessments that occasion certain features of those identities, features which are treated by the others as ‘relevant’ and ‘procedurally consequential’, useful and (at times) problematic (Sacks, 1992; Widdicombe, 1998).  In doing so, they engage in what we will argue is a continuous process of positioning themselves alongside the ever changing features of the very ‘identities’ that they are in the process of constructing.   

Positions, Positioning, and Identity

Before moving further, it is necessary to discuss what is and is not meant with the use of ‘positioning’, how it fits within discursive psychology (from here, DP), and how it is analytically useful for examining the formation of identities.  We will first discuss what we mean by ‘positions’, and then what we mean with ‘positioning activities’.  Our argument is that these terms are useful for connecting an interest in studying talk as it is used for doing social interaction with studying talk as it is employed to ‘do identity’ (Antaki & Widdicombe, 1998; Bamberg, in press).    

According to Bamberg (in press), there are two common ways of conceptualizing ‘positions’.  The more traditional, Foucauldian view is to see ‘positions’ as resources with an ‘off-the-shelf’ life—that is, as grounded in master-narratives, cultural discourses, texts, institutional norms, etc.  While not exactly an endorsement of strong discursive determinism (because subjects do have some choice about which ‘positions’ to take up), discursive work that adopts this more post-structural view of ‘positioning’ often launders the participants’ discursive activities through the extant meanings associated with discourses, repertoires, ideologies, norms, etc.  The other, more ethnomethodological view of ‘positioning’ that we adopt in this article begins with a view of ‘positions’ as interactively drawn-up, resisted, and amended by participants.  In this view, ‘positions’ are not off-the-shelf resources, but are indexed and occasioned as an effect of the way the social interaction is ordered, made relevant and attended to as an ongoing agentive accomplishment of the subject-within-context.  

‘Positions’ are, however, not equivalent to activities or conversational devices in the way that discursive psychologists typically use these terms.  Rather, ‘positions’ are a way of describing the force that certain activities, devices, and ordering procedures have for establishing the relational constellation of the participants present or imagined.  This is especially obvious when the talk occasions the features of identity-rich categories.  ‘Positions’ emerge as the identity-relevant effects of the way speakers order conversational devices and discursive activities (Bamberg, 1997, 2000, in press; Korobov, 2001).  To work up an identity position, speakers use language to order what the talk is ‘about’, constructing stories, people, evaluations, event descriptions, and so on in certain ways—hence, establishing the ‘aboutness’ of talk.  In doing this, speakers simultaneously orient themselves to this ‘aboutness’ in interactively relevant ways in order to do social interaction and, most importantly, to establish their identities.  

For instance, an adolescent boy may construct the evaluation (“Man (.) that girl’s a babe”) and may then employ the tag of ‘you know’ at the end of the evaluation.  Such an evaluation and casual-looking token simultaneously establishes the terms by which the content is established and the speaker’s local position on that content, and as such, begins to pull for a certain form of social interaction (intersubjectivity, agreement, etc).  But the evaluation and tag may also work, as Sacks (1992) notes, as one of many membership categorization devices which order together the participants and imagined others into collections of ‘things’ that may be treated as similar, disparate, good, bad, etc.  When one analyzes how these devices and activities are ordered and attended to by the participants, one can begin to see how the devices and activities that do social interaction also (at times) cast speakers and listeners into endogenously produced identity ‘positions’ that can be useful for managing a sense of how one is ‘coming across’.  

This idea addresses part of what we mean with the use of ‘positioning activities’.  ‘Positioning’ is not an activity in the same way that ‘disagreeing’ is an activity.  We can show where and how a participant is ‘disagreeing’ and what it is doing as a form of social interaction.  That is, we can show how disagreement is managed and brought off for the interaction.  But simply examining it’s usefulness as a way of doing social interaction doesn’t necessarily tell us anything about it’s usefulness in the accomplishment of ‘identities’.  By conceptualizing ‘disagreeing’, for instance, as a ‘positioning activity’, we are drawing attention to the way it functions to position selves vis-à-vis one another and vis-à-vis a discursively established world ‘out there’.  We are attempting to underscore the ways that some activities (and the linguistic devices and sequential arrangements that constitute them) are employed to do not only social interaction, but also social identities.   

As noted above, it is useful to draw on Sack’s (1992) work on membership categorization devices and category-bound attributes.  Like Sacks, we are partly interested in calling upon what we as members of a culture know about the conventionalized features of certain identities as well as the formulaic and indexical nature of certain expressions in order to make claims about when identities are being made relevant.  But at the same time we are determined to offer a sequentially grounded account that guards against ascriptivism, which means that when we think that the categorical features of certain identities are being batted about, we are obligated to say how it is there and how it is relevant for the participants (Antaki & Widdicombe, 1998).      

Positioning and discursive psychology

While this view of positioning certainly connects with some of the central predilections of ethnomethodology, its fit within discursive psychology still deserves clarification, particularly since there are many varieties of DP.  One variety of DP that has gained popularity for its discussion of ‘positioning’ is the early work of Davies & Harré (1990), but most notably Harré & van Langenhove’s (1999) edited book, Positioning Theory.  Harré and colleagues offer positioning as an ‘immanentist’ replacement for a clutch of static, non-discursive, and overly-cognitive concepts like ‘role’, or role theory.  They genuflect towards ‘positioning’ as a fluid, dynamic, and liberating alternative.  Positioning is introduced as the vanguard for an immanent view of conversational action.  Or, more precisely, they offer an ethogenic conception of positioning as the dynamic and ever changing assignment of rule-governed rights and duties (inherent in ‘story-lines’) among groups of social participants (see Varela & Harré, 1996).     

This ethogenic conception of positioning is couched within Harré’s weaker version of social constructionism and his immanent conception of social representations.  This view of positioning is at odds with the discursive psychological view of positioning that we are advancing.   For starters, we question the place of ethogenics for discursive psychology (see Potter & Wetherell, 1987, 1998).   Harré’s use of positioning works to extract from discourse sets of rules that people use.  Although the knowledge needed to manage such rules is said to be immanent within the discourses themselves, Harré notes that rules are not reducible to the discourses (Varela & Harré, 1996).  This seems to posit a kind of storehouse of social knowledge which enables acts of positioning to stand as indexes of the moral order.  As Potter & Wetherell (1987) have argued, extracting ‘social rules’ from the construction or performance of them is problematic.  It reifies the idea of ‘social rules’ and undermines the diachronic relationship between description and evaluation.  In contrast, the version of DP being drawn on here argues that psychology’s traditional armamentarium of concepts be analyzed as topics that are attended to and managed in talk, rather than being resources that psychologists haul to the discursive scene.   Discursive work ought to open up available rhetorical versions rather than tracing those versions back to the rules and norms that purportedly make them possible.  

We also differ with the way Harré attempts to update the traditional view of social representations by fitting it with his view of the ‘discursive turn’.  Although he treats social representations as immanent within social practices, the representations nonetheless maintain a kind of ‘cognitive ontology’ (Potter & Wetherell, 1987).  We should note that the version of DP we are advancing here is not an ontological position.  It is purely epistemological.  As such, our version of DP parts company with Harré’s conceptualization of cognition.  As alluded to above, we prefer to argue that ‘rules’, ‘beliefs’, ‘attitudes’ and everything concerning the ‘mind’ and ‘world’ are to be treated analytically as discourse’s topics and business (Edwards, 1997; Edwards & Potter, 1992; Potter, 1996; Potter & Edwards, 2003).  They are the topics we construct and mobilize in our evaluations, event descriptions, and stories in order to get things done, especially our identities. 

Data and Analysis

The data presented here come from the first phase of a longitudinal and cross-sectional study investigating adolescent boys’ (ages 10-15) discourse development (Bamberg, in press).  The first phase of the study lasted about six weeks, and involved the collection of ‘naturally occurring’ data.  These data were elicited by taking the boys on after-school outings to various places, like apple-orchards, bowling alleys, and to recreational centers to play ping-pong, pool, billiards, etc.  The aim was to create an environment where they could simply ‘hang out’ and talk about whatever they wanted.   The adults present (only a couple) generally remained in the periphery.  

The particular excerpt we will analyze took place in the back of a van on the way to go apple picking.  By the time of this outing, the boys had already grown accustomed to wearing the small mini-disc recorders (that fit into their pockets), and as a result there was not any referencing, joking, or playing with the recorders.  This particular van ride was comprised of four 10 year old boys (all given pseudonyms).  There was only one adult in the van at the time, the driver, who was not involved in the conversation at all.   For analytic purposes, the transcript has been divided into four sections (see Appendix 1 for transcription conventions).  The transcript picks up as the boys are talking about movies that they have seen.  This leads to Jamal remarking that once his dad let his brother rent “a stripper movie” which we then find out was the movie “Striptease”.   Upon hearing this, Kyle announces “STRIP POKER!” and the conversation shifts to talking about the television game show, Strip Poker
.

While our analysis will focus on the kinds of things discursive psychologists are generally concerned with (the way evaluations are described, actions performed, issues of stake and accountability) we will incorporate the notion of ‘positions’ and ‘positioning’ in order to discuss how the boys to orient to the features of several relevant identities: being ‘children’, being ‘heterosexual’, being ‘masculine’, and being ‘consumer critics’.  Initially, we will show how they position themselves as ‘children’ with a limited range of privileges.  We will note how they begin to subvert this characterization, and how they use the features of ‘heterosexuality’ and ‘masculinity’ to do this.  We will specifically focus on how the boys bring off a range of evaluations about the game show Strip Poker, evaluations cloaked in formulations of ‘not-knowing’, irony, and laughable hyperbole.  These evaluations not only occasion the identity category of ‘critics’ of consumer culture, but they also allow the boys to position themselves as ‘heterosexual’.  These positions are occasioned as the boys manage the dilemmas of seeming ‘naïve vs. informed’ as consumer critics, and ‘excited/aroused vs. not too desperate’ as heterosexual consumer critics interested in seeing female nudity.  

Section 1

Lines 1-31

Participants: Kyle, Arthur, Jose, Jamal

1
Kyle:

have you seen “Scream 3”

2
Arthur:

no

3
Kyle:

ahh::: that was sca::::ry::

4
Arthur:

my mom doesn’t let me see rated R movies

5
Jose:

(1.5) Scream 3 isn’t really rated R

6
Kyle:

uh (.) it’s like PG-13 er’ something like that

7


((8 seconds of diverted talk about the van slowing down))

8           Jose:

my mom only lets me watch some rated R movies (1.0) if 

9


they’re not bad (.) really really bad (.) but normally all I 

10


can see is PG-13 movies (.) up to there

11
Jamal:

my mom (.) my mom and dad don’t really care (.) well my 

12


mom cares if I watch rated R but my dad doesn’t really care 

13


(1.0) he’s just like ↓“o::kay:: so:: wa’”=

14         Arthur:

=does he act like this ((in deep voice)) “HEY (.) do you 

15

wanna watch a rated R movie (.) come right in here (.) >yur’ 

16

mom’s not gonna get tell’d< yer’ mom won’t mind=

17
Kyle:

=that’s what MY=

18
Jamal:

=is that [what your dad says]

19
Kyle:  

 
[that’s::what my tha]t’s what sometimes=

20
Jamal:

=but once (.) once=

21
Kyle:

=look at that (.) that’s Peter’s girlfriend (1.0) everybody (.) Peter’s 

22


girlfriend (.) look behind you

23
Jamal:

once he let my brother (.) he let my brother rent a stripper movie=

24
Kyle:

=everybody (.) Peter’s girlfriend (.) right there (2.0) Peter’s girlfriend

25


(.) Peter’s girlfriend=

26
Jose:

=Peter doesn’t have a girlfriend=

27
Kyle:

=[Peter has a girlfriend and it’s a tra:::shcan] 

28
Jamal:

  [hey Arthur do you know what that movie] was?=

29
Kyle:

=one of those recycling bins= 

30
Jamal:

=striptease

31
Kyle:

STRIP POKER!




This first section precedes the first topicalization of Strip Poker (in line 31).  Kyle opens with a question about “Scream 3”, which receives a minimal non-evaluative response from Arthur.  Kyle furnishes an evaluation of the movie, one that uses emphatic stress to play up the heightened feature of ‘scariness’, and by extension, he positions himself as scared by it.  Arthur orients to the feature of ‘scariness’ as an index of the category ‘rated R’, which is relevant as a type of movie that his mom doesn’t let him see.  Three things are relevant in Arthur’s response (line 4): first, he positions himself as passive (“my mom doesn’t let me”); second, the construction “doesn’t let me” is the generalized, iterative present tense; third, there is event pluralization with “see rated R movies”.  Taken together, this is a script formulation (Edwards, 1995) where a generalized and recurring state of affairs is indexed (he isn’t allowed to see rated R movies) and a general disposition about his mother (she regularly doesn’t let him) is given to account for it.   This not only positions Arthur as unaccountable for his lack of knowledge about “Scream 3”, but it also positions him as a ‘child’ under the supervision of his mother, and his mother as ‘not letting’ him see something that Kyle has just shown interest in.       


In line 8, Jose continues Arthur’s scripting project (both with the use of the iterative present tense and with event pluralization), but Jose’s position isn’t as generalized.  The use of “only” works like a temporal adverb (equivalent to ‘at times’) and the qualifier of ‘some’ in “some rated R movies”, coupled with the conditional of “if they’re not bad” works to position his mother as a bit more permissive than Arthur’s mom, and himself, by extension, as having more privileges.  The upgrade of “really really bad” only further emphasizes this characterization.  His digression of “but normally all I can see” is instrumental.  It attends to the issue of ‘overdoing it’, or exaggerating his privileges too much, and re-scripts (with the use of “normally”, the ECF of “all, and iterative present tense in “can see”) a position of being a ‘child’ that is commensurate with Arthur’s position.  

In line 12, Jamal introduces the category of ‘dad’ into the discussion, and following his self-correction in line 11 (“well my mom cares”), begins to differentiate his ‘mom’ from his ‘dad’ by trading on the disposition of ‘caring’.  He de-emphasizes the intensity of his dad’s concern (with the softener “just” in line 13) and drops pitch in animating his dad’s voice as a nonchalant register in “o::kay so:: wa’”.  The downshift in register is heard as a turn projection cue, and is taken up in the form of a co-participant completion by Arthur, who extends the project of animating how Jamal’s dad might act in such a situation.  Arthur’s formulaic construction of the dad’s response is telling.  The first part is almost tautological in its simplicity, hearable as ‘if you wanna watch it, come watch it’.  This positions the activity of watching a rated R movie as unproblematic, and his dad as offering unfettered access to it.  The second part (beginning with “yur’ mom’s not gonna”) draws up a co-conspiratorial position with the son against the mother.  There is something idiomatic about the way it is formulated, as if it could be heard as ‘out of sight, out of mind’ or ‘what she doesn’t know won’t upset her’.  This constructs the mother as perhaps needing to be protected from ‘reality’, the dad in cahoots with the son, and the son as being extended more adult (perhaps ‘masculine’) privileges.   

This claim that ‘masculine’ identities are lurking begins to become more obvious.  Jamal orients to Arthur’s positioning of ‘dads’ by attempting a bid for the floor in line 20, with a recycled turn beginning in line 23, to point out that once his dad let his brother rent a stripper movie.  There is an indexical force in the use of ‘stripper’ in characterizing the movie.  Jamal could have said ‘rated R’ or any number of other descriptors.  The choice of ‘stripper’ is an upgraded evaluation that seems occasioned by Arthur’s account in lines 14-16 of the permissive nature of what dads’ allow their sons to see.  It treats the dad’s openness as openness about something in particular—i.e., sexualized forms of female nudity, as indexed with the use of ‘stripper movies’.  Here is where the positioning of certain features of the identity category ‘masculinity’ start to become relevant, something that will increasingly open up as the interaction unfolds.  

In trying to regain the floor in line 28, Jamal reorients to his event description in the form of a pre-announcement that works to explore Arthur’s receptiveness to a possible forthcoming announcement about the name of the ‘stripper movie’ (see Schegloff, 1990).  By doing this, Jamal is orienting to the potential ‘trouble’ that may be lurking in such an announcement.  Jamal announces it as “Striptease” (line 30), and immediately upon hearing this, Kyle shouts out “Strip Poker!”.  Kyle’s exclamation is not designed as a question (with rising intonation), as if to check whether he heard Jamal correctly.  Rather, it is a full-out exclamation that plays off of the word ‘strip’ in “Striptease” in making relevant another two-part word that begins with ‘strip’, “Strip Poker”.  In this way, it surfaces as a kind of spontaneous alliteration, or tying mechanism that works to renew the relevance of ‘stripping’, but in a way that (as we will see) projects ‘stripping’ in a new direction.   

Section 2 

Lines 31-40

31
Kyle:

STRIP POKER!



32
Jamal:

no (.) striptease=
33
Jose: 

=°Oh (.) [I’ve watched that] °

34
Kyle:

              [the nake::d player]::s=

35
Jamal:

=on tape (1.0) nu::thing covered=

36
Kyle:

=OHH YEAH:::=

37
Jamal:

=oh I wouldn’t dare let my brother (.) when he was eleven (.) rent that

38
Arthur:

there’s naked (.) the naked players
39
Jose:

do you watch that show (.) Strip Poker=

40
Kyle:

=STRIP POKER (.) THEY DON’T SHOW NOTHING’ 


By emphasizing the word ‘tease’, Jamal’s rejoinder of “No (.) Striptease” in line 32 orients to Kyle’s “STRIP POKER” as a potential alliterative misread.  It re-foregrounds the topic of “Striptease” for potential uptake.  Lines 33-38 involve a jostling back and forth between the movie “Striptease” and the game show “Strip Poker”.  In lines 33 and 34, Jose and Kyle overlap in orienting back to Kyle’s exclamation of “STRIP POKER” and treat it as the television game show “Strip Poker”—as something that Jose has watched and that, according to Kyle, features ‘naked players’.  Jamal’s turn in line 35 can be heard as a continuation of his turn in 32, where he re-topicalizes the movie “Striptease” in a two-part evaluation of the movie.  Noting that it was “on tape” may seem repetitive, since he said earlier (line 23) that it was rented.  However, when set next to the second part of the evaluation (“nothing covered”), it seems to orient to the unedited feature of being ‘on tape’.  As such, the ‘nothing covered’ part is hearable as the relevant thing about unedited, ‘on tape’ material.  The ‘nothing covered’ indexes what is relevant about ‘strippers’.  In these few lines, the boys move between “Striptease” and “Strip Poker”, both of which are oriented to because they feature nudity and/or stripping.    


Kyle’s formulaic appreciation (“OHH YEAH:::”) in line 36 works as the first demonstrative evaluation of such features.  Such a formulaic response is heard as a response to the two prior turns, where ‘naked players’ and ‘nudity’ figure prominently.  As such, there is grounds to treat his exclamation as an index for a type of appreciation that is conversationally normative in heterosexual ‘masculine’ banter—that is, an open and enthusiastic excitement about seeing naked women (Brooks, 1997; Levant, 1997).   But rather than offering an upgraded or same assessment, Jamal’s rejoinder in line 37 begins with a delay token (“oh”) and then follows with a weak disagreement (“I wouldn’t dare”) (see Pomerantz, 1984).   His use of ‘dare’ indexes that there is something potentially dangerous or risky in what his father did by letting the brother rent a rated R movie as an 11-year old.  By drawing up such a position, Jamal positions his father as potentially irresponsible, and himself within a more adult-space of responsibility.  Two identities seem to be lurking here: the first being a stereotypically ‘masculine’ identity in which the features of lust and sexual attraction are salient; the other a more adult, rational identity where the feature of responsibility seems salient.

In line 38, we hear Arthur offer an evaluation of “Strip Poker” that repeats the feature of “naked players” that Kyle offered in line 34.   The next turn (line 39) is a question from Jose, one that is stated with an emphasis on “that” in “do you watch that show”.  The use of ‘that’ and the emphasis on it has indexical force.  It points back to Arthur’s prior utterance where “Strip Poker” has been re-topicalized, and where “naked players” is yet again the relevant feature.  As such, Jose’s question is about ‘watching’ that show, where the “that” indexes “naked players”.  The question has the potential to be heard less as a straightforward request for information, but as a move that is subtly questioning the motives of “you” (likely Arthur or Kyle) for watching a show that features naked players.  

Kyle immediately self-selects and offers a response with a dispreferred turn shape.  Rather than answering in the preferred way of ‘yes I do’ or ‘no I don’t’ (where one’s agency is marked), he opens by linguistically marking “Strip Poker”, and then continues on to assess the show in the negative, with “THEY DON”T SHOW NOTHING’”.  By doing this, Kyle is able to demonstrate knowledge about the show, but in critical way that mitigates against the perception (possibly indexed in both Jose’s question and in his own exclamation in line 36) that he is swept away or overly taken by seeing nudity.  This critical posture signals the beginning of a process of positioning themselves as heterosexual and masculine ‘critics’ who are interested in seeing nudity and stripping, and even complaining about not getting to see it, while simultaneously not appearing desperate for it or ignorant about why they are not seeing it.  

Section 3

Lines 40-51

40
Kyle:

=STRIP POKER (.) THEY DON’T SHOW NUTTIN’ 

41
Jamal:

I KNOW (.) they have like THREE PAIRS of underwear on (.) and like

42


[FIVE BRA::S]

43
Kyle:

[they have like] they have like 46 pairs of shorts for em’ (.) LIKE FIVE 

44


PAIRS OF SOCKS ON (.) TWO PAIRS OF SHOES (.) LIKE SIX 

45


JACKETS (.) I MEAN WHAT’S WITH THIS (1.0) IT SAYS STRIP (.) 

46


poker (.) not let’s let’s see who can wear the most AND NOT STRIP!  

47


((laughter, 2.0))

48
Arthur:

yeah (.) I wish they’d have somebody actually stri=

49
Jamal:

=yeah they are still left with like a shirt on and two pairs of underwear=

50
Kyle:

=yeah (.) the farthest they got once was like underwear and a bra (1.0) 

51


that’s the farthest they got = 


In lines 41-45, Jamal and Kyle collude in building upgraded, hyperbolic assessments in describing just how much the contestants don’t show.  They do this through exaggerated, if not impossible sounding descriptions of all the clothes that the contestants layer on.   As such, it heard as a gag, and treated as one (the boys end up laughing).  But there may be something else accomplished with the use of such exaggerations, something relevant that figures into the doing of ‘masculinity’ and ‘heterosexuality’.  One must remember that they are exaggerating the absence of something (nudity) that they have already displayed interest in.  There is the potential, then, to see the exaggeration as a part of an activity (however mitigated) of complaining about not getting to see nudity.  

There are two ways to make a case that the joking also works as ‘complaining’.  For starters, the weight of detail in the descriptions, coupled with the emphatic stress, makes the descriptions hearably absurd (see Antaki, in press).  Absurdity, as Antaki (in press) notes, is good camouflage.  Unlike precisely stated detailed descriptions, absurd sounding ones are not easily undermined.  They can be retracted or laughed off quite easily.  This might suggest that the gag might be doubling as a complaint, since complaining is generally something one does not want to be obvious about.  The second, and more obvious bit of evidence comes with Kyle’s “I MEAN WHAT’S WITH THIS” in line 45.  The phrase is an idiomatic formulation, delivered with vigor, and packaged in the form of a rhetorical, wh-question construction (see Koshik, 2003).   These types of rhetorical questions often come in an already-established environment of complaint, and as such, work to underscore something problematic about prior utterances (Koshik, 2003).  These types of formulations have been variously called ‘displays of uncertainty’ or ‘displaying a lack of understanding’, and are common in the analysis of prejudice talk (Edwards, 2000; Speer & Potter, 2000).  By displaying uncertainty (“what’s with this”), one is able to indirectly construct something as problematic by claiming to have a difficulty understanding it.

Although Kyle’s statement is designed as a humorous quip, it also works as a complaint about the incongruity between what the show seems to promise (stripping) and what it actually delivers (not stripping), as seen in lines 45-46.  Because of its indirectness, it can be easily denied or deflected if challenged for appearing chauvinistic, immature, shallow, or sexist.  They could claim that they are railing against the hypocrisy of the show, and not so much against the lack of nudity per se.  But this option to equivocate seems to be partly undermined with Arthur’s follow-up statement in line 48. He plays ‘emotions’ against ‘world’ in saying that he ‘wishes’ that ‘they’d actually have someone strip’.  It constructs the show as blocking the attainment of a desire, something ingredient in acts of complaining.  As such, the focus of his desire is more centrally about seeing some ‘actual’ stripping.  There is a bit of an equivocation, then, between directness and indirectness. 

Nevertheless, these formulations (particularly Kyle’s idiomatic ‘what’s with this’ in line 45) orient to dual identity positions that seem to be gaining force as the interaction unfolds.  These formulations and the discursive activities that they are apart of allow the boys to display a ‘heterosexual’ and stereotypically ‘masculine’ position of interest and desire in seeing nudity and stripping, but in a way inoculates against appearing too desperate, shallow, or immature about it.   

Section 4

Lines 50-62

50
Kyle:

=yeah (.) the farthest they got once was like underwear and a bra (.) 

51


that’s the farthest they got = 

52         Jose:

=that’s the farthest they are ALLOWED to go (.) >what’s they gonna

53

do< just blurt it all off  

54         Jamal:

no nobody’s ever gone that way cause nobody wants to take off their=

55         Jose:

=cause the game stops after that

56         Jamal:

[yeah:: (.) like]

57         Kyle:

[>and then an’] then and then<=

58 
Jamal:

=and the girls just like keep on taking off all their tops=

59 
Kyle:

=cause that’s cause (.) and then it says (.) and then it says (.) and then at 

60


the end they make them get down and take off everything (.) and they=

61
Jose:

=I know (.) but they NEVER take off everything=

62
Kyle:

=yeah (.) they probably take it off right after the show stops (.) you know


This last section features Jose (in particular) displaying his knowledge about the tacit rules of the way the show works, thus working up a worldly and knowing, adult-like position.  Jose’s emphasizes that there are limits or rules which prevent the players from getting fully naked.  His emphasis on “allowed” (line 52) and his wh-question construction in “what’s they gonna do” both work to challenge Jamal and Kyle’s prior utterances.  The exaggerated “just blurt it all off” that follows the rhetorical question construction questions Kyle and Jamal for having desires that not only violate the show’s rules, but that are also hearably absurd.   While Kyle and Jamal may have inoculated their positions from appearing shallow or chauvinistic, they are being positioned in this instance as ‘naïve’.  


Jamal’s next turn makes explicit the implicit negative assertion in Jose’s wh-question challenge (with “no nobody’s ever”).   As such, he appears to agree with Jose’s assessment that full-out stripping won’t ever happen, but the reason Jamal cites has nothing to do with the rules of what is and isn’t allowed.   He constructs the contestants (hearable as female contestants because of their talk of ‘bras’) as not ‘wanting’ to take off everything.  In other words, despite the appearance of stripping, they don’t actually ‘want’ to get fully naked.  This positions the activity as an artifice or tease, and the ones doing it as knowingly doing it.   Picking up on Jamal’s thread of causality, Jose retorts “cause the game stops after that”, which yet again appeals to nature of the way the game is constructed, rather than the intentions of the players, in accounting for the lack of full stripping.  And then again, in line 61, Jose makes a final plea to the nature of the way the game works.  In typical fashion, Kyle then agrees (“yeah”), but then goes on to speculate (“probably”) that the full stripping takes place right after the show is off air—i.e., as soon as we are unable to see it.  The “you know” casual looking token constructs such a speculation as something that is intersubjectively obvious.  It orients back to Jamal’s assertion (line 54) that the stripping is in the hands of the strippers, and as such, they determine what we see and don’t see.    


In this final section, Jose’s position draws on the feature of common-sense rationality, where an external appeal to the rules of the television show are given causal force.  For Jose, not getting to see fully nudity is simply a part of the way the show works.  In this way, we can hear Jose positioning himself as an ‘adult’, invoking the external world of rules in order to teach the boys something.  In contrast, Jamal and Kyle topicalize the dispositional tendencies of the ones doing the stripping to account for the lack of full nudity.  For them, the strippers are positioned as willful agents who choose to engage in a stripping act (and by extension, as responsible for exciting them), but who don’t ‘want’ to get fully naked (line 54), at least not until the show is off the air (line 62).  Although this type of attribution work is small-scale in this particular interaction, the way it is brought off by the boys is telling, particularly when set next to the broader, cultural discourse of what has been called the ‘male sex drive discourse’ (Hollway, 1983)—where male sexuality is constructed as a biological response to the sexual signals of women who are often positioned as actively and willfully giving off such signals.   

Discussion

This analysis has attempted to examine how boys position themselves and each other by orienting to the relevant features of social identities, and how such positioning is accomplished in the doing of certain kinds of evaluations and event descriptions.   At the opening of the excerpt, the boys position themselves passively as ‘children’ through scripted formulations where their mother is positioned as generally not letting them watch rated R movies.  They then contrast their moms with their dads, and through a bit of caricature work, they position their dads as indifferent, as supplying the boys with a casual entry into the adult world of rated R movies.  But it isn’t just any kind of rated R movie, but ones with ‘strippers’.  It is here that the identity features of ‘heterosexual’ and ‘masculine’ begin to be worked up.  

At first, there is a curious excitability about seeing nudity (i.e., Kyle’s formulaic appreciation of “OHH YEAH” and the repeated topicalization of ‘nudity’ and ‘naked players’).  But this is tempered with an ‘adult-like’ moral unease (i.e., Jamal’s “oh I wouldn’t dare” and Jose’s “do you watch that show”).  Kyle orients to Jose’s question (line 39) less as a request for information and more as a potential challenge.  Kyle self-selects with a dispreferred turn shape that situates the show (not him) in the negative, thus opening up a ‘critical’ position that threads through the rest of the conversation.  To do this, they use idiomatic formulations of ‘not knowing’ and laughable hyperbole to work up a critical form of joking—a form that walks the fine line between mocking the show for it’s inconsistencies and subtly registering a complaint about not getting to see something that they admittedly ‘desire’ to see.   The activity of complaining seems eminently parasitic on the gag.  The delicate and indirect formulations by which this is carried off usher in a new ‘heterosexual’ and ‘masculine’ position—one that is no longer unequivocally excited about seeing nudity, but one that is now a bit more sensitive to possibly being seen as shallow or desperate.  But there still remains a hearable (for Jose) naivety in Kyle and Jamal’s remonstrations.  To mitigate this ‘naivety’, Jose works up a worldly and knowing position about the rules of the game, thus positioning Kyle and Jamal as possibly ignorant, and by extension, immature or childlike in their naivety.       


What is particularly important about all of this is the way that their ‘masculine’ identities are a confluence of positionings (as ‘children’, ‘heterosexuals’, ‘consumer critics’).  These positionings, moreover, were less than straightforwardly constructed or embraced, as seen in the way their evaluations and assessments were often hedged or oriented to indirectly.  This indirect or subtle mobilization appears to attend to issues of stake and interest (Edwards & Potter, 1992; Potter, 1996)—that is, to the precarious disputability or edge of anti-normativeness (Antaki, in press) that may be heard, and thus inoculated against, as the features of different identities are indexed.  The boys orient to certain features of ‘heterosexual masculinity’, but they do so with devices and formulations that make their identity positions appear less than fully obvious or self-incriminating.   This is particularly evident in the way Kyle and Jamal designed their complaint by cloaking it in a laughable series of exaggerated descriptions about the show’s lack of stripping.   By doing this, they are able to hold on to the aspect of heterosexual masculinity that is interested in seeing stripping and female nudity, but in an indirect way that is partly inoculated against other, perhaps pernicious features associated with heterosexual masculinity—i.e., shallowness, chauvinism, sexism, and so on.


These findings have important implications for the study of gender.  They suggest that talk about one’s gender works against ‘fixity’.  In other words, doing ‘heterosexuality’ and ‘masculinity’ is an evasive, inscrutable, and insinuatingly strategic project (Benwell, 2002).   Previous research has shown how men not only downplay certain features of heterosexual masculinity, but at times how they may also work up the stereotypical features of heterosexual masculinity in an obviously deliberate, knowing or ironic way, thus signaling that it isn’t meant to be taken seriously (Benwell, 2002; Speer, 2002; Whelehan, 2000).  As positioning activities, these moves may be as deliberate as co-opting feminist practices (Pease, 2002) or engaging in the ‘repertoires of romance’ (Redman, 2001), or they may involve a shameless flaunting of political correctness or ‘new laddism’ (Benwell, 2002).  Or more commonly, they may involve the simple but strategic use of disclaimers, irony, humor, ‘playing dumb’, ‘biting one’s tongue’ (Gough, 2001), or simply attempting to look ‘normal’ or ‘ordinary’ (Wetherell & Edley, 1999).   Because they are indirect and subtle, these types of discursive practices are quite common features of ‘heterosexual masculinity’, and are very difficult to challenge without looking puritanical, naïve, or lacking in a sense of humor (Mills, 2003).   


It is our belief that a discursive psychological methodology is essential for examining precisely how these types of indirect and subtle positioning activities (and resulting identity positions) get ‘brought off’ and situated rather seamlessly in ordinary conversation.  Our specific goal has been to show that in local conversations between adolescent males, identities do not arrive on the discursive scene pre-packaged, such that the boys simply tell us about themselves in the kind of straightforward way that they would be asked about their attitudes and beliefs on most psychological scales and inventories.  These more standard psychological measures tend to systematically parse out and ignore the interactive subtleties and rhetorical displays of sensitivity and guardedness found in the everyday doing of identity.  The value in a discursive psychological analysis is that it reveals that it is precisely these sensitive orientations, and the work done to preempt and deflect possible counters to the hearable trouble in such orientations, that matter most in the doing of social identities.  

We believe that this calls for a distinctly discursive form of psychology that takes seriously the social business that the participants themselves are conducting when they discursively occasion aspects of certain identity-rich categories.  It provides a more elaborate and sequentially grounded account of what we mean by ‘identity categories’, and of the conversational processes of taking up and managing the features of such categories.  A discursive psychological approach allows us to see what it is that the boys themselves find useful or troublesome about certain identity ascriptions, and it enables us to account for the dexterity they exhibit by shifting their identity positions in the course of conversation.  It allows us to understand how they interpret the social meanings of these identities, and how they use those meanings to position their own and others’ identities in talk.     
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Appendix 1 – Transcription Conventions

(.)

Short pause of less than 1 second

(1.5)                Timed pause in seconds

[overlap]
Overlapping speech

↑

Rising intonation

↓

Falling intonation

°quieter°
Encloses talk that is quieter than the surrounding talk

LOUD

Talk that is louder than the surrounding talk

Bold

Words emphasized by the transcriber for analytic purposes

Emphasis
Emphasis

>faster<
Encloses talk that is faster than the surrounding talk

<slower>
Encloses talk that is slower than the surrounding talk

(brackets)
Encloses words the transcriber is unsure about

((comments))
Encloses comments from the transcriber

Rea:::ly
Elongation of the prior sound

.

Stop in intonation

=

Immediate latching of successive talk

� “Strip Poker” is a cable television game show (USA network) where two male/female couples compete in trying to answer various trivia questions.  When a question is answered incorrectly, some clothing must be removed.  As the show progresses, more clothes are removed, until the end where all the contestants essentially strip down to their final layer of undergarments.  During the last few seconds of the show, the contestants dance around and act as if they are about to remove the final layer of their underwear.  But before this actually happens, the show always breaks off to commercial.  
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