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ABSTRACT 

Expanding scholarship on Vietnamese interaction (e.g., Luong, 1990; Sidnell and Shohet, 

2013) and discursive identity construction in families (e.g., Tannen, Kendall, and Gordon, 2007), 

this study explores everyday conversations among members of one Southern Vietnamese dialect-

speaking family. Taking an interactional sociolinguistic approach and building on Tannen’s 

(1993) theorizing on the relativity of linguistic strategies, I analyze how speakers discursively 

accomplish moral, affective, and epistemic “positioning” (e.g., Davies and Harré, 1990; 

Bamberg, 1997) of self and others, thereby constructing relationships and identities. Data are 

drawn from 10 hours of audio-recorded conversations among members of my own extended 

family. 

To begin, I analyze how speakers use pronouns, kin terms, and referring terms to create 

moral and affective positions in conversational narratives. Drawing on Goffman’s (1981) 

“footing” notion, I show how narrators identify, refer to, address, and animate story world 

characters in order to evaluate characters’ actions, as well as how narrators’ alternations in 

person deixis index relationships of power and solidarity with story characters and the audience. 

I then investigate how speakers self-position as moral, competent, and good mothers by 

displaying knowledge about their children. Employing Heritage’s (2012a) distinction between 

epistemic status and stance, I show how matters of access, primacy, and rights figure into 

epistemic authority construction. By establishing their rights to describe, interpret, and evaluate 
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their children’s behaviors, participants create maternal identities while simultaneously 

negotiating power and solidarity with co-present family members. 

Last, I investigate how speakers construct a shared, diasporic family identity grounded in 

mutual knowledge about the family’s natal village. Extending Tannen’s (2007a) discussion of 

scenes, I demonstrate how, through knowledge displays, speakers co-construct detailed 

hometown scenes and past experiences. As speakers attempt to establish relatively equal 

epistemic authority, they balance power and solidarity and position each other as expert co-

tellers of the family history. 

Bringing together epistemics, positioning theory, and interactional sociolinguistics, this 

study lends insight into family interaction in an understudied sociolinguistic context, while also 

illuminating how norms and expectations in the Vietnamese sociocultural universe are reflected 

and reinforced in speakers’ linguistic choices. It thus explicates interconnections among 

knowledge, identity, and discourse. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Introduction 

On a sweltering August afternoon, I pulled into the hospital parking lot and braced myself to 

open the car door. It was summer in Georgia, after all. In the past week, I had made the 

pilgrimage home to visit my father, who had just undergone a major surgery; he was recovering 

quite well, but of course, required frequent visits to ease his loneliness. I was glad, selfishly, that 

the surgery had been scheduled before I needed to return to Georgetown for my last year of 

graduate school. As worried as I was for my father, my head was swimming with thoughts of 

finishing the dissertation. At this point, I had known that I wanted to focus on Vietnamese family 

interaction, but I was at a complete loss for which direction to take the study. I thought perhaps 

inviting a friend, Thoa, to come along would help me keep my mind off of things. Thoa’s 

presence had the added benefit of bringing some variety to Dad’s visitor list, which at the time 

only consisted of my mother and me. A rush of humid air enveloped my face as I flung open the 

car door, extricated myself from the driver’s seat, and waited for Thoa to climb out of the 

passenger’s side. We made our way to the hospital entrance and rode the elevator up to the sixth 

floor. 

My mother, who had arrived earlier in a separate car, greeted us as I opened the door to 

the room. After the requisite introductions, Mom, Thoa, and I settled into some chairs in one 

corner of the room to chat. Because Thoa is also Vietnamese, it was a startlingly rare opportunity 

for my mother to communicate with one of my friends in her native language. And since Thoa 

and I had been planning a trip to visit Vietnam in November, the conversation naturally 

gravitated towards that topic – especially since we planned to stop by my parents’ natal village of 
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Sóc Trăng, too. Mom started bemoaning my insistence on traveling with a single carry-on 

backpack for a two-week international trip. Unfortunately, my newfound appreciation for 

minimalist travel quashed her hopes of sending me along with gifts for her nieces and nephews. 

In the midst of her lament, Mom turned to Thoa for a sympathetic ear, using the Vietnamese 

pronoun nó in a jokingly accusatory tone to refer to me in the third-person. I chuckled, and 

laughingly repeated a single token of nó back to my mother. She looked at me, and with a hint of 

sass in her voice, said something to the effect of, má kêu con bằng nó, chứ kêu con bằng gì? This 

is best translated as, ‘of course I would call you nó –  what else would I call you?’ 

Mom’s statement, uttered so succinctly and matter-of-factly, was based on assumptions 

inherent to the Vietnamese sociocultural universe. In the Vietnamese system of person deixis, the 

third-person singular nó is used to refer to animals, inanimate objects, children, and junior 

interlocutors by superior, senior interlocutors. Nó can also be used to refer to peers of the same 

age and to unknown third parties in lieu of kinship terms. Generally speaking, nó denotes a lack 

of respect for the referent. From a young age, Vietnamese-speaking children are socialized to 

understand the distribution of referring expressions and pronouns such as nó, and they employ 

this knowledge strategically when talking to and about other parties. Speakers are held 

responsible for knowing what forms of person deixis to use at what moments – for distinguishing 

between a need for formality and deference and a desire for play or solidarity. In many ways, 

norms regarding person deixis are wrapped up in Vietnamese speakers’ expectations for proper 

moral conduct and behavior. 

When I repeated my mother’s use of nó, my intent had been to poke fun at her accusatory 

tone. And when my mother playfully shot back with her response, she invoked the power 

dynamic between us. As my mother, she has the right to refer to me using the third-person nó not 
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only because I am her child, but also because she does not owe me deference as a much more 

junior interlocutor. Her statement reinforced our moral positions and obligations to one another, 

and it highlighted our epistemic positions with regard to knowledge of how to properly address 

family members. However, in her teasing, Mom reinforced our solidary relationship as family 

members. Despite exerting power over me, she constructed her affective position as my mother, 

positively aligning with me as her daughter. This exchange, with its fleeting metalinguistic 

commentary, felt like a gift. It beautifully encapsulates the moral, affective, and epistemic 

intricacies of Vietnamese family relationships and identities while showcasing an exquisitely 

complex system of person deixis. Although I was unaware of it at the time, this extraordinarily 

mundane moment would help determine the trajectory of my dissertation. 

I would return to this moment over and over again as I began analyzing data, and slowly, 

the contours of the study started to take shape. At its heart, the study focuses on the construction 

of identities in the context of Vietnamese family interaction. In this study, I take an interactional 

sociolinguistic approach to examine naturally-occurring, everyday interactions among members 

of my family, whose primary language is Vietnamese. I analyze how speakers position their 

moral, affective, and epistemic selves in order to construct both their family-role identities and a 

shared sense of family identity. Moreover, I explore linguistic and discursive strategies used to 

maintain and negotiate relationships along axes of power and solidarity, with an emphasis on 

how speakers mobilize knowledge and details to engage in joint meaning-making. In the 

remainder of this chapter, I introduce the theoretical background and motivation for the study 

and give a brief overview of the chapters. 
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1.2. Theoretical background and motivations for the study 

The path to identifying the core theoretical frameworks of this study was far from a linear 

process. In the project’s nascency, I knew I was interested in the intersections between 

epistemics, power and solidarity, and identity construction in Asian Pacific Islander 

communities; however, I had not yet decided on a specific data source or topic, nor had I 

identified any linguistic phenomena of particular interest. With such a broad research agenda, I 

decided to take a data-driven approach – or, more specifically, an interactional sociolinguistic 

approach. The methods of interactional sociolinguistics promote discovery through ethnographic 

research and observation, as scholars seek to identify “recurrent encounter types most likely to 

yield communicative data relevant to the research problem at hand” (Gumperz, 2015, p. 317). 

Beginning from a place of observation allowed me a certain degree of freedom in the data 

collection process. After all, it was not until I after started recording conversations between 

Asian Americans as part of this IRB-approved study (IRB Study ID: 00000165) that I realized I 

wanted to home in on Vietnamese family interaction. 

Taking an interactional sociolinguistic approach from the beginning would later allow me 

to bridge conversation analytic work on epistemics (e.g., Heritage, 2010a, 2010b) with broader 

sociocognitive perspectives on knowledge (e.g., Van Dijk, 2013). As an approach to discourse, 

interactional sociolinguistics aims to connect speakers’ interactive practices with larger 

macrosocietal and sociocultural phenomena, using the local context of the interaction, as well as 

ethnographic information about speakers’ cultural backgrounds, to ground analyses. This in 

mind, I would come to employ turn-by-turn analyses to examine the sequential ordering of talk, 

while also acknowledging that speakers have underlying mental models for the world around 

them that are not always explicitly formulated in discourse. Following the data collection 
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process, I pieced together the focus of the study by identifying patterns in the data and pairing 

these observations with in-depth research about Vietnamese interaction and family discourse.  

 It was in the process of synthesizing family discourse studies and scholarship on 

Vietnamese interaction that I discovered how this study could deepen the connection between 

these bodies of research. Analyses of family discourse have made great contributions to the topic 

of language socialization (e.g., Ochs, 1982, 1993; Schieffelin, 1990; Blum-Kulka, 1997; Ochs 

and Shohet, 2006; Duranti, Ochs, and Schieffelin, 2012; Pauletto, Aronsson, and Galeano, 2017; 

Galatolo and Caronia, 2018), and many scholars have taken what might be considered 

interactional sociolinguistic approaches to studying family interaction (e.g., Tannen, Kendall, 

and Gordon, 2007, 2008, 2009; Kendall, 2006, 2007, 2008; Ochs and Taylor, 1995). However, as 

Choe (2020) and others have noted, a large majority of research on family interaction has 

examined the experiences of western families, and perhaps an even greater number of studies 

focus on talk between parents and young children. 

Similarly, much research on Vietnamese interaction has concentrated on the family 

context, with some studies focusing specifically on language socialization in small children (e.g., 

Shohet, 2013; T.D. Nguyen, 2015). Despite this, for many studies on Vietnamese language and 

interaction, the family context was either incidental to the study or the discursive construction of 

family identities was not necessarily the focus of the research. I found this to be true as I 

explored research on Vietnamese interlocutor reference and kinship terms (e.g., Luong, 1984, 

1987, 1990; Luong and Sidnell, 2020; Pham, 2020) and deference practices (e.g., T.K. Nguyen, 

2015, 2016). Nearly every study I encountered stressed that family identities and relationships 

are critical to understanding how speakers’ discursive practices reflect norms inherent to the 

Vietnamese sociocultural universe. However, I believe that there is a difference in illuminating 
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the relationship between family identities and social norms and centering the analysis on the 

discursive construction of family identities themselves. Out of this connection between 

Vietnamese studies and family discourse studies, what I had previously thought were two 

seemingly disparate fields of research, the purpose of the study and the focus of each analytical 

chapter were born. 

 Instead of deciding a priori the topic of each analysis chapter, I allowed the data, as well 

as findings from previous research, to guide me towards phenomena that were important to the 

construction of family identities. As such, the first analytical chapter grew out of a close 

examination of literature on Vietnamese interlocutor reference. Of all Vietnamese discursive 

practices, I would venture to say that the Vietnamese system of person deixis is perhaps one of 

the most well-researched. Although I am a linguist and a heritage speaker of Vietnamese, there 

were many intricacies of my mother’s tongue that I had never put into technical terms. Hy Van 

Luong’s (1984, 1987, 1990) seminal anthropological works on Vietnamese person referencing 

practices, which I explore in more depth in chapter four, put into words the pragmatic 

assumptions I had always taken for granted as a speaker of the language. In preliminary analyses 

of the data, speakers’ uses of pronouns, kin terms, and referring expressions were especially 

striking to me, specifically in the context of conversational narratives, or what Bamberg and 

Georgakopoulou (2008) might identify as “small stories.” 

It was at this point that I considered positioning theory (e.g., Davies and Harré, 1990; 

Bamberg, 1997), both within and the story world and in the current interaction, as a productive 

theoretical framework on which to build my analysis. I noticed how speakers were creating 

multiple layers of identities, or positions, that were related to their identities as family members. 

Furthermore, while interlocutor reference and person address have been examined extensively in 
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conversation, less attention has been paid to the use of referring expressions in more narrative-

like contexts. Building off of Luong’s and others’ work (e.g., Thompson, 1965; H.T. Nguyen, 

2009; Sidnell and Shohet, 2013; Luong and Sidnell, 2020; Pham and Pham, 2020), I expand our 

understanding of the system of Vietnamese person deixis by integrating it with a positioning 

analysis, showing how speakers make a panoply of referential choices to 1) establish the moral 

and affective aspects of their identities, 2) evaluate the actions of others, and 3) construct familial 

relationships negotiated along the lines of power and solidarity. 

The second analysis chapter grew out of an increasing sense of curiosity about the 

extracts examined in the first. Because each excerpt I had analyzed was derived from a larger 

conversational context, I began by investigating moments of surrounding talk that I had left 

unexplored. As I did this, I observed a prominent relationship between knowledge, morality, 

epistemic authority, and mothers’ identities in an interaction involving one of my aunts (which is 

the “rollercoasters” narrative in chapter five). I realized the same connection between knowledge 

and mothers’ identities was apparent in a separate interaction featuring another one of my aunts 

and her daughter-in-law in Vietnam. These observations led me to identify and integrate research 

on epistemics in English (e.g., Pomerantz, 1980; Chafe, 1986; Stivers, Mondada, and Steensig, 

2011) and scholarship on the discursive construction of mothers’ identities (e.g., Gordon, 2007a; 

Kendall, 2007, 2008; Ochs and Taylor, 1995; Tannen, 2006b; Schiffrin, 2000, 2002). Although 

they have not explicitly engaged with the epistemics paradigm, Gordon (2007a) and other 

scholars have demonstrated the importance of knowledge and details in the construction of 

mothers’ identities. I expand this further by demonstrating how speakers negotiate claims to 

knowledge in order take up moral, affective, and epistemic positions that index their identities as 

“good” mothers. I suggest that issues of epistemic access, primacy, and rights are central to 
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understanding how Vietnamese speakers assert their identities as mothers while creating power 

and solidarity vis-à-vis their fellow interlocutors. 

Whereas the first and second analytical chapters offer insight on the construction of 

individual family identities, the final analytical chapter represents a shift in perspective towards 

examining the construction of a shared family identity. In this study, the negotiation of family 

role identities often occurs in the context of creating a harmonious and shared family identity; as 

an analyst, and as a member of the family, I felt it would be remiss to overlook this context. This 

shift is also a response to Heritage’s (2013b) call for more cross-cultural and cross-linguistic 

examinations of epistemic communities. Writing that epistemics “invites a construal of 

epistemics as the setting-specific properties of a community” (p. 394), Heritage suggests that 

individuals’ negotiation of knowledge is in part shaped by community norms, such as 

expectations for what one is responsible for knowing.  

I found Heritage’s remarks to resonate with the diasporic aspect of my family’s identity, 

and I envisioned several ways to answer his call for future research. As part of a community that 

was dislocated by a massively traumatic historical event, namely the end of the Vietnam War, 

my family has an identity that is inextricably tied to our ancestral homeland; these connections 

present as shared knowledge and experiences that form the family’s history. Scholars have 

written at length about the connection between the Vietnamese diaspora and the homeland, 

ranging from topics such as anti-communist sentiments, media consumption, religion, and gender 

roles (e.g., Lieu, 2011; Valverde, 2012; D.T. Nguyen, 2011; Wang, 2013). However, few have 

examined the more mundane discursive practices that speakers employ to enact these diasporic 

identities. I demonstrate how, in jointly produced details and knowledge about the family’s 

shared hometown, speakers create a shared family identity that transcends space, time, and 
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national borders. In my exploration of the mundane discursive reconstructions of their 

hometown, I also expand our understanding of epistemics to include linguistic strategies that 

specific to Vietnamese. 

The inspiration and motivation for pursuing each individual analysis chapter, as I have 

attempted to articulate, was not a uniform or straightforward process. This study evolved out of a 

spirit of discovery and exploration, and while each chapter contributes something quite different, 

the chapters form a cohesive story centered on the construction of Vietnamese family identities. 

Ultimately, my goal is to contribute to each aforementioned field of study in a way that 

complements all the others. That is to say, I hope to broaden scholarship on family discourse in 

my examination of epistemics in an understudied linguistic and cultural context; to expand the 

repertoire of Vietnamese studies in my interactional approach to examining power and solidarity 

in discourse; and to contribute to both interactional sociolinguistics and positioning theory by 

engaging with knowledge management practices and linguistic particularities unique to 

Vietnamese. 

 

1.3. Preview of the chapters 

Chapter two provides an overview of the theoretical frameworks synthesized in this study. I 

begin by establishing interactional sociolinguistics as the main theoretical approach of the study, 

reviewing key concepts such as contextualization cues (Gumperz, 1982), discourse markers 

(Schiffrin, 1987), and footing (Goffman, 1981); this section is followed by important 

contributions to the study of power and solidarity in interaction (e.g., Tannen, 2007a). I then 

transition to discussing approaches to identity construction, particularly indexicality (e.g., 

Silverstein, 1976; Ochs, 1992; Ochs, 1993) and positioning theory (e.g., Davies and Harré, 1990; 
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Bamberg, 1997). Included in this discussion on identity are closer examinations of how identity 

has been examined in family discourse and Vietnamese interaction. I conclude chapter two by 

reviewing early work in the area of research that has come to be known as epistemics (e.g., 

Labov and Fanshel, 1977; Pomerantz, 1980; Goffman, 1997/1971), connecting it to research 

conducted both in the conversation analysis paradigm and studies that have approached 

knowledge and identity construction more broadly. 

In chapter three, I introduce the data and methods of the study. I first provide background 

information about the Vietnamese language and briefly discuss the features of the language that 

appear in my analysis. I then outline the data collection process and give background information 

about the study participants. This information includes the names of family members who appear 

in the study data, my family members’ relationships to one another, and a description of the 

Southwestern dialect spoken by most members of my family. I describe the conversations that 

appear in each chapter before describing the microanalytical approach of the study. 

Chapters four, five, and six comprise the analytical chapters of the study. Although each 

chapter has a unique research focus and highlights various kinds of family identities, they are 

united in their focus on how speakers construct moral, affective, and epistemic positions in 

interaction. Likewise, I end each chapter with a discussion addressing how the analysis 

contributes to the aims of the study and to the theoretical frameworks outlined in chapter two. 

In chapter four, I analyze how family members use pronouns, kin terms, and “referring 

terms” (Schiffrin, 2002) to take up moral and affective positions in conversational narratives. In 

turn, these positions construct speakers’ enduring family role identities. Drawing on Bamberg’s 

(1997) positioning levels and Goffman’s (1981) notion of footing, I examine how speakers 

identify, address, and refer to characters in story worlds. Additionally, I explore how narrators 



 11 

animate story world characters speaking in the first-person in reported speech, or what Tannen 

(2007a) calls constructed dialogue. I find that speakers’ alternations in person deixis constitute 

shifts in footing, and these footing shifts coincide with positions taken up vis-à-vis story world 

characters and audience members in the narrating event. Furthermore, I show how speakers’ 

choice of referring expression indexes relationships of power and solidarity with story world 

characters and audience members. 

Chapter five examines the role of knowledge in constituting mothers’ identities by 

synthesizing research from family discourse studies and epistemics. On a broader level, my 

analysis explores the sociocultural expectation for mothers to know every detail about their 

children. I suggest that this expectation can be understood through Goffman’s (19971971) 

information preserve and Pomerantz’s (1980) knowable types. This said, I analyze how speakers 

construct epistemic authority in order to establish their moral and epistemic positions as good, 

knowledgeable, and competent mothers. Speakers’ construction of epistemic authority has been 

shown to be mediated through their claims to epistemic access, primacy, and rights (Stivers, 

Mondada, and Steensig, 2011); as such, I identify strategies that speakers use to substantiate their 

claims to knowledge about their children. These include linguistic strategies such as evidentials, 

negation, and sentence-final particles, as well as discursive strategies that include detailed 

accounts, overlapping speech, latching, and repetition. Moreover, I find that in their efforts to 

establish their rights to describe and evaluate their children, mothers simultaneously construct 

power and solidarity with their fellow interlocutors. 

Chapter six examines how speakers form a family identity that is grounded in shared 

knowledge about a specific place – namely, my family’s natal village of Sóc Trăng. Building on 

Tannen’s (2007a) discussion of scenes, I demonstrate how speakers discursively co-construct 
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detailed scenes in order to reconstruct shared experiences in their ancestral hometown; such 

scenes, I propose, constitute the family’s shared history and identity. I show how speakers jointly 

reconstruct scenes through strategies such as repetition, latching, and overlap in order to create 

involvement and talk the family’s history into being. Additionally, I employ Heritage’s (2012a) 

distinction between epistemic status and stance to show how family members rely on one 

another’s relative epistemic statuses to interpret the “action” behind their epistemic stances, 

thereby constructing their epistemic positions in the interaction. In speakers’ attempts to 

establish relatively equal epistemic status and epistemic authority, they also index relationships 

along axes of power and solidarity. Even in moments where speakers may have asymmetric 

access to details and events, family members ratify one another as expert co-tellers of the family 

history. The reconstruction of past scenes and images in the context of the family’s present-day 

experiences also highlights the diasporic aspect of my family’s identity, which transcends space 

and time. 

Finally, chapter seven distills the findings of the data analysis chapters into their broader 

contributions to the field. After summarizing the findings of each analysis chapter, I discuss how 

the study’s interactional approach synthesizes and contributes to research on family discourse 

and Vietnamese interaction, showing how such an approach addresses complementary gaps in 

both of these fields. I then consider the study’s examination of an understudied cultural context 

and its implications for our understanding of epistemics, knowledge and Vietnamese family 

identities. This is followed by a discussion of the study’s contributions to interactional 

sociolinguistics and positioning theory, with specific focus on how linguistic strategies unique to 

Vietnamese (e.g., the Vietnamese system of person deixis, strong negation particles, sentence-

final particles) broaden our understanding of cross-linguistic contextualization cues. 



 13 

CHAPTER TWO 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

2.1. Introduction 

In this chapter, I introduce the theoretical frameworks employed in this study, which include 

interactional sociolinguistics, identity construction in discourse, and epistemic discourse 

analysis. My research takes an interactional sociolinguistic approach in examining how power 

and solidarity are negotiated in Vietnamese family interaction. I am particularly concerned with 

how speakers construct moral, affective, and epistemic positions through the sharing of 

knowledge and details about their everyday lives. In turn, these positions index speakers’ 

individual family identities within a given interaction, which work to construct a coherent shared 

family identity across interactions. Generally speaking, Vietnamese identities have largely been 

explored in a family context, but existing studies have usually privileged the analysis of 

deference in maintaining the family’s hierarchical social structure. However, while I do 

acknowledge the importance of deference and politeness, this study also strives to illuminate the 

diversity of interactions and speech activities that occur in Vietnamese family life. Beyond 

analyzing speakers’ adherence to deference norms and hierarchy, I examine moments in which 

family members create solidarity, such as through humor, teasing one another, telling stories, 

reporting about and evaluating their children and grandchildren, reminiscing about their ancestral 

homeland, and more.  

With the aim of illuminating my analytical approaches, section 2.2. provides an overview 

of foundational studies in the field of interactional sociolinguistics (IS). Beginning with 

Gumperz’s (e.g., 1982, 2015) pioneering work, section 2.2.1. outlines the inception of the field 

of interactional sociolinguistics, as well as key theoretical concepts and contributions proposed 
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by various scholars (e.g., Goffman, 1981; Tannen, 1986; Schiffrin, 1987, 1994). This is followed 

by section 2.2.2., in which I discuss how power and solidarity have been conceptualized by IS 

scholars (e.g., Tannen, 2007a), and how the concepts have been productively examined through 

the work of politeness theory scholars (e.g., Brown and Levinson, 1987), particularly in studies 

on language and gender (e.g., Lakoff, 2004/1975; Tannen, 2005/1990). 

Section 2.3. discusses several approaches to the study of identity in discourse, beginning 

with development of identity studies in linguistics in section 2.3.1. I trace the history of how 

identity has been examined in both variationist and discourse analytic studies, including the three 

waves of variation studies, the concept of indexicality (e.g., Silverstein, 1976; Ochs, 1992, 

1993), theorizing about membership categorization devices (e.g., Sacks, 1972), and sociocultural 

approaches to identity (e.g., Bucholtz and Hall, 2005). In section 2.3.2., I turn to outlining how 

positioning theory (e.g., Davies and Harré, 1990; Bamberg, 1997) views identity as multilayered 

and emergent in discourse, discussing how speakers position themselves as social actors in 

moment-by-moment interaction. 

After establishing broader theories about identity, I then transition to reviewing specific 

studies on the discursive construction of family identities (e.g., Ochs and Taylor, 1995; Gordon, 

2002, 2008, 2009; Kendall, 2008) in section 2.3.3. This is followed by a discussion on the 

discursive construction of Vietnamese identities (e.g., Luong, 1990; H.T. Nguyen, 2009; Sidnell 

and Shohet, 2013; T.K. Nguyen, 2016) in section 2.3.4., which I situate in the broader body of 

scholarship on Asian Pacific Islander identities (e.g., Chun, 2001, 2013; Reyes and Lo, 2009). 

Section 2.4. outlines various approaches to the field of epistemic discourse analysis. I 

begin in section 2.4.1. by introducing Goffman’s (1997/1971) notion of epistemic territories, 

connecting it to Pomerantz’s (1980) work on Type 1 and Type 2 knowables, Labov and 
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Fanshel’s (1977) event types, and Chafe’s (1986) discussion of evidentiality in English. I also 

review influential work in conversational analysis, particularly by John Heritage (1984, 1998, 

2002, 2010, 2012a, 2012b). I then discuss the distinction between epistemic access, primacy, and 

rights and responsibilities (e.g., Stivers, Mondada, and Steensig, 2011), the difference between 

epistemic status and stance (e.g., Heritage, 2012a), and the fluidity and instability of epistemic 

authority (e.g., Mondada, 2013). In section 2.4.2., I turn to approaches that may not be explicitly 

linked to the “epistemics” paradigm, but that recognize the importance of knowledge in the 

construction of identities and the sequential ordering of talk (e.g., Tannen and Wallat, 1993; 

Goodwin, 2007; Sierra, 2016). Finally, in section 2.5., I conclude with a brief chapter summary. 

 

2.2 Interactional sociolinguistics 

2.2.1. Understanding meaning-making in interaction: Interactional sociolinguistics and other 

approaches 

In this section, I review work from the field of interactional sociolinguistics (IS), covering 

research on framing, footing, conversational style, and contextualization cues, as these concepts 

are fundamental for understanding the everyday negotiation of meanings and identities. Schiffrin 

(1994) writes that interactional sociolinguistics is “an approach to discourse” (p. 97) that focuses 

on the relationship between language and context, as “language and context co-constitute one 

another” (p. 134). Shaped and influenced by the early theoretical approaches of John Gumperz 

and Erving Goffman, IS grew out of the intersections between linguistics, anthropology and 

sociology. Interactional sociolinguists traditionally examine audio or video recordings of 

naturally occurring interactions for their data, taking a data-driven, bottom-up approach in their 

analyses. IS views language as a system in which meaning is produced jointly and 
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interpersonally, and one that both "reflect[s] macro-level social meanings (e.g., group identity, 

status differences) and create[s] micro-level social meanings (i.e., what one is saying and doing 

at a moment in time)" (Schiffrin, 1994, p. 102). 

Gumperz's (1982) study on conversational inference in interethnic communication 

(among Indians and white British in England) was a pioneering work in interactional 

sociolinguistics. Gumperz was interested in how speakers rely on conversational inferences to 

interpret what he calls “contextualization cues,” or surface structures of a message (e.g., prosody, 

intonation, stress, tempo, pausing, etc.) that signal “the interpretive frame” of a conversation. 

Contextualization cues "contribute to the presuppositions necessary to the accurate inferencing of 

what is meant" (Schiffrin, 1994, p. 100) in a given speech activity. When speakers do not share 

the same cultural norms or expectations for communication, their differing interpretations of 

contextualization cues may result in miscommunication. Tannen (1986) expands Gumperz's 

work on cross-cultural communication in her research on cultural differences in conversational 

style among Americans. She finds that speakers raised in different speech communities develop 

their own expectations for communication based on their upbringing, their experiences, and 

various aspects of their identities. 

An important work contributing to our understanding of contextualization cues, Schiffrin 

(1987) illuminates how speakers use discourse markers (e.g., and, but, so) to create discourse 

coherence, communicate referential meaning, and signal conversational action. Johnstone (2002) 

writes that "discourse markers show what a speaker intends to be seen as doing on several 

different planes" (p. 204) and that they can be considered "a subset of contextualization cues" (p. 

204). For example, although the word well is traditionally considered a function word that is an 

interjection or a filler, Schiffrin (1987) shows that well can indicate that an unexpected action or 
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response is about to happen in a conversation. As a "marker of response," well allows speakers to 

"request that their hearers temporarily suspend their expectations for propositional completion" 

(p. 110) of a response to a given question. Another example includes Schiffrin's (1987) analysis 

of oh as a marker of information management. Like well, the meaning of oh is "not clearly based 

on semantic meaning or grammatical status" (p. 73), and as a discourse marker, oh allows 

speakers to "replace one information unit with another, as they recognize old information which 

has become conversationally relevant, and as they receive new information to integrate into an 

already present knowledge base" (p. 74). Through her analysis, Schiffrin demonstrates that 

discourse markers play a significant role in conversational inference and meaning-making. 

Gumperz's research on contextualization cues lends insight into how people produce 

shared perceptions of a given speech activity, while also building on Bateson's (1972) concept of 

a psychological "frame." Indeed, Gumperz's use of the term "speech activity" is more or less a 

synonym to "frame" (as noted in Gumperz, 2015). Bateson defines frames as "a class or set of 

messages (or meaningful actions)" (p. 186) and uses the metaphor of a frame around a picture to 

illustrate that things inside the frame are related to the same "common premises or mutual 

relevance" (p. 187). Bateson grounds his conceptualization of frames in his observations of 

animal behavior – how do animals playing with one another differentiate between play and 

fighting? He maintains that animals have evolved to distinguish mood-signs and signals, 

asserting that an animal's bite during a play session is still a bite, but does not denote the same 

"metamessage" as a real, threatening bite. Joking, arguing, and teaching are all types of frames 

that are inherently metacommunicative and that contain metamessages. These metamessages 

give speakers instructions or help in understanding if the messages within the frame are playful, 

serious, satirical, and so on.  
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 Expanding upon Bateson’s work, Goffman (1974) conceptualizes frames as a means to 

answer the question of "what is it that's going on here?" in a given event or circumstance, 

characterizing frames as more social and interactional as opposed to primarily psychological 

(Gordon, 2015). Borrowing Bateson's terminology, Goffman (1974, p. 11) defines frames as 

"definitions of a situation" – these definitions are "built up in accordance with principles of 

organization which govern events – at least social ones – and our subjective involvement in 

them" (pp. 10-11). He suggests that frames can be constructed in multiple layers, or laminations, 

creating multiple definitions of a situation that may have numerous activities happening at once. 

Goffman also developed the idea of "keying" to describe the tone of the interaction, which he 

saw as integral to frame analysis. He posits that interactions may undergo "rekeying," or a 

change in tone. 

Central to understanding Goffman's concept of framing is his work on footing (Goffman, 

1981), and both frames and footings are constantly negotiated in everyday discourse. In his work 

on speaker and hearer relations, Goffman (1981) proposes footing, or a "participant's alignment 

[…] or projected self" (p. 128), as a way to capture changes in speaker-hearer alignments. He 

maintains that "a change in footing implies a change in the alignment we take up to ourselves 

and the others present […] a change in our frame for events” (p. 128). In his development of 

footing, Goffman also established a framework for speaker and participant alignments. Terming 

the relationship between speakers and utterances as a production format, Goffman argues that a 

speaker does not inhabit a singular role. He argues that each utterance has an animator ("the 

talking machine"), an author (who has chosen the words being used), and a principal ("who is 

committed to what the words say") (Goffman, 1981, p. 144). With regard to alignments of 

hearers to utterances, Goffman proposes what he calls a participation framework, in which 
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hearers may be ratified, or acknowledged as included in the interaction. Among ratified speakers 

are those who are addressed or unaddressed. Still yet are others who may be present in the 

interaction, but who are unratified in their participation status. However, Goffman's work in 

developing both framing and footing was largely theoretical in nature, and he did not expand 

upon the mechanics of either concept in real life interactions. 

While many have employed and contributed to Goffman’s (1981) theory of footing, 

perhaps the one of the most striking contributions is Schiffrin’s (1993) research on the 

phenomenon of “speaking for another.” According to Schiffrin, there are three required 

participant roles in speaking for another: a principal “responsible for the content of a message,” 

an addressee who is the “intended target” of the principal’s message, and an animator who “acts 

as a spokesperson mediating the transmission of the [principal’s] message” to the addressee (p. 

236). While these are key features of speaking for another, Schiffrin is careful to note that 

interpretations of speaking for another are not as stable. Depending on the context, speaking for 

another may either build solidarity (i.e., participants are so similar that they know each other’s 

thoughts), show deference (i.e., individuals whose institutional roles require them to speak for 

their superiors), or be perceived as a power move for the floor (i.e., the participant spoken for 

perceives the act as competitive interruption). In her examples, Schiffrin demonstrates that 

speaking for another contributes to an interaction’s sequential coherence by using another 

principal as the source of a following utterance. The animator essentially steps into the 

principal’s perspective and in a way “tak[es] the role of the other” (257). 

Another concept that helps us understand the everyday unfolding of conversation, 

including how people make sense of everyday activities, is Tannen’s (2005/1984) work on 

conversational style. She proposes two types of speaking styles that are marked by different sets 
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of linguistic and discursive features to demonstrate and build rapport. The first of these is what 

she terms high involvement style. She finds that high involvement speakers tend to prefer 

personal topics, speak at a faster pace, often make use of cooperative overlap and latching, and 

show expressive use of paralinguistic cues. In contrast to the high involvement style is high 

considerateness style. High considerateness speakers tend to have increased tolerance for silence 

and pauses, prefer impersonal topics, and prefer not to impose on other speakers’ turns. Tannen 

remarks that conversational style may be influenced by any number of sociocultural factors, such 

as one’s age, gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and the geographical region one was raised. 

However, while Tannen (2005/1984) outlines two distinct styles, it is important to note that 

conversational style exists on a spectrum, and speakers’ style may change depending on their 

audience or the topic of the interaction. 

Unifying the relationship between listening and speaking, Erickson (1986) emphasizes 

the influence that listeners have on speakers’ turn design. Examining four kinds of oral discourse 

(a question-answer sequence, a narrative, an explanation, and an “insertion sequence” [1986, p. 

300]) Erickson offers two types of listener influence on speakers: prospective recipient design, 

where speakers anticipate listeners’ responses and reactions, and retrospective recipient design, 

where speakers attend to listeners’ reactions in the present moment. Following a listener’s 

reaction, the speaker usually makes some form of repair. Such repairs can sometimes result in 

interactional disfluency due to a mismatch in speakers’ cultural and ethnic backgrounds, as 

individuals have different interpretations for contextualization cues. For example, Erickson 

observes a job interview in which an Italian-American applicant becomes increasingly nervous in 

reaction to his German-American interviewer’s lack of eye contact and the absence of minimal 

responses. The applicant’s speech grows hesitant and disfluent each time the interviewer averts 
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his gaze. Akin to Tannen’s work on conversational style, Erickson finds that “appropriate 

listening behavior” (p. 305) is influenced largely by speakers’ cultural backgrounds. 

Similarly, in his study of narrative audiences, Goodwin (1986) demonstrates how 

audience interpretation and participation play a large role in the organization and framing of a 

speaker's narrative. Goodwin contends that audience members are not merely passive listeners of 

a narrative, but rather dynamic actors in shaping the meaning of a speaker's story. Thus, the 

interpretive framework of a narrative is largely influenced by listener uptake, expectations, and 

involvement. Furthermore, Goodwin maintains that it is not enough for participants to be 

physically present in a conversation, but that it is necessary for recipients to actively align 

themselves with the interaction in order to constitute an audience. This active orientation to the 

interaction can manifest physically through body language and gesture, or through co-

participation such as verbalized contributions or minimal responses. 

In sum, the field of IS seeks to merge two world views: that communicative practices 

"reflect the macrosocietal conditions, political, and economic forces, and relationships of power 

in which they were acquired" (Gumperz, 2015, p. 312), and that our social worlds are shaped 

through local interaction. Interactional sociolinguistics is concerned with the situatedness of 

everyday talk and how context-specific meaning-making can reveal macrolevel identities, 

ideologies, and cultural norms. In what follows, I turn to summarizing how strategies for creating 

power and solidarity can be understood through the lens of interactional sociolinguistics. 

 

2.2.2. Power, solidarity, and the relativity of linguistic strategies 

Although power and solidarity have been explored and theorized upon across several disciplines, 

scholars of IS have identified linguistic and discursive strategies for negotiating them in 
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interaction. Most notably, instead of identifying power and solidarity as existing on a linear 

spectrum, Tannen (1993) proposes a multidimensional model (which I explore in more depth in 

chapter 4) that includes both hierarchy/equality and closeness/distance. Such a model allows us 

to consider relationships that may be equal yet distant, such as the relationship between 

coworkers, or those that are hierarchical yet close, such as the relationship between Vietnamese 

grandparents and their grandchildren. Much like Ochs’s (1992, 1993) work on indexicality, 

Tannen also suggests that all linguistic and discursive strategies are both polysemous and 

ambiguous in their capacity to exert power or build solidarity. Just as no linguistic strategies 

directly and singularly index any given identity, all linguistic strategies have the ability to exert 

either power or solidarity (so they are ambiguous) or both power and solidarity (so they are 

polysemous).  

Broadening Gumperz's (1982) work in contextualization cues and conversational 

involvement, Tannen (2007a/1989) analyzes what she terms "involvement strategies" that can 

lend in speakers’ discursive constructions of power and solidarity. She relates Gumperz’s 

concept of involvement to what Goodwin (1981) calls “conversational engagement,” and what 

Merritt (1982) calls “mutual engagement,” all of which could be described as “an observable 

state of being in coordinated interaction, as distinguished from mere co-presence” (Tannen, 

2007a/1989, p. 27). Some involvement strategies include repetition, imagery and detail across 

speech genres, and what she calls constructed dialogue. Instead of using the term “direct 

reported speech,” which has the connotation of merely repeating exactly what was said by a past 

speaker, the term constructed dialogue recognizes the creativity involved in the act of 

“reporting” speech. Indeed, constructed dialogue is the act of lifting speech out of a past context 

and representing it in a new interactional moment, and may not even be an accurate 
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representation of what was said. Constructed dialogue describes not only instances of actual 

spoken language, but also inner thought and speech, summarizing dialogue, the hypothetical 

speech of non-human referents like pets and inanimate objects, and representing the choral 

dialogue of a group. As a discursive strategy, constructed dialogue allows speakers to create 

interactional involvement through implicit evaluation of events, constructing a sense of vividness 

and authenticity to a narrative or conversation. It also serves as a means of differentiating 

characters in stories (e.g., Tannen, 2007a; Johnstone, 1990, 2010) 

A prominent feature of constructed dialogue is repetition, as constructed dialogue 

involves the repetition of past utterances in new, current interaction. Repetition is a powerful 

strategy for creating conversational involvement and is commonly used to show agreement, 

solidarity, and ratification of other speakers’ contributions. It may occur at all levels of language, 

from phonological, morphosyntactic, to lexical repetition. Tannen (2007a/1989) finds that some 

functions of repetition include savoring, establishing discourse coherence, showing involvement 

and participatory listenership, and creating humor, to name a few. However, Tannen is careful to 

note that while some cultures value repetition highly, too much repetition may be viewed as 

inauthentic or unoriginal, and the frequency of repetition is variable cross-culturally. 

Another productive method of analyzing power and solidarity lies in the work of 

politeness scholars. In their pioneering work on politeness theory, Brown and Levinson (1987) 

expand Goffman’s (1967) definition of face to include negative face and positive face. Negative 

face may be defined as individuals’ desire to remain autonomous and independent, or “freedom 

of action and freedom from imposition” (p. 61). In contrast, positive face is defined as 

individuals’ desires to be liked and to exist in solidarity with others, or that their “self-image be 

appreciated and approved of” (p. 61). As such, negative and positive face wants are always in 
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contrast with one another. However, the authors suggest that negative and positive face are both 

“basic wants” (p. 62) that are intrinsic to all individuals; not only does everyone want to maintain 

their own face, but it is in the best interest for individuals to at least partially satisfy others’ face 

wants. Basing their work in speech act theory, the authors propose that speech acts uttered in 

certain contexts could be considered face-threatening acts (FTAs), such as bald requests for 

action. To mitigate face threats, speakers may choose to use negative politeness strategies, which 

attend to speakers’ and listeners’ negative face wants, and positive politeness strategies, which 

attend to positive face wants. Some politeness strategies include the use of modals for hedging, 

apologies, and formulating indirect requests in lieu of direct ones. All of these features are 

prominent in everyday (family) conversations. 

Lakoff (2004/1975) also proposes a model for politeness in her groundbreaking work on 

women’s language, which is rooted in her assertion that women face added social pressure to 

uphold politeness norms. Her model, as follows, synthesizes Grice's maxims of communication 

as well as Goffman's notion of face (p. 88): 

Rule 1: Formality (keep aloof) 

Rule 2: Deference (give options) 

Rule 3: Camaraderie (show sympathy) 

 

Rule 1 reflects speaker desires to maintain distance with their addresses in order to avoid 

imposing on their negative face; this is always mutually exclusive with the premise of Rule 3, 

which reflects our desire to show solidarity with our interlocutors. Rule 2 may be used in 

conjunction with either of the other two, as the speaker gives their addressee "option[s] of how to 

behave" (p. 89) in response to any utterances. Since Lakoff’s work, politeness, power, and 

solidarity, have been explored in depth in language and gender research. For example, adhering 

to a cross-cultural perspective, Tannen (2007b/1990) has proposed that "girls and boys grow up 
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in different worlds of words" (p. 43) and contends that the gendered socialization of men and 

women leads to frame mismatches and misunderstandings in conversation. She suggests men 

tend to engage in what she terms "report talk," or talk geared towards maintaining power, status, 

and independence by demonstrating knowledge or skill. Conversely, she suggests that women 

often engage in "rapport talk" as a means to establish connections and negotiate relationships (p. 

77). In this way, men can be seen as orienting more to public spheres of talk, and women as 

attending to more private, intimate contexts. Expanding upon the strategies used in women's 

rapport talk, Tannen (2007b/1990) notes that the connotation of gossip in particular casts a 

critical light on women's behavior. However, she finds that gossip serves several important 

functions in women's lives, such as that of social control, creating involvement, and increasing 

social bonding. 

Scholars have also shown how strategies that are generally seen to foster solidarity can be 

interpreted as moves for power. For example, Coates (1998) investigates some features of gossip 

in an all-female group, examining simultaneous speech, epistemic modals, topic development, 

and minimal responses. Like Tannen, Coates argues that gossip functions to create 

cooperativeness among speakers and to jointly produce shared meanings in interaction. Another 

strategy that may be used to foster rapport includes complimenting, which Holmes (1995) finds 

to be a positive politeness strategy among women, but may be perceived as a negative face threat 

to men, especially in the workplace. It is important to note that while many of the 

aforementioned studies have found evidence supporting conventional norms of women's 

language, others have found that members of all genders engage in speech activities 

uncharacteristic of their perceived membership category, such as swearing among women (e.g., 

Stapleton, 2003) and gossiping among men (e.g., Cameron, 1997). 
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 In summary, power and solidarity do not have a binary or linear relationship to one 

another in everyday communication; they exist on multidimensional field that considers the 

complex interactions between hierarchy, equality, closeness, and distance. Scholars have 

demonstrated that linguistic and discursive strategies for constructing power and solidarity, such 

as politeness, repetition, and constructed dialogue, must be understood as polysemous and 

ambiguous. In analyzing the situated contexts of everyday talk, it is paramount to consider the 

local effects of linguistic strategies in order to understand the more global implications of the 

discourse on identities and participant’ relationships. In what follows, I outline broad theoretical 

approaches to identity construction, and I give a brief overview of studies on the discursive 

construction of Vietnamese and family identities. 

 

2.3. Identity construction 

2.3.1.  Theoretical approaches to identity 

Approaches to identity construction have evolved cross-disciplinarily from fixed essentialist 

views to more fluid and indexical conceptualizations of the self. Goffman (1959) viewed the 

"presentation of self" as core to social interaction and theorized that people are always concerned 

about preserving "face," or the social image one constructs for oneself. Crucially, Goffman saw 

face as a component of social life that is constructed interpersonally as we take up different 

footings (Goffman, 1981) to create alignments to ourselves and others. Following Goffman's 

conceptualization of identity as external to one's self, subsequent studies have shifted to view the 

self as actively constructed through discourse, moving towards an anti-essentialist, interactionist 

view of identity. Indeed, scholars began to recognize that the view of the self as "essentially 

unitary, continuous and rational […] as a product of history rather than as and necessary 
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characteristic condition" (De Fina, 2011, p. 265). Researchers have shifted to view identity "not 

as merely represented in discourse, but rather as performed, enacted and embodied through a 

variety of linguistic and non-linguistic resources" (De Fina, Schiffrin, and Bamberg, 2007, p. 3). 

This development was influenced by fields outside of linguistics, such as work on symbolic 

interactionism (e.g., Mead, 1934), social constructionism (e.g., Berger and Luckmann, 1967), 

feminist theorizing about gender identity (e.g., Butler, 1990), ethnomethodology (e.g., Garfinkel, 

1967), and post-modern conceptions of the self (e.g., Giddens, 1991; Bauman, 2005). 

Sociolinguistic variation research has greatly contributed to how we understand language 

and identity. Labov's (1966, 1972a, 1972b) studies of New York City English were among the 

first that studied social variables such as class, gender, and age in tandem with the production of 

linguistic variants. Labov's work constituted the first wave of variationist studies of identity, and 

it established "that speakers exploit linguistic variability in a systematic way to add a layer of 

social meaning" beyond denotational and referential meanings traditionally studied by linguists 

at that time, as Eckert (2012, p. 88) explains. The primary objectives of first wave studies were 

wide "coverage and replicability" (Eckert, 2012, p. 90), which were accomplished through 

quantitative analysis and survey methodology. However, first wave studies like Labov's were 

criticized for seeing "correlations between language and identity choices in too simplistic terms," 

as observed by De Fina (2011, p. 268); early variationist studies were based on "a general 

understanding of the categories that served to select and classify speakers rather than through 

direct knowledge of the speakers themselves and their communities" (Eckert, 2012, p. 90). These 

critiques spurred a second wave of variationist studies of identity that saw a return to 

ethnographic observation and qualitative analysis of other semiotic resources used to construct 

identity. Occurring in tandem with the work of Gumperz (1982) in interactional sociolinguistics, 
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second wave studies focused on local membership categories enacted in communities of practice 

(e.g., Milroy, 1980; Cheshire, 1982; Eckert, 1989). Despite their focus on concrete local 

categories, second wave studies still viewed identity as static and did not explicitly explore the 

indexical relationships between variables and social identities. 

In the field of conversation analysis, Sacks's (1972, 1989, 1992) framework of 

Membership Categorization Devices (MCD) was an important development in studying how 

speakers routinely link certain "membership categories" to particular acts and activities. Sacks 

was interested in broad categories (e.g., sex, age, race, religion, occupation), which he viewed as 

roles that needed to be filled by interlocutors at the beginning of conversations. Sacks (1992) 

suggests that membership categories are inference-rich, meaning that if you know someone has 

membership in a particular category, then "you can feel that you know a great deal about the 

person" (p. 41), since members of any given category are taken to be representative of that 

category. Categories are also resistant to change, in that if someone contradicts what we believe 

to be true about a category, we are unlikely to change how we define that category; instead, we 

will think of this person as an exception to the rule (Sacks, 1992, p. 336). Furthermore, if an 

individual partakes in an activity that is closely associated with a membership category, and if 

we are able to perceive the individual to be a member of said category, then Sacks's (1992) rule 

of relevance instructs us to see it that way (p. 337). Scholars in conversation analysis, 

particularly in the MCA (Membership Category Analysis) tradition, believe that identity is 

always co-constructed and made relevant in conversation. Eschewing any “cognitivist” 

explanations of categorization, such scholars have underscored the importance of speakers' 

orientations to their local context.  
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More recent studies (considered to be part of the "third wave" of identity studies in 

linguistics) have placed emphasis on identity work accomplished through indirect associations 

between linguistic symbols, signs, and meanings, which is a process often referred to as 

indexicality (Silverstein, 1976). Indexicality is based on the idea that symbols, linguistic and 

otherwise, can index or point to several possible meanings depending on social context. Eckert 

(2008) suggests that all linguistic variables have an "indexical field" of potential meanings, or a 

"constellation of potentially related meanings" (p. 453) that may be activated at any time. In 

other words, there are few linguistic features which exclusively index only one identity; most 

linguistic features have multiple indexical links. While explicit mentions of identity labels may 

index categories such as ethnicity, gender, or sexuality, so may implicatures, presuppositions, or 

any linguistic structure or feature ideologically associated with specific groups of people. 

However, when associations of linguistic features are repeated and circulated, they may become 

enregistered (Agha, 2005) and seen as typical of certain social identities or figures. 

One way in which speakers linguistically construct identity in interaction is by taking up 

stances in relation to their co-participants. Analyzing stance is a productive way to investigate 

how individuals display affect, enact personal feelings, evaluate objects, express knowledge, and 

make assessments about the world around them. Ochs (1992; 1993) conducted some of the 

earliest studies on stance and identity, proposing that social identity can consist of a “range of 

social personae, including social statuses, roles, positions, relationships, and institutional and 

other relevant community identities one may attempt to claim or assign in the course of social 

life” (1993, p. 288). Ochs (1992) argues that "few features of language directly and exclusively 

index gender," and while her claim in this article is about gender, the statement holds across all 

types of identities. In line with social constructionist approaches, she proposes a constitutive 
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"web of socially organized pragmatic meanings" between language and identity (p. 340). Figure 

1 below shows her model displaying how language can constitute gendered meanings: 

 

Figure 1. Ochs’s (1992) model of gender and indexicality. 

In this model, gender is constituted by complex relations with conversational acts, speech 

activities, and stances. Ochs proposes that identities are established through social acts, which 

she defines as "any socially recognized, goal-directed behavior, such as making a request, 

contradicting another person or interrupting someone,” and the verbal display of stances, which 

are displays "of a socially recognized point of view or attitude" (1993, p. 288). Stances can 

include "displays of epistemic attitudes, such as how certain or uncertain a speaker is about some 

proposition, and displays of affective attitudes, such as intensity of emotion or kind of emotion 

about some referent or proposition" (p. 288). Using double-ended arrows, Ochs's (1992) model 

also shows that stances, acts, and activities impact not only the social meaning of gender, but the 

social meanings of one another, as "speech acts contribute to the establishment of speech 
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activities and the other way around, the expression of stance contributes to the definition of 

speech acts, and so on" (p. 343).  

Ochs also asserts that there is no direct mapping of certain acts and stances onto 

particular social identities, which is reminiscent of the concept of indexicality. This means that 

social identity is not explicitly encoded in language, but rather inferenced based on "one's sense 

of the act and stance meanings encoded by linguistic constructions" (Ochs, 1993, p. 289). Thus, 

speakers may use different kinds of acts and stances to construct their identities variably within 

any given social relationship. She cautions against treating social identity as an independent 

variable in order to explain the cause of language variation. Ochs maintains that linguistic 

structures are rationally linked to social identities due to the "systematic cultural expectations 

linking certain acts and stances encoded by these linguistic structures to certain identities" (1993, 

p. 297). 

Encouraging a social constructionist approach, Ochs (1993) stressed that “in all 

situations, even the most institutionalized and ritualized, people are agents in the production of 

their own and others’ social selves” (p. 296) and that “social identities evolve in the course of 

social interaction, transformed in response to the acts and stances of other interlocutors as well as 

to fluctuations in how a speaker decides to participate in the activity at hand” (p. 298). She also 

maintains that the constitutive power of language "transcends the time of utterance 

production/perception" (1992, p. 345), meaning that language can recall past contexts and 

anticipate future contexts. This is a crucial component of her model, as cultures establish a set of 

particular norms and expectations for social categories. These norms delineate the extent to 

which individuals may verbally "recontextualize the past or precontextualize […] future" acts, 

stances, and activities (1992, p. 346). 



 32 

Since Ochs's work, many have studied the relationship between stance and identity, such 

as Jaffe (2009), Bucholtz (2009), and Englebretson (2007). Du Bois (2007) proposes the stance 

triangle, writing that positioning subsumes stance, so we can think of stance as a more precise 

way of applying positioning theory (c.f. Davies and Harré, 1990; van Langenhove and Harré, 

1999; Bamberg, 1997). Du Bois defines stance as: 

a public act by a social actor, achieved dialogically through overt communicative means 

(language, gesture, and other symbolic forms), through which social actors 

simultaneously evaluate objects, position subjects (themselves and others), and align with 

other subjects, with respect to any salient dimension of value in the sociocultural field. 

(Du Bois, 2007, p. 169) 

In the stance triangle model, depicted in Figure 2 below, the stance-taker (1) evaluates an object, 

(2) positions a subject (usually the self), and (3) aligns with other subjects (Du Bois, 2007, p. 

169). According to Du Bois, stance-taking entails owning and taking responsibility for any 

stances communicated; there are no private stances. Stances are also context-dependent and exist 

to assign value to a target object in relation to others' stances. One of the main functions of 

stance-taking is evaluation, whereby stance objects are characterized "as having some specific 

quality or value" (Du Bois, 2007, p. 143). Similar to Ochs (1993), Du Bois finds that stances 

may express evaluation along affective or epistemic scales, indicating the sentiments of the 

speaker or the speaker's relative knowledge about the stance object. 
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Figure 2. The stance triangle model. (Du Bois, 2007, p. 163) 

Similar to Ochs’s work on stance, Bucholtz and Hall (2005) define identity as “the social 

positioning of self and other” (p. 586), and assert that identity encompasses larger 

macrodemographic categories as well as fleeting, interactionally specific stances. The authors 

propose five principles for conceptualizing identity. Their emergence principle describes how 

identity is not a fixed, a priori phenomenon, but rather emerges in interaction. The positionality 

principle states that identities include both macro-level demographic categories, but also 

temporary stances and local interactional roles. The third principle, indexicality, outlines the 

ways in which indexical processes can (re)-construct identity. The partialness principle states 

that identity is in part agentive and in part less-than-fully-conscious and habitual, as identities 

constantly shift across interactional contexts and are always partial. Finally, the relationality 

principle describes how identities are “intersubjectively constructed through several, often 

overlapping, complementary relations” (p. 598). Under the relationality principle, the authors 

propose three sets of relations that characterize identity construction in discourse. 
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In the first set of relations, Bucholtz and Hall use the terms adequation and distinction to 

describe how individuals and groups may be positioned along a continuum of similarity and 

difference. Adequation emphasizes that "in order for groups or individuals to be positioned as 

alike [they…] must merely be understood as sufficiently similar for current interactional 

purposes" (p. 599). In contrast, distinction depends on the suppression of these similarities that 

might undermine any construction of difference. Individuals may also evaluate the authenticity 

of another participant's identity, legitimating or challenging another's identity as either real or 

artificial; Bucholtz and Hall (2005) refer to these as authentication and denaturalization 

respectively (p. 601). By aligning with and taking stances on macro-level ideological categories, 

individuals are able to create context-specific identities in interaction that may be challenged or 

authenticated by co-conversationalists. The final set of relations, authorization and 

illegitimation, address the structural and institutional aspects of identity. Authorization "involves 

the affirmation or imposition of an identity through structures of institutionalized power and 

ideology, whether local or translocal" (p. 603), and illegitimation addresses how identities are 

dismissed, censored, or silenced by these same structures. In my research, I am most interested in 

focusing on the relationality principle, particularly the processes of 

authentication/denaturalization and adequation/distinction. 

In brief, I have shown how identities have been demonstrated as products of linguistic 

and semiotic practices as opposed to a priori sources of linguistic variability. A variety of 

identities may be the focus of analysis (e.g., individual, collective, personal, social, and 

situational), and the dimensions of agency, coherence and continuity, morality, and knowledge 

may drive indexical processes of identity formation. It is clear that identity is only seen as 

socially and functionally meaningful due to repeated social practice. While identity has been 
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viewed through several theoretical frameworks, a common thread running through each theory is 

that of indexicality. It is never a single linguistic form that indexes identity, but rather a cluster of 

features that are used in a specific discourse context and combined with several overlapping 

historical, cultural, and social processes. 

 

2.3.2. Positioning theory and identity 

One paradigm for exploring the multiplicity of identities that has been widely employed in both 

conversation and narrative analysis is positioning theory. Critiquing the rigidity of social "roles," 

Davies and Harré (1990) proposed positioning theory as a way to examine “personhood” and to 

analyze how interlocutors take up multiple and overlapping identities in discourse. Defining 

positioning as a discursive practice "whereby selves are located in conversations as observably 

and intersubjectively coherent participants in jointly produced story lines" (p. 48), the authors 

propose that identities emerge through social interaction. They assert that people are constantly 

“locating ourselves in conversations according to those narrative forms with which we are 

familiar and bringing to those narratives our own subjective lived histories through which we 

have learnt metaphors, characters, and plots” (p. 52). In this context, Davies and Harré’s use of 

“narrative” refers both to stories of lived experience that are told in everyday conversation, as 

well as a “stories in a more metaphorical sense” (Gordon, 2015, p. 331).  

To demonstrate how positioning is “a real conversational phenomenon and not just an 

analyst’s tool” (1990, p. 57), Davies and Harré examine a prior experience which they call a 

“lived narrative” (p. 55). Recounting a shared experience of attending a conference together, the 

authors tell the story of two characters, Sano and Enfermada, who are based on the authors 

themselves. Sano, the pseudonym given to Harré, is a healthy male, and Enfermada, who is 
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representative of Davies, is a sick female colleague who happens to be in need of medicine. The 

two venture out into the cold to locate a pharmacy, but the outing soon turns sour when Sano 

says to Enfermada, “I’m sorry to have dragged you all this way when you’re not well.” To this, 

Enfermada replies, “you didn’t drag me, I chose to come.” The awkward exchange leaves both 

parties feeling uncomfortable, and the authors use positioning to explain how the characters 

interpreted the same experience through contrasting story lines. Sano understood the situation 

through the view of a healthy person caring for a sick colleague, or through a caretaker and 

patient story line. The comment of having “dragged” Enfermada out into the cold positions Sano 

as a poor caretaker and Enfermada as being in his charge. However, Enfermada interpreted 

Sano’s comment through a story line of sexism, believing that he positioned her as a helpless 

woman in need of a man’s help. Enfermada refuses Sano’s positioning of her as dependent on 

him, and her response positions Sano as sexist, to which Sano protests. 

 This example is indicative of how positioning is jointly accomplished and emergent in 

interaction, for when one reflexively positions oneself, or what van Langenhove and Harré 

(1999) term as self-positioning, one also simultaneously position others, or engages in other-

positioning. Positioning may be conscious and deliberate in the case of intentional positioning, 

or below the level of consciousness and unintentional, or what the authors term as tacit 

positioning; this is similar to how Bucholtz and Hall (2005) assert that identity construction may 

at times be intentional or less than fully conscious. Van Langenhove and Harré (1999) also 

delineate three orders of positioning. First order positioning is concerned with how speakers 

locate themselves and others within moral spaces by using story lines in an ongoing interaction; 

second order positioning occurs when first order positioning “is not taken for granted” (p. 20) 

and becomes the topic of the conversation; and third order positioning, what the authors also call 
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accountive positioning, occurs when speakers discuss and explain a story outside of the initial 

telling. 

Distinct from van Langenhove and Harré’s theorizing on positioning orders, Bamberg 

(1997) also proposes three levels of narrative positioning. Bamberg’s (1997) first level of 

positioning captures how “characters [are] positioned in relation to one another” (p. 337) in the 

events of a narrative story world. The second level addresses how speakers “position him or 

herself to the audience” (p. 337) in the interaction, which includes situational identities, 

narrators’ affective stances, and expectations of the responsibilities of co-participants (Bamberg 

and Georgakopoulou, 2008). The third level is concerned with how “narrators position 

themselves to themselves” (p. 337), or how narrators convey more enduring aspects of their 

identities. Bamberg and Georgakopoulou (2008) add that level three positioning also relates to 

larger, dominant discourses about the world, such as gender and sexuality (e.g., Menard-

Warwick, 2005, 2007), racial and cultural identities (e.g., Flannery, 2008; Moita-Lopes, 2006; 

Koven, 2015), and language ideologies (e.g., De Fina and King, 2011). While tellers 

occasionally state their membership to a particular identity category overtly, it is more common 

to “covertly position self and others in the realm of being talked about” (Bamberg, 2011, p. 105). 

Through storytelling, speakers are able to construct identities that are multifaceted and existing 

simultaneously across several layers of interaction. 

Because positioning theory acknowledges that identity construction occurs on multiple 

levels and is locally occasioned in interaction, scholars have used positioning to analyze identity 

in various conversational and narrative contexts. Korobov and Bamberg (2007) examine identity 

construction in a naturally occurring interaction between a group of 10-year-old boys, in which 

the participants discuss seeing female nudity on a television game show. According to Korobov 
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and Bamberg, identities can be best understood as “interactional identities” enacted in situ. 

Instead of conceptualizing identities as being performed here and there, the authors maintain that 

identities are composed of a “complex weaving of positionings” (p. 254). In their study, the 

authors demonstrate how the boys employ descriptions and evaluations in order to position 

themselves as “heterosexual” and “masculine,” and negotiate between the positions of being 

“children” or “adult-like.” For example, in their joking exaggerations and complaints of how 

little nudity is actually shown on the program, the boys position themselves as clearly having 

interest in heterosexual desire. In contrast, when one boy comments on how the limitations of the 

program likely restrict the amount of nudity that can be televised, his epistemic stance positions 

himself as knowledgeable and adult-like. The authors summarize that it is the confluence of 

these positionings, achieved indirectly and subtly over the course of interaction, that make up the 

boys’ identities. 

Scholars like Wortham (2000) have also shown how speakers engage in interactional 

positioning of the self and the audience during narrative sequences. Analyzing one woman’s 

narrative about the abuse she endured throughout her childhood, Wortham shows how “the self 

represented in an autobiographical narrative and the self enacted in the same narrative can 

interrelate so as partly to construct the self” (p. 158, italics in original). Within the level of the 

story world, or what Bamberg would consider first level positioning, Wortham reveals how the 

speaker portrays herself within the narrative vis-à-vis other story world characters; the narrator’s 

character develops from a passive and abused child to an agentive, rebellious teenager who chose 

to run away from her mother. In the storytelling context, or on the second level of positioning, 

the narrator parallels and actualizes this identity shift from passive to agentive as she recounts 

the story. In narrating her victimization at school, the speaker positions herself vis-à-vis the 
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interviewer in a therapist and client relationship, which reflects the passivity of her character in 

the story world. However, while recounting her teen years, the narrator positions herself and the 

interviewer as peers who can remain analytically distant from the story world. Finally, with 

regard to the third level of positioning, Wortham demonstrates the ongoing process by which the 

narrator’s identity as an assertive person is mediated and constantly enacted throughout the 

story’s telling. Identifying features such as reported speech, metapragmatic verbs, epistemic 

modals, and evaluative indexicals, Wortham shows how identities are accomplished and enacted 

in the process of interactional positioning. 

As a precursor to Wortham’s work, Schiffrin (1996) has shown how narrators of mother-

daughter narratives use various linguistic features and devices to construct what she calls "self-

portraits.” Examining the narratives of two Jewish-American mothers, Schiffrin demonstrates 

how these self-portraits exist not only in the dialogue of the story world (or what Bamberg calls 

level one positioning), but also in the interaction and in relationship to the narrators themselves 

(levels two and three). She contends that narrators create identities emergent in discourse that 

reflect both power and solidarity, closeness and distance, using storytelling to "reveal aspects of 

the storytellers' selves and social identities" (p. 168). In the act of telling these narratives, 

Schiffrin finds that the narrators embody and become their narrated selves over the course of the 

interaction. For example, Schiffrin examines one narrator’s story about how her daughter-in-law 

has difficulty addressing her as “mom.” In the story world, the narrator constructs positions of 

both solidarity towards and distance from her daughter-in-law; although she emphasizes her 

positive feelings for her daughter-in-law, she also criticizes her daughter’s choice to avoid using 

address terms altogether. Revealing that she had suggested for her daughter-in-law to call her by 

her first name (i.e., “If you can’t say Mom, just call me by my first name!”), the narrator orients 
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to the audience as an agentive actor. The story itself encapsulates larger themes of cultural 

identity, such as expectations for marriage and family integration. 

Among one of many approaches to analyzing identity, positioning theory is not merely an 

abstract heuristic, but rather an ongoing phenomenon achieved intersubjectively in discourse. 

Because positioning theory calls for a multilayered analysis of identity, and because it draws 

attention toward the construction of recognizable story lines, it is a useful tool for examining 

how speakers’ identities are emergent in conversation, the act of narrating, and in narrative story 

worlds. In the next section, I briefly review how positioning theory, as well as other approaches 

to analyzing identity, have been used to examine the discursive construction of family identities. 

 

2.3.3. The discursive construction of family identities 

There is an expansive body of literature in linguistics on the topic of family discourse and the 

construction of family identities, with research addressing a diverse range of family relations and 

interactional contexts. While some studies have focused on interactions between parents (e.g., 

Tannen, 2006a; Johnston, 2007), many have centered on parent-child interactions. Research on 

parent-child interaction includes language socialization (e.g., Ochs, 1982; Schieffelin, 1990; 

Ochs, 1993; Ochs and Shohet, 2006; Hua, 2010; Shohet, 2013), structured activities like 

checking homework (e.g., Wingard, 2006), teaching children about the meanings of words and 

objects (e.g., Crowley and Jacobs, 2002; Goodwin, 2007), getting children dressed (e.g., Gordon, 

2008), parenting (e.g., Gordon, 2009) and parental discipline (e.g., Papps et al., 1995; Duong, 

2015), and playtime activities (e.g., Gordon, 2002; Gordon, 2008). 

Playtime activities especially have been shown to be interesting and complex sites to 

analyze the construction of parental identities and the socialization of young children. Analysts 
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have shown how parents employ multiple discursive strategies to accomplish tasks while playing 

with their children. Using the concepts of footing and framing, Gordon (2008) integrates Hoyle’s 

(1993) examination of laminated play frames in children’s discourse and Shore’s (1996) analysis 

of marginal play in the organization of sporting events. She proposes a process of frame 

lamination called blending, where multiple frames are constructed to create at least "two 

simultaneous definitions of what is taking place" (p. 320). For example, a parent speaking to a 

child may use "linguistic and/or paralinguistic features to send a playful metamessage while 

simultaneously accomplishing a literal-frame task" (p. 320). Another example is when a parent 

creates work and play frames "through a single utterance by speaking as a pretend role-play 

character and issuing a task-oriented directive" (p. 320). Putting this in terms of footing, we 

could say that two footings are taken up in blended frames, as speakers simultaneously take up 

two alignments towards their participants. In the case where a parent speaks as a pretend role-

play character, the parent is aligning with their child as a parent and as the role-play character. 

Gordon (2009) suggests that blending not only serves social purposes but is also related to 

processes of cognitive meaning-making, as the tactic shapes our understanding of what is going 

on in a situation. 

In addition to play activities, one of the most extensively studied contexts in family 

discourse studies has been interaction during mealtimes, particularly at the dinner table. This is 

unsurprising, since meals are often one of the few moments of the day where parents (and other 

relatives) are able to sit down together and interact with their children. Scholars have shown how 

mealtime conversations are rich with narrative data (e.g., Ochs and Taylor, 1992a; Blum-Kulka, 

1997; Raspayeva, 2018), as family members are encouraged to tell each other about their days at 

school, work, or home. The dinner table is also a locus for language socialization, as children are 
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able to develop social and cultural competence in modeling, listening, and responding to adult 

talk. For instance, Blum-Kulka (1990, 1994) has shown how parents use strategies like directives 

and metapragmatic comments about children’s behavior (e.g., “you don’t touch lettuce with your 

fingers”) to socialize their children into polite dinner table behavior. Also analyzing mealtime 

discourse, Ochs and Shohet (2006) remark on how mealtimes are as much about the activity of 

sharing food as they are occasions for family members to reinforce and redefine social roles, 

moral order, and family relationships. While food is often treated as “a symbol of care” (p. 41) 

and mealtimes a time for family bonding, the authors acknowledge that mealtimes can be a way 

for parents to socialize children into conflict (e.g., Wiggins, 2013, 2014), such as when children 

do not like the food their parents prepare. 

The dinner table is often a site where gendered identities are modeled and enacted for 

children (e.g., Ochs and Taylor, 1995; Kendall, 2006, 2007). In one study, Kendall (2008) shows 

how framing, footing, and positioning can be used to reinforce gendered behavior during family 

dinners. Analyzing conversations among a middle-class, heterosexual, white family in 

Washington, D.C., Kendall finds that the mother and father create gendered identities through 

the various positions they take up in different interactional frames. In each frame, the parents 

take up positions with differing alignments vis-à-vis their daughter and one another as they 

negotiate parental authority. She contends that "each frame is constituted by, and makes 

available, one or more discursive positions" (p. 547), identifying fifteen positions taken up by the 

parents, such as host or head chef in the dinner frame, or journalist and comedian in the 

conversational frame. Kendall characterizes each position by the speech acts performed when a 

speaker takes up the position, the linguistic register and manner of the speech acts, the different 

footings and participation frameworks created by the positions, and the relation of each position 
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to its surrounding talk. She finds that the mother takes up all fifteen positions over the course of 

the meal, while the father takes up seven positions, mostly taking up that of the comedian. In 

contrast, the mother not only participates more in the dinner conversation, but also takes up more 

"controlling" positions that construct parental authority. Kendall’s analysis demonstrates how 

parental identities and authority are not presupposed a priori, but rather enacted through ongoing 

interactional positioning in discourse. 

Within the body of research on parent-child interactions, the discourse(s) of and between 

mothers and daughters has been studied at length (e.g., Schiffrin, 1996, 2000, 2002; Gordon, 

2002; Tannen, 2006b; Petraki, Baker, and Emmison, 2007). For example, Gordon (2007b) 

examines interactions between a mother (Janet) and her young daughter (Natalie), examining 

how Natalie uses repetition as a strategy to experiment with, or “try on,” maternal identities. 

Repeating past utterances that she had heard from her mother, Natalie takes up multiple footings 

(or what Kendall, 2008 analyzes as positions in her own work) in both play and non-play frames, 

such as that of a “worker,” “teacher,” or “adult daughter.” Gordon’s work shows how family 

identities are reified, negotiated, and continually woven together across time, as well as how 

children understand family roles as neither static nor unidimensional. 

Yet another component of research on mother-daughter discourse is focused on 

discourses and ideologies surrounding expectations for motherhood. Though I explore this more 

in chapter five, it is important to recognize here that mothers are often expected to be models for 

moral behavior for their children, and motherhood itself has been described by some as a moral 

career (e.g., Liamputtong, 2006). It is particularly marked when mothers fail to meet the 

expectations of what it means to be a “good” mother, and scholars have explored the discursive 

strategies that mothers use to try to mitigate such an assumption (e.g., Schlenker, 1980; Gordon, 
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2007a). Interestingly, while there have been studies conducted on discourses surrounding 

fatherhood (e.g., Lupton and Barclay, 1997; Robb, 2003), there appears to be a lack of research 

on father-son interactions to the same extent that there has been a focus on mother-daughter 

discourse.  

Outside of parent-child interactions, scholars have examined discourse between siblings 

(e.g., Tannen, 2008, 2009; Rowe, 2011), in-laws (e.g., Sandel, 2004; Han, 2013; Choe, 2020), 

stepfamily members (e.g., Gordon, 2003), and among intergenerational family members (e.g., 

Hamaguchi, 2001; Hua, 2008; Choe, 2020).  And although many of the studies cited in this 

chapter center on the experiences of American and Caucasian families, scholars have examined 

families from diverse racial, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds, such as in Chinese (e.g., Chang, 

2003; Hua, 2008, 2010), Japanese (e.g., Hamaguchi, 2001; Murase et al., 2005), Korean (e.g., 

Cho, 2005; Kim, 2006; Choi, Kim, and Lee, 2012; Kim, Lee, and Lee, 2015; Choe, 2020), 

Punjabi (e.g., Klein, 2009), and multicultural (e.g., Vidal, 2015) families. Beyond families with 

heterosexual couples, researchers have analyzed family discourse among lesbian mothers (e.g., 

Wagner, 2010) and gay fathers (e.g., Lewin, 2009), though more research is needed on queer and 

non-heteronormative families. 

Family interaction has also been studied across multimodalities, and scholars have 

investigated how families use technological devices such as computer and video games (e.g., 

Aarsand, 2007), television (e.g., Tovares, 2007, 2012), and mobile phones (e.g., İkizoğlu, 2019) 

as interactional resources. And in addition to spoken, face-to-face interaction, researchers have 

analyzed how family identities are negotiated in online discourse, such as in online forums (e.g., 

Mackenzie, 2017, 2018), online messaging apps (e.g., Tannen, 2006b, 2013; Rowe, 2011; Al 
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Rashdi, 2018; Choe, 2020), and on social media sites like Facebook (e.g., West and Trester, 

2013).  

Now that I have given an overview of family discourse studies across a broad range of 

cultures, I turn to studies conducted on Vietnamese family discourse. However, much of the 

work on Vietnamese identities in general has been conducted in the context of family interaction 

and language socialization in parent-child interactions. For this reason, I will examine research 

on the discursive construction of Vietnamese identities, including Vietnamese family identities, 

in the following section.  

 

2.3.4. The discursive construction of Vietnamese identities 

Before I begin outlining linguistic scholarship on Vietnamese identities, I find it important to 

situate it within the broader field of research on Asian Pacific Islander (API) racial and ethnic 

identities. Following social constructionist theories of identity, scholars have found that ethnic 

identity "is not about what one is, but rather about what one does" (Fought, 2013, p. 388). The 

intersections of race, ethnicity, language, and identity have long been of analytical interest to 

sociolinguists, linguistic anthropologists, and dialectologists. Dating back to the 1970s, scholars 

have examined the linguistic and discursive practices of African Americans (e.g., Labov, 1972b; 

Mitchell-Kernan, 1972; Smitherman, 1977; Michaels, 1981; Baugh, 1983; Nichols, 1983; 

Rickford, 1985; Scott, 2000; Troutman, 2001; Rickford and King, 2016). Academics have also 

produced a substantial amount of work on Latinos and Spanish-speaking communities in the 

U.S. (e.g., Bucholtz, 1995; Zentella, 1997, 2004; Bailey, 2000; Fought, 2003). Native American 

languages, discursive practices, and representation in the media have also been researched 

extensively by linguists (e.g.,, Basso, 1979; Scollon and Scollon, 1981; Philips, 1983; Kroskrity, 
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1993; Leap, 1993; Schilling-Estes, 2004; Meek, 2006). More recently, linguists have also 

explored how the accepted normativity of whiteness serves as a backdrop to studies of racial 

difference (e.g., Hill, 1998; Trechter and Bucholtz, 2001; Fought, 2006; Bucholtz, 2011).  

Linguists clearly have vested interest in theorizing about language, race, and ethnicity, 

and will doubtlessly continue to do so. Despite this, APIs remain underrepresented and 

understudied in sociolinguistic and linguistic anthropological research, and they have not 

received the same level of sustained, scholarly attention as other racial and ethnic groups. Early 

sociolinguistic studies on the speech of APIs have tended to focus primarily on three topic areas: 

discerning whether or not APIs shared an ethnically distinct speech variety (e.g., Spencer, 1950; 

Mendoza-Denton and Iwai, 1993; Hanna, 1997; Lindemann, 2003), code-switching (e.g., Ervin-

Tripp, 1964; Nishimura, 1997; Lo, 1999; Shin and Milroy, 2000; Kang, 2003), and second-

language, bilingual, and heritage language education (e.g., Kondo-Brown, 2006; He and Xiao, 

2008). Following these earlier studies, Reyes and Lo (2009) compiled a seminal anthology 

entitled, Beyond yellow English: Toward a linguistic anthropology of Asian Pacific America. 

The first of its kind, the anthology showcases a wide range of linguistic research on APIs, 

ranging from interactional positionings in discourse (e.g., Kang, 2009; Reyes, 2009; Suzuki, 

2009) to narrative practices (e.g., Klein, 2009; McElhinny et al., 2009), to language acquisition 

and educational contexts (e.g., He, 2009; Hinton, 2009; Talmy, 2009), to language and 

representation in the media (e.g., Chun, 2009; Shankar, 2009). 

However, while research on the linguistic practices of APIs has been diversifying and 

expanding, especially in recent years (e.g., Chun, 2013, 2016; Lo, 2016; Reyes, 2016), there 

remains a paucity of linguistic research on Vietnamese identities both in the diaspora and within 

Vietnam itself. A large majority of scholarship on Vietnamese discourse has focused on Northern 
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dialect speakers of Vietnamese and has primarily examined the role of deference, respect, and 

politeness in interaction (e.g., P.T. Le, 2013; T.K. Nguyen, 2015; Nguyen and Nguyen, 2016). 

This focus on deference is to be expected, as Vietnamese culture is known for valuing age-based 

status and seniority, and it highly emphasizes hierarchical social order both within and outside of 

the family. Drawing on Goffman’s (1956) concept of deference rituals, T.K. Nguyen (2016) 

explores how ritualized practices of giving deference reify and reinforce social hierarchy. The 

author proposes that Vietnamese interactants employ more “asymmetrical rules” (Goffman, 

1956, p. 476) for deference rituals, or ones in which there is no expectation for reciprocity in the 

exchange of respect rituals between junior and senior interlocutors. These asymmetrical 

expectations for deference match and highlight the hierarchical structure of Vietnamese social 

interaction. Analyzing interview data from working-class individuals residing in Hanoi, the 

author cites the use of kinship terms, formal greetings and salutations, and polite confirmatory 

response particles (e.g., dạ and vâng) as linguistic performances of deference rituals in 

participants’ day-to-day lives. T.K. Nguyen (2016) contends that these daily deference practices 

are indicative of larger macrosocial norms that guide individuals’ behavior, obligations, and 

beliefs regarding Vietnamese social relationships. 

Similarly, studying the daily interactions of a Central Vietnamese family, Shohet (2013) 

demonstrates how the ethic of hy sinh, or ‘sacrifice’, shapes the way deference is embodied in 

Vietnamese speakers’ linguistic and corporeal practices, specifically in the language 

socialization of young children. While broadly translated as ‘sacrifice’, hy sinh might also be 

understood as self-sacrifice and is deeply intertwined with filial piety, moral conduct, and 

asymmetrical hierarchical relations. Filial piety explicitly invokes an asymmetrical relationship 

between parents and children, as it demands respect to senior participants from junior ones. Hy 
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sinh, then, serves as the underlying reason as to why filial piety is valued to begin with; it is 

parents’ sacrifice for their children that engenders the debt and obligations for children’s 

devotion to their parents. This moral conduct is imparted to children through explicit language 

socialization practices, such as directing children on how to greet elders with respect particles 

(e.g., ạ) and with gestures like bowing in appropriate contexts (e.g., to older family members, 

during ceremonial feasts, and when making offerings to the family alter). Additionally, as Shohet 

remarks, parents do not give children explicit praise when they successfully perform these acts, 

as though proper communicative behavior is reward enough itself. This differs drastically from 

what Ochs and Schieffelin (1984) find in U.S. contexts, where caregivers might reward their 

children’s good behavior with praise and physical displays of affection. Such practices become 

daily deference rituals that codify hierarchical relationships and expectations for proper behavior 

into the moral ethic of the family. 

Other language socialization studies have examined confrontational or disharmonious 

interactions, such as disagreements, parental discipline, and managing children’s offences and 

bad behavior. Papps et al. (1995) surveyed various ethnic communities in Australia, including 

Anglo, Greek, Lebanese, and Vietnamese mothers, to explore cross-cultural differences in 

parental disciplining practices. Using hypothetical vignettes in which their children behaved 

poorly, the researchers asked participants how they would react to address their children’s 

misbehavior. The authors found that Vietnamese mothers reported using methods of “induction” 

to redress their children’s actions. Examples of induction techniques included verbal 

admonishments, such as emphasizing the consequences of the child’s actions to others, and 

ordering conformity to moral standards (e.g., reminding children to respect to elders). 
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In his analysis of Vietnamese adult-child interactions uploaded to YouTube, Duong 

(2015) explores the strategies that children use to either remediate or avoid redressing their bad 

behavior. He finds that in either scenario, children display competence as independent social 

actors. By choosing to remediate their behavior (e.g., apologizing, discontinuing their actions) 

either of their own accord or at their parents’ behest, children acknowledge their wrongdoing and 

the asymmetrical rights to power between themselves and their parents. However, in refusing to 

redress the behavior, the author suggests that children do not treat their misbehavior as an actual 

offence and simply hold a different viewpoint from adults. In this sense, children defend their 

point of view when they resist their parents’ admonishment, such as when they continue their 

actions or argue to deny their wrongdoing. These confrontations are also loci for parents to 

socialize children into proper moral conduct through parental disciplining practices. Some 

parents choose to guide their children to understand their offences (which recognizes the child as 

a socially competent actor), while others exercise their power and rights by punishing or scolding 

them (which denies that the child is socially competent). 

In addition to one’s parents, Vietnamese speakers hold expectations surrounding 

appropriate moral behavior towards other family members during disagreements. Using a 

discourse production survey to elicit participants’ responses, Vo (2016) examines the “cultural 

scripts” Vietnamese speakers draw upon when faced with a situation where a family member 

possesses inaccurate information. Unlike a discourse completion task (DCT), the discourse 

production survey allowed for participants to provide their own responses, as well as their 

“expected discourses” (p. 60) towards different people. This is in contrast with responding to a 

prescribed utterance like in a DCT. The study surveyed 80 native adult Vietnamese speakers 

working and residing in Hue, Vietnam, aged 18 to 55; although the speakers were based in Hue, 
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they were from different regions of Vietnam, so the study was not constrained by regional 

dialects or cultures. Presented with hypothetical disagreements with varying family members, 

such as one’s parents, older and younger siblings, and children, participants evinced subtle 

variations in their responses depending on the intended family member. For example, when 

correcting parents’ informational inaccuracy, participants were more likely to use respectful 

expressions, vocatives, and hedged negation; with younger siblings, participants were more 

likely to have stronger reactions, including expressing discontentment and giving sharp-tongued 

corrections. The variation in responses displays the significance of family hierarchy in 

influencing Vietnamese speakers’ cultural scripts for confrontational and face-threatening 

interactions. 

Because Vietnamese displays a strong preference for using kinship terms across all 

interactional contexts, researchers have also studied extensively how interlocutors employ kin 

terms to show deference and respect in everyday conversation with both genealogical and non-

consanguineal kin (e.g., Luong, 1984, 1990; Sidnell, 2019). However, since I address this topic 

at length in my analysis in chapter four, I will provide a more detailed examination of the 

Vietnamese system of person deixis there, and only give a few examples in this section. To 

begin, in her study of advice-giving sequences, H.T. Nguyen (2009) finds that kin terms are used 

to invoke participants’ membership in familial roles (e.g., parent-child). Even though these roles 

are already implied, highlighting them works to establish a parent’s authority despite giving 

unsolicited advice to adult children. However, scholars have also demonstrated how speakers 

bypass this expectation to perform deference in non-familial contexts. For instance, Kleifgen 

(2001) shows how two Vietnamese coworkers at a Californian manufacturing plant use non-

honorific markers and English expressions while collaboratively problem-solving in order to 
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achieve more symmetrical relations. Likewise, Sidnell and Shohet (2013) have examined the 

linguistic options of address forms among same-aged Vietnamese peers, such as using personal 

names instead of kin terms, to engender solidary and equal relations. 

Outside of person deixis, attention to deference obligations is also featured in the 

distribution of intersubjective labor in repair sequences, as shown in Sidnell, Trần, and Vũ’s 

(2020) examination of a videotaped conversation between Northern Vietnamese friends. The 

authors’ analysis demonstrates how the Vietnamese proverb, kính trên, nhường dưới, or, ‘respect 

those above, yield to those below’, is reflective of interlocutors’ attention to speakers’ relative 

status and seniority. Sidnell, Trần, and Vũ find that junior interlocutors initiate repair by 

demonstrating a detailed understanding of the trouble source, inviting the senior interlocutor to 

confirm their interpretation through repetition or reformulations. In other words, by creating 

minimal work for senior interlocutors to complete the repair sequence, junior interlocutors give 

respect to those “above.” Conversely, the authors find that senior interlocutors often initiate 

repair through the use of “open class forms” (p. 1), such as huh or hả, which require little effort 

to produce and load the burden of resolving the trouble source onto junior interlocutors. 

However, senior interlocutors were also found to accept junior participants’ teasing in good 

humor, thus “yielding” to those below them. 

It is clear that displaying the appropriate amount of deference, particularly to one’s 

family members, is deeply valued in Vietnamese culture. Since age-based seniority and the 

hierarchy of family relations are extended beyond the context of one’s actual genealogical kin, 

one could go as far as saying that Vietnamese family interaction is a model upon which a 

majority of interactions are based. Obligations for showing deference and moral conduct extend 

beyond person reference and permeate linguistic practices such as repair, disciplining children, 
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and contesting and displaying knowledge. However, in this study I hope to contribute not only to 

our understanding of Vietnamese hierarchical relations, but also to how family members 

engender solidarity through the sharing of knowledge and details. In the next section, I outline 

literature on the development of epistemic discourse analysis as well as broad approaches to 

knowledge in interaction. 

 

2.4.  Epistemic discourse analysis  

2.4.1. Foundations of epistemic discourse analysis 

Here I review the development of epistemic discourse analysis, beginning with Goffman's 

information preserve and the conceptualization of epistemic territories. Goffman (1997/1971) 

considers knowledge to be fundamental to identity and proposes the concept of epistemic 

territories. He suggests that each individual has the rights to claim full access and primacy to 

one's information preserve, or "the set of facts about himself to which an individual expects to 

control access while in the presence of others" (p. 50), where the information preserve forms an 

epistemic territory of the self. Labov and Fanshel (1977) were among the first to distinguish 

between kinds of epistemic territories of knowledge in their study of therapeutic discourse, 

creating a distinction between "A-events (known only to A, but not B), B-events (known only to 

B, but not A), AB-events (known to both A and B), O-events (known to everyone), and D-events 

(known to be disputable)" (p. 100). Pomerantz (1980) made a similar distinction in her proposal 

of Type 1 and Type 2 knowables, where Type 1 refers to "knowables […] that subject-actors as 

subject-actors have rights and obligations to know" (p. 187), and Type 2 refers to "those that 

subject-actors are assumed to have access to by virtue of the knowings being occasioned" (p. 

187). In other words, Type 1 knowables include information immediately available to a speaker, 
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such as their name or what they are doing – this is akin to what Goffman (1997/1971) proposes 

about the information preserve. Type 2 knowables include information gathered from the 

immediate context, such as the activities of other interlocutors. 

 Chafe's (1986) research on evidentiality and epistemic modality was another early 

contributing work in the field of epistemics. Chafe focuses on linguistic resources used in 

English to express attitudes towards the reliability of knowledge, proposing that “everything we 

experience has to be checked against what we already know” (Chafe, 1986, p. 270). Although 

English does not morphosyntactically encode evidentiality like other languages, Chafe (1986) 

finds that English still has a "rich repertoire of evidential devices" (p. 261). He suggests that 

there are two dimensions of attitudes towards knowing, which are reliability and mode of 

knowing. With regard to the latter, Chafe proposes four modes of knowing, all of which can 

move up and down the scale of reliability: belief, induction, hearsay, and deduction. According 

to the author, each of these modes have different sources, such as “evidence” in the case of 

induction, “language” in the case of hearsay, "hypothesis" in the case of deduction, and a lack 

thereof in the case of belief. He writes that reliability may be expressed with adverbs (maybe, 

possibly, certainly) or with modality (may, might).  

Epistemics has also been studied extensively in the field of conversation analysis (CA). 

As Heritage (2013a) writes, "conversation analytic research on epistemics focuses on the 

knowledge claims that interactants register, assert, and defend in and through turns at talk and 

sequences of interaction" (p. 556). Prior to his most recent work on epistemics, Heritage (1984) 

had been working on the nature of the discourse marker oh. Instead of treating it as an 

exclamation or a minimal response, he suggests that the particle demonstrates a change-of-state 

in speaker information, and may be a verbal receipt acknowledging new information. He 
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expanded his work on oh to include questions (1998) and assessments (2002). Heritage's work on 

oh laid the foundation for his future research with Geoffrey Raymond on identities enacted 

epistemically during talk. As Raymond and Heritage (2006) have stated, we know that and how 

identity is important, but it is up to the analyst to reveal the mechanisms that make identity 

relevant and consequential in conversation. While I engage in a more detailed discussion of 

Raymond and Heritage’s (2006) work in chapter five, I find it important to acknowledge the 

authors’ view on the link between knowledge and identity. They assert that it is speakers’ 

conduct and linguistic choices, as well as the sequential organization of these actions, that create 

a link between speakers’ identities and the distribution of their rights to knowledge in a given 

interaction (Raymond and Heritage, 2006, p. 681). 

Writing on the contributions of CA to the field of epistemics, van Dijk (2014) 

summarizes that CA has begun to consider “which speakers may express what kind of 

knowledge to what kind of recipients, and how entitlements, responsibility, imbalances and 

norms influence such talk” (p. 9), conceptualizing knowledge as  a moral domain. Indeed, 

Stivers, Mondada, and Steensig (2011) have suggested that knowledge is a moral domain that 

may be conceived of in three dimensions: epistemic access, epistemic primacy, and epistemic 

rights. Rather unsurprisingly, epistemic access may be best described as the access a speaker has 

a to a given event. This includes whether the speaker does or does not know about the event, the 

speaker’s certainty of their knowledge about the event, and the source of a speaker’s knowledge 

(akin to Chafe’s 1986 description of English evidentials). Epistemic primacy can be conceived of 

as the relative authority of one’s knowledge and one’s relative right to make claims about 

knowledge, as speakers should “make assertions only with sufficient access and rights” (Stivers, 

Mondada, and Steensig, 2011, p. 14). Primacy is also concerned with a speaker’s relative right to 
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have access to events, for there is an expectation that “one should give access in order of 

relational closeness” (p. 14). For example, if a person one considered to be a close friend did not 

disclose that they were getting married until several months after the marriage, then there might 

be a violation of one’s “right to know” about this event. 

Stivers, Mondada, and Steensig (2011) also define epistemic rights and responsibilities as 

related to Pomerantz’s (1980) types of knowables. It is presumed that speakers have rights and 

obligations to know to certain information, such as biographical information about one’s self 

(Type 1 knowables), but they may not be responsible for information about other interlocutors 

(Type 2 knowables). Speakers are responsible for mobilizing knowledge in conversation with 

regard to recipient design, as they are expected to incorporate what they know about their fellow 

interlocutors into their turns of talk. Modeling knowledge as measurable in gradient and not 

absolute terms, the authors assert that knowledge is "a domain that groups or even individuals 

can have primary rights over" (Stivers, Mondada, and Steensig, 2011, p. 6), maintaining that 

knowledge can be distributed among interactants as well as across communities. 

Bringing together concepts of epistemic territories and morality to delineate the 

organization of knowledge, Heritage (2012a) proposes a division between epistemic status and 

epistemic stance (which I use and explore in more depth in chapter six), with the former being 

the relative knowledge one possesses about a given domain, and the latter linguistic realization 

of epistemic status through turns of talk. One's actual epistemic status in a conversation may be 

greater or less than what is expressed through epistemic stance, meaning that individuals can 

appear more or less knowledgeable to their interlocutors than they really are. Focusing on "polar 

requests for information," Heritage (2012b, p. 3) applies the concepts of epistemic stance and 

status and finds that epistemic status trumps syntax and intonation. That is to say, speakers will 
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consider primary epistemic status above all else when determining whether an utterance is 

requesting or conveying information. Considering these concepts in conjunction with the work of 

Stivers, Mondada, and Steensig (2011), epistemic stance may reveal varying degrees of 

epistemic status, and thus varying degrees of speaker access, primacy, and rights to knowledge. 

Within the realm of epistemic stance, Heritage (2010) proposes the concept of a sloping 

epistemic gradient to describe the relationship between knowing and unknowing interlocutors. In 

the context of question design in patient-physician interactions, Heritage suggests that relatively 

unknowing questioners may be assigned a status of K-, and more knowledgeable respondents are 

K+. The degree to which the interlocutors’ knowledge differs may be understood as a shallow 

epistemic gradient, or one in which the speakers have more equal access to knowledge, or a deep 

epistemic gradient, which presumes that the knowledge asymmetry between speakers is much 

greater. Heritage’s model seeks to describe speakers’ relative information states at particular 

moments in discourse, and it captures how speakers’ access to knowledge is constantly in flux 

over the course of an interaction. 

Just as knowledge is not a static element that exists solely in the minds of speakers, 

epistemic authority is also constantly in flux and negotiated in interaction. Examining the 

distribution of knowledge in guided tours, Mondada (2013) finds that epistemic authority is “not 

a fixed status attributed to a participant, but an incessant situated accomplishment, particularly 

vulnerable in challenging sequential contexts” (p. 598). Although we tend to presuppose the 

epistemic status of people who belong to some social categories, Mondada shows how the 

epistemic authority of presumably more knowledgeable, or K+, interlocutors (such as tour 

guides) can be contested across the sequential organization of talk and action. In the context of a 

guided visits, tour guides perform their epistemic authority through what Sacks (1972) calls 
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category bound activities, such as describing and informing, drawing attendees’ attention to 

specific locations and referents, and speaking at increased volume. Those being guided tend to 

ratify the guide’s authority by asking questions and waiting for the guide to fill the second-

position answer slot. However, Mondada demonstrates how a guide’s epistemic authority can be 

challenged when one attendee’s question is answered by another attendee, or when a guided 

participant contests the guide’s answer. As such, epistemic stance and status are constantly being 

negotiated and evaluated by all participants, and the epistemic authority of the guide is 

accomplished jointly in interaction. 

However, in a discussion on directions for future research in epistemics, Heritage (2013b) 

calls for a move away from a K-/K+ gradient model (Heritage, 2010, 2012a; Heritage and 

Raymond, 2012) that presupposes knowledge as unidimensional. Recall that Heritage (2010) 

proposed the concept of an epistemic gradient as existing from a sloping state of “knowing” and 

“unknowing” interlocutors. Instead, he proposes shifting towards a multidimensional view of 

epistemic status, suggesting a "topographical map" metaphor to embrace varying epistemic 

resources and perspectives enacted in conversation. Citing the work of Hayano (2011) and 

Kamio (1997) in Japanese, Heritage (2013b) also notes that cross-cultural examinations of 

epistemics remain scarce. Although we know much about how speakers of English mobilize 

knowledge in interaction, expectations surrounding knowledge and moral behavior may vary 

cross-culturally and cross-linguistically. Finally, Heritage suggests moving beyond the level of 

the individual in favor of studying epistemic ecologies, or how individuals are socialized and 

inducted into (epistemic) communities that have their own setting-specific contexts and 

expectations. In recent years, interest in epistemics and linguistics has become increasingly 

popular, but studies that have combined epistemic discourse analysis and theoretical approaches 
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remain restricted in scope and reach. In what follows, I give a brief overview of how knowledge 

has been discussed outside of the field of conversation analysis. 

 

2.4.2. Broader approaches to knowledge and identity 

Scholars outside of the CA tradition have also explored and theorized about knowledge in 

discourse. For example, Van Dijk (2013) defines epistemic discourse analysis as "the systematic 

and explicit study of the ways knowledge is interactively 'managed' (activated, expressed, 

presupposed, implied, conveyed, construe, etc.) in the structures and strategies of text and talk" 

(p. 497). Van Dijk is most interested in “social knowledge” which he defines as: “the shared 

beliefs of an epistemic community, justified by contextually, historically and culturally variable 

(epistemic) criteria of reliability” (2014, p. 21). Van Dijk's inclusive view of epistemics 

acknowledges that there are many semiotic resources that contribute to the expression of 

knowledge, including facework, gesture, gaze, body position, etc. 

Early work in interactional sociolinguistics, as another example, has considered the role 

of knowledge in accomplishing framing in discourse without linking it to the field of 

“epistemics” per se. Taking a broad approach to knowledge, Tannen (1979) explores the role of 

framing, knowledge, and expectations in narratives told by Americans and Greeks after watching 

a silent film; incidentally, this study was also a part of The Pear Stories project led by Wallace 

Chafe (1980). In this study, she defines frames as structures of expectation, or the idea that 

individuals use past, previously organized knowledge about the world in order to predict and 

interpret new events and experiences. Analyzing the data, she outlines a range of linguistic 

features and devices that are used to construct frames, such as negation, repetition, modals, 

evaluative language, and contrastive connectives like but. Tannen contends that close linguistic 
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analyses of these devices can reveal the frames or expectations that shape speakers’ perceptions 

of events. 

Similarly, Tannen and Wallat’s (1993) analysis of a videotaped pediatric examination 

uses an interactional sociolinguistic approach to knowledge. The authors propose the concept of 

knowledge schemas, or “participants’ expectations about people, objects, events and settings in 

the world,” stating that we rely on prior knowledge in order to understand the literal meaning of 

any utterance (p. 60). In their analysis, Tannen and Wallat describe how a pediatrician uses 

contextualization cues (Gumperz, 1982) to signal multiple shifting frames. In how she does this, 

the pediatrician is able to manage the various schemas related to each frame in the interaction: 

the social encounter frame (where the pediatrician interacts with the mother and child), the 

examination frame (where she examines the child and communicates her findings to those who 

will later watch the video), and the consultation frame (where the pediatrician talks to the 

mother). The authors show that the mismatched schemas of a pediatrician and a mother during a 

medical examination created competing demands for the doctor, resulting in "leaky frames" 

where two definitions of the interaction are being signaled.  

Researchers have also suggested that intertextuality can serve as a knowledge 

management strategy, signaling one's relative access to knowledge, and as a means for social 

bonding. That is to say, when a speaker makes an intertextual reference, there is an expectation 

for the hearer to understand and have shared knowledge of the reference. The term 

"intertextuality" arose out of Kristeva's (1986) reading of Bakhtin's (1981) work on dialogicality. 

Intertextuality, or relationships between texts and their source material, may be thought of as 

"taking old language and pushing it into new contexts” (Becker, 1995, p. 185), where any text is 

“a mosaic of quotations; any text is the absorption and transformation of another” (Kristeva, 
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1986, p. 37). Bakhtin (1981) finds that all language is heteroglossic and polyphonic, or 

comprised of many voices, believing that language "exists in other people's mouths, in other 

people's contexts, serving other people's intentions" (p. 294). From an interactional 

sociolinguistic perspective, Tannen (2007a) writes that repetition and constructed dialogue are 

forms of intertextuality that recycle some kind of “prior text” into the current conversation, 

drawing on knowledge about past experiences and re-presenting them in a new context. As 

previously discussed, both discursive strategies can serve to engender solidarity, ratify other 

participants’ contributions, and create coherence in discourse. 

Writing on the intertextual processes of entextualization, decontextualization, and 

recontextualization, Bauman and Briggs (1990) suggest that “competence, the knowledge and 

ability to carry out the decontextualization and recontextualization of performed discourse 

successfully and appropriately, may be locally conceived of as innate human capacity, learned 

skill" (p. 77, italics mine). In other words, epistemic access goes hand in hand with the 

competence required to enact intertextual processes, which is a key component of performative 

identity. This is demonstrated in Sierra's (2016) study of video game references in a conversation 

among friends. Sierra’s pioneering study bridges work on epistemics in interaction to 

intertextuality, as she proposes that intertextual references may be used to shift conversation 

topics into more familiar, shared epistemic territories, thus allowing all participants to partake 

more equally in the interaction. Intertextual references may also be used to reframe and rekey 

more serious talk into humorous, lighthearted conversation, allowing for social bonding. Other 

researchers have acknowledged the importance of knowledge, intertextuality, and identity in 

their data, even if it has not been central to their analyses (e.g., Gordon, 2009; Tovares, 2012; 

Trester, 2012). 



 61 

Knowledge has also been examined in language socialization studies, as researchers have 

studied how practices of routine inquiry and knowledge exploration feature in parent-child 

interactions. In one study, Ochs and Taylor (1992b) demonstrate how one family encouraged 

children’s critical thinking and routine sharing of knowledge during a “science at dinner” forum 

at meal times. Focusing on museum visits, Crowley and Jacob (2002) explore how parents and 

children co-construct “islands of expertise.” They find that the development of children’s 

academic knowledge is shaped by the “negotiation of parents’ and children’s interests, children 

and parents’ choices about family activities, and children and parents’ cognitive processes, 

including memory, inferencing, problem solving, and explanation” (p. 334). The authors find 

that families continually interpret and re-interpret knowledge over time, highlighting how 

parents’ explanations are recipient-designed for their children’s understanding. For example, 

parents may reference prior conversations with their children about a given topic, make 

connections between a museum exhibit to previous experiences, and provide causal links for why 

an exhibit is displayed in a certain way. These explanations help to socialize children into the 

practices of inquiry, problem-solving, and critical thinking 

 Goodwin (2007) discusses a similar phenomenon in her examination of family leisure 

activities, such as everyday walks and the reading of bedtime stories. She finds that one father’s 

explanations are recipient-designed based on the age of his children. For his five-year-old son, 

the father gives simpler and briefer explanations, and he often animates objects talking; 

conversely, for his older eight-year-old daughter, the father elaborates, or “unpacks,” his answers 

in more detail. With both children, the father invites them to explore the potential meanings of 

words and idioms, allowing them to participate in mutual sense-making and playfully co-

construct their developing knowledge about the world. 
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In this section, I have given an overview of how knowledge has been studied as a 

prominent organizing force in human interaction, whether it is on the microlevel of moment-by-

moment discourse (e.g., the sequential ordering of units of talk) or on the macrolevel of social 

values and expectations (e.g., the purpose behind socializing children as knowledgeable and 

competent social actors). Scholars have shown that knowledge does not simply exist within 

speakers, but rather that it is distributed, enacted, challenged, corroborated, assessed, and co-

constructed in discourse. We have seen that the sharing of knowledge does not merely 

accomplishing “informing,” but can also be used as a resource for indexing specific identities, 

fostering solidarity, and driving the organization of talk sequences. 

 

2.5. Discussion  

This chapter has introduced interactional sociolinguistics as the overarching theoretical 

framework through which I analyze the study data. Scholars of IS focus on the joint production 

of social meaning, analyzing how locally situated linguistic phenomena can index macrolevel 

identities and speaker relationships. In my discussion of the foundations of IS, I have outlined 

key theories that I apply to my analysis, including footing and participation frameworks 

(Goffman, 1981), contextualization cues (Gumperz, 1982), features that index conversational 

styles (Tannen, 2005/1984), and power and solidarity (Tannen, 1993), especially in the context 

of politeness in discourse. The chapter has also connected the work of IS scholars to broader, 

sociocultural approaches to analyzing identity, establishing that speakers’ identities are not static 

or fixed but rather enacted in moment-by-moment interaction. Within the broader scope of 

identity research, I have identified positioning as both an interactional phenomenon and an 

analytical tool that highlights the multilayered nature of identities in discourse. Throughout this 
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study, I use interactional sociolinguistic theories to examine how speaker positionings index 

family roles and identities. 

 Considering the contexts of family discourse and Vietnamese discourse, this chapter has 

attempted to bring together identity research across several disciplines and approaches, such as 

anthropology, sociology, conversation analysis, narrative analysis, and of course, interactional 

sociolinguistics. I have triangulated the topics and major themes that have been explored in 

family discourse studies (which have generally been centered on parent-child interactions and the 

experiences of American or Anglo families) and Vietnamese identities in discourse (which have 

also been examined mostly in the context of parent-child interaction, language socialization 

studies, and expectations for showing deference). This study aims to enrich what we already 

know about these bodies of literature and illuminate new phenomena to fill the gaps in such 

research. 

 Finally, this chapter has outlined knowledge and epistemics as a key component of 

identity construction. I have made connections between foundational and early studies in 

epistemics to broader approaches to knowledge outside of the epistemics paradigm. Just as 

identities must be considered as fluid, negotiable, and emergent in discourse, so must knowledge. 

In this study, I seek to reveal the ways in which speakers use knowledge to position themselves 

as family members, to construct identities, and to navigate relationship dynamics along axes of 

power and solidarity. Though there have been many groundbreaking theoretical contributions in 

the field, it is also clear that English is overwhelmingly well-represented in epistemics research. 

By focusing on Vietnamese family interaction, I show how knowledge is managed through 

features that are found in the Vietnamese language, as well as how pre-established theories about 
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the distribution of knowledge in interaction are borne out in an understudied linguistic and 

cultural context.  

In the next chapter, I introduce the study data and give an overview of the data collection 

process, walking through my motivation for how I came about to focus on Vietnamese family 

interaction. I also provide background information about the study participants’ relationships to 

one another and myself as a researcher, as well as participants’ migration history between 

Vietnam and the United States. Finally, I describe the conversations that I analyze in chapters 

four, five and six, outlining the participants and topics of each interaction. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

DATA COLLECTION AND DESCRIPTION OF DATA 

3.1. Introduction 

In this chapter, I outline the data I use for this study, as well as my methods of data collection. 

Section 3.2. gives an overview of the Vietnamese language and supplies additional background 

information about specific features of the language that are relevant to my analysis. Section 3.3. 

then describes my process of data collection, which includes background information on the 

participants in my data and the conversations featured in my study. Section 3.4. concludes with a 

summary of my methods for data analysis. 

 

3.2. The Vietnamese language 

Seeing as others have already laid out detailed taxonomies of Vietnamese (e.g., Thompson, 

1987; D.H. Nguyen, 1997; Brunelle, 2014), I will not attempt to provide a full grammar of the 

language in this chapter. However, I do find it important to give a brief overview of Vietnamese, 

as well as features of the language that appear in my analysis, in order to more fully understand 

the study data. Vietnamese is known to be a highly analytic and morphologically dense tonal 

language. It is a Viet-Muong language in the Mon-Khmer group, which is part of the larger 

Austroasiatic language family. The language has several features common to Austroasiatic 

languages and Southeast Asian languages in general, such as reduplication, a large vowel 

inventory, Subject-Verb-Object and topic-comment syntactic structure, and serial verb 

constructions. There are three major dialectal regions in Vietnam, with variation existing within 

each region: Northern, Southern, and Central. Tones are lexical in Vietnamese, and every 

syllable must have a tone; depending on the view that a researcher takes, there are either six or 
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eight contrasting tones (Pham, 2003). For the sake of simplicity, and because my study does not 

focus on tonal variance among speakers, I consider there to be six contrasting tones that are in 

accordance with the orthographic system. Each name for a tone possesses the respective tone in 

the lexical item itself: ngang (even/no tone), huyền (falling), sắc (rising), nặng (sharp falling), 

hỏi (question/falling-rising), and ngã (creaky). In Southern dialects, the hỏi and ngã tones are 

neutralized and have merged into one tone. While there is an orthographic distinction between 

these six tones in formal writing, this merger is realized in Southern dialect speakers’ everyday 

speech, as is the case for speakers in my study. Although Vietnamese originally used a 

calligraphic writing system after intense and prolonged contact with Chinese (which influenced 

every aspect of the Vietnamese language, such as lexicon, syntax, and kinship terms), due to the 

influence of Jesuit Portuguese colonizers, modern Vietnamese orthography employs a Roman 

alphabet, quốc ngữ  (translated as ‘national language’), with diacritics to indicate tones and 

distinct vowels.  

 One salient feature of Vietnamese that is important to my analysis is its complex system 

of person deixis
1
, or what Tracy and Robles (2013) call person-referencing practices. Speakers 

may choose between pronouns, kin terms, personal names, occupational titles, and what Schiffrin 

(2002) calls referring terms (and what Stivers, Enfield, and Levinson, 2007 call “referring 

expressions”), to refer to themselves and others, both in referring and addressing contexts. 

However, the Vietnamese kinship system is robust, and it is preferred to use kin terms in the 

presence of both genealogical and non-consanguineal kin. Generally speaking, personal 

pronouns are disfavored, as they carry a connotation of arrogance and impoliteness, and 

Vietnamese culture values showing the appropriate level of deference to senior interlocutors. 

 

1 For more detailed information on Vietnamese person deixis, Hy Van Luong (e.g., 1984, 1987, 1990) is renowned 

for his comprehensive view of the Vietnamese system of person reference. 
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Vietnamese is also a pro-drop language, particularly when the referent of a subject or object has 

already been given in the discourse; I explore this phenomenon, along with the system of 

Vietnamese person deixis, as a discourse strategy in more depth in chapter four. 

 Another feature important to my analysis, particularly in chapters five and six, is that of 

sentence-final particles
2
. As their name suggests, sentence-final particles are discourse markers 

that appear at the ends of speakers’ utterances. Sentence-final particles differ from functional and 

lexical items in that they do not change the propositional content of a speaker’s utterance, as they 

do not alter the truth conditions of an utterance (G.H. Le, 2015). Vietnamese speakers employ a 

wide range of sentence-final particles to convey diverse pragmatic meanings, such as a speaker’s 

attitudes towards a referent, evidentiality, and affect. Some examples of the function of sentence-

final particles include, but are not limited to, warning, suggesting, expressing frustration, 

showing deference, indicating surprise, and soliciting agreement. As a discursive strategy, using 

sentence-final particles does an extensive amount of work in indexing how a speaker’s utterance 

should be understood in a given context.  

 Though there are many other linguistic features and discursive strategies prevalent in 

Vietnamese, the aforementioned features are the most significant in my analysis of Vietnamese 

family discourse. Having given a rudimentary overview of the language, I now turn to outlining 

my methods for data collection. 

 

3.3. The data collection 

When I originally envisioned this study, I was broadly interested in identity construction among 

Asian Pacific Islanders and the roles of knowledge, power, and solidarity in everyday talk. I 

 

2 G.H. Le (2015) gives a more detailed taxonomy of Vietnamese sentence-final particles. 
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intended to create a corpus of digital audio recordings of everyday conversation among friends 

and members of my family with this in mind. However, very early on in my data collection, I 

realized I was most interested in the interactions I had with my own family. This was in part due 

to my growing desire to work with Vietnamese language data, and in part because I began 

noticing. As such, I began collecting data only among my family members, and these recordings 

comprise the data for my study. In the end, I collected twenty-three audio recordings of everyday 

conversation with my family, totaling to just over ten hours of data. The data were collected, 

with IRB approval, over a ten-month period between the end of March 2019 and the beginning 

of December 2019. Instead of using a specialized audio recording device, all of the recordings 

were collected on my phone to minimize any potential obtrusiveness that a conventional 

recording device would have had on a given conversation. Table 1 shows a breakdown of the 

data collected for this study.  

Table 1. Recordings gathered for the study 

Relationship with Participants Location Number of Recordings 
Parents and maternal relatives Atlanta, GA, USA 3 

Maternal relatives Boston, MA, USA 10 

Maternal relatives Sóc Trăng, Vietnam 10 

 

The twenty-three recordings were collected at various locations with my maternal family 

members, and three of these recordings also include my father. Three recordings took place my 

parents’ home in a suburb of Atlanta, Georgia; ten recordings took place in various cars and 

homes of my maternal relatives in the Boston, Massachusetts metropolitan area; and ten 

recordings were conducted with my extended maternal family at various locations in Sóc Trăng, 

Vietnam, such as my family’s restaurant, at my Aunt Kim’s house, and in cars. All of the 

recordings with my family members feature conversations held primarily in Vietnamese, with 
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some code-mixing in English. In processing the data, I coded each interaction for the following 

information: date and time of the recording, length of recording, location, the participants 

present, the interactional context, topics raised, and general notes. When I began transcribing the 

data, I decided to provide a three-layer transcription for the purposes of my analysis: the original 

transcription, interlinear glosses, and an idiomatic translation. 

Taking an approach used by many interactional sociolinguists (c.f. Hamilton, 1994, 1996; 

Schiffrin, 1996; Tannen, 2005/1984), I was present as a participant in every interaction. This 

gave me the advantage of knowing as much as possible about the setting and context of each 

interaction, as well as participants' relationships to one another. With my family especially, I had 

intimate knowledge of the relationship dynamics between my relatives. Furthermore, if I had 

questions about a particular segment of a recording, I could ask my family members for their 

input, similar to how Labov and Fanshel (1977) and Tannen (2005/1984) conducted playback 

interviews with their participants, or I could follow-up via phone calls, text messages, or email. 

However, I realize it is also important to recognize the limitations of this method of data 

collection. Because my dataset is constrained to those with whom I am familiar, this may limit 

the generalizability of my findings. Another disadvantage was the presence of the recording 

device (though cell phones are commonly present in everyday interactions, they are not as 

commonly used to record) and my identity as a researcher in these interactions. This did cause 

participants to make explicit references on a few occasions to the fact that recording was taking 

place. Despite this problem with the observer’s paradox (Labov, 1972a), Gordon (2013) has 

shown that it can be useful to analyze moments in which participants orient to the recording 

device, as it can be a shared experience for speakers to jointly create meaning and construct 

identities (though I do not analyze any such moments in this study). 
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3.3.1. The participants 

In order to give more context to the study data, I now turn to characterizing my family’s 

background and will name the family members who appear in the recordings. Aside from my 

father, my maternal family members were the only participants in this study. My mother’s side 

of the family is ethnically Chinese, but all of my relatives up until my great-grandparents’ 

generation were born in Vietnam. As a result, many members of my family have expressed that 

they identify as culturally Vietnamese and Chinese. My maternal grandmother, my mother, and 

my aunts and uncles were born and raised in Sóc Trăng, a city in the Mekong River Delta region 

of Vietnam that is approximately 222km (or 138 miles) south of Ho Chi Minh City. Most of 

them, myself included, speak a Southern dialect of Vietnamese that would be considered giọng 

miền Tây, or a southwestern, rural dialect that differs from the cosmopolitan Saigonese dialect 

spoken in Ho Chi Minh City. Although Sóc Trăng was also my my paternal grandfather’s natal 

village, my father was born in Ho Chi Minh City and did not migrate to Sóc Trăng until he was 

in the seventh grade. For this reason, while he does speak a southern dialect of Vietnamese, he 

does not share the same rural southwestern dialect that my maternal family members use. Figure 

3 shows the location of Sóc Trăng in relationship to Ho Chi Minh City. 

Additionally, my maternal extended family is rather large. Although my maternal 

grandfather passed away when I was young, my maternal grandmother is alive and well, and she 

is an active participant in most of the recordings. My mother is the eldest of eight siblings (in her 

early sixties at the time of the recordings); she has four sisters and three brothers, and she is an 

aunt to twelve nieces and nephews. My father is the same age as my mother, and he is also the 

eldest of eight; however, as stated earlier, none of my paternal extended family appear in my 

data. After the Fall of Saigon on April 30th, 1975, many of my relatives, both paternal and 
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maternal, escaped Vietnam and sought refuge in the United States. At the time of the recordings, 

nearly the entirety of my maternal family resided in the Boston, Massachusetts metropolitan 

area. Relatives residing outside of Boston include my mother and father, who live in the suburbs 

of Atlanta, Georgia, and one aunt who has remained in Sóc Trăng with her four adult children. I 

myself was born outside of Boston, Massachusetts in 1993 and moved to Georgia with my 

parents in 2004; at the time of the study, I was residing in Washington, D.C. and traveled to visit 

my family and complete these recordings. 

 

Figure 3. Map of Sóc Trăng (red star) in relation to Hồ Chí Minh City (yellow circle). 

Original image retrieved from © OpenStreetMap contributors 
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Figure 4. Tree diagram of family members who appear in the study data.



 73 

While I have an extensive family tree, not all of my maternal relatives appear in the data. The 

people who participate or are named in the recordings are as follows: Grandma, Mom, Dad, Aunt 

Kim, Aunt Cát, Uncle Phong, Aunt Dung, Aunt Mai, Uncle Nhân, Minh (me), Phương, Yến, 

Thành, Jesse, Drew, Elliot, and Noah. Aside from myself, I have chosen pseudonyms for all 

members of my family, and I have chosen kinship terms to characterize my relationship with 

them. Figure 4 displays a tree diagram of the aforementioned family members and their 

relationships to one another. The chart is organized hierarchically by generation and displays 

three generations of family members. At the top of the chart is Grandma, followed by her 

children in the second tier, and her grandchildren in the third tier. Those whose names are 

displayed on the same level in the chart with one another are members of the same generation; 

those in the second generation are listed in order from eldest to youngest, read from left to right. 

Siblings in the second generation are also connected by one overarching horizontal line with 

vertical descending branches. Lines between individuals indicate marriages, and lines that 

descend from a couple or a single person connect children to their parents; a vertical dashed line 

indicates a generational relationship by marriage (e.g., the mother-in-law and daughter-in-law 

relationship between Phương and Aunt Kim). 

The chart features seventeen family members, but of these seventeen, six either do not 

participate in the conversations analyzed in this study, are not present in the conversations, or are 

present but participate minimally. Instead, they are either referenced by name, or are the topics of 

conversations. These individuals are Aunt Cát, Yến, Thành, Jesse, Drew, Elliot, and Noah. The 

individuals who speak in the data are Grandma, Mom, Dad, Aunt Kim, Uncle Phong, Aunt 

Dung, Aunt Mai, Uncle Nhân, Minh (me), and Phương. Table 2 displays family members’ 

general levels of participation in the data analyzed in the study. 
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Table 2. Family members’ participation 

Participation Family Members 

Present and participating in 
conversation 

Grandma, Mom, Dad, Aunt Kim, Uncle Phong, Aunt Dung, 
Aunt Mai, Uncle Nhân, Minh, Phương 

Present but with no, or 
minimal, verbal participation 

Aunt Cát, Drew 

Not present but referenced in 
conversation 

Yến, Thành, Jesse, Elliot, Noah 

 
Interestingly, all of the individuals who are not present but are referenced in conversations 

happen to be grandchildren (my cousins). And while there are seventeen family members who 

appear or are mentioned in the data in some way, not every family member appears in each 

analysis chapter; I will explain this more in the following section. Finally, it is also important to 

note that many of my relatives who live in Boston, MA resided together in an intergenerational 

home owned by Aunt Mai and her husband Uncle Nhân. At the time of the recordings, Aunt Mai 

and Uncle Nhân, as well as their two sons, Elliot and Noah, lived in the downstairs unit of a 

duplex home; Grandma, Aunt Cát and her two children Yến and Thành, as well as Aunt Dung 

and her son Drew, lived in the upstairs unit of the same duplex. Because ten of my relatives lived 

together at Aunt Mai’s house, it was often a hub of activity, and other relatives would frequently 

drop by to visit or run errands for Grandma. For example, Uncle Phong is the family’s 

“designated handyman” and would often visit to repair miscellaneous objects in the house; his 

wife (who does not appear in the data) and his son Jesse would also often come by to visit. 

Now that I have described my family’s background, as well as their levels of 

participation in the data across each chapter, I will turn to describing the interactions that I 

examine in this study. 
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3.3.2. The conversations featured in this study 

Although I had realized my interest in family interaction early in the data collection process, I 

did not have a specific objective in the kind of talk I wanted to investigate for this study. Instead, 

I set out to capture audio recordings of everyday conversation among members of my family, 

similar to how Tannen, Kendall, and Gordon (2007) recorded the daily interactions of four 

Caucasian American families. However, unlike Tannen et al. (2007), I did not ask my 

participants to carry recorders throughout the day without my being present; instead, I was a co-

participant in each interaction. Participants discussed a wide range of topics in the recordings, 

including stories and talk about work, traveling to and from Vietnam, food and cooking, 

housework and maintenance, race and ethnicity, health, and even family gossip. The interactions 

that took place feature several types of speech activities and events, such as complaint and praise 

narratives, exchanging greetings, joke-telling, reporting about children’s behavior and health, 

debating about the news, and reminiscing about my family’s natal village. 

While I had over ten hours’ worth of audio recordings and countless conversations to 

choose from, I decided to focus on six specific conversational moments in my analysis that arose 

from four different recording sessions. I chose these six conversations because family identities 

were highly relevant to the structure of the interaction and to participants’ alignments with one 

another. Furthermore, I concentrated on interactions in which family identities were often 

integral to the subject matters being discussed, such as in conversations about children and 

grandchildren. The process of narrowing my focus to these interactions involved listening to the 

recordings, coding each conversation by topic, and noting any time I felt like participants 

engaged in discursive practices that seemed interesting at the time. This allowed me to identify 

moments in which family members were talking about one another, which helped me to home in 
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on potential conversations where family identities might be at-issue or relevant to the interaction. 

As such, although I continually collected data from March 2019 to December 2019, the 

conversations I analyze in this study took place between the period of mid-April 2019 and late-

May 2019. In each conversation, speakers told stories that might not be considered narratives in 

the canonical Labovian sense (e.g., Labov and Waletzky, 1997/1967; Labov, 1972a), but that all 

have elements of narrativity which are typical of “small stories” (e.g., Bamberg and 

Georgakopoulou, 2008). The stories also possess features that are characteristic in Ochs and 

Capps’s (2001) five narrative dimensions, which include tellership, tellability, embeddedness, 

linearity, and speakers’ moral stances. In other words, while not all the stories I analyze are 

canonical, they convey happenings that are reportable, involve the negotiation of participants’ 

roles in the telling, have various kinds of connections to surrounding discourses, involve plot 

sequences, and convey evaluation within a moral framework. I will now describe the 

conversations in the order in which they appear in each chapter. 

 The first conversation I analyze appears in chapter four and is on the topic of the moral 

behavior of grandchildren. Recorded on April 18, 2019 at my Aunt Mai’s house in Boston, this 

conversation primarily features Grandma evaluating the behavior of her various grandchildren. 

Although Aunt Dung, Aunt Cát, Drew, and I were present for the conversation, the person who 

responds to Grandma the most in this interaction is Aunt Dung; however, her contributions are 

quite minimal, as she only asks follow-up questions. Holding the floor for extended periods, 

Grandma tells complaint narratives about her “bad” grandchildren Yến and Thành, who do not 

adequately tidy up after themselves. In contrast, she also tells a story that carries implicit praise 

for her “good” grandson, Jesse, who offered of his own volition to drive both her and me to the 

mall one day. 
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 The second and third conversations I analyze also took place at my Aunt Mai’s house and 

were extracted from a recording taken on April 20, 2019. In both conversations, the speakers 

present include Aunt Mai, Uncle Nhân, Uncle Phong, and me. The second conversation, which I 

also analyze in chapter four, stemmed from Aunt Mai’s request for Uncle Phong to purchase a 

new microwave for her house, since the current one had shorted out. Aunt Mai jokes that Uncle 

Phong should attempt to return the faulty microwave under the pretense of it failing due to a 

manufacturer defect, as opposed to wear and tear over time. This leads Uncle Phong to tell a 

story about a time he purchased a defective plumbing kit. When he opened packaging, he 

realized that some components of the kit had been manually sawed off, as though someone had 

bought the kit, took what they needed, and returned it without the store employees noticing. He 

goes on to explain that if he tried to return the kit, no one would have believed him that the 

product was already defective when he bought it. From here, he launches into a hypothetical 

scenario in which he would try to return the kit. 

 The third conversation, which I examine in chapter five, revolves around Aunt Mai and 

Uncle Nhân’s family vacation to Disney World with their sons Elliot and Noah; at the time of 

this recording, Elliot was six years old, and Noah was four years old. I had asked Aunt Mai if the 

kids had been able to ride the rollercoasters, implying that they may not have met a certain height 

requirement to board the rides. Although she did not get on any rollercoasters herself, Aunt Mai 

confirms that Elliot had been able to board the rides and praises him for bravely riding the taller, 

more impressive rollercoasters. However, having gotten on the rides with Elliot, Uncle Nhân 

jokes that he witnessed Elliot fainting on a rollercoaster, contradicting Aunt Mai’s account and 

eliciting laughter from both Uncle Phong and me. 
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 The fourth conversation, also featured in chapter five, was recorded on May 26, 2019 at 

my family’s restaurant in Sóc Trăng, Vietnam. The primary participants in this conversation are 

my Aunt Kim, who owns and runs the restaurant, and her daughter-in-law Phương; while I was 

present for the interaction, I only participated as a listener in the conversation. The conversation 

centers on the topic of Phương’s daughter (and Aunt Kim’s granddaughter), as she had been 

recovering from a minor upper respiratory infection. Throughout the conversation, Aunt Kim 

inquires about her granddaughter’s symptoms and conditions, as well as what Phương had been 

doing to take care of her, such as going to the doctor, administering medicine, and taking her 

temperature. Throughout the conversation, Phương reports on specific symptoms her daughter 

had been experiencing, and Aunt Kim gives her opinions, advice, and guidance on how to 

mitigate and identify the cause of the illness. 

The fifth and sixth conversations, which I examine in chapter six, were recorded on May 

5, 2019 and took place at my parents’ house outside of Atlanta, GA. Although Grandma was 

present in the room during these conversations, she did not participate, and the active participants 

in this conversation include Mom, Dad, Uncle Phong, and me. Both conversations were spurred 

on by Uncle Phong remarking on how things had changed in their natal village of Sóc Trăng, as 

he, Grandma, and I had recently been on a trip there in the summer of 2017. The fifth 

conversation revolves around the topic of places and homes that have either changed 

significantly, such as Dad’s old house, or stayed the same, such as a local grilled sausage 

vendor’s shop. The sixth conversation, following a similar vein as the fifth, centers on the topic 

of local vendors who used to sell curry near their homes. Throughout this conversation, Mom, 

Dad, and Uncle Phong discuss the vendors’ cooking methods, the textural consistency of the 
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dishes, and the restaurants’ profitability, situating the curry shops in the context of their local 

neighborhood. 

Having given an overview of the conversations analyzed in this study, Table 3 

summarizes the conversation data by conversational topic, family members present or 

mentioned, recording date and location, length of recording, and the chapter in which a 

conversation appears. 

Table 3. Summary of study data 

Conversation Family Members Recording Date 
and Location 

Length Chapter 

Bad vs. good 
grandchildren 

Grandma, Aunt Dung, 
Aunt Cát, Yến, Thành, 
Jesse, Drew, Minh 

April 18, 2019 
Boston, MA 

39min Four 

Defective plumbing kit Uncle Phong, Aunt Mai, 
Uncle Nhân, Minh 

April 20, 2019 
Boston, MA 

50min Four 
Rollercoasters Five 
Sick grandchild Aunt Kim, Phương, 

Minh 
May 26, 2019 
Sóc Trăng, Vietnam 

83min Five 

Homes and places Mom, Dad, Uncle 
Phong, Minh 

May 5, 2019 
Atlanta, GA 

20min Six 
Curry Six 

 
As mentioned earlier, because I was a participant-observer in each conversation, I am present in 

every recording. However, while I do examine my participation when it is relevant to the 

interaction, my analysis does not center on my own contributions, and I focus primarily on the 

interactions between other members of my family. I expand on my methods of analysis in the 

next section. 

 

3.4. The analysis 

Following a sociocultural and constructivist approach to identity (e.g., Bucholtz and Hall, 2005), 

and using it as the starting point for my analysis, I do not assume family identities to be 

established a priori, but rather enacted and indexed in moment-by-moment interaction. Instead 
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of deciding on the linguistic features and discursive strategies that I would analyze prior to data 

collection, I took a bottom-up, interactional sociolinguistic approach in examining all of the 

recordings I made, allowing for a data-driven analysis. This, of course, meant that the first stage 

of my analysis began with the acts of listening and transcribing. 

After completing the data collection, I returned to listen to the recordings and focused on 

moments in which the construction of identities was directly relevant to shaping the structure of 

the interaction, participation frameworks (Goffman, 1981), and participants’ alignments to one 

another. I marked these places of relevance and returned to them to transcribe smaller segments 

of interaction, using Chafe’s (1994) concept of intonation units to organize the transcript. I first 

transcribed only in the original Vietnamese, then revisited the transcripts to add interlinear 

glosses and idiomatic translations. It was at the level of translation that I struggled to provide an 

accurate depiction of the interaction as a whole, finding a “silence” across the languages (Becker, 

1995, p. 117) that was audibly apparent when I read the translations aloud. However, it was in 

part due to these frustrating “silences” – the exuberances and deficiencies that exist in the act of 

translation (Ortega y Gasset, 1959; Becker, 1995) – that allowed me to identify analytically 

interesting segments of talk, as my attempts to the narrow the gaps in translation revealed how 

the Vietnamese language had unique strategies for indexing identities. 

In this vein, because I was more interested in identifying moments in which family 

identities were emergent in interaction, I found that the data naturally became a coherent set, as I 

allowed the patterning of features and strategies to reveal themselves to me. I ended up 

examining only the features that I found to be relevant in creating family identities. Such features 

include pronouns and referring terms, repetition, displays of knowledge and epistemic stance, 

constructed dialogue (Tannen, 2007a), sentence-final particles, negation, overlap and latching, 
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and laughter. It is through constellations of features and strategies, as opposed to any singular 

phenomenon, that family identities are indexed, constructed, and maintained over time. 

 Upon completing my transcripts, it became immediately apparent to me that a productive 

way to analyze the data was through the lens of positioning theory (e.g., Davies and Harré, 1990; 

Bamberg, 1997). In their delineation of the processes involved in the construction of identity-

related positions, Davies and Harré (1990) maintain that speakers have an “emotional 

commitment to the category membership and the development of a moral system organized 

around the belonging” (p. 47). In my data, I find that each conversation revealed speakers’ 

expectations for moral behavior within the family (in chapters four and five) and for the 

formation of coherence in a shared family identity (in chapter six). Speakers jointly produced 

“story lines” in which family members are positioned as loving, moral, responsible, 

knowledgeable, or competent actors, negotiating relationships along the axes of power and 

solidarity. 

Because positioning theory has been used extensively in both conversation and narrative 

analysis, and as a means to analyze both small stories and more traditional Labovian narratives, I 

find the theory to be relevant to the nature of the study data. Some conversations, such as those I 

analyze in chapter six, lack any complicating action and seem to consist only of orientation, but 

are clearly evaluative and set in the past. Other conversations, like Grandma’s complaint 

narratives in chapter four, are closer to a “traditional” narrative in that they have an orientation, 

complicating action, and evaluation, with clausal sequences connected by temporal juncture. In 

light of Ochs and Capps’s (2001) framework of narrative dimensions, each of the stories told has 

a degree of tellability, displays temporal and causal linearity, and often conveys the teller’s moral 

stance towards a given topic. In this way, they all possess a degree of narrativity to them that I 
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find makes the data well-suited for positioning analysis, as family members relay the goings-on 

of their daily lives and past experiences. My research thus builds on and extends previous 

research applying positioning analysis to family interaction (e.g.,, Kendall, 2007). 

In addition to positioning theory, I find that knowledge – particularly shared knowledge – 

plays an important role in joint meaning-making and identity-related positioning in my data. 

Furthermore, I found that speakers’ displays of knowledge also conveyed their expectations 

regarding moral positions in the family, such as in the construction of mothers’ identities in 

chapter five. I draw on broad approaches to knowledge from interactional sociolinguistics (e.g., 

Tannen and Wallat, 1993; Sierra, 2016;) and family discourse studies (e.g., Gordon, 2009; H.T. 

Nguyen, 2009), as well as those from epistemic discourse analysis (e.g., Raymond and Heritage, 

2006; Stivers, Mondada, and Steensig, 2011; Heritage, 2012a, 2012b), to analyze moments in 

which displays of knowledge and knowledge (a)symmetries are consequential in the construction 

of family identities.  

 In summary, I have introduced the data and participants, as well as given an overview of 

the Vietnamese language and the features that are most relevant to my analysis. I have explored 

my family’s geographical history and participants’ relationships to one another, outlining each 

participant’s appearance across the study chapters. Finally, I have discussed the nature of the 

data, some limitations of the data collection process, and the process by which I came to choose 

conversational excerpts and relevant linguistic strategies in the formation of family identities. 

The following chapter is the first analytical chapter of this study, and it focuses on speakers’ use 

of pronouns, kin terms, and referring terms in constructing family identities. Specifically, I 

examine how speakers alternate between referential choices in order to index their moral and 

affective positions vis-à-vis story world characters and family members in the telling event. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

CONSTRUCTING FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS AND IDENTITIES IN VIETNAMESE 

DISCOURSE: HOW NARRATORS USE REFERRING TERMS, KIN TERMS, AND 

PRONOUNS 

4.1. Introduction 

This chapter demonstrates how family members use referring terms, kin terms, and pronouns in 

order to take up a variety of positions in conversational narratives, enacting and constructing 

their family relationships and identities through storytelling. These positions include moral and 

epistemic positions, humor-oriented “comedian” positions, and adversarial positions, to name a 

few. Examining excerpts from three conversational narratives told among members of my 

family, I analyze how narrators use “person-reference practices” (Tracy and Robles, 2013) to 

identify, address, and refer to characters in the story world, as well as how narrators choose to 

animate characters’ self-refererence in constructed dialogue. In the first narrative, my 

grandmother complains about the behavior of one of her grandchildren; the second narrative 

builds on the first and involves my grandmother praising the behavior of a different grandchild; 

and the third narrative features my Uncle Phong recounting a time that he bought a defective 

plumbing repair kit. 

Collectively, these narratives showcase the multitude of options available in the 

Vietnamese system of person address, as the tellers employ a mix of personal pronouns, kin 

terms, and referring terms. The narratives also share several commonalities: both my uncle and 

my grandmother tell complaint narratives that discuss the behavior of some third party; and my 

grandmother’s praise narrative also relates to a third party’s behavior. In addition, the narratives 

have hypothetical aspects to them, where both narrators expound upon how story events should 
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have unfolded and comment on the morality of story world characters. They thus provide a rich 

context for investigating how person referencing practices accomplish identity construction in 

narrative discourse. 

In my analysis, I integrate Bamberg’s (1997) Level 1 and Level 2 narrative positioning in 

conjunction with Tannen’s (1993) theorizing on power and solidarity and Goffman’s (1981) 

concept of footing to illustrate how narrators use pronouns, kin terms, and referring terms to 

position characters in the story world and create solidarity with co-participants in the narrating 

event. Although address terms can be paired with explicit evaluative clauses, my analysis reveals 

that address terms themselves can carry implicit evaluations about story world characters and 

events. As such, I show how speakers can use address terms to enact family-oriented identities 

that correspond to the affective and moral positions that they take up in the story world, 

corresponding to Bamberg’s (1997) Level 3 positioning. 

Drawing on Goffman’s (1981) notion of footing, along with his conceptualization of 

production format and participation framework, I show how narrators’ alternation between 

options for person deixis coincide with positions taken up vis-à-vis story world characters and 

audience members. While the semantic and pragmatic functions of Vietnamese kin terms and 

pronouns have been explored at length in existing linguistics literature, they have yet to be 

investigated in the specific context of conversational narrative discourse. I examine how 

narrators use kin terms and pronouns, along with referring terms, in conjunction with features 

such as constructed dialogue and contextualization cues like emphatic stress and laughter, to 1) 

evaluate the actions of story world characters and 2) manage and negotiate relationships with 

their audience. In doing so, I demonstrate how speakers take up positions in narratives and 

construct identity in everyday interaction. By analyzing the indexical relationships between 
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Vietnamese person-referencing practices and larger sociocultural norms in Vietnamese discourse 

and society, the analysis not only demonstrates moment-by-moment relationship and identity 

construction, but also connects the research areas of identity in interaction, family discourse, and 

Vietnamese studies. 

In the next section, I give a brief overview of literature on pronouns, as well as the 

Vietnamese system of person address, covering the basics of kin terms and personal pronouns. 

Following this overview, I have organized my analysis into three sections. In the first section, I 

analyze excerpts from Grandma’s complaint narrative about one of her grandsons. I demonstrate 

how my grandmother uses referring terms to negatively evaluate her grandchildren’s behavior 

and to position herself as a figure of moral authority both in the story world and as the eldest 

member of the household. In the second section, I explore excerpts from a praise narrative 

following Grandma’s complaint narrative, focusing on moments in which my grandmother 

praises the behavior of a different grandchild in comparison to the “bad” grandson. I show how 

she uses kin terms in narrative clauses, constructed dialogue, and turns of talk to take up 

positions positively aligned vis-à-vis her audience and/or the story world characters. I also 

examine one excerpt from Uncle Phong’s defective plumbing kit narrative, which involves his 

interaction with an outsider to the family (a sales person), showing how kin terms can be used to 

positively align with one’s audience through the use of humor. 

The final portion of the analysis focuses solely on Uncle Phong’s narrative, as I examine 

how he uses personal pronouns in footing shifts between constructed dialogue and turns of talk. I 

demonstrate how, by alternating uses of personal pronouns, speakers can create varying degrees 

of alignment with their audience and story world characters while clearly demarcating the events 

of the story world and the narrating event itself. Not only do personal pronouns communicate 
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relationships of power and solidarity, and morality and knowledge, but they also allow speakers 

to take up multiple interactionally relevant identities in relationship to their audience and the 

speech event. This is a theme that I also discuss in the conclusion to this chapter in light of 

research on Vietnamese specifically. 

 

4.2. Background Literature 

4.2.1. Existing literature on pronouns and the Vietnamese system of person address 

Scholars have long shown that the pronouns that speakers use to address other interlocutors have 

a profound effect in indexing the social relationship between the speaker and addressee. 

Regarding the second-person pronoun corresponding to the English you, Brown and Gilman’s 

(1960) classic analysis shows that many languages have a binary distinction between a T-form 

that indexes solidarity, informality, and closeness (e.g., the French tu), and a V-form that indexes 

power, formality, and distance (e.g., the French vous). Tannen (1993) has expanded on Brown 

and Gilman’s work in her discussion on the polysemous and ambiguous nature of linguistic 

strategies; depending on the context, a particular linguistic strategy, such as person address, may 

convey either power or solidarity (it is ambiguous), or it may convey both power and solidarity 

(and is thus polysemous). She proposes that we can conceptualize social relationships in a 

multidimensional model with intersecting axes of closeness-distance and hierarchy-equality, 

depicted in Figure 5 below. 
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Figure 5. Multidimensional model of power and solidarity. Reproduced from Tannen (1993) 

Tannen’s model provides a more nuanced representation of power and solidarity, deviating from 

a binary or linear model of power along a single axis. While solidarity has traditionally been 

associated with closeness and equality, and power with distance and hierarchy, Tannen’s model 

captures the possibility for relationships that are close but hierarchical, or distant yet equal. For 

instance, as I will discuss in this section, the Vietnamese kinship system reflects relationships of 

hierarchy and closeness among family members, as kin terms both index familial roles as well as 

speakers’ seniority relative to one another. 

In addition to pronouns, referring terms, or “noun phrases that evoke a referent” 

(Schiffrin, 2002, p. 316), have been shown to be powerful narrative devices to construct 

identities for the self and others. In her examination of a Holocaust survivor’s life story, Schiffrin 

(2002) demonstrates how the narrator employs referring terms in constructed dialogue to identify 

characters, evaluate characters’ traits, and report on characters’ actions. This in turn allows the 

narrator to construct identities for characters in the story world, such as those of a fellow 
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survivor, a victim, a passive mother, or a bystander. For example, the narrator characterizes her 

distant relationship with her mother through indirect reported speech and impersonal pronouns 

(e.g., the second-person you). Schiffrin finds that speakers select referring terms based on 

cognitive and social factors, as they are constrained by both the knowledge of the listener 

regarding the referent and the structure of the discourse itself. Cognitive factors include “the 

salience of a referent for the speaker, or speaker assumptions about hearer familiarity with the 

referent,” while social factors include “how the referent is situated within conversation, 

narrative, or other discourse genres; how a particular referent fits into a speaker's communicative 

intentions and interactional goals” (p. 316). Though Schiffrin writes this about referring terms 

and pronouns more generally, I find that speakers’ selection of kin terms is also constrained by 

such factors. However, I will elaborate more on the pragmatic functions and meanings of kin 

terms in the following sections. 

While Brown and Gilman (1960) focused primarily on Western European languages in 

their seminal analysis, more complex systems of person deixis can be found in languages across 

Southeast Asia, such as in Thai (e.g., Cooke, 1968; Haas, 1969), Lao (e.g., Enfield, 2007) and, of 

course, Vietnamese (e.g., Luong, 1984, 1990). The Vietnamese system for person deixis is an 

elaborate and complex system in which speakers and hearers may choose from pronouns, kin 

terms, personal names, and common nouns (e.g., an occupational title such as thầy ‘male 

teacher’, bạn ‘friend’, etc.) for self- and other-reference (e.g., Luong, 1990; Sidnell and Shohet, 

2013; Sidnell, 2019). That is to say, speakers may choose among a myriad of options to both 

refer to others and oneself, as well as to address their interlocutors in a given interaction; this 

distinction between address and reference, along with its criticisms, will be explored in more 

depth in the next section on kin terms. Although speakers have a wide variety of options for 
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person deixis, kin terms themselves are preferred even among non-genealogically related 

interloctors. It can thus be said that in Vietnamese, speakers are always orienting to and aware of 

social hierarchy and seniority, as “a model of the extended, multi-generational family [is] 

mapped onto the social world as a whole” (Sidnell and Shohet, 2013, p. 633). 

The table below, which is reproduced from Sidnell (2019, p. 475) and adapted with 

additional lexical items and my own notes regarding speaker familiarity, provides a brief 

overview of terms that constitute the Vietnamese system of person. It includes a non-exhaustive 

range of possible forms that speakers may use for interlocutor reference: 

Table 4. First- and second- person interlocutor reference terms 
 

Word Class Addressor Addressee 
Pronoun Tôi/tui (relatively neutral) 

Tơ (familiar, Northern) 
Tao (arrogant or very familiar) 
Mình ‘body’ (familiar) 

Mày (derogatory or very familiar) 
Cậu ‘mother’s younger brother’ (more 
common in Northern dialects) 

Kin term Anh ‘elder brother’ 
Chị ‘elder sister’ 
Em ‘younger sibling’ 
Chú ‘uncle; father’s younger 
brother’ 
Cô ‘aunt; father’s younger sister’ 
Cháu ‘niece/nephew/grandchild’ 
Bố/ba/bá ‘father’ 
Mẹ/má ‘mother’ 
Con ‘child’ 
Etc. 

Anh ‘elder brother’ 
Chị ‘elder sister’ 
Em ‘younger sibling’ 
Chú ‘uncle; father’s younger brother’ 
Cô ‘aunt; father’s younger sister’ 
Cháu ‘niece/nephew/grandchild’ 
Bố/ba/bá ‘father’ 
Mẹ/má ‘mother’ 
Con ‘child’ 
Etc. 

Name Yes Yes 
 
As reflected in Table 4, there are few options for self-reference with personal pronouns that are 

not charged with some affective or pragmatic implications; there are even fewer for other-

reference in the second-person (I will explore the pragmatic meanings of these pronouns in more 

detail in section 4.2.3.). Conversely, one may use the same set of kin terms to refer to oneself and 

others in interaction (e.g., if I speak to my father’s younger brother, I may call him chú, and in 
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responding to me, he may also refer to himself as chú). In an interaction with peers, speakers 

may also choose to refer to others by name, and they may use their own name to refer to 

themselves in the first-person. Vietnamese also has another set of conventions for forming the 

third-person. Table 5 below, which I have modeled after Table 4, provides a non-exhaustive list 

of terms that can be used to refer to a third party who may or may not be present in the 

conversation. 

Table 5. Third-person interloctor reference terms 

Word Class Hearer 
Pronoun Nó ‘he/she/it’ (lack of deference or very 

familiar) 
Kin term Anh ấy ‘that elder brother’ 

Chị ấy ‘that elder sister’ 
Cô ấy ‘that aunt; father’s younger sister’ 
 
Ảnh ‘that elder brother’ 
Chỉ ‘that elder sister’ 
Cổ ‘that aunt; father’s younger sister’ 

Name Yes 
 
In addition to the impersonal pronoun nó and using another’s name, we can see that it is also 

possible to use kin terms for third-person deixis. It is important to note that there are two ways to 

form the third-person with a kin term. One may either affix the particle ấy, which is common 

among Northern Vietnamese dialect speakers and in more formal settings (e.g., chị ấy to index 

the third-person ‘that elder sister’). However, one may also apply the hỏi, question tone on the 

vowel in the kin term, such as in ảnh to mean ‘that elder brother’. This practice is more common 

among Southern Vietnamese speakers and families (Thompson, 1985; Alves, 2017). 

As mentioned in my overview of Vietnamese in chapter three, although Vietnamese can 

be described as having a subject-verb-object sentence structure, it is important to know that the 

language is heavily pro-drop (Brunelle, 2014). If they can be inferred from the context, both the 
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subject and the object of a sentence may be omitted as a way of marking given information. In 

other words, personal pronouns, kin terms, and reference terms may be dropped in both subject 

and object position depending on the given context of the interaction (e.g., if the subject and 

object have already been made cognitively salient in the past few turns of talk, or if a speaker is 

answering a question and it is clear that the grammatical subject of the sentence is the current 

speaker). However, by choosing to use person deixis in cases where pro-drop is an unmarked 

option, speakers may also index specific pragmatic meanings related to their affective or moral 

positions towards a given referent. Later in this chapter, I will show how the contrast between 

pro-drop and the use of referring terms and kin terms can align with specific positions that 

narrators take up in the story world. 

Examining the range of referential choices in Vietnamese helps to illuminate the 

complexity of Goffman’s (1981) “figure” (p. 147) as it relates to the presentation of the self in 

conversational narratives. Goffman proposes that the pronoun “I” serves to represent “a figure in 

a statement – that serves as the agent, a protagonist in a described scene, a “character" in an 

anecdote” (p. 147). The figure “I” is not the actual animator of the utterances being relayed – 

rather, the figure is the closest approximation for the self that the speaker is attempting to 

portray. This distance between the figure and the self creates “unrestricted displacement in time 

and place,” as speakers are able to represent themselves as “active in a social capacity [they] may 

currently no longer enjoy and an identity [they] no longer claim” (p. 148). Disentangling the 

multiplicity of “I’s” in a speaker’s moment-by-moment discourse can prove to be challenging, 

particularly in English, when speakers have limited referential choices for first person reference. 

Although it is no easier to unravel and disambiguate referential complexity in Vietnamese, my 

analysis shows how Vietnamese speakers’ ability to alternate between several options for first 
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person reference (such as kin terms, pronouns, and pro-drop) can give us a more transparent 

view of where a speaker’s multiple “I’s” occur in discourse. In turn, it becomes clearer to 

analyze the social positions and identities speakers construct between narrating and story world 

contexts. As such, to better contextualize the array of referential choices in Vietnamese, I give a 

brief overview of Vietnamese kin terms and personal pronouns in the next two sections. 

 

4.2.2. Oh anh where art thou? A brief explanation of Vietnamese kin terms 

Scholars have conducted extensive research on Vietnamese kin terms (c.f. D.H. Nguyen, 1957; 

Luong, 1984, 1987, 1990; C.T. Nguyen, 1999), on kinship term systems across Southeast and 

East Asia (c.f. Haas, 1969; Bloch, 1971; Cooke, 1990), and on the semantic and pragmatic 

functions of kin terms more generally (c.f. Murdock, 1949; Schneider, 1984; Agha, 2007; 

Fleming and Slotta, 2018). An exhaustive review of this literature would fall far beyond the 

scope of this study, so I will only cover the basics as they relate to my analysis here. 

 Perhaps the most salient way that kin terms structure interactions cross-linguistically is 

through their effect of honorification, as they are frequently used to show deference to senior 

interlocutors and highlight the deference entitlements of an addressee (Agha, 2007, pp. 317-322). 

Fleming and Slotta (2018) find a universal pattern across languages that have kinship systems, in 

which kin terms are used to address senior kin, and proper names are used to address junior kin; 

the reverse pattern, where junior interlocutors are addressed by kin terms and senior interlocutors 

are addressed by name, was unattested across all 80 speech communities the authors sampled, 

including Vietnamese. Essentially, the use of senior kin terms “ascribes (higher) status and 

(greater) authority to the addressee” (Fleming and Slotta, 2018, p. 377); this patterning fits with 
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Vietnamese, as their use reinforces the hierarchical nature of Vietnamese sociocultural 

relationships (Luong, 1990). 

Because kin terms in general have the semantic capacity to characterize the status 

differential between two interlocutors, they stand in contrast with proper names, which are 

understood by speakers of languages with robust kinship systems “as impolite or disrespectful, at 

least when in paradigmatic opposition to kin terms” (Fleming and Slotta, 2018, p. 393). Names 

are directly referential and specific; they are context-independent in that their meanings are not 

derived from the relative social relationship between two interlocutors. Citing Brown and 

Levinson (1987), the authors suggest that the use of names is often avoided since it “nails” the 

addressee with a direct face-threatening act (p. 204). As such, because names lack “sense-

properties upon which to build honorific functions” (Fleming and Slotta, 2018, p. 393), in many 

languages they could be characterized as having anti-honorific functions in contrast to the 

honorification achieved through the use of kin terms. This alternation highlights that the 

deference entitlements of senior interlocutors are greater than those of junior interlocutors; that is 

to say, seniors are owed more deference and respect than their juniors, and this is borne out in 

kin term and proper name alternations. 

Another significant aspect of kin terms is their capacity to index both self- and other-

reference. Anthropological literature on kinship terminology has been notorious for focusing on 

the referential functions of kin terms, providing a strict delineation between their functions as 

terms of address (those used when speaking to a relative) and terms of reference (those used 

when speaking about a relative in the third person). In English, many terms of address and terms 

of reference for genealogical kin overlap (e.g., uncle, aunt), but those such as niece or nephew, 

are generally not used in address. Murdock (1949) proposes that when kin terms are used as 
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terms of reference, the relationship between the speaker and the referent is “not part of the 

relationship itself but [rather the kin term] is a word denoting a person who occupies a particular 

kinship status” (p. 97). Murdock suggests that terms of reference are “more specific in their 

application than terms of address” (p. 98) and that they tend to be “more complete” than terms of 

address. The author also asserts that terms of address “tend to reveal more duplication and 

overlapping than terms of reference” (p. 98), such as the co-existence of the terms daddy, father, 

and papa, to address one’s biological father. For these reasons, Murdock, like many kinship 

scholars, prioritizes terms of reference as “much more useful in kinship analysis” (p. 98). 

However, such a view has been criticized for its theoretical assumption that language is 

best analyzed through its referential and predicational functions, and for its assumption that the 

primary referential meanings of kinship terms can only be “encoded and decoded in relation to 

the genealogical grid” (Luong, 1984, p. 86). Instead of conceptualizing the Vietnamese system of 

kinship terms as belonging to a split usage system, Luong (1984) proposes analyzing all kin 

terms as “forming one unitary set” and asserts that their meanings “can only be fully encoded 

and decoded in terms of all their context-specific and functionally diverse relations to other 

socioculturally defined entities” (p. 295). Contradicting Murdock, Luong argues that there is “no 

basis for the suggestion that ‘completely distinct sets of terms for address and reference’ 

[Murdock, 1949, p. 98] ever exist in any sociocultural system” (p. 295), citing child-adult 

interactions in which “kinship terms of reference are universally used to refer to the addressor 

and the addressee” (p. 295). This phenomenon is called the referential perspective rule, which I 

will demonstrate in the following paragraphs. 

Although Vietnamese kin terms constitute and reinforce social hierarchy within a family, 

they are also “pragmatically (i.e., strategically) extended” (Luong, 1984, p. 305) to non-kin to 
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signify solidarity with non-genealogically related interlocutors. This is especially evident in 

third-person reference, as speakers are expected to use the referential perspective rule, which 

means they take on the perspective of someone other than their own when referring to third-

parties (Luong, 1984, 1990). Another way to understand the act of shifting one’s referential 

perspective is through the lens of Goffman’s (1981) concept of footing. Shifting referential 

perspective has the effect of indexically recentering the interaction to the origo, or perspective, of 

another person, usually a junior interlocutor. As such, the speaker who shifts their referential 

perspective takes up a new alignment vis-à-vis the third-party to whom they are referring as well 

as the addressee. It is extremely common for Vietnamese speakers to take on the perspective of 

junior interlocutors in third-party reference, especially for the purposes of socializing small 

children into kin term address practices. Although this is common in American English (e.g., 

“tell daddy what you did today”), the referential perspective rule is more robust in Vietnamese 

and applies across all types of kin relations. For example, if my father introduced me to his male 

friend younger than him, Cường, he might say: 

Con  lại      đây  chào  chú.               Chú              muốn nói.chuyện với   con. 
child come here greet junior_uncle  junior_uncle  want  talk             with child 
“Come here and greet uncle. Uncle wants to talk to you” 

 
In this hypothetical introduction, my father takes on my perspective and refers to his friend 

Cường as chú, or ‘junior paternal uncle’, as opposed to simply calling Cường by his given name 

or referring to Cường from his own perspective as Cường’s senior (e.g., referring to Cường as 

em). Whenever making a third-person reference to Cường in any ensuing stretch of talk, my 

father would persist in taking on my perspective and call him chú when speaking with me. Even 

though Cường is clearly not my father’s uncle, but rather his friend, this would be the most 

appropriate way for me as a junior interlocutor to address Cường. When speakers adopt the origo 
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of a junior participant, this has the effect of signaling a “greater ‘respect’ for the [referent], a 

greater ‘formality’ in the interactional situation, as well as a greater ‘solidarity’ between the 

addressor and the lineal descendant whose referential perspective the addressor assumes” 

(Luong, 1984, pp. 294-295). In terms of the hypothetical scenario above, my father’s act of 

taking on my perspective allows him to show deference to Cường, to establish formality in the 

conversation, to create a solidarity-with-deference relationship between Cường and me, and to 

engender solidarity with me as his daughter. Mapping this onto Tannen’s (1993) model for 

power and solidarity, the act of shifting one’s referential perspective can enact relationships that 

are both hierarchical and intimate. 

While the referential perspective rule is often used in child-adult speech interactions, 

Luong and Sidnell (2020) show that speakers adopt perspectives of others for purposes other 

than the socialization of small children, as referential perspective shift persists even long after 

children have successfully acquired an understanding of kin term usage. In their study of the 

discourse of Northern Vietnamese families, the authors find that sometimes “the perspective 

adopted is that of a person not present” (Luong and Sidnell, 2020, p. 11) for interactional 

purposes such as humor or solidarity building. In other situations, speakers can take on the 

perspective of a person who does not exist, such as a hypothetical or unborn child; this 

phenomenon is similar to Tannen’s (2007a) work on what she calls “ventriloquizing” (p. 21), 

where interlocutors speak in the voice of someone who is present in the interaction, such as a pet 

or a non-verbal child. Later in this chapter, I will demonstrate how referential perspective shifts 

in constructed dialogue allow narrators to take up positions in relation to story world characters 

and to enact a family-oriented identity. 
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In sum, kin terms are an indispensable aspect of Vietnamese discourse, and they play a 

crucially important role in shaping Vietnamese interlocutors’ sociocultural universe. Remarking 

on the pragmatic functions and uses of kin terms, Luong (1990) finds that kin terms both 

“[highlight] the enduring kinship roles of the referents vis-à-vis one another” (p. 38), and 

structure the interaction between the addressor and addressee accordingly. He asserts that kin 

terms not only reflect the social relationship between speakers, but constitute the social reality of 

said relationship: 

The use of Vietnamese kin terms involves not merely the fit of the words to the world 
(i.e., the use of words to describe an existing universe), but also the fit of the world to 
words (i.e., the structuring of reality in accordance with the person-referring terms in 
use). (Luong, 1990, p. 39) 
 

Put another way, kin terms do not simply index a relationship between interlocutors, but rather 

allow individuals to speak such relationships into being. Their usage among both familial and 

non-familial interlocutors communicate subtle pragmatic meanings that are reflective of 

speakers’ attitudes towards their co-participants, directing interlocutors on how they should 

comport themselves in the interaction. Now having established the significance of kin terms in 

Vietnamese discourse, I will discuss personal pronouns, the final component of the Vietnamese 

system of person reference. 

 

4.2.3. Personal pronouns: A note on mày/tao, tôi/tui, mình, and nó 

Although Vietnamese has an array of singular and plural pronouns, I will only focus on the 

following pronominal forms that appear in the data extracts I analyze: first-person singular (tao, 

tôi/tui, mình), second-person singular (mày), and third-person singular (nó). I will begin with 

mày and tao, as they are grouped together in terms of their pragmatic meanings. Semantically 

speaking, tao and mày denote “first-person singular” and “second-person singular” respectively 
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and can be considered as “true pronouns,” a term that Sidnell and Shohet (2013, p. 623) use to 

refer to the neutral English I/you pair. However, both pronouns are generally used in situations 

where speakers wish to signal contempt for the recipient and imply a lack of deference. Using 

these pronouns positions the speaker as either someone of higher status than the recipient or 

hearer, or as someone who is disregarding status and seniority in the given moment. 

Using mày and tao can be considered as rude, abrupt, and arrogant, as the speaker is seen 

to have high regard for him/herself. For example, parents and grandparents may use these 

pronouns to scold their children (as opposed to using kinship terms), but children may never use 

the pronouns to refer to their parents. However, mày and tao can be used for another purpose: to 

signal extreme closeness, familiarity, and intimacy between the speaker and hearer. This is 

particularly true in many Southern Vietnamese families, as speakers will use the forms in a way 

that “structure[s] a most solidary and egalitarian interaction” (Luong, 1990, p. 138). The terms 

are used between close friends or siblings and cousins close in age. 

In contrast to tao is tôi/tui, which “is also a true pronoun that does not convey a sense of 

self-elevation” (Sidnell and Shohet, 2013, p. 623) and denotes the first-person singular. Unlike 

tao, tôi/tui does not presuppose a lack of deference towards the addressee, but because the 

pronoun is neutrally positioned against the relative status and age of the listener, it can also 

imply “a relative lack of solidarity in the speech interaction” (Luong, 1990, p. 143). Finally, 

there is the pronoun mình, which is not a “true pronoun” in that it literally means ‘self/body’ 

(Luong, 1990, p. 126). It can be used to refer to both first and second persons (speaker and hearer 

respectively), whether in the plural or the singular. It signals more familiarity than the relatively 

neutral tôi/tui, and it is commonly used among peers of the same age and with family members 

in informal contexts. 
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In addition to the use of mày and tao, speakers may choose from a variety of strategies 

that allow them to overcome the “differences of age, status, rank, and so on, that structure the 

kinship system and that are inevitably implied by the use of kin terminology” (Sidnell and 

Shohet, 2013, p. 633). According to Sidnell and Shohet (2013), speakers who are peers may use 

proper names to refer to/address self and others; use kin terms to address others and pronouns in 

self-reference (e.g., addressing an interlocutor as anh ‘elder brother’ while calling oneself 

tôi/tui/mình ‘first-person singular’); or use kin terms ironically in order to add a sense of 

“jocularity” (p. 633) to the interaction (e.g., calling someone ông nội ‘grandpa’ or chú ‘uncle, 

father’s younger brother’). 

Turning to the third-person singular, the pragmatic function of nó is quite similar to 

mày/tao, as it “pragmatically presupposes and implies [a] lack of deference towards the referent” 

(Luong, 1990, p. 127). When using nó to refer to a third-party, it can suggest that the speaker 

considers herself to be of higher status than the referent; that the speaker and the referent may be 

close in age; or that the speaker is obviating issues of status and seniority altogether. Like 

mày/tao, the function of nó can be ambiguous and polysemous. However, nó can be used to 

describe both human and non-human/inanimate subjects, whereas the use of mày/tao is restricted 

to human referents. Thus, nó may denote ‘he/she/it’ depending on the context of an utterance. 

In any scenario, using the inappropriate pronoun to refer to and address others can be 

seen as presumptive and face-threatening. Depending on the situation, a speaker can make the 

mistake of assuming too much familiarity between themselves and the hearer, or they may make 

a situation awkward by emphasizing the social distance between them. As seen in the analysis 

that follows, the pronouns and kin terms that a speaker chooses for self- and other- reference 
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reflect, construct, and reinforce the social reality of the speaker-hearer relationship, as well the 

relationship of the speaker to narrative story world characters.  

 

4.3. Analysis 

4.3.1. Positioning and identity construction through referring terms: “that devil child” 

In this section, I examine speakers’ use of referring terms to identify story world characters, 

using Schiffrin’s (2002) definition of referring terms as “noun phrases that evoke a referent” (p. 

316) as my heuristic for identifying them. I focus solely on excerpts from a narrative in which 

Grandma complains about her grandchildren, as this narrative features the most diverse and 

striking use of referring terms. Throughout each excerpt, I examine how Grandma uses referring 

terms to take up moral positions in the story world, to evaluate her grandchildren’s behavior, and 

to display the relative social statuses of the story world characters. 

In Excerpt 1 below, I show how Grandma uses classifiers and referring terms in her 

negative evaluations of her grandchildren’s behavior, positioning herself as a moral authority in 

both the narrating event and the story world. In tandem with implicit evaluations of her 

grandchildren’s behavior through deontic modals, as well as descriptions of characters’ actions, 

Grandma’s use of referring terms reflects her moral stance towards how her grandchildren act in 

the story world itself. In using referring terms as she does, Grandma constructs her family role 

and enacts her moral position in the family through storytelling. 

Over the course of the telling (in Excerpts 1, 2, and 3), Grandma, Aunt Dung, Aunt Cát, 

and I are all sitting around the kitchen table. Aunt Dung is Aunt Cát’s younger sister; both are 

my Grandma’s daughters and my maternal aunts. Grandma starts complaining about her 

grandkids, Yến and Thành, in front of Cát, their mother. Yến is Thành’s older sister; I am older 
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than both of them and am considered their “older sister.” Grandma complains that these two 

grandchildren never listen to her when she tells them to do something. Overall, the tone of this 

narrative is one of ritual complaint (e.g., Katriel, 1990); during the telling of the narrative, other 

speakers tend to let Grandma hold the floor, with Aunt Dung asking a few follow-up questions 

throughout. Aunt Cát does not speak for the entirety of the telling, save for one moment in which 

Grandma pauses, and Aunt responds, “I’ll tell him later.” However, this remark is not taken up or 

addressed by Grandma, and she continues to assess Thành’s behavior specifically. In Excerpt 1 

below, Grandma begins to tell a story about how mail was delivered to the house earlier in the 

day and complains that Yến and Thành only carried their respective packages into the house, as 

opposed to bringing up all of the packages (described as bags and boxes) in one trip. Grandma 

opens up her narrative by referring to her granddaughter Yến as “nhỏ đó” (lines 1 and 4) or “that 

little ((one)),” and her grandson Thành as “thằng kia” (line 2), or “the other boy.” Segments of 

analytical interest are bolded. 

Excerpt 1: Bad grandkids 
 

1) Grandma:  Cái bịch chắc         của  cái     nhỏ    đó. 
CLF bag  probably  of    CLF    little   MED.DEM 
The bag probably belongs to that little one 

 
2) Thằng   kia         lấy   cái   thùng  thằng       kia        lên. 

3SG.M.  DIST.DEM  take CLF  box     3SG.M. DIST.DEM  up 
The other boy brought his box up 

 
3) Bây.gìơ cái   bịch  còn  ngay        cửa, 

now       CLF  bag   still  right.by  door 
Now the bag is still right by the door 

 
4) Đáng    lý        cái  nhỏ     đó            nó   dìa 

deserve reason CLF little  MED.DEM   3SG return 
Rightfully that little one, when she came home 

 
5) nó   thấy cái   bịch, 

3SG see   CLF  bag 
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she saw the bag 
 
6) nó  phải   cầm  lên  coi cái   này           cái    gì      của   ai 

3SG must  hold  up  see CLF PROX.DEM CLF what    of   who 
she should have held it up to see what belonged to whom 

 
7) lên xuống~lên xuống 

up  down    RED  RED 
going up and down up and down ((the stairs)) 

 
8) không đứa   nào             lấy  lên 

NEG     child  INDEF.DEM   take up 
not a single child brought them up 

 
Both of the terms “nhỏ đó” (lines 1 and 4) and “thằng kia” (line 2) tend to carry negative 

implications regarding the referent. Nhỏ is literally translated as an adjective meaning small or 

little, but it can be used to refer to young children, similar to how English speakers might refer to 

children as ‘little ones.’ However, the use of nhỏ to refer to a person implies that the speaker is 

of higher status than the addressee and usually carries a belittling, derogatory implication. This 

can be connected to D.H. Nguyen’s (1957) description of thằng along with con as classifiers 

used “before nouns denoting very young boys and girls, respectively, or boys and girls, 

respectively, of low social status, domestic servants” (p. 139). However, thằng indexes a 

masculine third-person singular entity and cannot be used to index a feminine subject; in other 

words, my grandmother could only use thằng to refer to her grandson and not her granddaughter. 

Both thằng and con generally carry a derogatory meaning, and according to one 

dictionary, thằng is used “chỉ [với] người dưới hoặc đáng khinh,” or only with people whose 

status is below yours or with those towards whom you feel disdain. These classifiers may also be 

preceded by an “extra” classifier, cái. Although cái is canonically described as a classifer 

signaling inanimacy (D.H. Nguyen 1957), it is often used to express disgust or disdain when 

combined with nouns or classifiers to refer to people (C.T. Nguyen 1999, Pham and Kohnert 



 103 

2008). We see this extra cái being used to modify nhỏ in lines (1) and (4). The use of cái to 

modify nhỏ đó discursively constructs Grandma’s exasperation with her granddaughter for 

failing to examine the delivered packages thoroughly. Perhaps the closest English approximation 

for the connotation of cái nhỏ đó in this context would be, ‘that little brat.’ 

 By using these referring terms in place of her grandchildren’s names, Grandma enacts her 

seniority and status over her grandchildren in the narrating event, since using these terms 

generally denotes that the speaker is of a higher status than the referent. To elaborate, the most 

unmarked way of referring to her grandchildren would have been by their names, and in 

subsequent turns of talk, to either continue using their names or to use the third-person singular 

pronoun nó to refer to either grandchild. For example, in line (4), Grandma says “đáng lý cái nhỏ 

đó nó dìa,” or, ‘rightfully that little one, when she came home,’ using the referring term cái nhỏ 

đó as an appositive preceding the third-person singular nó when she could have omitted the 

referring term entirely. By invoking her elevated status over her grandchildren, Grandma also 

positions herself as a moral evaluator of their behavior, positioning Yến and Thành as bad 

grandchildren. Due to the derogatory connotations of the terms, her audience is primed to expect 

the actions of the story world characters to be morally sanctionable. 

In conjunction with these referring terms, Grandma also constructs her position as a 

moral authority by projecting the narrative into the realm of irrealis, using “đáng lý” (line 4), or 

‘rightfully’, to preface an explicit evaulation of what her granddaughter should have done in the 

story world. Grandma’s invocation of the irrealis is in itself evaluative, as Labov and Waletzky 

(1997/1967) have posited that narrative clauses in an irrealis mood are in fact evaluative clauses. 

Đáng lý is a variant of đúng lý, where the first morpheme in the compound means “right, 

correct,” and the second morpheme in the compound means “reason.” She then uses phải (line 6) 
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to describe what her granddaughter should have done, which was to examine the packages’ 

shipping labels for their respective recipients. In this context, phải carries the meaning of ‘must’, 

but is also a word that means ‘right, correct’. Thus, while I have translated phải as ‘should have’, 

it is important to note that phải carries a stronger sense of moral obligation than should. Here, it 

implies that there was only one correct action that could and should have been taken in the story 

world, but it was not. Had I translated phải as meaning ‘must have’, it would have captured an 

epistemic meaning (e.g., she must have done this because that is what we have evidence for) as 

opposed to a deontic meaning (e.g., she should have done this because it was the right thing to 

do). 

 Finally, Grandma returns to the reality of the story world as she describes how her 

grandchildren actually behaved, contrasting it with her evaluations of what should have 

happened. She describes the habitual action of her grandchildren going up and down the stairs 

throughout the day, using reduplication, “lên xuống lên xuống” (line 7), to illustrate their 

ongoing inconsiderate behavior. Since neither grandchild brought up the packages (line 8) in the 

story world, their actions are implicitly deemed as morally inappropriate compared with 

Grandma’s irrealis description of how events should have occurred. Although Grandma has not 

explicitly voiced her moral stance through external evaluation, she invites her audience to infer 

it. Her use of referring terms and hypothetical narrative events acts as a form of moral 

evaluation, constructing her moral position within the family. 

 In contrast with the implicit moral stance that Grandma takes in the previous excerpt, 

Excerpt 2 features Grandma making an explicit evaluation of her grandchildren’s behavior. 

While Excerpt 1 illustrates how referring terms are used in conjunction with implicit evaluations 

through irrealis descriptions of events, this excerpt demonstrates how referring terms can be 
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paired with explicit, external evaluations of narrative actions and events to construct positions 

vis-à-vis story world characters. In this excerpt, Grandma continues to complain about her 

grandchildren as she mentions that neither Yến nor Thành cleaned up after themselves after 

bringing home boxes of takeout food. Coupled with her use of referring terms, Grandma’s 

evaluation of her grandchildren reinforces her position as a moral authority in the family. 

Excerpt 2: That devil child 

1) Grandma:  Mà  vậy  ơ 
but  so   PRT 
But like that uh 

 
2) Thay.vì  đó 

instead   MED.DEM  
Instead of that 

 
3) cái   thằng  QUỶ  đó 

CLF  3SG.M  devil  MED.DEM 
That DEVIL child 

 
4) Với  cái  nhỏ  đó 

with CLF little MED.DEM 
And that little one 

 
5) Cũng không dọn nữa 

also    NEG    tidy at.all 
Also didn’t clean at all 

 
6) Nó  làm.biếng 

3SG lazy 
They’re lazy 

 
In lines (3-4), Grandma uses the extra classifier cái to precede both of the insults, “thằng quỷ đó” 

and “nhỏ đó.” Again, when preceding nouns or classifiers used to describe people, this extra 

classifier indicates the speaker’s disdain towards the referent. In the previous excerpt, Grandma 

only calls her grandson thằng kia, or ‘the other boy’, but in this excerpt, she specifically calls 

him a “devil child” (line 3). Through her use of emphatic stress on quỷ (line 3) or ‘devil, spirit’, 
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Grandma signals her frustration with her grandson. While thằng carries a derogatory connotation 

on its own, she makes her disdain explicit with the addition of quỷ. The combination of the 

classifier cái, the classifier thằng, and the noun quỷ all work to denigrate the referent (the 

grandson) and reflect the higher status of the speaker. Although Grandma is specifically 

evaluating the grandchildren’s actions in the narrative, this effect is borne out in both in the 

narrating event and in the story world. And because neither grandchild tidied up their messes 

(line 5), she explicitly evaluates them as lazy (line 6), reinforcing her position as a moral figure 

who has the authority to assess their behavior. 

 In Excerpts 1 and 2, I have shown how Grandma employs referring terms to talk about 

her grandchildren. The next excerpt, in contrast, illustrates how Grandma uses the referring term, 

con sen, or ‘a maid’, to refer to herself in an ironic way. In using this term, Grandma implicitly 

characterizes her grandson’s behavior as lazy and disrespectful. In Excerpt 3, Aunt Dung 

remarks that Thành had previously brought several takeout containers to eat upstairs in his room, 

which prompts Grandma to complain that Thành never ended up cleaning after himself. Rather, 

her grandson waited until someone else (in this case, Grandma) brought down the containers and 

cleaned up the mess for him. 

Excerpt 3: Waiting for “the maid” 

1) Aunt Dung:  Hồi    đó     có    mua   một đống  đồ      ăn   xách  lên lầu   ăn = 
while there have buy   one  pile   thing  eat  carry  upstairs eat 
A while ago ((he)) bought a bunch of food and brought it upstairs 
to eat 

 
2) Grandma:                = Ừ 

     PRT 
  Yeah 
 

3) Ăn h- hổng- họp  đâu    dọn xuống 
eat      NEG   box  where tidy down 

4) Ate and d- did- didn’t bring the ((takeout)) box down 
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5) Để     cuối.tuần  có     y      ơ 

place weekend   have PRT PRT 
Left it until the weekend uhh 

 
6) Có   mà   mà    con  sen    dọn   xuống 

have PRT PRT   CLF  maid   tidy   down 
Until there there was a maid to tidy it up 
 

In line (6), Grandma uses the term con sen to refer to herself as the ‘maid’ that tided up after her 

grandson. Grandma’s use of this referring term contrasts with the previous excerpt, as she is now 

clearly describing herself as a character in the story world. While the classifier con is canonically 

described as a classifer to denote animacy, as I noted earlier, con can be used before nouns that 

refer to young girls, girls of low social status, or domestic servants (D.H. Nguyen, 1957). Adams 

(1989) notes that in addition to signaling animate objects such as animals and other living beings, 

also “included in this class are gamblers, whores, hostages and sick people [as well as] spirits, 

monsters, and ghosts” (p. 89). She posits that this use of the classifier has the function of 

marking these types of people as “less than human or at least less than a healthy adult human” (p. 

89), since con is literally used as a kin term that means “child.” Although con does not explicitly 

denote a gendered entity in the same way that thằng only indexes a masculine referent, it is 

commonly associated with feminine subjects and carries a derogatory meaning. 

As the most senior member of the household, there is a deep irony in Grandma’s use of 

con sen to refer to herself; since she is the eldest member of the family, others are obligated to 

show her deference. Thus, Grandma’s use of con sen to refer to herself carries an implicit moral 

evaluation of her grandson’s behavior as extremely irresponsible. Her grandson has acted in a 

way that not only suggests that he is of a higher status than Grandma, but also demotes her status 

to the level of a domestic servant. It should be noted that while it is appropriate for Grandma to 

refer to herself as a maid, it would be disrespectful for anyone else to use this term to describe 
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her to others. In other words, the clearly derogatory nature of the term even further highlights 

Grandma’s elevated social status in the family and constructs her position as a moral authority in 

the story world.  

In this section, I have shown how Grandma’s use of referring terms not only serves to 

establish her irritation and exasperation towards her grandchildren, but also constructs her moral 

position in the family. Paired with both implicit and explicit evaluations of her grandchildren’s 

behavior, the referring terms Grandma uses characterize her moral stance towards the story 

world characters. These referring terms also signal her status as the eldest member of the 

household. As the most senior person in the family, she may refer to any third party in the 

household freely and without regard for deference or fear of censure. In my examination of 

referring terms in these extracts, I have shown how social status is made a salient feature in 

narrative story worlds and how it is used to communicate expectations about the moral 

obligations of grandchildren to their grandparents. In the section that follows, we will see how 

kin terms are used in a similar manner to positively evaluate story world characters, to engender 

solidarity between the narrator and the story world characters, and to promote social bonding 

between the narrator and their audience. 

 

4.3.2. Positioning and identity construction through kin terms: “I’ll take grandma to go 

shopping” 

Having illustrated how referring terms are used as a linguistic strategy to refer to characters in a 

story world, I now turn to examining how speakers employ kin terms to both animate and refer to 

story world characters. In addition to examining kin term usage in third-party reference, I draw 

on Tannen’s (2007a) notion of constructed dialogue to analyze moments in which narrators give 
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voice to story world characters, and in which those characters use kin terms to refer to 

themselves in the first person. I demonstrate how narrators use kin terms to take up positions 

(from their perspective as tellers and as story world characters) that are positively aligned with 

other story world characters or with their co-participants. Although kin terms naturally denote 

solidarity due to the pragmatic meanings they carry, I show how they are strategically mobilized 

in narrative worlds to create solidarity with other co-present interlocutors. In the next excerpt, I 

show how Grandma employs kin terms to positively evaluate the actions of story world 

characters, which simultaneously allows her to take up positive moral and affective positions in 

the narrative as a fellow story world character. In doing so, she discursively enacts her identity as 

a grandmother in the narrating event. 

Excerpt 4 is a continuation of the conversation from Excerpts 1-3 in the previous section. 

Grandma, Aunt Dung, Aunt Cát, and I continue to sit around the kitchen table. Drew, who is 

Aunt Dung’s son and my 16-year-old cousin, joins the table and eats instant noodles as the rest 

of us talk. Grandma had been on the phone earlier during this conversation to call Aunt Mai, 

since she missed Aunt Mai’s phone call from earlier in the day. While she was on the phone, 

Grandma tells Aunt Mai that she went to the mall with me and her grandson Jesse, who is my 

cousin as well as Uncle Phong’s son. This prompts Aunt Cát to ask if Jesse came at Grandma’s 

behest, and Grandma begins to tell a brief story about how Jesse decided to take Grandma and 

me shopping through his own volition. Drew, who was also invited to come, did accompany the 

three of us to the mall. 

Excerpt 4: I’ll take you to go shopping 
 

1) Grandma: Jesse  nó    tự   đọng  nó m-  GỌI qua= 
PN    3SG  self  act    3SG      call   over 
Jesse he called over on his own 
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2) Aunt Cát:      =Vậy đó           hả= 
so   MED.DEM PRT 
Is that so? 

 
3) Grandma:        =Mười giờ  nó   gọi 

   Ten   hour 3SG call 
At 10 o’clock he called 

 
4) ∅	Nói “Mà Mà 

say   grandma 
(He) said “Grandma 

 
5) Lát.nữa con   qua 

later      child stop.over 
Later I’ll come over 

 
6) Con   chở    Mà Mà   đi shopping” 

child  take   grandma go  
I’ll take you to go shopping” 

 
Grandma tells Aunt Cát that Jesse called her at 10 o’clock am, using the third-person singular nó    

to refer to Jesse (line 3). Before Grandma begins to animate Jesse through constructed dialogue, 

she has omitted the third-person singular pronoun; instead of saying nó nói, or ‘he said’, to begin 

the constructed dialogue, she simply uses the verb nói (line 4). Because it has already been 

established that Jesse is the topic of the conversation, and Vietnamese speakers frequently drop 

pronouns in order to mark given information, Grandma can drop the third-person pronoun when 

referring to him. However, once she begins animating Jesse using constructed dialogue, she uses 

the kin term con or ‘child’ (lines 5-6) to indicate that Jesse is speaking in the first-person. Her 

use of this kin term is notable in that it would have also been grammatically possible for her to 

drop those kin terms. The constructed example below, for instance, would be perfectly 

grammatical: 

Pro-drop constructed dialogue: 

1) ∅	Nói “Mà Mà 
say   grandma 
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(He) said “Grandma 
 
2) Lát  nữa ∅	qua 

later          stop.over 
Later (I’ll) come over 

 
3) ∅		chở    Mà Mà   đi shopping” 

    take   grandma go  
(I’ll) take you to go shopping” 
 

In the example above, the kin term con has been replaced with a null pronoun, but the overall 

meaning of the utterances has been maintained. Thus, we can see that Grandma’s use of con to 

animate Jesse speaking in the first-person singular denotes a difference in a pragmatic rather than 

semantic meaning. Just as speakers use kin terms in conversation to imply solidarity with their 

addressees in second- and third-person party references, so too do narrators in constructed 

dialogue. The effect of this kin term is two-fold: by using a kin term to refer to Jesse, Grandma 

enacts her identity as Jesse’s grandmother and makes salient Jesse’s identity as her grandson. In 

doing so, she takes up the position of an affectionate grandmother and positively aligns with 

Jesse in the story world. Furthermore, Jesse is positioned as a deferential grandson; using the kin 

terms for grandmother and child, or Mà Mà (lines 4, 6) and con (lines 5-6) respectively, his 

words ascribe higher status to Grandma while acknowledging his subordinate role as a grandson. 

It is interesting to note that Grandma’s use of kin terms in constructed dialogue coincides 

with an implicit positive evaluation of Jesse’s actions in the story world. His unsolicited 

invitation to take Grandma shopping can be construed as the behavior of a “good” grandchild 

who likes to spend time with and do favors for his grandmother. This is in contrast with how she 

negatively evaluated her other grandson, Thành, in the previous section on referring terms. In 

fact, when constructing dialogue for her “bad” grandson, Grandma employs pro-drop instead of a 

kin term, as shown in Excerpt 5 below: 
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Excerpt 5: Pro-drop 
 

1) Grandma:  Cái  ơ: 
FOC PRT 
Then uh: 

 
2) “Mà Mà, 

grandma 
Grandma, 

 
3) Thôi! 

never.mind 
Never mind! 

 
4) Để ∅ lên lầu!” 

let  upstairs 
((I’ll)) go upstairs! 

 
In Excerpt 5, Grandma animates her grandson Thành through constructed dialogue, using pro-

drop to voice her grandson saying “để ∅ lên lầu” (line 4). However, she could have also chosen 

to use a kin term to form the phrase, “để con lên lầu,” which would have the same semantic 

meaning as the utterance without pro-drop. Although the phenomenon of pro-drop does not 

inherently convey distance or negative alignment, this example does provide analytical contrast 

for Grandma’s kin term usage in Excerpt 4. When compared with the pro-drop used in this 

excerpt, Excerpt 4 highlights the pragmatic function of kin terms as a discursive strategy to 

construct and enact identities, and to make salient social relationships between story world 

characters. By using the kin term con to voice Jesse speaking in the first-person, Grandma 

constructs her identity as a grandmother from her perspective as a narrator; this identity is 

positively aligned with her positioning of Jesse as a good grandson in the story world. In contrast 

with her negative evaluation of her “bad” grandson, Thành, Grandma’s use of kin terms carries 

an implicitly positive evaluation Jesse’s actions in the story world, as she is choosing to highlight 

the social and familial bond between them. 
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As she narrates the rest of her story, Grandma continues to animate story world 

characters through constructed dialogue in Excerpt 6 below. Although this excerpt does feature 

Grandma voicing Jesse in constructed dialogue, I will also focus on how she voices herself in 

response to Jesse. In voicing herself, she extends her use of kin terms to refer to me in the third-

person, as another character in the story world. In my analysis, I showcase how Grandma shifts 

her referential perspective within constructed dialogue, using repetition and footing shifts to take 

up an affective position toward both Jesse and me. At the start of this excerpt, Grandma is 

voicing Jesse speaking to her over the phone. 

Excerpt 6: “Let’s go with big sister Minh” 
 

1) Grandma:  “Mười.hai giờ à 
twelve      hour PRT 
“Twelve o’clock uh 

 
2) Mười.hai giờ   rưỡi /ơ/ 

twelve     hour half  PRT 
Twelve thirty uh 

 
3) Tại        con    dìa     con   phải  tắm      rữa     thây     đồ 

because child return child must shower wash change thing 
Because when I go home, I have to shower and change my clothes 

 
4) Con  mới  qua 

child then over 
Then I’ll come over 

 
5) /Chắc/     cỡ       mười.hai giờ    mấy” 

probably around twelve    hour some 
Probably around twelve o’clock or so” 

 
6) Nói “ừ, 

say PRT 
((I)) said “okay, 

 
7) Vậy đi với   chè chè      Minh” 

so   go with elder.sister  PN 
Then let((’s)) go with big sister Minh 
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Even though it would be more grammatically unmarked for her to use pro-drop, Grandma 

continues to use the kin term con to animate Jesse speaking in the first-person. Grandma repeats 

con across three sequential narrative clauses: “/Tại con dìa/con phải tắm rữa thây đồ/Con mới 

qua” (lines 3-4). Although constructed dialogue is usually considered a form of internal 

evaluation in the Labovian narrative framework, the actions portrayed in the dialogue primarily 

function as a means of temporal juncture; they move the narrative forward in describing how 

Jesse prepared to pick us up to go to the mall. However, I would argue here that the repetition of 

the kin term itself serves as a form of internal evaluation, as it communicates Grandma’s move 

towards solidarity and alignment with her grandson. Consequently, Grandma’s repetition of con 

forefronts Jesse’s position as a child and grandson, and makes salient her identity as Jesse’s 

grandmother. 

When Jesse says that he will arrive after showering and changing his clothes, Grandma 

voices herself in constructed dialogue to respond that I should go along with them, too. Making a 

third-party reference to me in the story world, Grandma calls me “chè chè Minh” (line 7), or 

‘elder sister Minh’, as opposed to simply referring to me by first name. By doing this, Grandma 

shifts her referential perspective and addresses me by the kin term that Jesse would use to 

address me. This shift in footing, where Grandma indexically recenters the perspective of 

conversation from her own origo to Jesse’s point of view, is not a means of socializing the 

present grandchildren (Drew and me) into proper kin term usages, since we are well-grown and 

beyond that stage of linguistic and cognitive development. Rather, this can be construed as her 

way of displaying solidarity between the three of us and emphasizing our relationship as 

consanguineal kin. As previously discussed, shifts in referential perspectives can signal greater 

respect, formality, and solidarity in an interaction. Although Grandma does not owe me respect 
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as a junior interlocutor, her use of the kin term chè chè reinforces the status differential between 

Jesse and me; it is a nod to the fact that I am entitled to deference from Jesse. While this 

discursive move can be read as an imposition of hierarchical relationships, it also does the work 

of positioning both Jesse and me as grandchildren and as chị em họ, or genealogically-related 

cousins. This in turn allows Grandma to take up a positive affective position in the story world 

and to enact her identity as a loving grandmother in the narrating event. 

Having analyzed how alternations in kin term usage can signal speaker attitudes, 

positions, and identities in relationship to story world characters, I now turn to examining how 

kin terms are used for the purposes of conveying humor and creating solidarity in Uncle Phong’s 

narrative. In addition to examining how kin terms help narrators navigate story world characters 

and events (e.g., Bamberg’s 1997 first level of positioning), I will now show how narrators and 

co-participants create solidarity in the narrating event itself (e.g., Bamberg’s 1997 second level 

of posistioning) through the jocular use of kin terms. In combination with contextualization cues 

like laughter and emphatic stress, as well as linguistic strategies like repetition and reduplication, 

I show how the ironic use of kin terms can allow narrators to achieve multiple interactional 

goals. In this next excerpt, I show how Uncle Phong uses the kin term ông nội, or ‘paternal 

grandfather’, in order to take up a humor-oriented position towards his audience while still 

providing evaluation about the events of the story world.  

In Excerpt 7 below, Uncle Phong, Aunt Mai, Uncle Nhân and I are all in the kitchen. 

Uncle Phong is Mai’s older brother; Uncle Nhân is Aunt Mai’s husband and also younger than 

Uncle Phong. Throughout the excerpts, Uncle Nhân and Aunt Mai are eating food, while Uncle 

Phong and I sit in the kitchen just to chat. For further background, Uncle Phong had been tasked 

with buying a new microwave for the house. Aunt Mai then jokingly tells him to try to return the 
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family’s faulty microwave under the pretense that it had a manufacturing default in order to 

obtain a new one for free. This prompts Uncle Phong to tell a story of when he bought a 

plumbing repair kit only to find out that the parts were defective. The store that sold him the kit 

had likely repackaged and resold another customer’s returned kit, since it appeared that some of 

the parts had been manually sawed off. 

Excerpt 7: Duped 
 

1) Uncle Phong:  Mua cái- mua cái box nó  về ((microwave beeping in background)) 
buy  CLF- buy CLF       3SG return 
((I)) bought the- bought the box back home 

 
2) Cũng sơ.ý       nó    về 

also  careless  3SG  return 
((I)) was also careless in bringing it home 

 
3) Tháo     nó    ra 

unwrap 3SG out 
((I)) unwrapped it 

 
4) Ông.nội                    nào, 

paternal.grandfather which 
Some grandpa 

 
5) Ổng   mua về 

3SG.M buy  return 
He brought it home 

 
6) /ổng/  trả       lại 

3SG.M return back 
He returned ((it)) 

 
7) [Ổng – 

3SG.M 
He – 

 
8) Aunt Mai:  [/Ổng  chặt  cái- một cái   part nữa/ 

3SG.M  chop CLF  one CLF        again 
He chopped off a part as well 

 
9) Uncle Phong:  Hổng phải! 

NEG    right 
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No that’s not right! 
 
10) Aunt Mai:  ((microwave door shuts))<laughs> 
 
11) Uncle Phong:  Ổng   cưa bỏ                 mấy  cái- mấy  cái  mà- <laughs> 

3SG.M saw throw.away some CLF some CLF that 
He sawed off the- the things that 

 
12) mấy  cái   mà- mấy cái … 

some CLF that  some CLF 
The things that- things that… 

 
13) Xung.quanh đó 

around         PRT 
Surrounding it 

 
14) Để mà   mình screw nó vô 

Let that 1SG             3SG in 
So that you can screw it in 

 
15) Ổng- ổng      cưa bỏ               mất MÈ  hết.trơn  rồi <laughs> 

3SG.M 3SG.M saw throw.away lost RED  completely already 
He- he sawed them all clean off already! 

 
Uncle Phong begins his story by introducing an unnamed character in the story world, referring 

to him as “ông nội nào” (line 4), which directly translates to ‘some grandpa’. However, the 

closest idiomatic translation of this to English would likely be ‘some old coot’, or perhaps, ‘some 

old bastard’. Although kin terms are generally thought to have deferential and honorific 

functions, Uncle Phong’s use of a kin term is humorous in nature and creates a more detailed 

description of the story world character. Instead of leaving details about this figure unspecified, 

ông nội evokes the image of a miserly old man, even though he has no knowledge about what the 

guilty party might have looked like. Much like how Grandma used kin terms to signal her 

affective stance towards her grandchildren in the previous section, Uncle Phong’s use of ông nội 

implicitly communicates his negative moral evaluation of this mystery customer. As opposed to 

using a more neutral referring term, such as người nào, or ‘some person’, the use of ông nội 



 118 

frames the key of the interaction as playful, even though Uncle Phong is describing his own 

misfortune.  

Launching into a hypothetical narrative about how the kit likely came to be defective, 

Uncle Phong repeats the third-person referrning form of ông nội, or “ổng” (lines 5-7). Aunt Mai 

ratifies his use of the kin term and overlaps Uncle Phong to guess what had happened, repeating 

the third-person referring form “ổng” (line 8) when she suggests that the man had chopped off a 

part of the kit. By repeating this kin term and suggesting that the story world character had 

committed a dishonest action, Aunt Mai ratifies Uncle Phong’s implicit negative evaluation of 

the presumed culprit. When Uncle Phong rejects this guess (line 9), Aunt Mai laughs (line 10), 

contributing to the playful and humorous key of the interaction. Uncle Phong then picks back up 

on his story by repeating “ổng” (line 11) at the beginning of the next narrative clause and joins 

Aunt Mai in laughter, reinforcing the humorous tone of the story. Once he reveals that the man 

had sawed off parts of the plumbing kit (as opposed to Aunt Mai’s guess that he chopped them 

off), Uncle Phong uses a reduplicative, “mất MÈ” (line 15) with emphatic stress on the second 

morpheme of the reduplicated form. His use of emphatic stress could signal his exasperation that 

the part was missing and can also be understood as a way of creating involvement in the 

narrating event. By ending the clause in laughter, he maintains the playful tone of the interaction 

and fosters solidarity with his audience. Thus, while Uncle Phong does take up a “complainer” 

position of sorts in the narrating event, he also takes up a position as a comedian in part through 

his jocular use of the kin term ông nội. 

Considering both Uncle Phong’s and Grandma’s narratives, we can see that Uncle 

Phong’s use of kin terms to create humor-oriented positions is parallel to Grandma’s use of kin 

terms to construct positive affective positions. Both family members use kin terms to convey 
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positive alignment with their audiences; Uncle Phong with his sister and brother-in-law, and 

Grandma with her grandchildren Drew and me. Both also use kin terms to implicitly evaluate the 

moral behaviors of story world characters. Grandma’s alternation of kin terms and pro-drop 

creates a distinction between her “good” and “bad” grandsons, and Uncle Phong’s jocular use of 

kin terms positions the mystery customer as a dishonest fraud.  

To summarize, I have shown how speakers employ kin terms as a strategy for narrative 

evaluation, positioning, and identity construction. Using kin terms to refer to story world 

characters and animate them in constructed dialogue, speakers communicate implicit stances 

towards these characters and can achieve interactional goals like sharing in humor or building 

solidarity with co-participants. I will now turn to the last analytical component of this chapter, in 

which I examine how narrators employ personal pronouns. 

 

4.3.3. Positioning and identity construction through personal pronouns: “they’d say I was lying” 

Although Vietnamese speakers tend to prefer kin terms for self- and other-reference, personal 

pronouns are often used among family and close friends, especially in Southern Vietnamese 

families and among Southern interlocutors (Luong, 1990). In this section, I show how personal 

pronouns are employed as a discursive strategy to take up positions that are either oriented to 

story world characters and events, or aligned with co-participants in the narrating event. I 

illustrate how each shift in pronoun use constitutes a footing shift (Goffman, 1981) that coincides 

with specific positions taken up in the story world. To do this, I analyze two excerpts in which 

Uncle Phong continues his story about purchasing a defective plumbing repair kit. While there is 

a panoply of singular and plural Vietnamese pronominal forms, I focus on Uncle Phong’s use of 

the following three pronouns: first-person singular mình, first-person singular tao, and second-
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person singular mày. I examine how these pronouns are used in both constructed dialogue and 

turns of talk to enact interactionally-relevant identities. With each alternating pronoun use, Uncle 

Phong creates new footings that are oriented to either story world characters or family members 

in his listening audience, and these footings correspond with positions he takes up in the story 

world. 

Excerpt 8 below is a continuation of the narrative from Excerpt 7, in which Uncle Phong 

had bought a defective plumbing repair kit. In this excerpt, Uncle Phong explains why he likely 

would not try to return the product. If he tried to explain the situation back at the store, the 

customer service representative would think that he was lying and refuse to allow him to return 

the kit, instead believing that he was the culprit. But instead of stating this explicitly, Uncle 

Phong indirectly indicates this meaning through constructed dialogue, animating what the store 

clerk would say in a hypothetical narrative where he does try to return the kit. In what follows, I 

analyze how Uncle Phong’s alternating pronoun usage marks shifts in footing vis-à-vis story 

world characters and co-participants in the narrating event. These shifts in alignment correspond 

to two types of positions he takes up in narrating the story: an adversarial position in relation to 

the store clerks, and a familial position in relation to his audience. 

Excerpt 8: “I won’t let you return it” 
 

1) Uncle Phong:  Bây giờ mình đem  lại     mình TRẢ   đó 
Now      1SG    bring back 1SG   return PRT 
Now if I bring it back to return it? 

 
2) Mình đem mình trả, 

1sg    bring 1sg   return 
((If)) I bring it and I return it, 

 
3) Nó  nói “MÀY làm hư, 

3sg say 2sg       do   broken 
They’d say “YOU broke it, 
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4) Mày- mày CƯA” 
2sg    2sg   saw 
You- you SAWED 

 
5) Rồi  xong xuôi “tao hông cho    mày trả!” <laughs> 

then finish RED   1SG NEG  allow 2SG   return 
Then finally, “I won’t let you return it!” 

 
In the opening lines of the excerpt, Uncle Phong orients to his co-participants by using the first-

person singular mình to refer to himself (lines 1-3) in the present narrating event. As previously 

discussed, mình is a more intimate personal pronoun than tui/tôi, and speakers tend to use it in 

informal interaction among close friends and family members as a way of signaling solidarity. 

Thus, his use of mình is expected here, since he is in the company of his younger sister, his 

brother-in-law, and me, his niece. By addressing himself as mình, he projects his identity as a 

family member and takes up a position as a familiar narrator. However, once Uncle Phong 

transitions into animating dialogue for the hardware store clerk, he uses the second-person 

singular mày to voice the clerk accusing him of damaging the plumbing kit (lines 3-4), marking a 

clear shift in footing in multiple ways. First, he had been referring to himself as mình as a 

narrator, and with this switch to mày, he is now speaking as the clerk who addresses him in the 

second-person. Additionally, although mày can be used to signal closeness, intimacy, and 

egalitarian relationships, it also has the connotation of being denigrating, rude, and 

condescending depending on the interactional context. In using mày, he signals the store clerk’s 

oppositional stance towards him in the story world and conveys that the clerk would likely be 

angry with him for bringing back a defective kit. As such, Uncle Phong’s use of emphatic stress 

on the first instance of mày (line 3) also adds to the accusatory tone in the dialogue. 

When he continues to voice the store clerk, Uncle Phong uses tao to animate the clerk 

speaking in the first-person (line 5). Again, tao is the first-person complement to the second-
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person mày, and it can communicate that the speaker is being rude or arrogant towards their 

addressee. Normally, in customer service interactions, store clerks and shop owners would 

address and refer to customers using kin terms in order to show the client deference. By using 

tao to voice the clerk’s self-reference in the first-person, Uncle Phong projects the idea that the 

clerk would not allow himself to be duped by such behavior, and he positions the clerk as angry 

with Uncle Phong for trying to return the microwave. In short, Uncle Phong’s use of the first- 

and second-person singular tao/mày create a confrontational position for the store clerk, which in 

turn allows him to take up a position that is adversarial to the story world character. 

In terms of communicating status differentials, both mày and tao have been discussed as 

having the effect of elevating the speaker and subordinating the addressee. It is interesting here 

how we never find out the relative age or gender of the store clerk; instead, the use of mày and 

tao highlight Uncle Phong’s evaluation of the of the clerk and story world events. Thus, it is 

clear that mày and tao have great utility as narrative referring terms, as they allow speakers to 

refer to figures in the story world of unspecified age or gender. What is even more interesting is 

that although the constructed dialogue is voiced in Vietnamese, this hypothetical interaction 

would be likely to have occured in English, since Uncle Phong had purchased his plumbing 

repair kit at an American hardware store. This excerpt further corroborates Tannen’s (2007a) 

argument that all instances of reported speech are constructed dialogue, since Uncle Phong and 

the store clerk would never actually utter these words in Vietnamese. Within constructed 

dialogue, speakers can draw on the pragmatic meanings and functions inherent to the Vietnamese 

system of pronoun address, mapping cultural beliefs about social relationships onto narrative 

story worlds. 
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While Excerpt 8 features Uncle Phong voicing the hardware store employee, in Excerpt 9 

Uncle Phong constructs dialogue for himself in response to the store clerk. This excerpt 

highlights how Uncle Phong is consistent in his use of the first- and second-person singular 

tao/mày pronouns, which allows him to create an adversarial position within the world of the 

hypothetical narrative. Replying to the clerk, Uncle Phong blames the hardware store employees 

for their carelessness, since they were the ones who sold him the kit without checking its 

condition. Although he voices himself explaining that someone before him had sawed off the 

missing parts, he concludes to his audience that the store clerks would ultimately accuse him of 

lying. 

Excerpt 9: “They’d say I was lying” 
 

1) Uncle Phong:  Mình mà trả 
1SG    but return 
But if I return it 

 
2) Mình nói là    thằng   nào – 

1SG    say COP 3SG.M INDEF.DEM 
I say that some guy – 

 
3) “Mày- mày BÁN đồ       này             cho  tao, 

2SG       2SG   sell  things  PROX.DEM  BEN  1SG 
You- you SOLD this stuff to me 

 
4) Thằng nào           nó  CƯA::   này            nọ, 

3SG.M INDEF.DEM 3SG saw     PROX.DEM DIST.DEM 
Some guy he SAWED this and that 

 
5) Mất tiêu       hết.trơn” 

lost  appetite completely 
Completely gone 

 
6) Nó  nói mình nói dóc 

3SG say 1SG  say  lies 
They’d say I was lying 
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Like in the previous excerpt, Uncle Phong uses the first-person singular mình (lines 1-2) to refer 

to himself when he is addressing his co-participants, indexing his identity as a family member 

and his position as a familiar narrator. Despite his attitude towards the store clerk, this footing in 

which he positively aligns with his audience remains consistent from excerpt to excerpt. Once he 

begins voicing himself in the hypothetical dialogue, he uses the second-person singular mày to 

address the store clerk (line 3), mirroring the clerk’s pronominal use in the previous excerpt. In 

response to the confrontational and rude stance taken towards him, Uncle Phong creates an 

equally oppositional and adversarial position against the store clerk. Since the clerk did not 

display any respect for him as a customer in the hypothetical scenario presented in the previous 

excerpt, Uncle Phong does not show the clerk any deference in return. He implies that it was the 

mistake of the hardware store employees for selling him the product in the first place with his 

use of emphatic stress on “bán” (line 3), or the verb for ‘to sell’, matching the accusatory tone 

Uncle Phong used to animate the clerk. In his character’s hypothetical constructed dialogue, 

Uncle Phong refers to himself with the first-person singular object pronoun tao, as opposed to 

the more neutral tôi/tui, which maximizes the social distance between himself and the store clerk. 

This said, Uncle Phong’s persistent use of mày and tao in constructed dialogue signals his 

negative evaluation of the store clerk as rude, and himself as a victim of the employee’s 

incompetence. 

 Once Uncle Phong concludes the hypothetical dialogue, we see yet another stark contrast 

between how he orients to other story world characters and how he aligns with his audience. 

Within the story world, Uncle Phong creates maximal distance between himself and the store 

clerk, but he maintains solidarity with his family members as a narrator; it is Uncle Phong’s 

strategic use of multiple “I’s” that create this distinction. Discontinuing his use of tao and mày, 
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he reorients to his audience with the first-person singular mình (line 6), marking a footing shift 

where he positively aligns with his co-participants in the narrating event. By using this more 

familiar pronoun to refer to himself as a narrator, he invites his audience to align with him as a 

family member speaking in an informal context. Combined with his lament that he would be 

accused of lying (line 6), his use of a more familiar pronoun invites his audience to participate in 

the interaction or to sympathize with him, characterizing the story as a sort of troubles-talk. 

Uncle Phong’s use of the first-person singular mình also clearly demarcates the boundaries of the 

story world and the narrating event. While Goffman (1981) indicates that instances of reported 

speech can constitute footing shifts (p. 127), I would also like to point out that Uncle Phong’s 

selection of mình vs. tôi/tui or tao makes these shifts much more evident and pronounced 

because of the pragmatic meanings attached to each pronoun. These footing shifts coincide with 

the positions that Uncle Phong takes up as a story world character and as a narrator, allowing 

him to deftly move in and out of the story world to enact interactionally relevant identities, like 

that of disgruntled customer or as a fellow family member. 

 This section has exemplified how the selection of personal pronouns in constructed 

dialogue can convey speakers’ stances towards story world characters and events. I have shown 

how Uncle Phong’s alternating use of the familiar and intimate first-person singular mình vs. the 

informal and socially distant mày/tao pair allow him to take up and construct a variety of 

narrative positions – namely an adversarial position as a story world character and a familial 

position as a familiar narrator. His choice in pronouns coincides with clear shifts in footing, 

delineating the boundaries of the story world and the narrating event. In the following section, I 

will conclude this chapter with a summary of the analysis and implications for current 

scholarship on identity construction and the Vietnamese system of person address.   
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4.4. Discussion 

This chapter has demonstrated how referring terms, kin terms, and pronouns can be used identify 

and evaluate story world characters and events. Expanding on existing work in pronouns (e.g., 

Brown and Gilman, 1960), referring terms (e.g., Schiffrin, 2002), and the Vietnamese system of 

person address (e.g., Luong, 1984, 1990), as well as constructed dialogue (Tannen, 2007a) and 

footing (Goffman, 1981), this analysis has shown how speakers use address terms to construct 

identities in everyday conversational narratives. The pragmatic meanings attached to Vietnamese 

personal pronouns and kin terms serve as effective tools for speakers to take up positions along a 

continuum of alignment or disalignment with story world characters and as narrators in 

relationship to listening audiences. Following Bamberg’s (1997) model of narrative positioning, 

I have shown how the pragmatic encoding of the Vietnamese system of person reference allows 

narrators to position themselves in relation to story world characters along axes of distance and 

closeness, hierarchy and equality. In taking up these positions, narrators enact their identities as 

family members, indexing their existing familial relationships with their audience. 

In the section on referring terms, I demonstrated how Grandma’s use of referring terms 

allowed her to take up a moral position in the story world and highlighted her moral authority in 

the family. In conjunction with implicit and explicit evaluations of her grandchildren’s behavior, 

Grandma’s use of referring terms indexed her moral evaluations of story world characters and 

signaled her status as the most senior member of the family. This analysis corroborates 

Schiffrin’s (2002) assertion that speakers have “‘in mind’ […] a way that a hearer may interpret 

(roughly) the same referent” (p. 316). In other words, speakers have expectations that their 

hearers will interpret their use of a referring term in a certain way, since the referring terms 

employed convey the speaker’s specific moral and affective evaluations towards a given referent. 
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This analysis has demonstrated how sociocultural beliefs surrounding status, seniority, and 

deference were made salient through the use of referring terms. I have expanded the literature on 

Vietnamese referring terms by illustrating how such terms are employed to communicate the 

moral obligations of family members – specifically, grandchildren to their grandparents.  

My examination of kin terms has shown how speakers use kin terms to animate and refer 

to story world characters in constructed dialogue and turns of talk. Due to the honorific function 

inherent to kin terms, speakers’ use of kin terms to reference story world characters can 

implicitly suggest their solidarity and alignment with said characters. This is especially salient 

when other lexical items or grammatical options (e.g., pro-drop) are available to fill the same 

syntactic position that a kin term occupies. The same can be said of the ironic use of kin terms, 

as I show how kin terms can be used to create humor and solidarity with co-participants. 

Expanding on Luong’s (1984, 1990) and Luong and Sidnell’s (2020) work on referential 

perspective in Vietnamese, I have illustrated how shifting referential perspective can be used to 

take up affective positions within constructed dialogue. Although the use of Vietnamese kin 

terms for interlocutor reference has been well-explored in conversation, I have contributed to 

literature on the pragmatic functions of kin term usage by demonstrating how they are mobilized 

in narrative story worlds. By analyzing how kin terms are used in narrating events, and how they 

are used in conjunction with contextualization cues and linguistic strategies like repetition, we 

can have a greater understanding of how kin terms fit among a constellation of Vietnamese 

discursive practices for identity construction. 

 My analysis of personal pronouns highlights how speakers can strategically alternate 

between the familiar and intimate first-person singular mình and the informal and socially distant 

mày/tao pair in order to take up contrasting positions between audience members and story world 
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characters respectively. In other words, speakers can implicitly signal intimate and solidarity-

oriented alignments with their audience while taking up oppositional positions against story 

world characters through their choice of pronouns. By analyzing the data using Goffman’s 

(1981) notion of footing, I have shown how shifts in pronouns clearly demarcate instances of 

constructed dialogue from turns of talk where the speaker addresses and aligns with his audience. 

Such footing shifts convey speakers’ evaluations of story world characters and events, and they 

coincide with the different positions taken up in both the narrative and the narrating event. Given 

the pragmatic meanings encoded in these pronouns, I have contributed to literature on 

Vietnamese personal pronouns by demonstrating how speakers’ selection of pronouns can index 

interactionally-relevant positions and identities. 

In sum, this chapter demonstrates how pronouns, referring terms, and kin terms are used 

as linguistic resources for identity construction in Vietnamese interaction. The address terms 

selected to refer to story world characters are reflective of the identities speakers wish to enact in 

the given interaction, for narrators’ interactions with story world characters serve as displays of 

one’s “interacting self” (Schiffrin, 2002, p. 318). The Vietnamese system of person address is 

laden with sociocultural beliefs about social hierarchy, deference, and solidarity. Vietnamese 

terms of address are replete with expectations about how interlocutors and referents should 

comport themselves. With regard to solidarity and deference, speakers must answer questions 

like, “to whom is respect owed, and by whom? How should respect be shown? When, and more 

importantly, how, is it appropriate to show solidarity?” I hope to have shown that when these 

address terms are mobilized in interaction, such beliefs can be mapped onto narrative story 

worlds and serve as powerful reference points for identifying and depicting story world 

characters.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

EPISTEMIC AUTHORITY AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF MOTHERS’ IDENTITIES IN 

FAMILY INTERACTION 

5.1. Introduction 

In the previous chapter, I explored how pronouns, kin terms, and referring terms were used as 

strategies to construct affective and moral positions in narrative story worlds as well as in the 

world of the telling. In this chapter, I analyze how speakers display epistemic authority in order 

to construct their identities as family members. Specifically, I examine how speakers construct 

positions as good, knowledgeable, and experienced mothers in discourse, both narrative and non-

narrative, wherein family members are discussed. To do so, I focus on excerpts from two 

interactions: one between husband and wife pair, and one between a mother-in-law and daughter-

in-law pair. In my analysis, I consider knowledge alongside affect and morality, employing 

Stivers, Mondada, and Steensig’s (2011) conception of knowledge as a moral domain comprising 

three dimensions: epistemic access, epistemic primacy, and epistemic rights. I examine how 

speakers construct epistemic authority through a diverse array of linguistic and conversational 

strategies, such as negation, sentence-final particles, detailed accounts, evidentials, overlapping 

speech, latching, and repetition. In this way, I move beyond person-referencing practices to 

identify other linguistic strategies that figure prominently in identity construction in Vietnamese 

family talk. 

In both conversations I analyze, the co-present interlocutors have differential access to 

the respective children being discussed in each conversation. The interaction between the 

husband and wife pair, Aunt Mai and Uncle Nhân, features a story about my younger cousin, 

Elliot, riding rollercoasters at Disney World. In this interaction, my Aunt Mai and her husband, 
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Uncle Nhân, give different accounts of their son Elliot’s behavior while he rode rollercoasters; 

although Aunt Mai praises Elliot for being brave despite not having actually ridden the 

rollercoaster with him herself, Uncle Nhân jokes that he witnessed their son fainting on the ride. 

The second interaction is between my cousin-in-law Phương and my Aunt Kim, who is Phương’s 

mother-in-law. The two discuss Phương’s three-year-old daughter (and Aunt Kim’s 

granddaughter), who had recently recovered from a minor respiratory infection. In this 

interaction, Phương possesses greater access to her daughter’s condition than her mother-in-law, 

and Aunt Kim enquires about the progression of her granddaughter’s illness and subsequent 

recovery. 

 I selected these interactions because knowledge asymmetries are a key feature of the 

conversations. In both interactions, one party is positioned as more or less knowledgeable than 

another, and both showcase how knowledge asymmetries shape identity construction, turn-

taking, and interactional positioning. Furthermore, mothers’ identities are at-issue in these 

interactions, as speakers contend with who has the rights to assess and evaluate their respective 

children. Both interactions also serve as rich sites to examine how power and solidarity are 

constructed in interaction, as well as how dynamics of equality and hierarchy are negotiated, 

extending the examination of these dimensions presented in the last chapter. In particular, I 

demonstrate how all of these can align with matters of epistemic access, primacy, and rights. In 

the analysis that follows, I demonstrate how interlocutors’ assertions of epistemic authority 

coincide with their self-positioning as good and knowledgeable mothers. I analyze how speakers 

use a constellation of linguistic and discursive strategies in order to achieve interactionally 

relevant positions and to enact family role-identities. 
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 In the next section, I give a brief overview of gender roles in Vietnamese culture, with a 

specific focus on women and their roles as mothers. I also summarize previous work on cultural 

perceptions surrounding mothers and family identity, as well as research exploring how mothers 

enact their identities in everyday talk. I contextualize this work alongside research on epistemics 

in identity construction. Following the literature review, I have organized my analysis into three 

sections. In the first, I analyze excerpts in which one of my relatives, Aunt Mai, attempts to 

construct her position as a knowledgeable mother by describing and interpreting her son’s 

behavior during a recent family vacation to Disney World. I show how even though her 

epistemic authority is challenged and not taken up by her audience, Aunt Mai persists in 

claiming the right to describe and assess her son’s behavior. By using features such as repetition, 

presuppositions, and detailed accounts about her son’s past behavior, Aunt Mai constructs her 

identity as a good and knowledgeable mother despite lacking what might be perceived as 

sufficient epistemic access to assess her child. 

In the second section, I demonstrate how my cousin-in-law Phương establishes her 

identity as a knowledgeable and competent mother in front of her mother-in-law, who is my 

Aunt Kim. Unlike Aunt Mai, Phương had a great degree of access to her daughter’s condition – 

she spent time with her daughter when she was sick, and took her to see a doctor. Combined with 

strategies such as latching, overlap, and negation, Phương’s highly detailed accounts about the 

progression of her daughter’s illness serve to establish her epistemic authority. Additionally, I 

show how Phương’s use of repetition and reduplication is ambiguous and polysemous. While her 

use of repetition creates solidarity and involvement between herself and Aunt Kim, it also adds 

to the validity of her expertise and knowledge as a mother. 
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In the final analytical section, I examine excerpts from the same interaction between Aunt 

Kim and Phương. However, I shift focus from how Phương constructs her identity as a mother to 

how Aunt Kim constructs her identity and epistemic authority as a mother-in-law. In these parts 

of their interaction, Aunt Kim and Phương discuss how Phương’s daughter had recently 

recovered from a minor respiratory infection. The conversation consists mainly of Aunt Kim 

inquiring about her granddaughter, and Phương answering Aunt Kim’s questions with reports of 

how her daughter’s illness had progressed to recovery. The nature of this interaction, with its 

abundance of question-answer adjacency pairs, already presupposes that Phương has greater 

epistemic status than Aunt Kim; the act of asking B-event questions in and of itself puts Aunt 

Kim in a less knowledgeable position. Building upon and moving beyond this observation, I seek 

to illuminate the strategies that speakers use to display and mobilize their knowledge in order to 

construct their identities and roles in the family. As such, I analyze how Aunt Kim constructs a 

position as an experienced mother while she advises Phương on how to care for her daughter. 

Through the use of sentence-final particles, persistence of topics, imperatives, repetition, and 

constructed dialogue, Aunt Kim maintains hierarchical yet solidary relations with Phương, 

simultaneously constructing her position as a knowledgeable, yet kind, mother-in-law. I conclude 

this chapter with a brief discussion synthesizing the findings of this analysis with research on 

Vietnamese gender roles, family discourse studies, and epistemics. 

 

5.2. Background literature 
 
5.2.1. Women, mothers, and gender roles in Vietnamese culture 

Although there has not been an extensive amount of research conducted on the discursive 

construction of Vietnamese family identity, there has been a vast amount of inquiry into gender 
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roles, family relations and structure, and motherhood both in Vietnam and in Vietnamese 

diasporas. While it would be beyond the scope of this study to give a comprehensive overview of 

these bodies of research, I find it necessary to provide some background information on gender 

roles and motherhood in Vietnamese culture in order to better convey the social context of the 

data. Conceptualizations of gender roles in Vietnam are influenced by a mix of Confucian, 

patrilineal family ideology, “matriarchal elements in indigenous culture, and contradictory legal 

codes through historical eras” (M.T.N. Nguyen, 2015, p. 15). Although Luong (1989, 2006) has 

observed that male-oriented models of patrilineage are more strongly adhered in rural northern 

areas of the country, patriarchal relations are still valued in urban and other regional contexts. 

Perhaps the most widely cited and discussed influence on Vietnamese gender roles are 

the Confucian Four Feminine Virtues, which are công (labor/work), dung (appearance), ngôn 

(language), and hạnh (behavior). Công, relates to housework, and dictates that a woman “be not 

only industrious but also appreciative of others’ labour” (Binh, 2004, p. 30); dung mandates that 

women maintain a “neat and humble physical appearance” (p. 30); ngôn instructs women to 

refrain from verbally expressing strong emotions such as anger; and hạnh was considered the 

“final stage of ‘virtue training’” (p. 31), or the ultimate realization of a woman’s virtue through 

self-control and self-sacrifice. These four virtues have shaped the lives of Vietnamese women 

across many generations (Lê, 1975, 2005; Binh, 2004), and they work to position women’s lives 

(and worth) as belonging firmly in the realm of family and domesticity. 

Despite changing public attitudes, increased economic mobility, and new governmental 

policies geared towards establishing gender equality in Vietnam, motherhood and domesticity 

remain essential aspects of women’s identities in Vietnam’s culture and economy (c.f. Luong, 

1989, 2006; Barry, 1995; Tétreault, 1995). Just as women in Western societies began to struggle 
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with their roles in the workforce and as mothers at the turn of the twenty-first century, similar 

conflicts regarding class, femininity, and gender roles have become common among women in 

East and Southeast Asia (M.T.N. Nguyen, 2015). While men are positioned as the moral and 

authoritative heads of the household, women are bound to their “‘heavenly duties’ (thiên chức) 

as mothers and wives” (M.T.N. Nguyen, 2015, p. 15). These duties include not only procreation, 

but also childcare, decisions regarding childrearing (O’Harrow, 1995), and of course, housework 

(Rydstrøm, 2004). Thanks to a longstanding tradition of patrilineal ancestor worship in which 

men are expected to carry on their fathers’ lineage, and women are expected to carry on their 

husbands’ lineage through the birth of a son (c.f. Luong, 1990), “motherhood is considered a 

crucial component of a typical female character, as is fatherhood typical of a male character” 

(Rydstrøm, 2004, p. 75). Motherhood is so essential to women’s identity that the decision to 

remain single and childless defies cultural expectations of femininity, for “the meaning of a 

woman’s life lies in sacrificing for her husband and children” (M.T.N. Nguyen, 2015, p.15).  

In her study of three communities in North Vietnam, Bélanger (2004) analyzes life 

history interviews of fifteen single Vietnamese women “considered too old to marry” (p. 97), 

specifically women aged 26 to 39. Although most of these women did not report desiring to 

become biological mothers, nor did they report feeling like they were missing out on the 

experience of motherhood in their lives, they recognized the social status granted to women 

through marriage and childrearing. In addition to these interviews, Bélanger conducted focus 

group interviews with local leaders and other community members regarding the status of older 

single women in society. Participants responded that the option of having biological children out 

of wedlock would be the most “socially acceptable and responsible [choice], since women would 

acquire full status as mothers and would have someone to take care of them in old age” (p. 108). 
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These kinds of responses reinforce and stress the importance of motherhood in “giving a woman 

full status as a legitimate individual” (p. 108). These discourses are reinforced at the level of the 

state, as governmental family planning programs promote the figure of a “good” Vietnamese 

woman as that of a self-sacrificing mother and wife (Luong, 2006). 

Patriarchal relations are emphasized in in-law relationships, particularly between 

mothers- and daughters-in-law. While family structures have become more flexible over time, 

patrilocal residence remains a customary practice among many Vietnamese (although the 

practice has been studied primarily among Northern Vietnamese), and parents often live with 

their adult sons’ wives and children for some period of time. In one survey of 1,855 northern 

Vietnamese households, Hirschman and Nguyen (2002) find that over “75% of married 

respondents reported having lived with the grooms’ family after marriage” (p. 1063). Within this 

arrangement, wives are expected to be obedient to their in-laws, and “informal power reside[s] in 

the husband’s mother” (Shiu-Thornton, Senturia, and Sullivan, 2005, p. 961). A woman’s 

identity as a wife is can be inextricable with her identity as a daughter-in-law, as Werner (2004) 

finds in her research on northern Vietnamese families living just south of Hanoi. She remarks 

that “all women become ‘daughters-in-law’ at the time of their marriage and refer to themselves 

as such, even if they do not reside with their husband’s parents” (p. 27). Although this is not the 

case for every family, Vietnamese mother- and daughter-in-law relationships can be quite 

contentious, in that daughters-in-law “often need to make a substantial effort to get along with 

their parents-in-law” (Werner, 2004, p. 29).  

Of course, it is not to say that all women acquiesce to these expectations, and in fact, 

many urban women in Vietnam voice their discontent with such gendered cultural ideals (M.T.N. 

Nguyen, 2015). It is also difficult to say the degree to which these traditions and expectations are 
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upheld in Vietnamese diasporic communities. First-generation diasporic Vietnamese women 

have reported newfound independence and freedom from housework afforded by the economic 

opportunities available to them after fleeing their homeland (Chan and Dorais, 1998). However, 

some traditional values are reinforced, and across a variety of contexts. Examining interviews 

with Southeast Asian immigrant mothers in Australia, Liamputtong (2006) explores discourses 

surrounding good motherhood among Cambodian, Laotian, and Vietnamese women. She finds 

that Vietnamese women in particular considered motherhood as one of their social 

responsibilities to society, and like most women, believed that becoming a mother meant putting 

the needs of their children first. 

As another example, beauty pageants remain a popular way to reimagine the 

sociopolitical ideals of a pre-communist homeland, and sociocultural expectations about gender, 

as well as race and ethnicity, are inscribed on the bodies of pageant contestants (Lieu, 2011). 

Gender ideologies in diasporic communities are inextricably tied to transnational histories and 

migrations, and it is challenging to determine the extent to which the children of Việt Kiều, or 

overseas Vietnamese, feel compelled to maintain traditional cultural practices in the context of a 

Western environment. Indeed, Asian American feminists have long contended with the 

predominantly Western conceptualizations of women’s empowerment and how such ideals clash 

with the transnational and historical ties Asian American women have to their ancestral 

homelands (e.g., Woo, 1983; Okihiro, 1994; Shah, 1997; J. Lee, 2006; Yee, 2009; R. Chou, 

2012). 

Building on the extensive amount of sociological, anthropological, and feminist research 

investigating the role of women in Vietnamese culture, my analysis provides insights on how 

Vietnamese women enact their identities as mothers in everyday discourse. It illuminates, 
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through qualitative analysis of the discourse of three mothers (one of whom is also a 

grandmother), the linguistic choices that women make in order to navigate expectations of what 

it means to be a mother. Furthermore, with a focus on local discourse contexts, I demonstrate 

how women manage and negotiate power and solidarity with co-interlocutors in interaction, 

reinforcing their relationships with other family members while enacting their role in their 

family. 

 

5.2.2. The discursive construction of mothers’ identities in family interaction 
 
I have summarized past work conducted on the construction of family identities more generally 

in previous chapters. Here, I give a brief overview of work on mothers’ identities, with specific 

attention paid to the role of knowledge and how the notion of morality figures into identity 

construction. 

The identities of mothers are often tied to the identities of children. It has been observed 

that in American culture, for example, there is a sociocultural expectation that mothers are 

“responsible for their children’s every shortcoming” (Gordon, 2007, p. 77). Schlenker (1980) 

offers numerous examples in which mothers feel compelled to engage in what Goffman (1959) 

calls “impression management.” In Schlenker’s study, impression management presents itself in 

the form of an apology, account, or explanation. He observes that mothers use these strategies 

when their children’s behavior (not their own) is the problem, suggesting that mothers perceive 

their children’s poor behavior to be a result of their own shortcomings or failure. Thus, how a 

child behaves indicates whether the mother is a “good” mother. 

This falls in line with another expectation for mothers: mothers should know details 

about family members’ lives. In American culture, and likely in many cultures around the world, 
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there is a cultural script or expectation for “good” mothers to know every detail about their 

children. Tannen (2006b) finds that in mother-daughter relationships, daughters report most 

appreciating “their frequent conversations about the smallest details of their daily lives” (p. 16) 

with their mothers. Tannen (2006b, 2007a) also finds that the sharing of details communicates a 

metamessage of intimacy and caring. In terms of Goffman’s (1997/1971) territories of the self, 

this script suggests that children are an extension of one’s own information preserve. In other 

words, knowledge about one’s children could be considered part of the “set of facts” that an 

individual might be expected to have control over. In view of Pomerantz’s (1980) distinction 

between Type 1 and Type 2 knowables, where Type 1 refers to "knowables […] that subject-

actors as subject-actors have rights and obligations to know" (p. 187), we can also construe the 

actions of one’s children as a sort of Type 1 knowable. Under Pomerantz’s (1980) model, 

speakers have an epistemic responsibility for knowing information about themselves, but they 

may not be responsible for the goings-on of other interlocutors (Stivers, Mondada, and Steensig, 

2011). This in mind, a mother not only has the right know what her children are doing, but an 

obligation as to why and how they are doing it. 

As mentioned in previous chapters, researchers have shown how family interaction can 

be a locus for gendered language socialization. However, these studies also showcase how 

knowledge management plays a key role in constituting mothers’ identities. For example, in her 

analysis of framing and positioning in American family interaction, Kendall (2008) finds that her 

participants created gendered parental identities in which the mother participated more often and 

took up more “controlling” positions to construct her parental authority. That is to say, the 

mother took up more positions in interactional frames that involved taking more turns of talk, 

directing the topic of the conversation, and soliciting talk from other family members. In a way, 
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the mother constructs her role as the information hub of the family, creating rapport, solidarity, 

and involvement within the family; in Tannen’s (2001a, p. 225) words, “all information passes 

through” the mother in her role as “communication central.” 

In earlier research, Ochs and Taylor (1995) also show that sharing details about family 

members is associated with mothers’ discourse (though this is not their analytic focus), finding 

what they call the “Father knows best” phenomenon in family dinnertime conversation. In this 

dynamic, mothers were more likely to introduce or elicit or initiate narratives that set up fathers 

as the primary recipient. In this role as primary recipient, fathers tended to use this position to 

take on an additional role as a problematizer, or a co-narrator who sanctions a protagonist or 

another co-narrator's feelings, actions, thoughts, or narrative discourse. This critique is aimed 

towards a problematizee, or target, a role usually taken on by wives and children. As such, the 

authors contend that women were more susceptible to being critiqued as incompetent, as they 

would introduce more topics, inviting their husbands' evaluations. Ochs and Taylor identify this 

phenomenon as women “setting up” their husbands to judge the behaviors of both mothers and 

children. However, Tannen (2001a, 2001b) suggests that this interaction can be understood in 

terms of involvement, proposing that mothers may have wanted to create solidarity and intimacy 

in the family by prompting children to share details about their daily lives with their fathers. 

The role of both knowledge and assessment in the construction of mothers’ identities is 

also salient in Gordon’s (2007a) work on American family interaction. Gordon examines a 

conversation between a mother (Janet), her husband (Steve), and her younger brother (Kevin), in 

which Kevin tells Janet and Steve how their daughter had misbehaved throughout the day while 

he babysat for her. Gordon shows how Janet indexes and enacts her identity as a mother in her 

response to Kevin by “(1) requesting details about her brother’s day with her daughter, (2) 
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providing details of her child’s life in response to her brother’s report, (3) providing assessments 

of her daughter’s and her brother’s story world behaviors, and (4) accounting for her daughter’s 

misbehavior” (p. 72). Gordon’s analysis demonstrates how Janet’s assessments and responses, 

including accounts, are linked to the sociocultural expectation outlined by Schlenker (1980) that 

American mothers are responsible (or are perceived as being responsible) for their children’s 

behavior. Indeed, Janet does account for her daughter’s misbehavior, which potentially positions 

her as responsible for her daughter’s shortcomings, but she also provides details and makes 

requests, both acts that allow Janet to take up a parental stance that indexes her intimate 

relationship with her daughter. Not only do these details allow Janet to create rapport between 

herself and the other interlocutors in the conversation, but they also allow her to take up a 

position as a “good” and knowledgeable mother who has a close relationship with her child. 

Rights and access to knowledge have been shown to be important not only in the 

construction of mothers’ identities, but also in other family identities. In their analysis of a 

telephone conversation between two middle-aged British women friends, Raymond and Heritage 

(2006) examine assessment sequences in which matters of epistemic authority are at issue. They 

show how one speaker, Vera, enacts her role and epistemic status of “grandmother” as an 

identity while discussing the topic of her grandchildren. The authors focus on first- and second-

position assessments, as well as whether assessments were unmarked, upgraded, or downgraded. 

They contend that first-position assessments lay a tacit clam to epistemic primacy and rights to 

evaluate a given topic. Unmarked assessments consist of simple declaratives without any 

features that strengthen or weaken a speaker’s or claim to knowledge; upgraded assessments 

display features that strengthen, or upgrade a speaker’s claim to knowledge or epistemic access; 

and downgraded assessments display features that weaken, or downgrade a speaker’s claim to 
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epistemic access of certain events. The authors find that many features that can be described as 

ambiguous and polysemous (to use Tannen’s 1993 terms), depending on where they appear in 

conversational sequencing. For example, although tag questions can be used to downgrade first-

position assessments, they can be used in second-position assessments to “upgrade the epistemic 

rights claimed by a speaker” (p. 692). The authors demonstrate that by using unmarked first 

assessments, as well as upgraded first- and second-position assessments, Vera displays her 

epistemic access to her grandchildren, as well as her primary rights to assess them. Raymond and 

Heritage unequivocally show that claims to knowledge, and the rights to evaluate referents based 

on such claims, are essential to enacting Vera’s family identity as a grandmother. 

It is clear that claims to knowledge, knowledge management, and rights to evaluate 

events based on access to knowledge are critical aspects to identity construction, especially 

family identities. The expression of knowledge, as well as the articulation of speakers’ rights and 

responsibilities regarding knowledge, are diverse in their linguistic realization. In what follows, I 

show how claims to epistemic access, primacy, and rights play a central role in the construction 

of speakers’ identities as knowledgeable, competent, and “good” mothers, as well as how 

knowledge figures into relationship dynamics of power and solidarity. 

 

5.3. Analysis 

5.3.1. Sources of knowledge and giving evidence in the construction of epistemic authority: “He 

just closed his eyes like he was scared” 

In this section, I analyze excerpts from an interaction that Uncle Phong, Aunt Mai, Uncle Nhân 

and I had around the kitchen table at Aunt Mai’s house in Boston. Grandma is in and out of the 

kitchen since she is watching over Elliot (6) and Noah (4) in the living room. Uncle Nhân is 
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Aunt Mai’s husband; Elliot and Noah are their two sons; and Uncle Phong is Aunt Mai’s older 

brother. Uncle Nhân and Aunt Mai are eating food, while Uncle Phong and I sit in the kitchen. In 

this interaction, I have asked Aunt Mai if her children went on any rollercoasters on their recent 

family vacation to Disney World. Aunt Mai responds affirmatively and praises her son Elliot for 

bravely riding the rollercoasters. However, her husband and Elliot’s father, Uncle Nhân replies 

that Elliot simply did not know what he was getting himself into and instead insists that their son 

was so scared that he passed out on one of the rides. For more background information, Uncle 

Nhân actually rode the rollercoasters with Elliot, while Aunt Mai was left to take care of Noah, 

their younger son.  

My analysis examines how Aunt Mai constructs epistemic authority and her position as a 

knowledgeable mother through her assessments relating to Elliot. I also focus on moments in 

which her epistemic authority is questioned and ultimately not taken up by her audience due to 

the presence of a more credible narrator – her husband, Uncle Nhân. I analyze how despite 

having limited epistemic access to the actual event, Aunt Mai’s assessments of Elliot’s behavior 

allow her to enact her identity in the family. I use Chafe’s (1986) modes of knowing, 

Pomerantz’s (1980) distinction between Type 1 and Type 2 knowables, and Goffman’s 

(1997/1971) information preserve to show how Aunt Mai’s assertions contrast with those of her 

husband. While Aunt Mai draws on her beliefs about and past experiences with her son in order 

to form the basis of her epistemic claims (suggesting that information about her son is an 

extension of her own information preserve, or a sort of Type 1 knowable), Uncle Nhân’s account 

of Elliot’s behavior relies on sensory evidence from having actually been on the rollercoaster 

(and presents itself in the form of evidentials and induction). Furthermore, I discuss how Aunt 

Mai’s positive portrayals of her son, as well as her persistence in claiming epistemic authority, 
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reflect the cultural expectation for mothers to have the responsibility to answer for the behavior 

of their children. 

In Excerpt 1 below, I examine Aunt Mai’s use of repetition, presupposition, and sentence 

final-particles to insist on the validity of her assertions. I demonstrate how Aunt Mai’s claims to 

epistemic authority over her son contribute to her self-positioning as a good and knowledgeable 

mother. Aunt Mai’s talk in the following excerpt is in response to my question about whether 

Elliot went on the rides at Disney. Segments of interest are bolded. 

Excerpt 1: Rollercoasters 
 

1) Aunt Mai:  Có!! 
have 
Yes!! 

 
2) Hòai – Hòai hả 

PN PN     prt 
Elliot – Elliot? 

 
3) <<talking with mouth full>Nó còn chơi /cái/ ngầu đó> 

          3sg even play CLF  great PRT 
         He even rode the impressive ones 
 

4) Ba      nó   còn   sỡ     nữa  đó 
 father 3SG even afraid also PRT 
 Even his dad was scared 
 

5) Mà nó   còn  dám  chơi  nữa đó 
   But 3SG even dare  play   also PRT 
   But he even dared to get on them 

 
6) [/Đáng/ -- 

   Right 
   Right 

  
7) Uncle Nhân:  [Tại       nó không biết   ớ::: 

   because 3SG NEG   know PRT 
   Because he didn’t know::: ((any better)) 
 

8) Nó muốn đi 
   3SG want go 
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   He wanted to go 
 

9) Nó muốn đi – 
   3SG want go 
   He wanted to go 
 

10) Đòi        đòi        đi 
   demand demand go 
   ((He was)) demanding demanding to go 
 

11) Giắc – 
   Take 
   ((I)) took 
 

12) I- I took him one of the rollercoaster 
 

13) I think he black out 
 

14) Minh:   <laughing> 
 

15) Uncle Phong:   <laughing> 
 

16) Uncle Nhân:  I look at him, 
 

17) He’s like this 
 

18) ((nods head foward with eyes closed, pretends to be 
unconscious)) 

 
After I had asked if the kids were able to ride the rollercoasters, Aunt Mai very enthusiastically 

responds yes with increased volume (line 1), suggesting that she has direct and sufficient 

epistemic access to answer my question. She refers to her son by name (line 2) and then produces 

the sentence-final particle hả, which is a particle that communicates “mild surprise” (D.H. 

Nguyen, 1997, p. 166); this guides the listener’s expectation that Elliot had done something out 

of the ordinary and potentially praiseworthy. Aunt Mai then implicitly evaluates her son as brave 

for riding the taller, “impressive” rollercoasters (line 3). Her positive evaluation is structured by 

repetition of the morphemes còn, or ‘still, even’, and đó, a discourse marker, across three lines: 
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“Nó còn chơi cái ngầu đó/Ba nó còn sỡ nữa đó/ Mà nó còn dám chơi nữa đó” (lines 3-5), or ‘He 

even rode the impressive ones/Even his dad was afraid/But he even dared to get on them/’. 

First, I consider the repetition of the morpheme còn, or ‘still, even’3. With regard to the 

set of assertions Aunt Mai makes about her son Elliot, she states that ‘he even rode the 

impressive ones/even his dad was scared/but he even dared to get on them.’ Her use of còn, or 

‘still, even,’ suggests that although Elliot was the least likely in the family to ride the taller 

rollercoasters, he still got on them; she contrasts this with the assertion that her husband should 

have been the least likely person afraid of the rollercoasters, but was indeed afraid. These 

assertions draw upon the epistemic expectations of the audience regarding the behavior of 

children and adults – that is, children are usually easily frightened in scenarios where adults are 

not. This contrast brings her audience to the conclusion that Aunt Mai is positively evaluating 

her son, positioning him as a good and brave child.  

 Second, Aunt Mai strengthens the force of her assertions through the repetition of the 

discourse marker, đó (which is a Southern dialectal variant of the particle đấy), at the end of each 

utterance. When đó is included at the end of a declarative statement, it can contribute a variety of 

pragmatic meanings to the utterance, such as expressing a reminder, emphasizing the existence 

of something, or confirming the speaker’s commitment to the truth of a proposition (Le, 2015). 

The lattermost of these pragmatic meanings seems to be the most prevalent in Aunt Mai’s 

 
3 According to Karttunen and Peters (1979), the morpheme even, which is a rough translation for còn, contributes a 
pair of presuppositions to the context of an utterance: an existential presupposition and a scalar presupposition. 
Consider the following example: 

Example 1: Even Minh loves cats. 
The presuppositions of the above sentence are as follows: 

Existential: There are other people (besides Minh) who love cats. 
Scalar: Minh is the least likely person in the set of people who would love cats. 

The existential presupposition asserts the existence of some entity for which a generalized version of the example 
holds true (e.g., everyone loves cats). The scalar presupposition orders the entities by degree of likelihood for which 
the generalized statement holds true, asserting that the focused element (e.g., Minh) is the least of those entities. 
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utterances. Aunt Mai’s use of the discourse marker đó suggests that she is not only committed to 

the truth of each statement – that Elliot rode the impressive rollercoasters, that Elliott’s father 

was afraid, and that Elliot dared to ride them anyway –  but also that she insists that their truth be 

taken up by her audience. In doing so, she foregrounds her epistemic authority over her son’s 

behavior, positioning herself as a good and knowledgeable mother. 

 In response to Aunt Mai’s displays of epistemic authority, her husband, Uncle Nhân, 

offers a contradictory account of their son’s behavior that challenges Aunt Mai’s position as a 

knowledgeable mother. Instead of portraying Elliot as a brave child, Uncle Nhân offers that 

Elliot simply demanded to go (line 10) because he didn’t know any better (line 7), and that Elliot 

may have “black[ed] out” (line 13) on the ride. He uses an elongated particle, ớ, at the end of “tại 

nó không biết ớ:::” (line 7), which is an emphatic particle that communicates his insistence that 

his son didn’t know any better, similar to how Aunt Mai uses đó (lines 3-5) in her own 

contributions. It is revealed to us that Uncle Nhân was actually on the rollercoaster with Elliot, 

since he “took him [on] one of the rollercoaster[s]” (line 12). Although he uses the epistemic 

stance marker, “I think” (line 13), which Chafe (1986) states as an expression of knowledge 

derived from belief instead of evidence, Uncle Nhân also draws on sensory evidence to 

transform his belief that his son blacked out into a form of induction. He recounts that he 

physically looked at Elliot (line 16) and describes what he saw by mimicking his son’s behavior 

on the rollercoaster: he nods his head forward, slumps his shoulders, and closes his eyes (lines 

17-18). 

Uncle Nhân’s reenactment of Elliot’s actions on the rollercoaster has several interactional 

effects. First, it invites the audience into his process of reasoning, lending credence to his 

assertions and foregrounding his epistemic authority as a participant of the event. Second, his 



 147 

reenactment creates solidarity and involvement with his audience, as it evokes laughter from 

both Uncle Phong and me, and allows him to construct a comedic position in the interaction 

(recall that he also took up a comedic position in his telling of the plumbing kit story examined 

in the last chapter). Third, his performance provides a counternarrative to Aunt Mai’s portrayal 

of their son. More importantly, this counternarrative can be seen as a challenge to Aunt Mai’s 

epistemic authority and rights to assess their son’s behavior. Indeed, Uncle Nhân’s contributions 

are taken up by Aunt Mai as a face threat, and we see how she reasserts her own epistemic 

authority in subsequent turns. 

In the following excerpt, Aunt Mai defends her positive evaluation of Elliot as a brave 

boy. After it is revealed that Uncle Nhân had primary access to their son’s behavior on the 

rollercoaster, Aunt Mai attempts to reassert her epistemic authority and reaffirm her position as a 

knowledgeable mother. She does so by dismissing the sensory details that Uncle Nhân had 

provided while displaying her knowledge about their son’s character and past behavior. Between 

this and the previous excerpt, we see a direct contrast between sources of knowledge in order to 

create epistemic position – sensory details for Uncle Nhân, and past experiences motivating 

belief for Aunt Mai. 

Excerpt 2: He’ll just close his eyes 
 

1) Aunt Mai:  /Nó đâu sợ 
   3SG NEG afraid 
   He wasn’t scared 

 
2) Nhắm mắt   sợ    thôi/ 

   close    eye  afraid only 
   ((He)) just closed his eyes like he was scared 

 
3) Uncle Nhân:  <<laughing> ((unintelligible)) after that he didn’t ride 

 
4) ((unintelligible)) /he just/ get scared> 
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5) Aunt Mai:  Nhiều khi nó sợ 
   many when 3SG afraid 
   Often times he’ll be scared 

 
6) Nó nhắm mắt thôi 

   3SG close eye only 
   He’ll just close his eyes 

 
7) Giống như em                         sợ nhắm mắt [thôi  

same    like younger.sibling afraid close  eye  only  
   Like he’s scared but only closes his eyes 

 
8) Uncle Nhân:         [No:: nó  đâu à 

                   3SG NEG  
    nhắm mắt đâu 

   close   eye  NEG 
    No he didn’t close his eyes 
 

9) Nó cũng như là – 
    3SG also like COP 

   He’s kind of like – 
 

10) Nó hông – 
   3SG NEG 
   He didn’t – 

 
11) Nó hông có – 

   3SG NEG have 
   He didn’t have – 

 
12) Nó   nó go LIMP luôn    đó 

   3SG 3SG                as.well PRT 
   He he go LIMP as well 
 

In response to Uncle Nhân’s impression of Elliot, Aunt Mai addresses Elliot’s mental state and 

insists that their son wasn’t afraid (line 1). She picks up on the sensory details implied by Uncle 

Nhân’s reenactment of Elliot’s behavior, dismissing the physical action of Elliot closing his eyes 

as just that and not a signifier of fear. She does so by repeating some variation of nhắm mắt thôi, 

or ‘he only closed his eyes’, across three utterances, with the morpheme thôi meaning ‘only’: 

nhắm mắt sợ thôi (line 2) / Nó nhắm mắt thôi (line 6) / Giống như em sợ nhắm mắt thôi (line 
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7) or, ‘only closed his eyes’/’he only closed his eyes’/’it’s like he was scared but only closed his 

eyes’. By repeating this assertion, she implies that Elliot did not close his eyes out of fear, or that 

closing one’s eyes does not always indicate a state of unconsciousness. 

 Although Aunt Mai does not have direct unmediated access to Elliot’s behavior on the 

rollercoaster, she asserts her epistemic authority as his mother by implying to know his 

motivation for closing his eyes. She then reinforces her right to assess her son’s behavior by 

citing past examples when he had been afraid (line 5). Using the adverb nhiều khì (line 5), or 

‘often times’, to display that she is frequently with Elliot when he is afraid, she implies that she 

spends enough time with him to understand his behavior even when she is not physically present. 

The account that Uncle Nhân presents, in which Elliot has fallen unconscious out of fear, simply 

does not align with her past experiences with Elliot. As such, this series of assertions allows 

Aunt Mai to maintain her position as a knowledgeable mother who has epistemic authority over 

the topic of her son: she understands his nonverbal cues and how he demonstrates emotion across 

a variety of contexts. 

 Aunt Mai’s response to Uncle Nhân’s counternarrative is strongly aligned with the 

cultural expectation for mothers to have total epistemic access to their children, and that they are 

responsible for explaining their children’s behavior. We see the emergence of this script in Aunt 

Mai’s insistence that she knows her son by virtue of her position as his mother. Despite her 

claims to epistemic authority, Uncle Nhân rebuts her assertions by reinforcing the sensory details 

in his own account: it wasn’t simply that Elliot closed his eyes (line 8), but rather that he 

physically went “limp” (line 12). Thus, while Aunt Mai bases her assessment of Elliot in her 

previous experiences with him, Uncle Nhân maintains his reliance on the sensory evidence in the 

immediate narrative story world. 
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 In Excerpt 3, Aunt Mai continues to insist that Elliot was not afraid to ride the 

rollercoasters. However, Uncle Phong and I respond to Aunt Mai and Uncle Nhân’s conflicting 

reports of Elliot’s behavior, and we ultimately take up Uncle Nhân’s report to be the most 

credible. Through our use of repetition and shared laughter, we create solidarity between 

ourselves and align with Uncle Nhân as a more reliable narrator. By implication,  

Aunt Mai’s credibility as a knowledgeable mother is challenged, as Uncle Phong and I co-

construct and display our disbelief in the evidence she provides to back up her claims. 

Excerpt 3: How could he cry if he fainted? 
 

1) Aunt Mai:  Nó- nó     sợ    chút  xíu  à 
   3SG 3SG afraid little tiny PRT 
   He- he was a tiny bit scared 

 
2) Nó hông có khóc 

   3SG NEG have cry 
   He didn’t cry 

 
3) [Mà nó cũng hổng có scream nữa 

   but  3SG also   NEG have           either 
   And he also didn’t scream either 

 
4) Uncle Phong:  [<<laughing> N-n-n-nó freak out rồi       /đâu/ 

     3SG        already NEG 
   H-h-h-he freaked out already /and didn’t/ 

 
5) /mày hả/ 

   2SG PRT 
   You? 

 
6) khóc gì nữa 

   cry what anymore 
   What crying 

 
7) khóc>= 

   cry 
   Crying 

 
8) Uncle Nhân:            =Ừ 

    PRT 
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    Yeah 
 

9) Minh:   <laughing> 
 

10) Uncle Phong:   <laughing> 
 

11) Uncle Nhân:  I’ll show you the picture 
 

12) We took ((unintelligible))= 
 

13) Uncle Phong:                      =Khóc gì   đâu 
               cry what NEG 
             What crying 

 
14) Uncle Nhân:  I’ll show you the picture of the ((unintelligible))= 

 
15) Uncle Phong:             =Khi   nào à 

                   when indef.dem  
   SỢ     mới khóc 
   afraid then cry 
   Whenever ((you’re)) scared then ((you)) cry 

 
16) Còn cái này     nó đâu  có      sợ    đâu 

   still CLF PROX 3sg NEG have afraid NEG 
   But this, he wasn’t scared at all 

 
17) Nó- nó= 

   3SG 3SG 
   He- he 

 
18) Minh:              =<<laughing>Nó siểu rồi>= 

     3SG faint already 
     He fainted already 

 
19) Uncle Phong:            =Nó siểu rồi 
                 3SG faint already 

               He fainted already 
 

20) /đâu khóc được/= 
   NEG  cry able 
   ((He)) couldn’t cry 

 
21) Minh:                    =<<laughing>Siểu  sao  khóc được> 
           faint how  cry    able 

     How could ((he)) cry ((if he)) fainted 
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Aunt Mai concedes that Elliot was scared on the rollercoasters, but she attempts to downgrade 

the degree to which he was afraid by stating he was only “sợ chút xíu à” (line 1), or a little tiny 

bit afraid. She uses the sentence-final particle à, which can have a similar pragmatic effect as the 

particle mà, as a way of insisting on the truth of her assertion. According to Thompson (1987), 

mà expresses strong contradiction or insistence, and D.H. Nguyen (1997) also describes this 

particle as “insistence.” One Vietnamese-to-English dictionary (2005) defines this particle as an 

“emphatic word that asserts, persuades, or explains,” and another dictionary (2015) defines the 

particle as one “used after a sentence as an implication of an explanation, of a conditional 

promise.” Despite not having been on the ride with Elliot, Aunt Mai further downgrades his fear 

by giving evidence of what he did not do, stating that he didn’t cry (line 2), and that he didn’t 

scream either (line 3). Through these assertions, she attempts to maintain her position as a 

knowledgeable mother, as well as the position she has constructed for Elliot as a brave boy. 

However, it is decided by the audience that Aunt Mai’s claims about her son are not 

convincing enough to prove that Elliot was brave, or that he wasn’t unconscious. Uncle Phong 

builds on Uncle Nhân’s humorous performance of Elliot falling unconscious on the rollercoaster. 

He repeats some form of “khóc gì” (lines 6 and 13), or ‘what crying’, and expresses that it would 

have been impossible for Elliot to cry or even be afraid (line 15) since he had “already fainted” 

(line 19). Through my laughter and Uncle Phong’s laughter (lines 9-10) and use of latching (lines 

18-21), we create solidarity with another by showing that we share the same interpretive 

framework of the current interaction. We both repeat some form of siểu, or ‘faint’, across three 

lines: /Nó siểu rồi (line 18)/Nó siểu rồi (line 19)/Siểu sao khóc được (line 21), or, ‘he fainted 

already’/‘he fainted already’/‘how could he cry if he fainted’. In doing so, Uncle Phong and I co-

construct our incredulity at the assumption that Elliot could have been anything but afraid. By 
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positively aligning with the humor in Uncle Nhân’s impression of Elliot, we implicitly take up 

Uncle Nhân’s account as the most credible version of the story. 

In this section, I have shown how Aunt Mai constructs her position as a knowledgeable 

mother by providing past accounts of her son’s behavior, using linguistic strategies such as 

sentence-final particles and repetition in order to strengthen the force of her evaluations. I have 

demonstrated how Aunt Mai uses her beliefs and personal experiences with her son as a source 

of knowledge to assert her epistemic authority. This is contrasted with the sensory evidence from 

Uncle Nhân’s humorous impression of their son riding the rollercoasters. Although her audience 

ultimately does not acknowledge her as a credible source of knowledge, her persistence in 

claiming epistemic access to her son’s behavior does reflect the cultural expectation that mothers 

should possess complete epistemic authority and rights to evaluate their children’s behavior. In 

sum, this section demonstrates the variety of strategies that speakers can use to construct 

epistemic authority, even when they have seemingly insufficient epistemic access to evaluate a 

given event, and how claiming epistemic access helps create a maternal identity in interaction. 

 

5.3.2. Power and solidarity in the construction of a mother’s epistemic authority: “Mom, did you 

know?” 

Having examined how Aunt Mai constructed her identity and position as a knowledgeable 

mother, I now focus on how Phương constructs her position as a mother in a conversation she 

had with her mother-in-law, Aunt Kim. In contrast with Aunt Mai’s limited epistemic access to 

her son Elliot’s behavior in the previous section, Phương has direct and unmediated access to her 

daughter’s condition, which is the topic of talk. In what follows, I analyze excerpts from an 

interaction that took place between Phương, Aunt Kim, and me as we were sitting at a table in 
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my family’s restaurant in Sóc Trăng, Vietnam. Phương is my cousin by marriage, and Aunt Kim 

is Phương’s mother-in-law and my maternal aunt. At the time of this recording, Phương could be 

considered a relatively new mother, especially in comparison to Aunt Kim. Phương has one 

daughter who is about three years old; Aunt Kim is the mother of four children who are all in 

their thirties. In the following excerpts, Aunt Kim has just asked about Phương’s daughter, who 

at the time had recently recovered from a minor respiratory infection. Phương reports on her 

daughter’s condition and what she has done to take care of her daughter. Throughout the 

conversation, Aunt Kim offers opinions and advice, and she continues to ask about Phương’s 

daughter. 

In this section, I show how Phương’s contributions illuminate the cultural script 

examined in the previous section. I analyze how Phương’s use of overlap and latching help her 

display her epistemic access and primacy regarding the topic of her daughter’s illness. I also 

show how Phương makes use of strong negation to assert the certainty of her knowledge, as well 

as her use of detailed accounts to showcase her epistemic access. Additionally, as she constructs 

her epistemic authority, Phương displays solidarity with her mother-in-law, enacting their 

familial relationship. 

In Excerpt 4 below, Aunt Kim asks if Phương’s daughter had recovered from her 

symptoms earlier in the morning. After Phương overlaps her with an affirmative response, Aunt 

Kim then proceeds to ask Phương if she had remembered to take a hair clip for her daughter in 

the morning as well. It is unclear why the hair clip would be relevant to Phương’s daughter’s 

illness; it is possible that Aunt Kim may have wanted Phương to clip her daughter’s hair to the 

side so that it would not become damp with any sweat produced by a fever. However, I did not 

ask for clarification on this. My focus here is on how Phương’s use of overlapping turns of talk 
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establishes her epistemic authority and constructs her position as a capable and knowledgeable 

mother. 

Excerpt 4: Anticipatory overlap 
 

1) Aunt Kim:  Rồi sáng         nay           nó   mới   hết   [rồi        hả 
then morning PROX,DEM 3SG only finish already PRT 
Then this morning she was better already? 

 
2) Phương:                      [Sáng      nay     nó   hết 

           morning PROX.DEM 3SG finish 
         This morning she was fine 

 
3) Aunt Kim:  Rồi  sáng        nay           nó  có= 

then morning PROX.DEM 3SG Q 
Then this morning did she 

 
4) Phương:         =/uống ông/   cũng hay thiệt= 

      drink 3SG.M also good real 
take ((the medicine)) he ((the doctor)) is really great 

 
5) Aunt Kim:         =lấy    cái à 

  take  CLF 
đồ      ơ 
thing PRT 
 

6) [kẹp tóc  cho   nó 
clip  hair BEN 3SG 
take the hair clip for her 

 
7) Phương:  [Có   đây 

have here 
((I)) have ((it)) here 

 
As Aunt Kim asks if Phương’s daughter had recovered come morning, Phương anticipates Aunt 

Kim’s question and overlaps to answer. Aunt Kim has yet to finish her utterance with “rồi hả” 

(line 1) when Phương overlaps with her contribution beginning with “sáng nay” (line 2). It is 

clear that Phương’s overlap here is not taken as interruptive, since Aunt Kim continues to ask 

Phươmg another question (line 3). There are a few ways this instance of overlap can be 

interpreted. Per Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson (1974), it could be said that Phương has simply 
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anticipated a possible transition-relevance point and produced a turn accordingly. On the other 

hand, Tannen (2005/1984) finds that cooperative overlap is a way to create conversational 

involvement. Adding to these possible interpretations, I find that Phương’s use of overlap also 

helps her establish her epistemic authority. Phương’s immediate confirmation that her daughter 

had recovered by morning showcases her epistemic access, and her of overlap can be seen as an 

indicator of her epistemic primacy. By responding so quickly, she implies the certainty of her 

answer, which constructs her position as a knowledgeable mother. 

 This interpretation bears out when we examine the second instance of overlap in this 

excerpt, in which Aunt Kim asks Phươmg whether or not she has retrieved a hair clip for her 

daughter. When Aunt Kim begins to produce “kẹp tóc” (line 6), Phương simultaneously overlaps 

with “có đây” (line 7). Interestingly, while Phươmg does produce a turn at the same moment that 

Aunt Kim begins a new intonation unit, Aunt Kim has not yet explicitly mentioned a hair clip. At 

the moment that Phươmg begins her turn, Aunt Kim has only made reference to “đồ” (line 5), or 

some “thing.” However, Phươmg answers affirmatively that she has a hair clip for her daughter, 

as though she already knew what her mother-in-law was about to ask her. It is likely that the two 

have previously discussed this hair clip in prior conversations, which is why Phươmg could 

respond to her mother-in-law so quickly. In this sense, although her initiation of simultaneous 

talk could be seen as an imposition on Aunt Kim’s negative face, Phươmg’s use of overlap also 

fosters solidarity with her mother-in-law, as it communicates that the pair are operating on the 

same wavelength. By anticipating what Aunt Kim will ask and answering before the end of her 

mother-in-law’s intonation unit, Phương constructs the identity of a capable mother who can 

attend to her daughter’s health and needs (and as a good daughter-in-law who can anticipate her 

mother-in-law’s questions). 
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In addition to overlap, Phương makes use of latching to display her epistemic authority 

regarding her daughter’s condition. Through interruptive latching, Phương delivers a detailed 

account about how the illness has affected her daughter’s everyday behavior, further constructing 

her position as a knowledgeable mother. In Excerpt 5, Aunt Kim is about to inquire about the 

doctor prescribing medicine for Phương’s daughter. However, Phương does not immediately 

address this inquiry and instead discusses her daughter’s abnormal sleeping habits as a symptom 

of the illness. 

Excerpt 5: Interruptive latching and detailed accounts 
 

1) Aunt Kim:  Ổng     cho nó   uống th-= 
3SG.M give 3SG drink 
He gave her med- 

 
2) Phương:         =Hồi  tối     hôm.qua 

      time night yesterday 
Yesterday night 

 
3) má       có  biết hông 

mother Q   know Q 
mom, did you know 

 
4) mới   có   sáu gìơ    rồi   nó   đi  ngủ  luôn   ớ 

only have six hour then 3SG go sleep  too   PRT 
it was only six o’ clock and she went to sleep too 

                                                                                                                                                                                                          

Phương’s contribution can be described as interruptive, as Aunt Kim is about to produce the 

morpheme thuốc or ‘medicine’ (line 1) when Phương starts her own turn. Just as Phương begins 

speaking, Aunt Kim halts her turn, and Phương proceeds to report that her daughter went to bed 

rather early the night before. In the middle of her report, Phương asks “má có biết không” (line 

3), or ‘mom, did you know’, to preface the new information she will provide about her 

daughter’s condition. As it relates to power and solidarity, the effect of this question is twofold. 

Although interrupting her mother-in-law mid-turn could be seen as face-threatening, Phương 
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constructs solidarity between them by addressing her as má or “mom,” highlighting their familial 

relationship. However, this question also emphasizes the epistemic imbalance between the pair 

and works to construct Phương’s epistemic authority. Clearly, Aunt Kim would not have known 

the time that Phương’s daughter’s fell asleep that night, especially since she and Phương do not 

live together. Phương’s use of this embedded question not only frames Aunt Kim’s expectations 

for the presentation of new information, but it also subtly displays Phương’s epistemic access to 

her daughter. Furthermore, by remarking that it was strange for her daughter to fall asleep at 

“only six o’clock” (line 4) in the evening, it implies that Phương knows her daughter’s regular 

sleeping schedule. By doing so, she builds up her position as capable mother by showing that she 

is both attentive and observant. 

 Another way in which Phương expresses epistemic certainty is through her use of the 

negation particle đâu4. In the following excerpt, Aunt Kim has asked if Phương had only brought 

her daughter over to the restaurant during the time that she was sick; that is to say, Aunt Kim is 

checking to make sure Phương did not take her daughter outside to go anywhere else, out of a 

belief that cold night air causes children to become ill. It is also important to note that in this 

excerpt, I only show Aunt Kim asking Phương once whether she only brought her daughter the 

restaurant (line 1), but in earlier turns, she had asked if Phương had taken her daughter out at 

night or the day before yesterday. Thus, Excerpt 6 shows the third time Aunt Kim asking 

whether Phương had taken her daughter out. In response to the third question, Phương then takes 

a strongly negative stance to confirm that she had only brought her daughter to the restaurant and 

nowhere else. 

Excerpt 6: Strong negation 
 

1) Aunt Kim  Vậy ẫm   nó    qua  đây  đó   phải hông 
 

4 This particle is homophonous with the morpheme for ‘where’, which is also đâu. 
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so   carry 3SG over here PRT  right Q 
So ((you)) brought her over here right 

  
2) Phương:  Ù: 

PRT 
Yeah: 

 
3) Nhớ           có    một bữa ẫm    nó    qua   rồi   thôi   rồi 

remember have one  day carry 3SG over then  stop already 
((I)) remember there was one day ((I)) brought her over then that 
was it 

 
4) Đâu    có     đi [đâu     nữa         đâu 

NEG    have go where anymore  NEG 
((We)) didn’t go anywhere else at all 

 
Phương responds to Aunt Kim’s question (line 1) with an elongated “ừ”(line 2), or ‘yeah’, 

strongly emphasizing that she only brought her daughter out to the family restaurant. Phương 

then uses the sentence-final particle “rồi” (line 3), which denotes perfective aspect and 

communicates that an event has been completed. By explicitly marking the completion of her 

past actions, she asserts her knowledge and recollection of her own actions, establishing her 

epistemic certainty. Phương then uses the negative marker đâu twice in the same utterance (line 

4): once at the beginning of her turn, and once at the end. According to D.H. Nguyen (1997), đâu 

expresses “strong negation” (p. 166) or “strong denial” (p. 236) when used as a sentence-final 

particle. Đâu can also be used in place of the negation marker không within a predicate, which 

we can see in the first instance of đâu at the beginning of line 4. However, Phương also uses đâu 

as a sentence-final particle to communicate strong denial. By using two instances of negation in 

the same utterance, Phương takes up a strongly negative stance towards Aunt Kim’s suggestions 

that she took her daughter anywhere else. In doing so, Phương constructs a position as competent 

mother by asserting her epistemic authority and the accuracy of memory. 
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 Phương uses negation similarly in Excerpt 7 to express her epistemic certainty. In the 

excerpt, Phương tells Aunt Kim that her daughter had taken medicine around six o’clock the 

previous evening. Aunt Kim responds by asking Phương whether her daughter became more 

alert as a result of taking the medicine. As Phương is about to continue with her narrative, she 

interrupts her own turn to correct Aunt Kim’s request for confirmation of events. 

Excerpt 7: Strong negation and detailed accounts  
 

1) Phương: Ừ 
  PRT 

Yeah 
 

2)   Nó [sáu gìơ   là    nó   uống /đi/ thuốc       luôn 
3SG six hour COP 3SG drink go  medicine  too 

  She, at six o’ clock she took medicine too 
 

3) Aunt Kim:       [Rồi  ta         cho  nó   uống thuốc        rồi  nó – 
then people give 3SG drink medicine then 3SG 
Then they gave her medicine to take and then she – 

 
4) Ổng    cho   nó  uống  thuốc        gì     rồi   tỉnh    rồi        hả= 

3SG.M give 3SG drink medicine what then awake already PRT 
He gave her some medicine to take and then she was alert huh? 
 

5) Phương:                     =CHO nó à 
    give 3SG 

uô – 
drink 
Gave her to ta- 

 
6) Đâu. 

NEG 
No. 
 

7) Cho  nó  uống  thuốc      vô 
give 3SG drink medicine in 
((He)) gave her medicine to take 
 

8) là     nó  NGỦ luôn ớ 
COP 3SG sleep  too PRT 
and she SLEPT too 
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As Aunt Kim finishes asking whether or not Phương’s daughter was alert after taking the 

medicine, she completes her turn with the sentence-final particle “hả” (line 4) to reinforce that 

she is asking for clarification and confirmation. Phương is in the middle of producing the 

morpheme “uống” (line 3) when she quickly answers no to Aunt Kim’s question with the 

negative marker đâu (line 4). By abruptly answering Aunt Kim’s question and using falling, final 

intonation, she implies that it was impossible for her daughter to have been awake after taking 

the medicine. Indeed, in her use of emphatic stress on “ngủ” (line 8), or ‘sleep’, underscores that 

her daughter slept as a result of the medication, which displays the certainty of her knowledge. 

Combined with the pacing of her utterance, Phương’s use of negation without any sort of hedge 

or additional elaboration (such as embedding Aunt Kim’s question in her response as opposed to 

eliding the syntactic elements) displays her epistemic certainty in her recollection of events. In 

turn, this contributes to Phương’s position as knowledgeable mother, as it reinforces her 

epistemic authority over the topic of her daughter.  

 In this section, I have analyzed how Phương constructs her position as a knowledgeable, 

competent, and good mother by demonstrating her epistemic access to her daughter’s condition. 

The extent and depth of Phương’s knowledge about her daughter suggests that knowledge about 

one’s children may be considered an extension of one’s information preserve, or a kind of Type 

1 knowable. Through her use of overlap, Phương displays her epistemic authority by anticipating 

her mother-in-law’s contributions, establishing her position as a capable mother. Her use of 

latching, combined with providing detailed accounts about her daughter’s symptoms, help her 

display her epistemic access and primacy to the progression of her daughter’s disease. 

Furthermore, by analyzing Phương’s use of the negation marker đâu, I have shown how Phương 

asserts the certainty of her knowledge in order to showcase her epistemic access. Phương’s 
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repeated insistence on the certainty of her knowledge is indicative of the cultural script regarding 

what it means to be a good mother. Drawing on this combination of linguistic features and 

discursive strategies, Phương establishes her epistemic authority, which in turn allows her to 

enact her identity as a competent, observant, and responsible mother who has full epistemic 

access to her child. 

 

5.3.3. Constructing a mother-in-law’s authority: “Don’t let her go out at night, alright?” 

For the final analytical section of this chapter, I would like to shift focus and examine the 

construction of another type of mother’s identity: the identity of a mother-in-law. Continuing to 

analyze the interaction between Phương and Aunt Kim, I demonstrate how Aunt Kim constructs 

her position as an experienced mother, as well as her authority as a mother-in-law to her 

daughter-in-law. Throughout my analysis in this section, I examine Aunt Kim’s use of sentence-

final particles, imperatives, repetition, constructed dialogue, and her persistence in discussing 

particular topics. In conjunction with these strategies, I also demonstrate how Aunt Kim indexes 

her prior knowledge and experience as a mother in order to construct her epistemic authority, 

similar to how Aunt Mai indexes her past experiences with her son Elliot in section 5.3.1. This in 

turn constructs her right as a mother-in-law (and a grandparent) to evaluate her daughter-in-law’s 

actions and the condition of her granddaughter’s illness. By using these strategies, Aunt Kim 

maintains hierarchical yet solidary relations with Phương, simultaneously constructing her 

position as a knowledgeable, yet kind, mother-in-law. 

I first show how Aunt Kim constructs her identity as a mother-in-law through the social 

act of issuing imperatives. In Excerpt 8, Aunt Kim asks for confirmation that Phương’s daughter 

has recovered and returned to playing normally; she then tells Phương not to let her daughter 
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play outside too often, and to make sure the air conditioner is not set at too low of a temperature. 

Although Aunt Kim exercises her authority through the act of issuing an imperative, she 

maintains solidarity with her daughter-in-law by using a sentence-final particle to soften her 

request. While knowledge and epistemics are not necessarily at-issue in Excerpt 8, examining it 

establishes a baseline for how sentence-final particles can be used to achieve power and 

solidarity in Vietnamese; later on, we will see how this strategy is used in tandem with repetition 

and constructed dialogue as Aunt Kim constructs epistemic authority. 

Excerpt 8: Issuing imperatives 
 

1) Aunt Kim:  Rồi  bây.gìơ  nó- nó    chơi 
then now       3SG 3SG play 
So now she- she’s playing 

 
2) nó  chạy nhảy hết.trơn. 

3SG run  jump completely 
she's running and playing and everything 

 
3) Phương:  Dạ  chơi b- nhảy  bình.thường= 

yes play      jump normal 
Yes she’s playing around like normal 

 
4) Aunt Kim:                  =Vậy  là    đừng   có    ẫm    nó   à 

     so  COP do.not have carry 3SG  
 
đi nữa        nghe 
go anymore PRT 
So then don’t take her out anymore alright 

 
5) Cho    nó – 

allow 3SG 
Let her – 

 
6) Đừng   có     mỡ     máy.lạnh       nh-  lạnh qúa 

do.not have open air.conditioner         cold too 
Don’t turn the air conditioner on too cold 

 
After Aunt Kim enquires about Phương’s daughter (lines 1-2), Phương replies with a polite 

affirmative, dạ (line 3), as opposed to the more informal ừ she uses throughout the conversation, 
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which can best be translated as ‘yeah’. Phương’s use of the polite dạ both constructs her position 

as a deferential daughter and co-constructs Aunt Kim’s identity as a mother-in-law. Following 

Phương’s affirmative response, Aunt Kim explicitly issues an imperative by using the morpheme 

đừng (line 3), or ‘do not’, in telling Phương not to take her daughter out any more than she 

already has. However, she softens this imperative by adding the sentence-final particle nghe (line 

3) to the end of her request. The meaning of nghe is ambiguous and can be interpreted in one of 

two ways depending on the context. In some dialects, nghe can be understood as an imperative or 

“authoritative command” (D.H. Nguyen, 1997, p. 167). However, and more applicably in this 

particular context, nghe may be interpreted as a dialectal variant of the particle nhé (nhá and nhớ 

are also dialectal variants of the same particle), which D.H. Nguyen (1997) defines nhé as 

“expressing a friendly proposal” (p. 167). Ngo (1999) defines it as having a “sense of a mild, 

informal suggestion or an invitation to do something when the speaker expects agreement” (p. 

108). Generally speaking, these particles allow speakers to express intimacy in order to get the 

attention of a listener, to give a reminder or a warning, or to solicit agreement (Le, 2015). 

 When combined with the imperative đừng, nghe has the effect of softening the 

imperative, similar to the English hedges, alright or okay. Instead of using the bare imperative, 

which would create a more authoritative tone, Aunt Kim’s use of nghe frames the utterance as a 

milder, gentler request as opposed to a command. We see that Aunt Kim uses the imperative 

đừng once again (line 6) to request that Phương monitor the temperature of the air conditioner. 

Although she does not use a sentence-final particle in her request regarding the air conditioner, I 

would argue that the use of nghe in the first request (line 5) softens her subsequent request by 

framing her utterances as reminders issued out of concern for her granddaughter. While her use 

of the imperative threatens Phương’s negative face, she attends to the positive face needs of both 



 165 

parties by using the pragmatic meanings of the sentence-final particle nghe to engender solidarity 

between them. Furthermore, the use of a sentence-final particle softens the potential face-threat 

of the utterance; a reminder or a request is less threatening to one’s negative face than a 

command. 

 This next excerpt shows how Aunt Kim uses constructed dialogue, in combination with 

sentence-final nghe, to create solidarity with her daughter-in-law and to construct her epistemic 

authority as a mother-in-law. In Excerpt 9, Aunt Kim asks Phương if her daughter’s temperature 

has returned to normal. After Phương replies that her daughter has indeed recovered from the 

mild fever, Aunt Kim then tells Phương not to let her daughter go out at night. She reiterates her 

request, but by using constructed dialogue to voice a temple nun, cô Linh, who has had a 

longstanding and close relationship with my family. My family views cô Linh as not only a 

spiritual guide, but also a trusted and loving figure in their life. 

Excerpt 9: Voicing the temple nun 
 

1) Aunt Kim:  [Rồi nó   trở       lại    ba.mươi mấy   độ     chưa= 
then 3SG return back  thirty     some degree yet 
So is she back down to thirty something degrees yet? 

 
2) Phương:           =/A/  

                  PRT 
 
bình.thường rồi 
normal        already 
Ah ((she’s back to)) normal already 
 

3) Aunt Kim:  Vậy hả 
so    PRT 
Is that so? 

 
4) <<softly>Đừng  có    cho    em                     đi  ban     đêm à 

    do.not have allow younger.sibling go during night  
 

nghe> 
PRT 
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<<softly>Don’t let her go out at night alright> 
 

5) Phương:  /Thì nói 
then say 
((You)) say that 

 
6) bỉ     rồi/ 

PASS already 
But it’s already happened 

 
7) Aunt Kim:  Nó – 

3SG 
She – 

 
8) Đừng  có     đi  ăn  ban     đêm 

do.not have go eat during night 
Don’t go out to eat at night 

 
9) Cô          Linh nói  đừng   có    cho    đi   ban    đêm  nhiều 

paternal.aunt  PN   say do.not have allow go during night many 
Ms. Linh ((temple nun)) said not to let ((her)) go out at night a lot 

 
In this excerpt, we see the imperative đừng repeated across three lines: “Đừng có cho em đi ban 

đêm nghe” (line 1)/“Đừng có đi ăn ban đêm” (line 8)/“Cô Linh nói đừng co cho đi ban đêm 

nhiều” (line 9). Similar to the imperative she issued in the previous excerpt, Aunt Kim issues an 

imperative softened with nghe when she tells Phương not to let her daughter go out at night (line 

4). Additionally, she mentions this in a lowered, soft voice, as though it were a gentle reminder. 

This reinforces the interpretation made in the previous excerpt – that these requests are to be seen 

as reminders or solicitations of agreement, as opposed to authoritative commands. She issues a 

bare imperative when she tells Phương to refrain from going out to eat at night (line 8), similar to 

how she followed her hedged imperative with a bare imperative in the previous excerpt. It is 

possible that the softening effect of the sentence-final nghe carries over to the subsequent 

imperative, in that Aunt Kim has framed her utterances as reminders brought up out of care and 

concern.  
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Perhaps the most interesting instance of the imperative in the excerpt occurs when Aunt 

Kim voices a third party – a temple nun, cô Linh. She embeds the same imperative that she 

issued to Phương in her own voice in the constructed dialogue of cô Linh. Compare the 

following utterances, with repeated elements bolded: 

Imperative in Aunt Kim’s own voice: “Đừng có cho em đi ban đêm nghe” (line 1) 

Imperative embedded in constructed dialogue: “Cô Linh nói đừng có cho đi ban đêm 

nhiều” (line 9). 

By embedding her imperative in constructed dialogue, Aunt Kim achieves myriad interactional 

effects. First, she draws on the epistemic authority of a trusted and respected third party, which 

has the effect of bolstering her own authority as a mother-in-law. Second, she provides 

supporting evidence for the logic behind her imperative; not only does her advice stem from her 

own beliefs and experiences as a mother herself, but it is also backed up by the knowledge of 

outsiders. Finally, by voicing the imperative as one coming from a third party, it eases the 

negative face threat posed by issuing a bare imperative. Since it could be interpreted that Aunt 

Kim is merely animating and relaying back the advice of the temple nun, this instance of the 

imperative can be seen as an indirect way to solicit agreement from Phương, as opposed to 

ordering Phương to follow her instructions through her voice alone. In other words, it is not only 

Aunt Kim who is telling Phương to stay in at night, but also the temple nun. Thus, through the 

use of constructed dialogue, Aunt Kim is able to maintain friendly and solidary relations with 

Phương while also asserting her authority as a mother-in-law. 

We see Aunt Kim employ a similar strategy in the following excerpt, using repetition and 

constructed dialogue to imbue her assertions with the authority of a third party. In Excerpt 10 

below, Phương reports back the instructions she received from the doctor regarding medication 
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and her daughter’s illness. Here, we see how Aunt Kim draws on authority of the doctor’s 

instructions, as well as the doctor’s voice, in order to issue her own imperative and display her 

epistemic authority. 

Excerpt 10: Voicing the doctor 
  

1) Phương   Ổng    còn  nói ơ 
3SG.M  still say PRT 
He even said uh 

 
2) CHO uống ớ 

give  drink PRT 
GIVE (it to her) to take uh 

 
3) Rồi   thí.dụ    mà ho – 

then example but 
Then for example if – 

 
4) Em- em- em      mà có     hết     hổng có gì 

younger.sibling but have finish NEG have what 
But if she- she- she is over it and there’s nothing wrong 

 
5) thì    bỏ     uống  đi 

then leave drink IMP 
then stop taking ((the medicine)). 

 
6) Đừng   có   uống   nữa 

do.not have drink anymore 
Don’t take it anymore. 

 
7) Aunt Kim:  Vậy đừng  cho    nó   uống   nữa 

so   do.not allow 3SG  drink anymore 
So don’t let her take it anymore 

 
Phương prefaces her contributions with “ổng còn nói” (line 1), or “he even said,” which 

explicitly informs her audience that the following statements will be instances of constructed 

dialogue. She revoices the doctor’s instructions to stop administering the medication if her 

daughter stops displaying any symptoms (lines 2-6). Phương’s final utterance animated in the 

doctor’s voice is in the form of a bare imperative, “đừng có uống nữa” (line 6), or ‘don’t take it 
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((the medicine)) anymore’. Immediately following this imperative, Aunt Kim repeats the 

doctor’s instructions to stop taking the medicine, revoicing the doctor’s imperative in her own 

voice (line 7). Compare the following utterances, with repeated elements bolded: 

Imperative embedded in Phương’s constructed dialogue: “Đừng có uống nữa” (line 6) 

Imperative issued in her own voice:  “Vậy đừng cho nó uống nữa” (line 7) 

Similar to how Aunt Kim animated the temple nun in the previous excerpt, she calls on the 

authority of the doctor in her revoicing of his instructions. By repeating Phương’s animation of 

the doctor’s instructions, Aunt Kim’s imperative is even further removed its original context. 

Because the person who voiced the imperative first was the doctor, then through Phương as the 

animator, it is not as though Aunt Kim is directly ordering Phương to do something. In her 

revoicing of the doctor, Aunt Kim again softens the potential negative face threat posed by 

issuing a bare imperative while displaying her epistemic authority. In sum, we see how the use of 

imperatives embedded in constructed dialogue allow Aunt Kim to assert her position as an 

authoritative yet agreeable mother-in-law. 

 In addition to imperatives, repetition, and constructed dialogue, Aunt Kim also constructs 

her epistemic authority through what Tannen (2005/1984) analyzes as persistence in discussing 

certain topics. In her research on conversational style, Tannen finds that persistence in bringing 

up topics is a way of showing rapport among high-involvement style speakers. In the following 

excerpts, I show how Aunt Kim’s persistence in pursuing a topic, while it may well be a feature 

of style, also serves as a way for her to asserts her epistemic authority and constructs her position 

as a knowledgeable and experienced mother-in-law. In Excerpts 11-13 below, Aunt Kim brings 

up the possibility that Phương’s daughter might have roseola, which is a viral infection common 

in young children; the primary symptoms of roseola include a high fever and a rash. She 
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continues to bring up the topic three times over the course of the conversation. Aunt Kim’s first 

mention of the rash, featured in Excerpt 11, occurs at the beginning of the conversation right 

after Phương first reports on her daughter’s condition. For the purposes of displaying Aunt 

Kim’s persistence across the conversation, I have maintained the line numbering used in the 

transcript of the conversation on a whole. 

Excerpt 11: First mention of the rash 
 

8) Aunt Kim:  ((unintelligible)) 
 

9) /hổng biết/   nó  có muốn ra  ban  không 
NEG   know 3SG Q   want   out  rash   Q 
((I )) don’t know if she is about to break out into hives or not 

 
10) vạch vạch [vạch vạch 

streak RED  RED  RED 
into streaks streaks streaks streaks 

 
11) Phương:        [Hông, 

        NEG 
      No 

 
12) Nó 

3SG 
She 

 
13) Aunt Kim:  [/chắc/     là    nó /có/ ra  đỏ  hông 

probably COP 3SG Q   out  red  Q 
/Probably/ it’s that she /is/ breaking out right 
 

14) Phương:  [nó hông ra, 
   3SG NEG out 
   She’s not breaking out 

 
When Aunt Kim first brings up the rash, she downgrades the certainty of her assertion by 

prefacing that she doesn’t know if Phương’s daughter could potentially have a rash (line 9). This 

grammatical construction forefronts her lack of epistemic access to the situation and frames her 

contribution as a suggestion. Incidentally this mitigates the potential face threat of Aunt Kim 
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being wrong, as well as the face threat of imposing her interpretation of the situation onto 

Phương (who had direct experience of her daughter’s condition). She then proceeds to describe 

the appearance of the rash by reduplicating the morpheme “vạch” (line 10), displaying that she 

has prior knowledge about how the symptoms of roseola manifest in infants. Despite Phương’s 

denials that her daughter has not broken out into hives or a rash (lines 11 and 14), Aunt Kim still 

suggests that it could be the case that her daughter has roseola (line 13). After this, Phương 

continues to report details about her daughter’s symptoms and condition. It is not until much 

later in the conversation that Aunt Kim makes a second reference to the rash, as seen in Excerpt 

12 below.  

Excerpt 12: Second mention of the rash 
 

117) Aunt Kim: Nhiều khi 
many when 
Oftentimes 

 
118) Nhiều khi   nó cũng muốn ra ban 

many when 3SG also  want out rash 
Often times they ((babies)) also are about to break out into a rash 

 
119) nó  cũng lừ.đừ  lừ.đừ lừ.đừ lừ.đừ 

3SG also languid RED   RED   RED 
they’re also extremely languid 

 
120) Cái   tới      chừng.nào mà     nó  RA  một cái 

FOC toward  when        EMPH  3SG  out  one  CLF 
Then when it comes time that they break OUT once 

 
121) là     nó   hết 

COP 3SG finish 
then it’s over. 

 
122) Phương: Ừ 

PRT  
Yeah 

 
123) /Hôm.nay/ nó   lừ.đừ 

today        3SG languid 
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Today she was languid 
 

124) Hôm.qua   nó   đi  ngủ  mất.TIÊU luôn 
Yesterday 3SG go sleep disappear too 
Yesterday she was dead asleep too 

 
125) Aunt Kim: Hả 

PRT 
Huh? 

 
126) Phương: Hồi đó gìơ 

time that now 
From then until now, 

 
127) chưa tưng               mà     vừa  ngủ    mà    vừa bú 

yet   do.something EMPH both sleep EMPH and suckle 
((she’s)) never both slept and fed 

 
128) mà hôm.qua   là 

but yesterday COP 
but yesterday 

 
129) vừa ngủ     mà    vừa bú       luôn ớ 

both sleep EMPH and suckle too PRT 
((she)) both slept and fed too 

 
Aunt Kim reintroduces the topic of the rash by framing her contributions as generalized 

statements, using “nhiều khi” (lines 117-118), or ‘often times’, before she describes the 

symptoms of roseola. Once she goes into more detail about how symptoms of roseola can 

manifest in infants, she uses the third-person nó (lines 118-120) to speak about babies more 

generally. Although the third-person nó is often used to refer to singular third-person subjects, it 

can also be used in Vietnamese to refer to plural third-person subjects. Her declarative 

statements frame her contributions as facts instead of opinion, indexing her past experiences with 

the disease, which helps to position her as an expert. Aunt Kim’s use of repetition and emphatic 

stress also contributes to her construction of an expert position. Reduplicating the morpheme “lừ 

đừ” (line 119), or ‘languid’, Aunt Kim vividly describes the degree to which children can 
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become fatigued as a result of roseola. Using emphatic stress on “ra” (line 120), she implies that 

she has witnessed the progression of the disease from beginning to end, having seen cases in 

which infants finally break out into a rash and start to recover. Her use of these features not only 

creates involvement, but also provides compelling sensory evidence to back up her assertions 

about the disease. This combination of linguistic strategies and features allows Aunt Kim to 

index her past experiences as a mother, implying that she has dealt with the disease with her own 

children. This in turn helps to construct her position as an experienced and knowledgeable 

mother-in-law. 

Phương provides a cursory minimal response, “ừ” (line 122), to Aunt Kim’s statements 

but does not take up the topic of the rash; instead, she continues to report on her daughter’s 

condition. We even see a sense of confusion from Aunt Kim when she produces the particle “hả” 

(line 125). As mentioned in an earlier section, hả is a discourse marker that can be used to denote 

“mild surprise” (D.H. Nguyen, 1997, p. 166), similar to using the English huh with rising 

intonation. Even after Aunt Kim’s expression of surprise, Phương continues to describe her 

daughter’s behavior instead of considering the possibility that her daughter might have roseola. It 

is possible that Aunt Kim interpreted Phương’s response to her contributions as insufficient and 

irrelevant to the topic of the rash. This interpretation is borne out in Excerpt 13, where Aunt Kim 

persists and brings up the rash for a third time. This final mention of the rash occurs immediately 

after Phương finishes describing her daughter’s sleeping and eating patterns in Excerpt 13. 

Excerpt 13: Third mention of the rash 
 

130) Aunt Kim: Có     khi    nó   bị..  ra   ban 
have when 3SG PASS out  rash 
Sometimes they’ll..break out into a rash 

 
131) Chớ nếu mà thí.dụ     như là     nó 

PRT   if    but example like COP 3SG 
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So if for example it’s like she 
 

132) nó   viêm       họng 
3SG infection throat 
she has a respiratory infection 

 
133) nó   bực.bội 

3SG get.upset 
and she gets upset 

 
134) /cái/ nó khóc nhẹo nhẹo 

FOC 3SG cry  fussy RED 
then she cries fussily 

 
135) nó  hông muốn ăn 

3SG NEG  want  eat 
she doesn’t want to eat 

 
136) Phương: <<quickly>Hổng có     đâu> 

        NEG   have  NEG 
      That’s not it 

 
In response to Phương, Aunt Kim begins making her case as to why she thinks Phương’s 

daughter might have roseola. Aunt Kim reintroduces the topic by using a generalized statement 

that “sometimes they’ll break out into a rash” (line 130), using the third-person nó to refer to 

infants more generally. We know that she is still using this pronoun in the plural sense because it 

has yet to be confirmed or accepted by Phương that her daughter has roseola. However, Aunt 

Kim then switches over from speaking about infants in general to referring to Phương’s daughter 

specifically (line 131), using the same third-person pronoun nó. In the previous excerpt, Aunt 

Kim had used the third-person nó to refer to a hypothetical and plural set of entities. However, in 

this excerpt, it is clear that her use of the third-person refers speifically to Phương’s daughter. 

While the antecedent of the third-person nó can sometimes be unclear, especially because the 

morpheme functions in both singular and plural referring cases, we have evidence that this 

instance of the third-person refers specifically to Phương’s daughter. This is largely because the 
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symptoms that she lists (lines 132-135) reference the symptoms that Phương has already 

described her daughter displaying.  

By listing out and repeating each symptom, Aunt Kim not only demonstrates her 

listenership, but she also constructs her epistemic authority as she walks us through her 

deductive reasoning. She lists out each symptom in concise declarative statments using parallel 

grammatical structure. She uses two types of syntactic constructions across four utterances. First, 

she presents a subject and a predicate nominative separated by zero-copula in the following lines: 

“nó ∅	viêm họng” (line 132) / “nó ∅	bực bội” (line 133). Then, she uses subject-verb-object word 

order in the following lines: “cái nó khóc nhẹo nhẹo” (line 134) / “nó hông muốn ăn” (line 135). 

Presenting these constructions in succession, Aunt Kim seems to be building a case for her 

argument, which allows her to construct her position as a knowledgeable mother-in-law. 

Although Aunt Kim stops pursuing the topic of the rash once Phương directly denies that her 

daughter has roseola (line 136), these three excerpts demonstrate how persistence can be used as 

a strategy for displaying and claiming epistemic authority while also displaying caring in her 

attention to details. 

In this section, I have shown how Aunt Kim draws on a variety of linguistic and 

discursive strategies to enact her identity as a mother-in-law and to construct her epistemic 

authority in relation to her daughter-in-law, Phương. While Aunt Kim is not expected to be 

epistemically responsible for her granddaughter in the same way as Phương, she subtly alludes to 

her previous experiences as a mother throughout the interaction. As such, she constructs her 

epistemic authority as a mother-in-law and her right to assess (and to some extent, suggest or 

direct) what happens to her granddaughter. Through her use of sentence-final particles and 

repetition, Aunt Kim is able to hedge her use of imperatives directed at Phương; this allows her 
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to exert her hierarchical power as a mother-in-law while maintaining positive solidary relations. I 

have also demonstrated how Aunt Kim mitigates the negative face-threat of issuing imperatives 

by embedding her requests in constructed dialogue. Her enlistment of the voices of trusted third 

parties, specifically the doctor and the temple nun, allows her to bolster her epistemic authority. 

Finally, I have shown how Aunt Kim’s persistence in discussing the topic of roseola and rashes 

in infants is a strategy to display her epistemic authority and imply her prior knowledge and 

experience in caring for children. By using these strategies, Aunt Kim navigates her relationship 

with Phương along axes of power and solidarity, creating her moral and epistemic position as a 

mother-in-law. 

 

5.4. Discussion 

This chapter has demonstrated how the negotiation of knowledge and epistemic authority can be 

central to identity construction in family interaction. In this chapter, I have expanded upon 

research on mothers’ identities (e.g., Gordon, 2007; Ochs and Taylor, 1995; Kendall, 2008) in 

everyday interaction, as well as knowledge as a moral domain (e.g., Stivers, Mondada, and 

Steensig, 2011). Specifically, I have taken an interactional sociolinguistic approach in order to 

link research on family identities to epistemic discourse analysis, making a connection between 

Goffman’s (1997/1971) information preserve, Chafe’s (1986) modes of knowing, and 

Pomerantz’s (1980) knowable types to the construction of mothers’ identities in turn-by-turn 

talk.  

I have also contributed to work concerning the role of women in Vietnamese culture, as I 

have illustrated how sociocultural beliefs surrounding Vietnamese motherhood (e.g., Luong, 

1990; Drummond and Rydstrøm, 2004; M.T.N Nguyen, 2015) are discursively enacted in 
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everyday conversation. Much like Raymond and Heritage’s (2006) exploration of the role of 

epistemics in managing social relationships, I have shown how knowledge about one’s children 

(or grandchildren) forms an epistemic territory of the self, in which feelings and knowledge 

about one’s children are defended as part of one’s own “information preserve” (Goffman, 

1997/1971). The importance of knowledge in constructing mothers’ identities is in line with 

sociocultural scripts surrounding what it means to be a “good” mother, as good mothers are 

commonly expected to know intimate details about and be able to account for the behaviors of 

their children. This is apparent in my analysis, as both Phương and Aunt Mai claim epistemic 

access to their children’s behavior despite their differential degrees of access to events, with 

Aunt Mai having limited access to Elliot’s behavior on the rollercoaster, and Phương having 

direct and unmediated access to her daughter. And although Aunt Kim does not have access to 

her granddaughter in the same way that Phương does, she also displays her knowledge about 

caretaking and infants more generally in order to substantiate her rights to assess her 

granddaughter.  

 In my analysis of Aunt Mai’s evaluations of her son Elliot, I have shown how a speaker 

can linguistically construct epistemic authority and claim the right to assess their children even 

without what might seem to be “sufficient” epistemic access to events. Despite the presence and 

audience acceptance of a more credible narrator, Aunt Mai makes repeated attempts to claim 

epistemic authority regarding the topic of her son. Through her use of repetition and sentence-

final particles, Aunt Mai asserts the certainty of her knowledge and constructs her position as a 

knowledgeable mother by providing details about her past experiences with her son. Her 

insistence on such details reflects the sociocultural expectation for mothers to account for their 

children’s behavior, which in turn grants them the rights to assess their children. 
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Similarly, I have shown how Phương constructs her identity as a “good” mother by 

demonstrating her epistemic access to her daughter’s condition. Through her use of turn-taking 

strategies such as overlap and latching, Phương constructs her epistemic authority by anticipating 

the content of her mother-in-law’s utterances, establishing her position as a competent mother 

and good daughter-in-law. Furthermore, I have shown how Phương uses strong denial and 

negation to assert the certainty of her knowledge, reinforcing her claims to epistemic authority 

and her self-positioning as a knowledgeable and capable mother.  

 Finally, in my analysis of how Aunt Kim constructs her identity as a mother-in-law, I 

have demonstrated how a speaker balances the need to exert epistemic authority and power in an 

interaction while maintaining solidary relations with a co-interlocutor. Throughout her 

conversation with her daughter-in-law, Phương, Aunt Kim repeatedly references her previous 

experiences as a mother, constructing the basis for her moral and epistemic position as a mother-

in-law. These references to prior knowledge, in combination with her use of imperatives, 

construct her epistemic authority as a mother-in-law and her right to evaluate both her 

granddaughter’s symptoms and her daughter-in-law’s actions. However, Aunt Kim also mitigates 

the negative face threat posed by her assessments and imperatives by employing sentence-final 

particles, repetition, and constructed dialogue. I have also demonstrated how persistence in 

pursuing topics can be a strategy to construct epistemic authority, as it provides an opportunity 

for a speaker to showcase prior knowledge about a given topic. Aunt Kim’s use of these 

strategies allows her to negotiate her right as a mother-in-law to assess her daughter-in-law and 

granddaughter as well as a desire to cultivate a friendly relationship with Phương.  

This analysis has contributed to work on epistemics by demonstrating the relationship 

between knowledge and social positioning in interaction. I have explicitly shown how claims to 
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and displays of epistemic access and primacy are used to construct moral and epistemic positions 

in everyday family conversation. The mothers whose discourse I analyze linguistically construct 

themselves as good, knowledgeable mothers. Furthermore, cross-cultural examinations of 

epistemics have remained scarce (c.f. Heritage, 2013b), and much of the work on the expression 

and management of knowledge in interaction has focused primarily on English data. By focusing 

on Vietnamese family discourse, I have broadened the field of epistemics by showing how 

knowledge is mobilized in non-English interactions and in a non-Western cultural context. I have 

also identified relevant linguistic features, such as sentence-final particles and negation, that are 

important to constructing epistemic authority in Vietnamese. 

Likewise, I have also expanded research on family interaction by focusing on an 

understudied and diverse cultural context. Although there has been more research on the 

discursive construction of family identity in other cultural groups, such as American (e.g., Ochs 

and Taylor, 1995; Blum-Kulka, 1997; Tovares, 2007; Kendall, 2008), Korean (e.g., Cho, 2005; 

Kim, 2006;  Choi, Kim, and Lee, 2012; Choe, 2020), Chinese (e.g., Chang, 2003; Hua, 2010), 

and Japanese families (e.g., Minami and McCabe, 1995; Murase, et al., 2005), such research has 

been lacking for Vietnamese families. Centering my analysis on a Vietnamese family has 

allowed me to showcase how language-specific particularities, such as sentence-final particles, 

as well as global discursive strategies, such as overlap, latching, and repetition are employed to 

construct social identities in interaction. And although there is a vast, pre-existing body of 

research on ideologies about motherhood in Vietnamese culture, using an interactional 

sociolinguistic approach has enabled me to explore how women actually enact their identities as 

mothers in everyday discourse. As such, I hope to have shed light on how Vietnamese women 
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create their identities as “good” mothers in their day-to-day lives, both in their own words and on 

their own terms. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

KNOWLEDGE AND DETAILS ABOUT PLACE IN THE CO-CONSTRUCTION OF A 

SHARED FAMILY HISTORY 

6.1. Introduction 
 
In the previous two chapters, I showed how individual speakers use linguistic resources to 

construct moral, affective, and epistemic positions for themselves or others. Although the act of 

positioning is inherently intersubjective and always accomplished in relationship to others, and 

although knowledge is always jointly negotiated between speakers, my analyses have primarily 

examined how individual speakers jointly produce and manage talk in order to index their roles 

in the family. However, in this chapter I focus explicitly on the co-construction of knowledge 

and positions in family discourse through the topic of place, narrowing my analytical focus to 

moments in which all speakers have epistemic access to details and memories about place in 

some way. It is worth noting that this contrasts with the data in my previous chapters, as speakers 

had relatively unbalanced, asymmetric access to topics being discussed (e.g., Uncle Phong’s 

narrative about his plumbing repair kit in chapter four, the condition of Phuong’s daughter in 

chapter five, or Elliot’s behavior while riding rollercoasters in chapter five). 

In this chapter, I show how my family members discursively reconstruct past scenes and 

images from their shared hometown of Sóc Trăng, sharing and negotiating details about places 

and food – both fundamental aspects of one’s history and identity (e.g.,, Holtzman, 2006; 

Schiffrin, 2009; Sen, 2016; Sicoli, 2016). Using Tannen’s (2007a) framework to explore scenes, 

imagery, and detail, I demonstrate how such scenes constitute elements of the family’s history, 

and how they are discursive sites for social bonding and indexing family identity. By sharing in 

the construction of these scenes through discursive strategies such as repetition, latching, 
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overlap, and imagery-creating details, speakers create involvement with one another and 

collaboratively produce family identity in everyday talk. Employing Heritage’s (2012a) 

distinction between epistemic status and epistemic stance, I also analyze how family members’ 

relative epistemic statuses regarding their shared hometown are used to interpret the illocutionary 

force behind their epistemic stances, thereby constructing their epistemic positions. In addition to 

showing how Heritage’s findings are borne out in my data, I examine how speakers’ negotiations 

of epistemic status and epistemic authority also index relationships along axes of power and 

solidarity. In displaying their relatively equal epistemic authority regarding details about their 

hometown, speakers establish solidarity with one another in their co-construction of scenes from 

the past, indexing their knowledge about their family history. However, when speakers have 

asymmetric access to events, or when it is made to appear that there is an imbalance of 

knowledge among speakers, these are interactional moments in which power and solidarity 

become much more ambiguous and polysemous. 

With the aim of providing readers the broader cultural context of the data, I situate my 

analysis in the context of my family belonging to a diasporic Vietnamese community. Many in 

the Vietnamese American diaspora will return to their ancestral homeland, or đi về Việt Nam, to 

visit extended family and friends in their natal villages, or quê. Of course, even within a family, 

people often return at different times, thus resulting in varying degrees of access to how places, 

people, and things have changed. Family members who have most recently visited Vietnam will 

have greater epistemic access and primacy to how their hometowns have changed. In my own 

family (and I’m sure in the families of many others), it is a common practice for those who have 

recently visited Vietnam to update those who have not returned in a long time. This practice of 
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updating family members on changes in their quê, or hometown, is the context I explore in this 

chapter. 

 All excerpts in this chapter are part of one larger recording that took place at my parents’ 

house in the suburbs of Atlanta, Georgia in May 2019. The conversation consists of four 

participants: Uncle Phong, Mom, Dad, and Minh (me). During the recording, Grandma is 

watching television in the living room, but she does not participate in this conversation. Uncle 

Phong is Mom’s younger brother and Dad’s brother-in-law law (Uncle Phong told the plumbing 

kit story I examined in chapter 4, and he responded to the talk about the rollercoaster I examined 

in chapter 5); Grandma is the mother to Mom and Uncle Phong, and she is Dad’s mother-in-law. 

With regard to when all of us last visited Vietnam, Uncle Phong, Grandma, and I had visited Sóc 

Trăng in the summer of 2017. Mom last visited in 2012, and Dad’s last trip was in 2001. In other 

words, Uncle Phong, Grandma, and I had visited in the past two years at the time of the 

recording, while it had been seven and eighteen years since either Mom or Dad had visited the 

country respectively. Since the 2017 trip had been my first, and because I was born in the United 

States, I had no first-hand epistemic access to what Sóc Trăng was like in the past. And because 

Grandma did not participate in this conversation, Uncle Phong was the only participant who 

could speak to both the past and present-day Sóc Trăng. This said, Uncle Phong is the one to 

raise all topics regarding Sóc Trăng. 

 In what follows, I give an overview of the key theoretical frameworks used in this 

chapter, as well as a brief summary of research conducted on the topic of place as it relates to the 

Vietnamese diaspora, memory and co-narration, and the discursive construction of identities. 

This is followed by an analysis of the data, which is divided into three subsections. In the first 

analytical subsection, I analyze two excerpts featuring Dad and Uncle Phong, demonstrating how 
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family members’ relative epistemic statuses are used to determine the illocutionary force or 

“action” (Heritage, 2012a) of epistemic stances formed with declarative syntax. Additionally, I 

establish the ways in which speakers use highly specific details to reconstruct scenes from the 

past, which constructs their epistemic positions in the interaction. In the second section, I explore 

excerpts in which speakers’ epistemic access to events might be construed as asymmetrical, and 

where speakers index shared knowledge in order to “flatten” the epistemic gradient between 

them. In these excerpts, speakers’ use of declarative syntax could potentially be heard as having 

the illocutionary force of “asking” or “informing.” I demonstrate how knowledge displays in 

such moments are polysemous and ambiguous in indexing relationships of power and solidarity 

as speakers co-construct their positions as knowledgeable family members. 

Finally, in the last section, I examine two excerpts in which Mom and Uncle Phong 

discuss the topic of curry soups sold by different local shop owners. My analysis of these 

excerpts focuses on how speakers co-construct the family history as embedded in hometown 

scenes through discursive strategies like collaboratively providing details, repetition, and 

soliciting confirmation of given information. In doing so, speakers reinforce their familial 

relationship and jointly produce positions of epistemic authority, as family members assume 

relatively equal epistemic access to the family history.  

 

6.2. Background Literature 

6.2.1. Epistemic status, stance, and the role of imagery and detail in creating epistemic authority 

6.2.1.1. Epistemic status vs. epistemic stance 

In the previous chapter, by employing the concepts of epistemic access, primacy, and rights 

(Stivers, Mondada, and Steensig, 2011), I showed how speakers constructed epistemic authority 
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and accomplished positioning in discourse. In this chapter, I consider these concepts more 

holistically as what Heritage (2012a) calls epistemic status, or one’s relative state of knowledge 

over a given epistemic domain. Importantly, epistemic status is relational, and any person’s 

epistemic status over a given topic will “vary from domain to domain, as well as over time, and 

can be altered from moment to moment as a result of specific interactional contributions” 

(Heritage, 2012a, p. 4). Similar to Labov and Fanshel’s (1977) typification of A-, B-, AB-, and 

O-events, as well as Pomerantz’s (1980) distinction between Type 1 and Type 2 knowables, 

Heritage (2010) proposes that participants’ knowledge about a given territory of information is 

situated along an epistemic gradient, with more knowledgeable positions demarcated as [K+] and 

less knowledgeable positions as [K-]. This gradient may run along a shallow or deep slope, 

depending on participants’ relative epistemic statuses. If the participants have very asymmetrical 

access, the slope will be deep; if participants have relatively shared access, the slope will be 

shallow, or perhaps even flat in the case of equal access. However, although epistemic access can 

be relatively equal if speakers have shared, and often simultaneous, access to an event, the 

simultaneity of participants’ experience is “no guarantee of epistemic equality” (Heritage, 2012a, 

p. 5). Citing Peräkylä (1988), Heritage gives the example of observing an x-ray with one’s 

doctor; simply observing the x-ray image at the same time as one’s doctor would not grant a 

patient the ability to contest or corroborate the doctor’s diagnosis. 

Heritage (2012a) makes a distinction between epistemic status and epistemic stance, the 

latter being the linguistic realization of one’s knowledge moment-by-moment through turns of 

talk. In his analysis of polar requests for information, Heritage (2012a) examines five features of 

information management in turn design in English: declarative syntax, tag questions, rising 

intonation, interrogative syntax, and negative interrogative syntax. The feature most relevant to 
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my analysis in this chapter is declarative syntax. Although Labov and Fanshel (1977) were the 

first to observe that utterances using declarative syntax may be hearable as either questions, 

requests for confirmation, or declarative statements, Heritage finds that a speaker’s relative 

epistemic status over a particular epistemic domain will influence how a speaker’s use of 

declarative syntax is interpreted. According to the author, if declarative syntax is used to discuss 

a topic in the epistemic domain of the speaker, then the utterance will be heard as having the 

illocutionary force of “informing,” whereas if declarative syntax is used to address a topic in the 

epistemic domain of the recipient, then the utterance will likely be heard as a question or a 

request for confirmation. In my analysis, I will expand Heritage’s analysis to the context of 

family identity construction; I show how declarative syntax can be used polysemously and 

ambiguously to discursively construct past scenes and images as well as index family 

relationships. 

Although Heritage has been a prolific contributor to the field of epistemics, his analyses 

have focused on English data. Indeed, few researchers have explored the management and 

negotiation of knowledge asymmetries in non-English datasets, let alone in Vietnamese family 

interaction. One who has is H.T. Nguyen (2009), who has explored the act of dặn, or “giving 

recommendations,” in Vietnamese. She elaborates on the act of dặn in the context of Vietnamese 

family interaction as follows: 

While the closest translation of the verb dặn may be “to give recommendations” (Đặng, 
Lê, and Phạm, 1996), this does not do justice to the Vietnamese original, which can be 
more exactly translated as “to let somebody know what they need to remember to do” 
(Hoàng, 1994). Further, the verb dặn has a caring connotation because it is an action 
normally performed by a responsible ‘superior’ person toward an ‘inferior’ person or by a 
responsible equal toward another equal, but usually not by an ‘inferior’ person toward a 
‘superior’ person. Typically, parents dặn children, or older siblings dặn younger ones; the 
reverse may occur, but it is rarer. (p. 58) 
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Identifying an indexical relationship between the act of dặn and familial relationships, H.T. 

Nguyen (2009) views sequences of dặn a site to examine how parent-child relationships can be 

managed with respect to asymmetries in authority and knowledge. Resources that interlocutors 

use to negotiate and address knowledge asymmetries in dặn sequences include foregrounding 

speakers’ familial relationships through the use of kin terms, providing new information, and 

displaying acknowledgement of new information through assessment, or uptake in the form of 

change-of-state particles (e.g., Heritage, 1984, 1998). She finds that the structure of dặn 

sequences differs from advice-giving (e.g.,, Heritage and Sefi, 1992; H.T. Nguyen, 2003) in that 

“the giver does not need to invoke a problem as a ‘ticket of entry’ [Sacks, 1995] for the 

recommendation, and the giver may abandon the recommendation in the face of new information 

presented by the recipient” (p. 80).  

Building on H.T. Nguyen’s work, my analysis shows how Heritage’s (2012a) findings 

regarding epistemic status, stance, and declarative syntax are applicable in Vietnamese 

interaction. As such, I expand the literature on epistemics in Vietnamese family discourse by 

focusing on how knowledge can be central to the construction of a shared family identity, 

particularly through interactional positioning. It also contributes to epistemic discourse analysis 

more generally by showing how certain linguistic strategies to establish epistemic authority can 

be employed in an understudied cultural context, suggesting the versatility of Heritage’s findings 

cross-linguistically. 

 

6.2.1.2. Connecting imagery, detail, and scenes to epistemic discourse 

Tannen (2007a) has discussed at length the role of imagery and detail in creating conversational 

involvement. She notes that the “particularity and familiarity of details make it possible for both 
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speakers and hearers to refer to their memories and construct images of scenes: people in relation 

to each other engaged in recognizable activities” (p. 134). And in their comprehension and 

uptake of a scene, hearers are able to participate in mutual sensemaking. Following Labov’s 

(1972a) work on narrative evaluation, Tannen (2007a) asserts that scenes and images “provide 

internal evaluation” (p. 136), in that they are deeply persuasive in communicating the speaker’s 

interpretation of events. Relatedly, Johnstone (1990) finds that details about place add “local 

color” to a narrative, in that they both index the locality of a specific place and achieve local 

functions in the discourse itself. Johnstone also identifies the phenomenon of “extrathematic 

detail” in personal experience narratives, or highly specific details that are neither relevant for a 

story’s plot nor for “scene-setting orientation” (p. 91). Such details serve a multitude of 

discursive functions, like creating vivid story worlds, grounding the identity of the storyteller, or 

creating solidarity. Tannen (2007a) finds that the act of sharing details can send a metamessage 

of caring, for the sharing of seemingly insignificant details about daily life can create rapport 

between speakers. 

In this chapter, I employ Tannen’s concept of scenes, and the idea that details help 

construct them, in order to analyze how family members discursively co-construct their natal 

village of Sóc Trăng. By collectively sharing details, such as the names of shop owners, the 

location of restaurants and food stands, the meals sold by local food vendors, speakers jointly 

remember and create scenes from their shared family history; one could go as far to say that 

these scenes constitute the family history itself, as it is embodied and spoken into being in the 

interaction. Speakers create a sense of place and belonging to their hometown, indexing a 

specifically diasporic family identity tied to the past. In creating these scenes, my family 

members also construct, ratify, and negotiate their positions as knowledgeable tellers of the 
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family history. For this reason, I find it important to link Tannen’s (2007a) notion of scenes to 

Heritage’s (2012a) concept of epistemic status. This is largely because the creation of a detailed 

scene can give us a window into a speaker’s epistemic access to a given event, time, and place. 

Of course, it is important to recognize that displays of epistemic stance, including the sharing of 

details, are not always faithful representations of one’s epistemic status; speakers often display 

greater epistemic access or primacy to events than they may actually be able to claim. Tannen 

(2007a) notes that details may also be manipulated or fabricated in order to convey a particular 

point. However, whether or not details are based in truth or reality, they have the potential to 

elevate a speaker’s epistemic authority over a given domain by suggesting the speaker’s access 

to information and commitment to the knowledge being conveyed. As such, by providing highly 

detailed accounts of the past, speakers index their identities as knowledgeable family members as 

they also create solidarity. In accounts where speakers collaboratively provide details, they send 

the metamessage that no one person is the gatekeeper of the family’s history – the history is 

shared and discursively co-created. 

Connecting these concepts, my analysis shows how speakers index their shared family 

identity in the joint production of past scenes, all the while co-constructing a shared epistemic 

authority. Because their natal village is a shared epistemic domain, I show that knowledge is 

distributed among members of the family, and I demonstrate how speakers attempt to reach a 

sort of epistemic equilibrium through collaborative and mutual sensemaking of the family 

history. In the next section, I discuss the relationship between place and the Vietnamese 

diaspora, the importance of place in identity construction, and how place relates to the 

construction of scenes. 
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6.2.2. Place, memory, and identity construction 

6.2.2.1. Place and linguistics research 

Like researchers across several disciplines, sociolinguists have always been interested in the role 

of place in identity construction. Since Labov’s (1963) seminal study on the inhabitants of 

Martha’s Vineyard, variationist sociolinguists have long demonstrated the connection between 

language, place, and identity (e.g., Johnstone, 1990; Eckert, 1989, 2000; Wolfram and Schilling, 

2016). Scholars have thoroughly explored how place identity (e.g., Low and Lawrence-Zúñiga, 

2003; Wong and Hall-Lew, 2014) can be indexed through regional dialect features, reflected in 

phonological, morphosyntactic, and lexical variation. However, while there is a rich and diverse 

body of research on language and place, I would like to focus on how place is both a resource for 

identity construction, as well as how the meaning of a place is socially constructed in discourse. 

The discursive construction of place has been most thoroughly explored in the context of 

narrative studies. In her study of a corpus of personal experience narratives told by inhabitants of 

a Midwestern US town, Johnstone (1990) shows how participants use place as a means of 

indexing local norms, anchoring their community’s identity in a shared sense of place. Similarly, 

in their examination of visitors’ narratives of Peak Park in England, McCabe and Stokoe (2004) 

find that participants distinguished between “good” and “bad” places, defining “good” places as 

isolated or empty, and “bad” ones as crowded or full of tourists. As such, stories about place can 

become stories about moral expectations. Remarking on the social construction of place, 

Johnstone (1990) asserts that “coming to know a place means coming to know its stories; new 

cities and neighborhoods do not resonate the way familiar ones do until they have stories to tell” 

(p. 109). In other words, place is not only a physical site, but it also talked into being through 

discourse. 
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Place has also been shown to be central in speakers’ construction of personal identity and 

moral order. In her analysis of oral histories relayed by a white middle-class woman in 1972, 

Schiffrin (2009) uses Bakhtin’s (1981) concept of chronotopes to show how place, time, space, 

and story world descriptions coalesce to “create a blend of textual features by which a speaker 

can construct both personal and place identity” (p. 423). Focusing on the narrator’s descriptions 

of Scotland, a small African American community in Maryland, Schiffrin finds that the 

narrator’s changing stances towards place also coincided with her representation of people and 

story world actions (e.g., reference to undifferentiated, vague, and “teeming” masses of people 

vs. citing specific numbers of people who engage in habitual actions like “running their cars” and 

“spending more in heating”). The narrator defines and constructs the meaning of place and 

“community” in the actions of story world characters, and the act of narration itself is embedded 

in the larger process of identity-making. Similarly, in his examination of the discourse of 

Lachixío Zapotec speakers in Oaxaca, Mexico, Sicoli (2016) shows how place references are 

entwined with references to persons, historical events, and speakers’ moral stances toward a 

given referent. In one example, Sicoli analyzes a speaker’s reference to a plot of farmland called 

Jose Luís, named as such for the person who currently lives there. Because “all land in Lachixío 

is associated with people, both living and dead” (p. 191), Sicoli maintains that knowledge about 

place is inseparable from knowledge of the community’s ongoing social relations and shared 

history. 

Place has also featured heavily in research on the discourse of nostalgia, where 

individuals long for past experiences tied to specific places (e.g., Dickinson, 1997; Wilson, 1999; 

Schely-Newman, 2001; Buttny and Hashim, 2013). In her study of nostalgia and identity 

construction among former employees of a West Coast university nonprofit organization, 
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Milligan (2003) explores the concept of “place attachment.” She defines place attachment as “an 

emotional link to a physical site given meaning through social interaction […] [which] links felt 

identity to experience in the built environment” (p. 383). Citing Goffman (1959), Milligan notes 

that face-to-face interaction occurs in specific settings, which are in turn given meaning through 

interaction itself. The author contends that place can play an important role in maintaining a 

sense of continuity in one’s identity. As such, she asserts that “displacement leads to identity 

discontinuity and that nostalgia provides one way of maintaining or regaining identity 

continuity” (p. 381), arguing that nostalgia can define generations or groups who have shared 

space and place attachment. Likewise, in her exploration of the social construction of places of 

leisure, Stokowski (2002) defines a “sense of place” as “an individual's ability to develop 

feelings of attachment to particular settings based on combinations of use, attentiveness, and 

emotion” (p. 368). Like Johnstone (1990, 2010), Stokowski finds that places are more than their 

physical characteristics – rather, they are “fluid, changeable, dynamic contexts of social 

interaction and memory” (p. 369), emphasizing that how we come to understand place, and what 

we know about place, is mediated through our interactions with others. 

In this chapter, I show how place is an essential component in speakers’ construction of 

family identity, as my family members talk their shared hometown of Sóc Trăng into being. As 

they jointly produce detailed information about people, places, and objects in Sóc Trăng, 

speakers discursively organize the family history around a sense of place. Furthermore, by 

providing details about the past as they hear news about present-day changes to the city, speakers 

index and reinforce a diasporic family identity that spans across space and time. Now, I will turn 

to reviewing literature on the role of place in the construction of a diasporic Vietnamese identity. 
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6.2.2.2. Place and the Vietnamese diaspora 

The very notion of “diaspora” hinges upon the concept of place, and Vietnamese diasporas 

around the world are entangled in complex sociocultural, geopolitical, and spatiotemporal 

relationships with their ancestral homeland. Indeed, the word to describe diasporic Vietnamese is 

Việt Kiều, which means ‘overseas Vietnamese; Vietnamese sojourner’; the term itself evokes the 

image of movement and highlights the importance of place in the formation of a diasporic 

identity. In addition to studying the sociopolitical ramifications and effects following the mass 

displacement of Vietnamese refugees at the end of the Vietnam War, scholars in Asian studies, 

Asian American studies, and Vietnamese studies have explored the themes of agency, cultural 

memory, home, and belonging at length (e.g., Espiritu, 2006; Carruthers, 2008; N.H.C. Nguyen, 

2009; Lieu, 2011; Valverde, 2012). The experiences of overseas Vietnamese, especially those 

living in the United States, have been explored to an enormous extent, and Vietnamese living in 

the United States could almost be considered an “‘overdocumented’ population when compared 

to other US immigrant groups” (Espiritu, 2006, p. 410). As it would be well beyond the scope of 

this study to review decades worth of such scholarship, I will give only a brief overview of 

literature that characterizes the importance of place and Vietnamese identity in a diasporic 

context. 

Of all topics that have been researched on the Vietnamese diaspora, perhaps the most 

related to this study is the transnational practice of “returning” to the homeland and its 

connection to memory, place, and identity. However, the semantics of “return” are complicated, 

as many Vietnamese who have never been to Vietnam still consider and refer to the act of 

visiting as “returning.” In fact, even the Vietnamese phrase for visiting Vietnam is đi về Việt 

Nam, or ‘returning (home) to Vietnam’. Here, I define return as both permanent returns to 
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Vietnam, as well as shorter return visits, regardless of whether a person has ever been to Vietnam 

before. The return experiences of both first- and second- generation overseas Vietnamese have 

been well-documented in the form of both scholarly research (e.g., Thai, 2011, 2014; Wang, 

2013; Koh, 2015a, 2015b; Reed-Danahay, 2015; Barber, 2017) and personal memoirs (e.g., A.X. 

Pham, 1999; Lam, 2005). 

For many Vietnamese, the idea of return can be deeply personal and political, and reasons 

for returning are as varied as they are complex. However, it is important to note that many 

examinations of return and Vietnamese diasporic identity have been analyzed in the context of 

return narratives. In a study of return narratives among second-generation British-born 

Vietnamese, Barber (2017) finds that participants linked their return visits with notions of 

community belonging and ethnic authenticity, and suggests that the visits themselves can be 

thought of as “a form of diasporic cultural capital” (p. 931). Similarly, in her studies on second-

generation Vietnamese who have permanently returned to live in Vietnam, Koh (2015a, 2015b) 

finds that participants constantly grapple with finding a sense of home and belonging, which is 

influenced by both intrinsic and extrinsic motivations to return in the first place. Writing on the 

genre of return narratives in personal memoir, Wang (2013) highlights how the politics of return 

“not only raises questions about history and memory as lived discrepantly by Vietnamese and 

Vietnamese Americans but also compels us to reconsider the relations between representation, 

subjectivity, and the geopolitical history that is crystallized in the body of “Viet Kieu” (diasporic 

Vietnamese)” (p. 164). 

Regardless of reasons for returning, the concept of return is an enduring aspect of 

diasporic identity, and it is clearly interwoven with place identity. In this chapter, I expand 

literature on Vietnamese diasporic identity by examining the topic of return and the homeland as 
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it arises in everyday family conversation. I show how Uncle Phong’s recounting of his most 

recent return visit is taken up by Mom and Dad as an opportunity to co-construct details about 

their past experiences in Sóc Trăng. By demonstrating how family members co-construct details 

about their natal village, I show how mundane acts of remembering constitute the family’s 

shared diasporic identity.  

 

6.2.2.3. Memory, place, and co-narrating family identity 

A productive way to connect research on place identity in both linguistics and Vietnamese 

studies is to consider scholarship on memory and the acts of co-narration and co-remembering in 

family interaction. Research has shown how collective memory is important in creating and 

developing a sense of personal identity, cooperation, and connection in the family context (e.g., 

Fivush, 2008; Reese and Fivush, 2008; Bietti, 2010; 2014). Remembering has also been analyzed 

as an embodied (e.g., Bietti and Castelló, 2013) and distributed social act (e.g., Norrick, 2005, 

2019) that is negotiated interactionally between speakers. In this way, it is also possible to 

construe family remembering as an act that socializes members into an “epistemic community” 

(Heritage, 2013b), as knowledge about the family history is distributed among members, and 

identity is enacted in the process of joint remembering. 

Co-narration and co-remembering have been shown as strategies for creating intimacy 

and solidarity, and family members are constantly “strategically engaged in processes of 

remembering and forgetting” (Bietti, 2010, p. 499). In her study of couples sharing stories, 

Mandelbaum (1987) examines how couples negotiate turn-taking among two “knowing” tellers 

of the same narrative, in effect “doing” or performing the relationship for co-present 

interlocutors. Approaches that Mandelbaum identifies for co-narration include ratification of a 
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partner’s access to knowledge, requesting verification of details from a partner, and recounting 

additional details that are complimentary to a partner’s story descriptions. Likewise, Gordon 

(2003) identifies a similar phenomenon in her analysis of co-narration in stepfamily interaction. 

She finds that participants “confer” with one another regarding the accuracy of details regarding 

information about the family, such as the age of grandparents. The act of conferring invites co-

participation and allows family members to align as “teams” in the interaction. However, it is 

important to note that collective remembering is also a site for potential conflict, as Bietti (2014) 

finds in his study of Argentinean family discourse. While the discursive reconstruction of shared 

memories offers a way for family members to bond, “members are in a position to reject one 

family member’s autobiographical narrative by simply claiming that he or she is not being 

accurate” (p. 117), which may threaten a sense of family unity. 

With regard to family and place, LeVine (2007) demonstrates how place-reference is 

employed in parent-child interaction as a discursive strategy for constructing family identity. 

Specifically, the author analyzes the discourse of one young boy, Jason, and how Jason’s parents 

respond to his questions and observations about the environment. In one example, Jason 

identifies a neighbor’s house as “a bad guy house” (p. 270) during a neighborhood walk; the 

father confirms that Jason has successfully identified a neighboring house, but reformulates the 

description from “bad guy” to “hunter guy.” This kind of talk about place, LeVine argues, allows 

the two to “provide spatial emplacement for their family within the neighborhood” (p. 271), and 

it also demonstrates how “talk about place, person, and actions combines and accumulates to 

invest places with meaning” (p. 272). Although LeVine does not engage with the concept of 

memory directly, his analysis shows how talk is always situated in place, and in turn, how place 

is a resource for talk; in making references to place, family members ground experiences, 
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memories, and events in a physical sense of place, which serves as a backdrop for the formation 

of family identity and history. 

In this chapter, I show how co-narration and co-remembering details about place are used 

in Vietnamese interaction to construct a shared family identity. Through strategies such as 

conferring and ratifying co-participants’ contributions of details, speakers co-construct the 

family’s past experiences and memories of living in Vietnam, which indexes the transnational 

and diasporic aspects of the family’s identity. Moreover, these past experiences and memories 

are grounded in a sense of place and belonging, and they comprise the family’s shared history 

together. 

 

6.3. Analysis 

In the analysis that follows, I will examine excerpts that come from the recording of one 

conversation that lasted about twenty minutes. As I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, 

the participants in each excerpt include Uncle Phong, Mom, Dad, and me. Mom is cleaning up in 

the kitchen throughout the recording, and Uncle Phong and I are sitting at the kitchen table. Dad 

is back and forth between the living room and the kitchen, but is able to participate in the 

conversation because of the open floor plan that connects the living room to the kitchen. During 

the conversation, Minh, Uncle Phong, and Dad are eating Mom’s curry chicken, which spurs 

Uncle Phong and Mom to discuss a curry shop in their natal village, Sóc Trăng. The two then 

compare and evaluate the curry chicken dishes of two local vendors in their hometown, 

discussing details such as the textural consistency of the dishes, the ingredients used, and the 

price of the meals. This soon becomes a conversation about how places and things have changed 

in Sóc Trăng in past years, as Uncle Phong raises more topics regarding the changes he saw in 
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the neighborhood surrounding the curry shops, since he had recently visited in 2017. Dad 

participates more in the middle of the conversation, and towards the end of the conversation, it 

becomes a dyadic exchange between Dad and Uncle Phong, in which Dad describes what his old 

house in Sóc Trăng used to look like. Although I have given a brief summary of the topics 

mentioned in each excerpt, I will provide more details about each excerpt as I analyze them. 

 

6.3.1. The role of relative epistemic status in the interpretation of epistemic stance: “Oh, is that 

so?” 

First, I will begin by demonstrating how speakers’ relative epistemic statuses are used to 

interpret the illocutionary force of utterances formed with declarative syntax. In this section, I 

focus on a dyadic exchange between Dad and Uncle Phong, in which the two discuss Dad’s old 

house in Sóc Trăng. I show how family members use highly specific details and vivid imagery to 

reconstruct scenes from the past, which in turn indexes their degree of epistemic access to their 

shared hometown; this has the effect of building solidarity while creating their positions as more 

or less knowledgeable in the interaction. While the experience of living in Sóc Trăng is a shared 

epistemic domain, both speakers clearly show different types of access to specific places in the 

city; this phenomenon complicates aspects of how we label and conceptualize a single place, 

town, or village. For example, in Excerpt 1, Uncle Phong had just brought up the topic of Dad’s 

old house in Sóc Trăng, stating how he remembered that the property was quite expansive 

(although he had visited there in the past, he did not ever reside there himself). This prompts Dad 

to begin describing the land surrounding his house in detail. 

Excerpt 1: Dad’s house 
 

1) Dad:   Rồi  nhà         ANH        đó 
then house elder.brother PRT 
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    Then MY house, 
 

2) là    cái  NHÀ, 
COP CLF house 
it was a HOUSE 

 
3) rồi   xong  cái chuồng <<laughing>GÀ    nữa> 

then finish CLF cage                         chicken also 
then after that ((there was)) a CHICKEN coop too 

 
4) Rồi bên hông /mới/ bên sau   đây  cũng   có 

then by  side   only   by   back PROX  also  have 
Then by the side only by the back there there was also 

 
5) là    một- một  cái – 

COP one   one  CLF 
was one- one  

 
6) nhà.xe 

garage 
garage. 

 
7) Uncle Phong:  [Ò vậy hả 

PRT so PRT 
Oh is that so? 

 
8) Dad:   [/Rồi/ trước    kia       đậu— 

then   front DIST.DEM park 
Then over in the front parked— 

 
9) /Rồi/ trước   kia       đậu xe.hàng    rồi, 

then  front DIST.DEM park   truck    already 
Then over in the front there was already a truck parked 

 
10) có    một  cái  nhà.xe, 

have one CLF  garage 
there was a garage, 

 
11) rôi xong   xuôi  /có/  một cái      trại.gà       ngoài   sau  nữa 

then finish RED have one CLF chicken.farm outside back also 
then after that there was a chicken farm out in the back too 

 
12) bởi.vậy             /that/— 

for.this.reason 
that’s why that – 
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13) [/cái nhà/      đó        BỰ lắm 
CLF house MED.DEM big INTS 
that house was really BIG 

 
14) Uncle Phong:  [Bởi.vậy – 

for.this.reason 
That’s why – 

 
15) Vậy là  cái – 

so   COP CLF 
So then the – 

 
16) Cái- cái phía  sau.lưng   của  ông   Bảy Gành là, 

CLF  CLF side behind.back of  3SG.M       PN        COP 
The- the back side of Mr. Bảy Gành((‘s house)) was- 

 
17) Là  đất   thuộc của  nhà        anh         luôn 

COP land belong of  house elder.brother too 
Was land belonging to your family too 

 
18) Dad:   Yeah::: 

 
19) Uncle Phong:  Ah::: 

 
20) Vậy là  của ông   Bảy Gành chỉ    có    khúc  phía trước  thôi= 

so   COP of  3SG.M     PN          only have portion side front    only  
So what belonged to Mr. Bảy Gành was only the part in the front 

 
21) Dad:           =Yeah 

 
22) [((unintelligible)) 

 
23) Uncle Phong:  [Coi như là – 

look like COP 
So it’s like – 

 
24) Coi  như của ỔNG   là 

look like   of   3SG.M COP 
It’s like what was HIS was 

 
25) chỉ   có    cái căn.nhà thôi 

only have CLF house    only 
only the house. 

 
26) Dad:   Yeah, ừ 

            PRT 
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Yeah, yeah 
 
Although the topic of his former home is one squarely in his epistemic domain, Dad stresses that 

it’s his house by using emphatic stress on the kin term “anh” (line 1), or ‘elder brother’. Doing so 

emphasizes his access to the topic of his own house in comparison to the neighbor’s house, and it 

also highlights their familial relationship as brothers-in-law. Using listing intonation and 

emphatic stress on the morpheme “nhà” (line 2), or ‘house’, Dad holds the floor and gives the 

impression that a longer description is to come. He then provides several specific details to 

construct this past scene of his house, such as concrete objects in the landscape: the house itself 

(“cái nhà,” line 2), the chicken coop (“cái chuồng gà,” line 3), the chicken farm (“cái trại gà,” 

line 11), the garage (“nhà xe,” lines 6 and 10), and the truck (“xe hàng,” line 9). He also makes 

use of the following indexical phrases to physically locate each object in space: ‘by the side only 

by the back there’ (“bên hông /mới/ bên sau đây,” line 4), ‘over in the front’ (“trước kia đậu xe 

hàng rồi,” line 9), and ‘out in the back’ (“cái trại gà ngoài sau,” line 11). The specificity of these 

details paint a clear picture of his home situated in space, stretching over a wide expanse that 

justifies him describing the house as “BỰ lắm” (line 13), or ‘really big’. By using such 

descriptive imagery, Dad demonstrates the extent of his epistemic status regarding his house and 

creates involvement in the interaction by vividly reconstructing a past scene from their shared 

hometown. 

 As Dad elaborates on the details of his house, Uncle Phong interjects with “ò vậy hả” 

(line 7), or “oh is that so?” He produces the particle ò, which has been shown to act like a 

change-of-state token much like the English oh (H.T. Nguyen, 2009), as well as the sentence-

final particle hả, which indicates mild surprise. Thus, Uncle Phong unmistakably marks Dad’s 

explanation as new information and indicates that this topic lies beyond his own epistemic 
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domain. Then, in Uncle Phong’s next turn, he uses declarative syntax in the following utterances 

to walk through his reasoning: “Bởi vậy – vậy là cái – cái- cái phía sau lưng của ông Bảy Gành 

là, là đất thuộc của nhà anh luôn” (lines 14-17), or “that’s why – so then the – the- the back side 

of Mr. Bảy Gành‘s house was land belonging to your family too.” Although there are no question 

particles used in his utterance, his contribution is heard as a request for confirmation, as Dad 

replies with an elongated “yeah:::” (line 18) in English. After receiving this confirmation, Uncle 

Phong produces an elongated “ah:::” (line 19), another change-of-state token that confirms 

receipt of new information. This pattern happens across the rest of this excerpt, with Uncle 

Phong using declarative syntax (lines 20, 23-25) to issue requests for information and receiving 

positive confirmation from Dad, such as “yeah” (lines 21 and 26) and “ừ” (line 26).  

That Uncle Phong’s contributions are interpreted as requests for information is to be 

expected, since Dad would hold greater epistemic status over his own house than Uncle Phong 

would. Even though Uncle Phong has seen and been to Dad’s house, it is not the same degree of 

access as living there, and thus, Dad has greater epistemic rights to make claims regarding what 

is true about his own home. As such, this excerpt clearly showcases the importance of relative 

epistemic status in when speakers determine the illocutionary force, or “action” (Heritage, 

2012a) of a given utterance. 

In the next excerpt, I show how shared access to a given epistemic domain can change 

over time, and how this differential access can affect the epistemic authority of a given speaker. 

Excerpt 2 is a continuation of Excerpt 1, as Uncle Phong remarks that Dad’s house has likely 

been demolished and replaced with a new structure, because the new building is unrecognizable 

as Dad’s old house. Uncle Phong then mentions that he never would have known that Dad’s 

house once stood on that plot of land had it not been for the local restaurant that still remained 
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next door. In this case, the topic is still a shared epistemic domain (e.g., Dad’s old house), but 

access to it has shifted along the axis of time. As such, Uncle Phong has greater access to the 

topic, and his use of declarative syntax is now hearable as “informing” instead of as requests for 

information. In what follows, I show how Uncle Phong discursively constructs his epistemic 

authority, as well as how Dad ratifies Uncle Phong’s epistemic position in the interaction. 

Excerpt 2: Dad’s house is gone 

1) Uncle Phong:  Tui  nghĩ    chắc     cái căn.nhà   của      anh à 
1SG think probably  CLF   house   of  elder.brother  
I think probably your house  

 
2) nó        đập       bỏ         rồi, 

3SG demolish discard already 
they demolished already 
 

3) nó   cất.lại. 
3SG rebuild 
they rebuilt ((it)). 

 
4) Cho.nên bây.giờ dòm hổng  biết   đâu! 

so             now    look  NEG  know  NEG 
So now looking ((at it you would)) not know! 

 
5) Dad:   Yeah 

 
6) Uncle Phong:  Tại.vì    giờ  giống.như là – 

because now     like      COP 
Because now it’s like, 

 
7) Bây.giờ giống.như là  

now           like       COP 
Now it’s like 

 
8) nguyên một dãy        LIỀN       hết.trơn, 

whole    one  line immediately completely 
a whole chain ((of storefronts)) IMMEDIATELY 

 
9) chớ  nó  hổng có    kiểu  nó   THỤT vô <<chuckling>nữa>. 

PRT 3SG NEG  have style 3SG   indent   in                      anymore 
of course there isn’t the style where ((it)) indents in anymore 
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10) Cho.nên dòm  hổng  biết 
so            look  NEG know 
So looking ((at Dad’s house, you wouldn’t)) know 

 
11) Em                     chỉ   có <<chuckling>biệt    là     tại.vì> 

younger.sibling only have                      know COP because 
I only <<chuckling>>knew because> 

 
12) cái   quán Bảy.Gành  

CLF  shop     PN 
the Bảy Gành’s shop 

 
13) thì           em  <<chuckling>biết>  là     cái  quán Bảy.Gành à 

then younger.sibling            know COMP CLF  shop      PN 
then I <<chuckling>knew> that the Bảy Gành’s shop 

 
14) KẾ  bên là     nhà         anh 

next  by  COP  house elder.brother 
NEXT door was your house 

 
15) thì          anh        biết   thôi, 

then elder.brother know only 
then you’d only know, 

 
16) Dad:   <<softly>Mm> 

 
17) Uncle Phong:  Nhưng.mà     ra       là, 

but             outside COP 
But aside from that, 

 
18) anh               không.bao.giờ 

elder.brother        never 
you would never 

 
19) hổng có    cách     nào              anh        BIẾT được à 

NEG  have way INDEF.DEM elder.brother know   able 
((there’s)) no way you ((would be)) able to KNOW  
 

20) căn.nhà    đó          là của     anh           hết.trơn    hết 
house  MED.DEM COP of elder.brother completely  all 
that house was your house completely at all 

 
Uncle Phong begins with the evidential marker “chắc” (line 1), or “probably,” which attenuates 

the degree of certainty with which he claims that Dad’s house has been “demolished already” 
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(line 2) and then subsequently “rebuilt” (line 3). However, throughout the rest of the excerpt, 

Uncle Phong provides sensory evidence to strengthen his claim that the building is now 

unrecognizable. First, he uses two negative markers hổng and đâu to modify the verb biết, or 

“know,” in the phrase, “hổng biết đâu” (line 4), suggesting strong negation. In doing so, he 

underscores that one really would not know this was Dad’s old house based on the visual 

evidence gathered from “looking” (line 4) at the building. From here, he creates a detailed scene 

to support this assertion, describing a new “whole chain of storefronts” (line 8) that are no longer 

set back or “indented” (line 9) away from the road. 

Uncle Phong then walks us through his inductive reasoning for identifying the house 

despite these changes, saying he “only knew” (line 11) it was Dad’s house because the grilled 

sausage shop owned by Mrs. Bảy Gành next door (lines 12-13) used to be land that belonged to 

Dad’s family (line 14). Turning to address Dad as “anh” (line 15) or “elder brother,” Uncle 

Phong insists that only by knowing this information about their family history would Dad be able 

to recognize the property as his old home. He then employs what Pomerantz (1986) calls extreme 

case formulations to deliver his final assessments. He uses “không bao giờ” (line 18), or “never,” 

and “hết trơn hết” (line 20), which can be roughly translated as “completely at all,” to describe 

just how unrecognizable Dad’s old house is from its original state. These extreme case 

formulations allow Uncle Phong to assert absolute certainty in his claims, lending his account 

greater epistemic authority while also conveying a scene to Dad and me. 

Although Dad has not returned to Vietnam since 2001, it still would have been possible 

for him to question Uncle Phong’s statements (e.g., “I’m sure I would have been able to tell it 

was my house anyway,” or, “the storefronts were never like that in the first place”). However, 

throughout this excerpt, Dad only participates through minimal responses and backchannels 
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twice, allowing Uncle Phong to hold the floor for an extended period. First, Dad replies with a 

minimal “yeah” (line 7) in response to Uncle Phong’s statement that his old home is no longer 

recognizable. He then replies with a softly uttered “mm” (line 18) after Uncle Phong provides his 

inductive reasoning about the Bảy Gành’s shop. Thus, it appears that Dad accepts Uncle Phong’s 

account and does not challenge his epistemic authority over these details, ratifying Uncle 

Phong’s position as a family member knowledgeable about the current state of their hometown.  

In sum, in this section I have established how speakers’ relative epistemic status over a 

given epistemic domain is important in interpreting the “action” (Heritage, 2012a) of expressing 

epistemic stance, particularly stances constructed using declarative syntax. That is to say, when 

the participants used declarative syntax to make statements regarding information within their 

epistemic domain, utterances were heard as having the action of “informing”; when declarative 

syntax was used to make statements that are outside of a speaker’s epistemic domain, then 

utterances were heard as having the action of “questioning.” This finding expands Heritage’s 

(2012a) findings in English to Vietnamese data, showing how speakers’ attention to epistemic 

status is a cross-linguistically relevant phenomenon. Moreover, I have demonstrated how, in 

displaying their epistemic access to a given event, time, or place, they create highly detailed 

scenes. This allows them to construct their positions as knowledgeable about the family history 

while also creating involvement around that history in talk. 

 

6.3.2. The polysemy and ambiguity of displaying epistemic status and authority: “Mrs. Bảy Gành 

sells grilled sausage” 

In this section, I analyze how displays of knowledge can be interpreted as polysemous and 

ambiguous moves in terms of power and solidarity. Like in the previous section, I continue to 
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focus on moments in which it may be interpreted that speakers have asymmetric access to events. 

In terms of Heritage’s (2010) concept of an epistemic gradient, these tend to be moments in 

which speakers attempt to display shared knowledge in order to maintain a relatively even, or flat 

epistemic gradient. In such moments, speakers’ use of declarative syntax may be ambiguous in 

terms of whether an utterance is heard as “informing” or “questioning.” Through my analysis of 

these excerpts, I show how features such as latching, overlap, and repetition are used to co-

construct speakers’ epistemic positions and index shared knowledge over a given domain. In 

Excerpt 3, Uncle Phong recounts a time during his 2017 trip to Vietnam when he tried to take me 

out to eat at a specific local vendor’s shop for lunch. At the mention of this vendor’s name, Mom 

recognizes that the shop owner sold grilled sausage and participates in the conversation to 

provide that information. In how the interaction unfolds, Mom is positioned as a knowledgeable 

family member both through her own contributions and in Uncle Phong’s ratification of her turn 

of talk. 

Excerpt 3: Grilled sausage 

 
1) Uncle Phong:  Kỳ            đó         về, mm 

period MED.DEM return PRT 
Last time ((we)) went back, mm 

 
2) chở Ngọc Minh lại chỗ 

take      PN          go place 
((I)) took Minh to go to the place 

 
3) bà      Bảy Gành, 

3SG.F       PN 
of Mrs. Bảy Gành, 

 
4) /mà/ kêu Ngọc.Minh /lên/ ăn- 

 but  call        PN         up   eat 
but told Minh to go up and eat 

 
5) ăn-= 
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eat 
eat 

 
6) Mom:        =Bà Bảy Gành  bán  nem.nướng 

      3SG.F    PN          sell  grilled.sausage 
Mrs. Bảy Gành sells grilled sausage 

 
7) Uncle Phong:  Ăn nem.nướng, 

eat grilled.sausage 
To eat grilled sausage 

 
8) Ngọc.Minh hông  chịu    ăn, 

       PN          NEG  accept eat 
Minh wouldn’t eat, 

 
9) /Minh/ còn no 

   PN      still full 
She was still full 
 

Uncle Phong begins to talk about his lunch outing with me, but he does not finish saying what 

we went to eat (lines 4-5) when Mom interjects to say “Bà Bảy Gành bán nem nướng” (line 5) or 

“Mrs. Bảy Gành sells grilled sausage.” As per Heritage (2012a), Mom’s use of declarative 

syntax could be hearable as a question, but also hearable as informing. However, Uncle Phong 

incorporates her answer by confirming that he took me to “Ăn nem nướng” (line 7) or ‘eat grilled 

sausage’. Upon hearing Uncle Phong’s response, Mom does not produce any tokens that might 

imply the receipt of new information, such as a change-of-state token or assessment. While it is 

not always the case that interlocuters verbally acknowledge the presentation of new information, 

we also do not see any change in vocal quality or any assessment from Uncle Phong towards 

Mom’s contribution (e.g., yes, that’s right). Thus, we have evidence that Uncle Phong heard 

Mom’s response as “informing,” and the topic of Mrs. Bảy Gành’s shop is a shared epistemic 

domain. 

 By latching in onto the middle of Uncle Phong’s turn, Mom’s move for the floor can be 

seen as an imposition on her brother’s negative face and may be seen as a move towards exerting 
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dominance in the conversation. It could also be the case that in the presence of her daughter, she 

did not want it to seem as though she was not knowledgeable about the local vendors in the 

neighborhood. However, Mom’s contributions can also be seen as a move towards solidarity; 

although she was not there for the 2017 trip to Vietnam, she can still participate by displaying 

knowledge of the past. By anticipating the contents of Uncle Phong’s turn and displaying her 

knowledge, Mom creates involvement by jointly shaping the interaction. She helps construct a 

past scene from their shared family history in her naming of a specific person, selling a specific 

product at a specific location. Uncle Phong’s repetition of Mom’s contribution also creates 

solidarity by positioning her as a co-participant who is knowledgeable about their shared 

experiences and history together as a family.  

A similar example of how displays of knowledge may be interpreted as polysemous and 

ambiguous appears in Excerpt 4. In the following example, I had just asked Uncle Phong where 

we had gone to eat on the day that he tried to take me to the grilled sausage restaurant in Excerpt 

3. He responds by reminding me that we had visited a phở restaurant near my dad’s old house. 

This response prompts Mom to participate in the conversation, and like in the previous excerpt, 

showcases how my Uncle Phong draws on repetition as a discursive strategy to position Mom as 

a co-teller of the family history. 

Excerpt 4: Grandpa’s house 
 

1) Uncle Phong:  Ghé       nhà  của  ba     con   đó, 
stop.by house  of  father child PRT 
((We)) stopped by your dad’s house, 

 
2) nhớ        hông= 

remember Q 
((do you)) remember 

 
3) Minh:               =Mm 

 



 210 

4) Mom:   Ghé       nhà          ông.nội 
stop.by house paternal.grandfather 
Stopped by grandpa’s house 

 
5) Uncle Phong:  Nhà           ông.nội             ớ 

house paternal.grandfather PRT 
Grandpa’s house 
 

After Uncle Phong addresses me and asks if I remember the time we stopped by my dad’s house 

(line 1), Mom repairs Uncle Phong’s utterance to say that we “ghé nhà ông nội” (line 4), or 

‘stopped by grandpa’s house’. In Vietnamese, the word của may be translated as ‘of’ or 

‘belonging to’; the utterance “ghé nhà của ba con đó” (line 1) may be understood as ‘the house 

belonging to your dad’, thus asserting that the house belonged to my father. Similar to the 

previous excerpt, her contribution could both be seen as threatening to Uncle Phong’s negative 

face, since she is correcting his assertion that the house was owned by my father. However, it 

may also be seen as a move towards solidarity, as it could be her way of participating in the 

interaction and offering more detail to Uncle Phong’s account. To that end, Uncle Phong then 

repairs his original statement, “nhà của ba con” (line 1) and repeats “nhà ông nội” (‘Grandpa’s 

house’, line 5) instead, adding the sentence final particle ớ as a way of gently reminding me of 

where we went and insisting on the detail of that particular scene. Uncle Phong’s use of 

repetition both ratifies Mom’s contribution as correct and creates solidarity by allowing her to 

jointly shape the interaction. His repair can also be seen as an acknowledgement that that she 

possesses greater epistemic status over this particular epistemic domain. Because she is Dad’s 

wife, Mom has greater rights to speak about things related to him, such as who owned the house 

that he lived in. It is clear that Mom’s participation has a polysemous and an ambiguous effect on 

the interaction, and Uncle Phong’s use of repetition positions Mom as a co-teller of the family’s 

history. 
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 In the next excerpt, Excerpt 5, I Dad and Uncle Phong use overlap, topic raising, and 

knowledge displays to perform power and solidarity. Uncle Phong comments that the roads have 

been widened considerably in their hometown, to the point where there are no designated 

parking spots along the side of the road; this includes the road in front of Dad’s old house. Dad 

then responds with an inquiry about whether or not the land toward the back of his property had 

been claimed by his old neighbor, taking the opportunity to provide more details about what the 

property used to look like. Like in Excerpt 2, the topic of Dad’s old house is a shared epistemic 

domain, but access to the current state of the house has shifted as time has gone on. However, I 

examine how Dad pulls the conversation towards a familiar aspect of this epistemic domain by 

discussing the past in greater detail. 

Excerpt 5: Parking spaces 
 

1) Uncle Phong:  Chớ đâu có    làm chỗ.đậu.xe 
PRT NEG have do  parking.space 
Of course they didn’t make parking spaces 

 
2) trời, đường nó, 

heaven road 3SG 
god, roads they(‘re) 

 
3) tiền   không mà làm  chỗ.đậu.[xe 

money NEG but make parking.space 
nothing but money ((so why would they)) make parking spaces 

 
4) Dad:                 [Mà không biết cái   miếng đất à  

  but NEG   know CLF piece   land  
But ((I)) don’t know ((if)) the piece of land 

 
5) MÉ     cái  đất ngoài sau   đó, 

border CLF land out  back MED.DEM 
BORDERING the land out back there, 

 
6) là ông Bảy.Gành, 

COP 3SG.M PN 
((if)) Mr. Bảy Gành 
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7) ổng dám lấy hông, 
3SG.M dare take NEG 
he dared to take ((it or)) not 

 
8) hay là ổng- ổng- 

or COP 3SG.M 3SG.M 
or ((if)) he- he- 

 
9) Uncle Phong:  Hổng biết  đâu= 

NEG   know NEG 
I don’t know 

 
10) Dad:      =Đó          là  nguyên  cái à 

   MED.DEM COP whole  CLF  
   That was entirely  

 
11) kho         nhà         anh         đó 

storage house elder.brother PRT 
my family’s storage shed 
 

12) nguyên cái    kho     mà    chứa   phân      ớ 
whole  CLF storage EMPH store fertilizer PRT 
a whole shed to store fertilizer 

 
13) Uncle Phong:  Hổng biết   đâu 

NEG   know NEG 
((I)) don’t know 

 
Uncle Phong continues giving details about changes to the area, saying that the city likely didn’t 

create any parking spots because it would have taken up too much real estate from the driving 

road (lines 1-3). However, before Uncle Phong can finish saying “chỗ.đậu.xe” (line 3), or 

“parking spaces,” Dad interrupts him and begins a new turn (line 4). Interestingly, Dad poses a 

request for information by using declarative syntax, asking “mà không biết cái miếng đất MÉ 

cái đất ngoài sau đó, là ông Bảy Gành ổng dám lấy hông” (lines 4-7), or roughly translated, “but 

I don’t know if the piece of land bordering the land out back, if Mr. Bảy Gành, he dared to take it 

or not.” Dad clearly states that this information is beyond the scope of his epistemic domain, 

since he prefaces his turn with “mà không biết” (line 4), or “but ((I)) don’t know.” He then uses a 
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“if/whether…[or not]” syntactic construction, which is “có…[hay] không” in Vietnamese, in 

“ổng ∅ dám lấy hông” (line 7), eliding the có component of the construction. Although stating 

that one does not know something does not necessarily imply that a question is being asked, 

depending on the context, it may be heard as an indirect question. Uncle Phong does respond to 

Dad by saying “I don’t know” (line 9), thus giving us evidence that Uncle Phong indeed heard 

Dad’s contribution as a question warranting a response. 

 Notably, Dad embeds a rather specific bit of information in his question, since he refers 

to a particular “piece of land” (line 4) that was “bordering the land out back” (line 5). This 

showcases his unmediated access to the composition of the property itself, constructing his 

position as knowledgeable about the neighborhood. Even after Uncle Phong responds with “I 

don’t know” (line 9), Dad specifies even further what used to be on that plot of land, telling 

Uncle Phong that it was a “storage shed” (line 11), a “whole storage shed to store fertilizer” (line 

12). By contributing these details, Dad pulls the conversation into a familiar epistemic domain, 

which as an interactional move, can be seen as a move towards power or solidarity. 

Dad does stay on the topic of changes to his old home, as well as to the hometown, by 

asking if his neighbor had taken any more of the land that previously belonged to his family. 

However, by narrowing his question to an exact area of his property, Dad poses a threat to Uncle 

Phong’s negative face, since it is highly unlikely that Uncle Phong would know about his 

brother-in-law’s home in such detail. In fact, Uncle Phong responds with another “I don’t know” 

(line 13), confirming that this information also lies outside of his epistemic domain. On the other 

hand, Dad’s contributions can be seen as a move towards solidarity. In directing his question to 

Uncle Phong, Dad ratifies his brother-in-law’s position as a “news reporter” of sorts and 

authenticates his epistemic status regarding recent changes in their hometown. Furthermore, 
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since Dad has not returned to Vietnam in eighteen years, he cannot speak much about changes to 

his hometown. Thus, by discussing the past in more detail, he is able to participate in the 

conversation and engage with Uncle Phong. 

My analysis of these two extracts has shown how family members display knowledge to 

negotiate relationships along axes of power and solidarity. In moments where it may be 

interpreted that speakers have asymmetric access to certain aspects of the family’s history, I have 

demonstrated how interlocutors draw on discursive strategies such as overlap, latching, and 

repetition to construct and maintain their positions as knowledgeable family members. Indexing 

their knowledge about their hometown, speakers establish their rights as co-tellers of the family 

history and co-construct a family identity that is united by shared experiences in their hometown. 

 

6.3.3. Repetition, assessment, and epistemic alignment in the co-construction of knowledge and 

epistemic authority: “The curry broth he cooks is also like Mrs. Keo’s” 

In this final analytical section, I examine how Mom and Uncle Phong co-construct the family 

history and index their shared family identity, specifically through the use of repetition and 

explicit references to family relationships, Uncle Phong’s solicitations for Mom to assess his 

epistemic claims, and Mom’s subsequent positive evaluations of Uncle Phong’s claims. I 

demonstrate how both speakers ratify each other’s positions as co-tellers of the family history 

and as knowledgeable family members. Excerpt 6 below features Uncle Phong and Mom 

discussing the curry chicken sold by a specific shop owner named Mrs. Keo. For more context, 

Mrs. Keo’s family has been selling curry chicken soup for over thirty years in Sóc Trăng; the 

curry itself has been praised by locals, and although the dish was expensive compared to other 

vendors’ prices, the shop has been well-patroned over the years. In my analysis of this excerpt, I 
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show how Mom aligns with Uncle Phong’s epistemic stances regarding the details of the curry 

shop despite taking a negative affective stance towards the curry. In other words, Mom assesses 

Uncle Phong’s knowledge about Mrs. Keo’s curry as factually correct, but asserts that she did 

not like eating the curry. This excerpt demonstrates how speakers can achieve solidarity through 

the co-construction of knowledge and the joint production of past scenes and images. 

Excerpt 6: Expensive curry 
 

1) Mom:   Bán     đắt5      lắm 
sell profitable INTS 
((It)) sold really well. 

 
2) Nhiều người thích 

many  people like 
A lot of people liked ((it)). 

 
3) Mà tao hổng thích mày  ơi 

but 1SG NEG    like   2SG  PRT 
But I don’t like ((it)) you ((know)) 

 
4) Tao hông thích ki- – 

1SG  NEG    like 
I don’t like ((her)) sty- – 

 
5) Cái- cái.. kiểu= 

CLF  CLF   style 
The- the.. way 

 
6) Uncle Phong:            =Bán  mắc        lắm nghe 

sell expensive INTS PRT 
((She)) sells ((it)) really expensive y’hear 

 
7) Mom:   Hả 

PRT 
Huh? 

 
8) Minh:   [Nhiêu      vậy 

how.many so 
How much is it? 

 
 

5 In Southern dialects of Vietnamese, đắt is used to mean ‘profitable’, while in Northern dialects it is used to mean 
‘expensive’. 
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9) Uncle Phong:  [Bán mắc         lắm ớ 
sell expensive  INTS PRT 
((She)) sells ((it)) really expensive 

 
10) Mom:   MẮC       lắm. 

expensive INTS 
Really expensive. 

 
11) Bán   mắc       lắm. 

sell expensive INTS 
((She)) sold ((it)) really expensive 

 
12) Minh:   Bán mấy- nhiêu      vậy= 

sell some how.many so 
How – how much did it sell for 

 
13) Mom:                   =Bán mắc         hơn      mình bán nữa 

     sell expensive COMPAR 1SG  sell even 
((She)) sold ((it for)) more than we even sold ((it)) 

 
14) Uncle Phong:  Coi  như là 

look like COP 
Look ((at it)) like 

 
15) Bằng gấp.ĐÔI cái người thường bán ớ 

equal double     CLF person normal sell PRT 
Equal to DOUBLE ((what)) a person normally sells ((it for)) 

 
16) Mom:   Bán mắc 

sell  expensive 
((She)) sold expensive 

 
17) Mắc         lắm 

expensive INTS 
Really expensive 

 
18) Uncle Phong:  Tại.vì     mấy   người thường bán  cỡ   ba.chục, 

because some  people normal  sell about thirty 
Because normal people sold ((it for)) about thirty, 

 
19) bốn.chục     ngàn    dĩa 

   forty     thousand  plate 
forty thousand ((VND)) ((per)) dish 

 
20) Bả     bán sáu bảy.chục   ngàn 

3SG.F sell  six  seventy   thousand 
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She sold ((it for)) sixty, seventy thousand 
 

21) Mom:   Mm, 
 

22) phải   rồi, 
right already 
that’s right, 

 
23) nhưng.mà= 

but 
but 

 
24) Minh:           =Người.ta còn  ăn 

     people   still eat 
People still ate ((it)) 

 
25) Uncle Phong:  Mà VẪN có   người  ăn 

but  still  have people eat 
But there were STILL people who ate ((it)) 

 
26) Mom:   Nhưng.mà   đắt 

but           profitable 
But ((her business was)) profitable 

 
27) Đúng     rồi= 

correct already 
That’s right 

 
28) Uncle Phong:           =Mà VẪN đắt 

          but   still expensive 
But it was STILL profitable 

 
29) Mom:   Mm 

 
30) Đúng      rồi 

correct already 
That’s right 

 
31) Mà tao hổng  có  thích 

but 1SG  NEG  have like 
But I don’t like ((it)) 

 
32) Tao hổng thích cái  kiểu của   bả   nấu 

but   NEG    like   CLF style  of  3SG.F cook 
I don’t like her style of cooking 
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This excerpt begins with Mom taking an affective stance towards Mrs. Keo’s curry. While Mom 

admits that Mrs. Keo’s business was profitable (line 1), and that “a lot of people” (line 2) liked 

the curry, she directly says that she “didn’t like” it (lines 3-4). This prompts Uncle Phong to 

respond that Mrs. Keo sold the curry at a “very expensive” price (line 6), using the sentence-final 

particle nghe at the end of his utterance. In the previous chapter, I showed how nghe 

communicates a “sense of a mild, informal suggestion […] when the speaker expects agreement” 

(Ngo, 1999, p. 108). Here, Uncle Phong expects Mom to agree with him that Mrs. Keo’s curry 

was indeed very expensive, and perhaps the implicature that the curry must have been good for 

her to have sold it at a high price. By making a knowledge claim about the price of the curry, 

Uncle Phong can indirectly take up a conflicting position and stance that disaligns with Mom’s 

negative evaluation of the curry. Despite her negative affective stance towards Mrs. Keo’s 

cooking, it is from this point that Mom and Uncle Phong begin to converge in their epistemic 

stances towards the curry, as they both co-construct details about the price of meal. 

Repetition features heavily in this excerpt, particularly with the morpheme mắc or 

“expensive.” Mắc alone is uttered once (line 16), but “mắc lắm,” or “very expensive” is repeated 

5 times (lines 6, 9-11, 17), and the comparative form “mắc hơn” (line 17), or “more expensive” 

is uttered once. The first mentions of “very expensive” come from Uncle Phong (lines 6 and 9). 

Both times, he conveys his insistence on how expensive the curry was through his use of the 

sentence-final particles nghe (line 6) and ớ (line 9). Mom repeats “mắc lắm” (lines 10-11) twice 

to signal her agreement, and she uses emphatic stress on “mắc” (line 10) to suggest that she 

understood Uncle Phong’s statement. Mom then employs the comparative form “mắc hơn” (line 

13) to say that Mrs. Keo’s curry was even “more expensive” than what our family sold it for, 

using the first-person pronoun mình “nhà mình” (line 13) to refer to “our family’s” old 
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restaurant. This indexes their shared knowledge of the specific price of both Mrs. Keo’s dish, as 

well as their history of working together in the family’s restaurant and their experiences with the 

neighboring shops’ dishes. From here, both Uncle Phong and Mom describe in detail just how 

expensive Mrs. Keo’s dish was in comparison to curries sold by other vendors. 

Uncle Phong draws attention to how unusually expensive Mrs. Keo’s curry by pointing 

out that it was “double” (line 15) what “người thường” (lines 15 and 18), or a “normal person” 

would sell it for, including our family members. He refers to specific prices to make his 

comparison: about thirty or forty thousand Vietnamese đồng per dish (lines 18-19) compared to 

sixty to seventy thousand Vietnamese đồng6 (line 20). Despite the hefty price tag, Uncle Phong 

maintains that people still ate it (line 25), again reinforcing the implicature that the curry must 

have been good. In giving these details, Uncle Phong achieves two interactional effects. First, he 

constructs his position as a knowledgeable family member by creating a scene with details from 

the past – namely, the price of Mrs. Keo’s curry, and the many patrons of her business. Second, 

he is able to continue taking an oppositional stance towards Mom’s negative assessment of the 

curry without directly challenging her evaluations. A bald assertion of disagreement would likely 

be threatening to his solidary ties to his elder sister. 

In response to Uncle Phong, Mom provides confirmatory backchanneling (“mm,” line 

21) and evaluates her statements as “right” (line 22), indicating that she, too, has enough 

epistemic access to assess the truthfulness of Uncle Phong’s claims. Mom also concedes that 

Mrs. Keo’s business was profitable (line 26) and that her brother is “correct” (line 27) that many 

customers patronized the restaurant. Like with her use of repetition, Mom’s evaluations allow 

her to co-construct this scene from the past by displaying her alignment with Uncle Phong’s 

 
6 Using the exchange rates for USD to VND in the 1980s, this is about $1-2 USD compared to $2-3 USD. 
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epistemic stances. But perhaps what is most interesting about this excerpt is that while Mom and 

Uncle Phong align epistemically and agree on the details about Mrs. Keo’s curry shop, Mom 

maintains her negative affective stance towards the curry. Although she assesses Uncle Phong’s 

claim towards the profitability of Mrs. Keo’s business (line 28) as “correct” (line 30), Mom 

restates twice that she “didn’t like” her style of cooking (lines 31-32). By emphasizing the degree 

to which she disliked the curry, she indexes her experience of actually eating of the dish, thus 

further constructing her epistemic authority. 

Although she disagrees with the implicature behind Uncle Phong’s claims (e.g., beloved 

and expensive curry is good curry), Mom is still able to maintain solidarity and rapport with her 

younger brother through her positive alignment with Uncle Phong’s epistemic stances. Through 

her use of repetition and positive evaluations of Uncle Phong’s claims, Mom ratifies Uncle 

Phong’s position as a knowledgeable family member. Moreover, Mom’s negative affective 

stances actually reinforce her position as a knowledgeable co-teller of the family history by 

indexing the source of her knowledge. Thus, despite her divergent affective stance towards Mrs. 

Keo’s cooking, Mom and Uncle Phong are able to jointly produce an account of the family 

history, as well as co-construct their shared family identity, due to their epistemic alignment with 

each other. 

In this final excerpt, I highlight the ways in which Uncle Phong and Mom co-construct 

knowledge, which creates involvement and rapport between them. This includes Uncle Phong’s 

invitations for Mom’s assessments, and Mom’s displays of active listenership. Then, I show how 

both Mom and Uncle Phong claim epistemic primacy as co-tellers of the family history – Uncle 

Phong in providing details, and Mom in evaluating these details as correct or not. Throughout the 

excerpt, Uncle Phong also constructs a scene of their shared hometown, rooting the family 
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identity in this particular place. Through my analysis, I show how Mom and Uncle Phong take 

up positions as approximately equally knowledgeable family members by jointly producing the 

family history in discourse. For context, in Excerpt 7, Uncle Phong brings up the topic of one 

man’s “special” curry. He situates this man’s curry in relation to other local shop owners’ curry, 

comparing it to Mrs. Keo’s curry discussed in Excerpt 6. 

Excerpt 7: Special curry 
 

1) Uncle Phong:  Lường      ché, 
  PN     elder.sister 
Big sister Lường 

 
2) Lường      ché            nhớ  

   PN     elder.sister remember 
Big sister Lường remember 

 
3) hồi        đó        có    cái  tiệm bán  ca.ri 

time MED.DEM have CLF shop sell curry 
that time there was a shop that sold curry 

 
4) mà  hồi      đó        ở Đồng.Khởi ớ 

but time MED.DEM at     PN           PRT 
but back then at Đồng Khởi ((street)) 

 
5) ngay  chỗ     ông – 

next  place 3SG.M 
next to the place ((of)) Mr. – 

 
6) n- – 

 
7) nhà    mình bán  là     chỗ    ông   Cáo, 

house 1SG   sell COP place 3SG.M  PN 
((where)) our family sold ((food)) was at Mr. Cáo’s place 

 
8) đúng hông 

correct Q 
isn’t ((that)) right 

 
9) Mom:   Đúng rồi= 

right already 
That’s right 
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10) Uncle Phong:      =Là chỗ     bà   Ten  có   một cái  tiệm  ca.ri= 
    COP place 3SG.F PN have one  clf  shop curry 
((It)) was Mrs. Ten’s place that had a curry shop 

 
11) Mom:           =Đúng= 

  correct 
    Right 

 
12) Uncle Phong:  =Nhớ       hông 

  remember Q 
Do ((you)) remember 

 
13) Mom:   Ừ 

PRT 
Yeah 

 
14) Uncle Phong:  Cái  tiệm ca.ri của bà    TEN ớ= 

CLF shop curry of 3SG.F PN   PRT 
That curry shop of Mrs. TEN’S 

 
15) Mom:       =Mm 

 
16) Uncle Phong:  Cái  ông        đó, 

CLF 3SG.M MED.DEM 
That man, 

 
17) ổng      nấu   cũng  đặc.biệt lắm nghe 

3SG.M cook pretty  special  INTS PRT 
he cooked it really pretty special y’hear 
 

18) Ổng [nấu cái ca.ri của ổng= 
3SG.M cook CLF curry of 3SG.M 
He cooked his curry 

 
19) Mom:           [/Tao/- ((unintelligible)) 

1SG 
I- 

 
20)          =tao hổng có ăn 

       1SG NEG have eat 
       I haven’t eaten ((it)) 

 
21) Uncle Phong:  Rất là kẹo luôn 

INTS COP thick too 
((It))’s very thick too 
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22) Cái nước ca.ri ổng     nấu cũng gióng.như bà Keo vậy đó 
CLF water curry 3SG.M cook also like           3SG. PN    so  PRT 
The curry broth he cooks is also like Mrs. Keo’s like that 
 

As he raises a new topic, Uncle Phong explicitly invites Mom to “nhớ” (line 2) or “remember” 

with him. Throughout the excerpt, he looks for Mom’s affirmation and solicits an evaluative 

response from her when he asks, “đúng hông” (line 8), or “is that right,” as well as “nhớ hông” 

(line 12), or “do you remember” with regard to the details he has already provided. In seeking 

her confirmation, or doing what Gordon (2003) identifies as conferring, Uncle Phong ratifies and 

positions Mom as a co-participant who shares equal epistemic access to the family’s shared 

experiences and history. He also indexes their shared knowledge through his use of indefinite 

demonstrative pronouns to refer to “hồi đó” (lines 3 and 4), or “that time.” Although this is an 

unspecified moment in the past, it is also one that he and Mom undoubtedly share, since Uncle 

Phong’s use of an indexical expression indicates an expectation for both speakers to understand 

the referent to which it refers. Additionally, Uncle Phong foregrounds his familial relationship 

with Mom when he addresses her using the kin term for “elder sister,” or “ché” (lines 1-2), and 

when he makes a reference to “nhà mình” (line 7), or “our family.” 

In her initial responses to Uncle Phong’s solicitations for confirmation, Mom does not 

confirm with minimal responses or backchannels, but rather evaluates the veracity of his 

statements as “correct” with “đúng rồi” (line 9) and “đúng” (line 11). She latches her evaluation 

“đúng” (line 11) in the middle of Uncle Phong’s description of Mrs. Ten’s curry shop (line 10), 

before he can even ask her if she “remembers” (line 12) it. This use of latching demonstrates her 

engagement with the collective act of remembering details. A few lines later, we see her use 

latching again with her confirmatory backchannel “mm” (line 15) to show active listenership. 

Furthermore, Mom’s evaluations imply that she has sufficient epistemic access to assess the truth 
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of Uncle Phong’s position, thereby creating her epistemic authority. In doing so, she takes up a 

position as co-teller of the family’s history and aligns with Uncle Phong’s discursive moves 

towards solidarity. 

Uncle Phong demonstrates his own epistemic authority by relaying extremely specific 

details about their hometown, like his naming of “Đồng Khởi” (line 4) street, and naming local 

shop owners such as “ông Cáo” (line 7), “bà Ten” (lines 10 and 14), and “bà Keo” (line 22). He 

also mentions an unnamed figure, “cái ông đó” (line 16), or “that one guy,” in reference to a man 

who cooked at Mrs. Ten’s shop, tying the identity of this figure to known entities that would be 

familiar to Mom. This not only displays his epistemic access to the family’s shared knowledge of 

the names of neighbors and streets, but also grounds the family’s identity in a sense of place. 

Finally, Uncle Phong brings the conversation back to his main point, connecting it to Mrs. Keo’s 

curry that they had discussed in the previous excerpt. He makes a comparison between the two 

curries, and describes the “nước ca ri” (line 22), or curry broth of the man at Mrs. Ten’s shop as 

“đặc biệt” (line 17), or special. He even comments on the textural consistency of this man’s curry 

as being “rất là kẹo” (line 21), or very thick like Mrs. Keo’s. These details construct his position 

as a knowledgeable family member and an expert on the family history, in this case regarding a 

local restaurant in the family’s hometown. 

In brief, I have shown how family members co-construct epistemic authority and 

displayed shared access to the family history through the use of details, repetition, and positive 

assessments of others’ epistemic claims. I have demonstrated how speakers index their shared 

family identity through explicit references to familial relationships, like in references to the 

family restaurant, or the use of kinship terms. Furthemore, I have demonstrated how speakers 

ratify one another’s positions as knowledgeable co-tellers of and experts on the family history. 
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Through my analysis, I hope to have shown how knowledge is distributed among family 

members, and how speakers co-construct family identity by participating in ways that display 

shared knowledge and highlight shared family history and past experiences.  

 

6.4. Discussion 

My analysis in this chapter has illuminated how shared knowledge about place is mobilized in 

family discourse to co-construct a family identity and history. Through the joint production of 

detailed scenes and images, speakers anchor the family identity in a sense of place. In this 

chapter, I have expanded research on epistemic status and stance (Heritage, 2010, 2012a) by 

showing how speakers’ attention to relative epistemic status manifests in Vietnamese family 

discourse, and is thus a cross-linguistic phenomenon. While scholars have demonstrated this to 

be salient in English-language interaction, I have shown how speakers’ epistemic access to 

events and experiences is also important in determining the illocutionary force of declarative 

syntax in Vietnamese interaction. I have also synthesized approaches from epistemics and 

interactional sociolinguistics by showing how speakers co-construct a shared epistemic authority 

regarding the family history, which in turn creates solidarity and rapport between family 

members. My analysis has also contributed to research on details (e.g., Johnstone, 1990; Tannen, 

2007a) and the discourse of place (e.g., Johnstone, 1990, 2010; McCabe and Stokoe, 2004), as I 

examine how speakers use place as a resource for indexing a family identity linked to detailed 

scenes from the past.  

 In my analysis of Dad and Uncle Phong’s accounts of Dad’s old house, I established the 

importance of family members’ relative epistemic statuses in the interpretation of their epistemic 

stances, particularly those formed using declarative syntax. Examining linguistic evidence such 
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as references to concrete objects mentioned in the landscape of their shared hometown, indexical 

and evidential expressions, change-of-state particles, and minimal responses, I show how 

speakers take up expert positions in relation to the family history by displaying the depth of their 

epistemic access to Dad’s old house. This contributes to our understanding of how shared 

knowledge serves as a means of solidarity-building in family interaction by illuminating 

linguistic strategies Vietnamese speakers can use to construct epistemic authority. 

Likewise, in my analysis of moments where speakers’ epistemic access to events could 

be interpreted as asymmetrical, I show how speakers’ displays of shared knowledge can work to 

flatten or level the epistemic gradient (Heritage, 2010) between them. Although declarative 

syntax can be heard ambiguously as either “asking” or “informing” in these excerpts, I show how 

speakers orient to one another’s relative epistemic status to determine the “action” (Heritage, 

2012a) behind their utterances. I have also demonstrated these displays of shared knowledge are 

both polysemous and ambiguous moves towards power and solidarity. Through discursive 

strategies such as latching, overlap, and repetition, family members negotiate their positions as 

co-tellers of the family history while attending to the potential face-threat of epistemic 

asymmetries. These findings contribute to understanding how family members co-remember and 

co-narrate the past in Vietnamese interaction; the study lends insight to theorizing on epistemics, 

thus extending previous research on co-remembering and co-narrating in discourse (e.g.,, by 

Mandelbaum, 1987; Buckner and Fivush, 2000; Gordon, 2003; Norrick, 2005, 2019; Fivush, 

2008; Reese and Fivush, 2008; Bietti and Castelló, 2013; Bietti, 2010, 2014). 

Finally, in the last analytical subsection, I have highlighted how family members make 

use of repetition to collaboratively and jointly produce detailed scenes about their shared 

hometown. Focusing on an exchange between Mom and Uncle Phong, I have explored speakers’ 
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use of specific details, such as the price of food and names of local shop owners, constructs a 

scene in which family members situate the family history. I have also demonstrated how 

agreement on such details creates alignment between speakers, which in turn allows them to 

achieve a harmonious family identity despite having divergent affective stances towards a given 

topic. Moreover, I have shown how family members construct each other’s positions as ratified 

co-tellers of the family history, as Uncle Phong solicits Mom’s assessments of his epistemic 

claims, and Mom responds with positive evaluations of his contributions. In sum, I find that 

displays of shared knowledge can promote solidarity and reinforce familial relationships in 

Vietnamese interaction.  

In order to examine how family identity is performed, constructed, and reinforced in 

everyday discourse, this chapter has brought together past research on place identity, the use of 

details in creating interactional involvement and solidarity, and the role of knowledge in driving 

conversational sequences. Bringing these elements together, I have examined how place serves 

as an important resource in indexing a diasporic Vietnamese family identity. Importantly, I have 

contributed to research on both place identity and family discourse by analyzing everyday 

interaction as a site for collective remembering, reconstruction, and reimagining of my family’s 

natal village. Through displays of shared knowledge, speakers transport moments from the past 

into the current interaction, discursively constructing a family identity that is irrefutably 

transnational and entrenched in history. In my analysis, I hope to have illuminated how, in 

fleeting exchanges of mundane, moment-by-moment talk, family members create and maintain a 

continuous family identity that transcends present space and time. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

CONCLUSION 

7.1. Summary of findings 

Approximately one year after that playful interaction with my mother recounted in chapter one, I 

reached the end of my dissertation. I had never expected for such a fleeting, yet serendipitous, 

moment to become a cornerstone of this study. My mother, who had used the third-person 

singular nó to refer to me in conversation, simply spoke about her daughter in a way she had 

always done. Perhaps it was my training as a linguist, or my mental preoccupation with 

Vietnamese language research, or even the stress of my father recovering from surgery, that 

caused me to question facts of life I would normally take for granted. Over the course of that 

year, I continued to investigate and explore the underlying moral, affective, and epistemic 

meanings that I always understood, but never took the time to truly scrutinize or reflect upon, in 

my family’s everyday talk. The results of that investigation, of course, have been laid out in this 

study, in which I have analyzed not only Vietnamese person deixis, but also the construction of 

morality and mothers’ identities, as well as the connection between discourse about place and 

family identity. It is a testament both to interactional sociolinguistics, and to the power of the 

theoretical concepts I have drawn on, how such a seemingly a trivial moment grew into a full-

fledged dissertation on Vietnamese family discourse. 

In this section, I summarize the findings from each analytical chapter, as each contributes 

differently to the goals of the study. The aims of this study were to 1) explore and identify 

linguistic and discursive strategies by which family members construct moral, affective, and 

epistemic positions, 2) examine how such positions index speakers’ family role identities and 

relationships with one another, 3) illuminate the processes by which a shared family identity is 
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talked into being, and 4) explicate and demonstrate how linguistic features and strategies, as well 

as sociocultural norms, that are unique to Vietnamese are mobilized for the purposes of 

constructing power and solidarity. 

 

7.1.1. Chapter four: Person reference, storytelling, and family role identities 

Chapter four established how referring terms and expressions, kin terms, and personal pronouns 

are used in interactional positioning to index family relationships and identities. In each narrative 

I examined, speakers’ choices of referring expression index their attitudes towards a given 

referent, which works to position speakers as narrators vis-à-vis their audiences and as characters 

vis-à-vis other story world characters. Using Schiffrin’s (2002) definition of referring terms as 

“noun phrases that evoke a referent” (p. 316), I examined how Grandma constructs her moral 

position in the family in her references to and descriptions of her grandchildren. In a complaint 

narrative, Grandma chooses to refer to her grandson Thành as thằng and thằng qủy đó (a 

derogatory term to refer to young males and ‘that devil child’, respectively) instead of using his 

name or the more unmarked third-person singular nó. This implicitly evaluates his behavior as 

morally sanctionable and positions Grandma as a moral evaluator in the narrating event, indexing 

her moral authority as the most senior person in the family. Thành’s violation of Grandma’s 

rights to deference is also implied in Grandma’s use of the derogatory term con sen, or ‘maid’, in 

referring to herself  (e.g., Thành was waiting for a ‘maid’ to clean up his mess instead of doing it 

himself) as a character in the story world. Not only does this position Thành as a “bad” grandson, 

but it also signifies Thành’s marked behavior in relation to his expected moral obligations; that is 

to say, Grandma should not be made to clean up after her grandchildren. 
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 In contrast, while telling a praise narrative about her grandson Jesse, Grandma invokes 

her family role identity vis-à-vis her grandson through the use of kin terms in lieu of using the 

more unmarked option of pro-drop. When Grandma voices Jesse speaking in the first person in 

constructed dialogue, she uses the kin term con, or ‘child’, for Jesse to refer to himself, even 

though she could have omitted the use of a referring expression altogether. In addition to making 

salient their relationship as grandmother and grandchild, Grandma’s choice to use a kin term, I 

argue, aligns with her positive evaluation of Jesse’s behavior. This also allows her to position 

herself as a loving and affectionate grandmother both in the story world and in the narrating 

event. Moreover, Grandma uses the kin term mà mà, or ‘grandma’, to voice Jesse addressing her 

in the second-person, and uses chè chè (‘elder sister’ from Jesse’s perspective) to refer to me in 

the story world, which further highlights my, Jesse’s, and Grandma’s familial and solidary 

bonds. 

 Turning to personal pronouns, I demonstrated how Uncle Phong’s alternating use of 

personal pronouns coincided with footing shifts in a complaint narrative about a defective 

plumbing kit. In constructing hypothetical dialogue with a store clerk, Uncle Phong uses the 

informal and impolite first- and second-person tao/mày pair to animate both himself and the 

clerk. This indexes the oppositional nature of the hypothetical scenario in which Uncle Phong 

might be accused of lying about receiving a defective plumbing kit, and it constructs 

confrontational positions for both Uncle Phong and the clerk in the story world. However, when 

referring to himself in the first person vis-à-vis his audience (his younger sister, brother-in-law, 

and me, his niece), he uses the familiar and more initmate personal pronoun mình. By using this 

pronoun, he aligns with his audience as a family member and invites them to sympathize with 

the “complainer” position he takes up in the narrating event. Alternating between the tao/mày 
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pair and the personal pronoun mình, Uncle Phong manages both his alignments within the story 

world and among his listeners. And while constructed dialogue usually marks a shift in footing, 

the combination of pronoun choice and constructed dialogue makes these shifts all the more 

salient. 

 In each of these narratives, it is clear that Vietnamese speakers’ alternating uses of 

referring terms, kin terms, and personal pronouns work to construct speakers’ moral and 

affective story world positions, which in turn constructs their positions as narrators. Such 

discursively constructed moments can reveal more enduring aspects of speakers’ family role 

identities and reflect moral and sociocultural norms specific to Vietnamese family life. 

 

7.1.2. Chapter five: Morality, knowledge, and the positioning of mothers’ identities 

Chapter five examined the relationship between epistemic access, primacy, and rights in 

constituting mothers’ identities as moral, knowledgeable, and competent parents. In this chapter, 

I focused on how knowledge about children’s behavior is negotiated in a mother and father pair 

and in a mother- and daughter-in-law pair. Conceptualizing obligations to knowledge in terms of 

Pomerantz’s (1980) types of knowables and Goffman’s (1997/1971) information preserve, I 

explored the cultural expectation for mothers to display near-omniscient knowledge about their 

children, as well as how mothers are held accountable for their children’s actions and behavior. 

In an interaction between Aunt Mai, her husband Uncle Nhân, her brother Uncle Phong, and me, 

I examined the management of Aunt Mai’s lack of sufficient epistemic access as she describes 

and evaluates her son Elliott’s behavior while riding rollercoasters at Disney. Although she did 

not ride any rollercoasters with Elliot (since Uncle Nhân was the one to accompany him on the 

rides), she persists in praising her son as a brave boy based on her past experiences with him. 
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Despite Uncle Nhân presenting sensory evidence (e.g., witnessing Elliot “black out” on the ride, 

having access to photos), and despite Uncle Phong and me aligning with Uncle Nhân’s claims 

that Elliot was not very brave at all, Aunt Mai insists that Elliot was not afraid of the 

rollercoasters (e.g., claiming that Elliot closing his eyes is not necessarily an indication of fear). 

Aunt Mai’s insistence is marked through her use of sentence-final particles such as đó and à, 

which can be used to index a speaker’s insistence on a given proposition. Aunt Mai’s persistence 

in establishing her right to describe and evaluate Elliot’s behavior is reflective of the cultural 

expectation for mothers to account for the motivation behind their children’s behavior. 

 This cultural expectation for motherhood is also borne out in an interaction between 

Phương and her mother-in-law, Aunt Kim, in which Phương discusses how her two-year-old 

daughter has been recovering from a minor respiratory infection. In contrasts with Aunt Mai’s 

lack of access to Elliot’s behavior, Phương has direct and unmediated access to her daughter’s 

condition, behavior during doctor’s visits, and progression with the illness and subsequent 

recovery. Phương establishes her epistemic authority as a knowledgeable and competent mother 

by displaying her committment to her knowledge. She does this through the use of strong 

negation particles (to deny that she had taken her daughter out of the house while she was sick), 

collaborative overlap, and anticipatory latching. In addition to these linguistic and discursive 

strategies, Phương also displays knowledge that only she has access to, such as her daughter’s 

normal sleeping schedule. In doing so, she positions herself as a responsible and attentive mother 

who is competent in caring for her child. 

 Phương’s positioning as a competent mother occurs, of course, vis-à-vis her mother-in-

law, Aunt Kim, who employs various strategies to construct her epistemic authority and rights as 

a mother-in-law and grandparent. In inquiring about Phương’s daughter (who is her 
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granddaughter), Aunt Kim implicitly tests or questions Phương’s competence as caretaker. 

However, this also creates solidarity between them, as the sharing of details about family 

members can be seen as a sign of care. Aunt Kim constructs her authority and right as a mother-

in-law to instruct Phương on how to care for her daughter through the use of imperatives. 

However, these imperatives are hedged through the use of sentence-final particles such as nghe, 

and embedded in the constructed dialogue of third parties, which maintains solidarity between 

mother-in-law and daughter-in-law. Aunt Kim also displays her epistemic authority as a mother 

by repeatedly referencing her past experiences with caring for sick children, as she is a mother to 

four adult children. She suggests that Phương’s daughter might be suffering from a fever due to a 

rash, pursuing this topic three times over the course of the interaction; this persistance potentially 

indexes her right to describe and evaluate her grandchild’s condition. Futhermore, Aunt Kim’s 

rights to knowledge as a mother-in-law and a grandparent are implicitly ratified in the question-

answer format of the exchange, as all of her questions are met by Phương’s answers. 

 Overall, this chapter has shown how knowledge and morality are deeply intertwined in 

the construction of mothers’ identities. In my analysis, both mothers and the mother-in-law 

display in-depth knowledge about children, whether it is specific details about a child’s past 

behaviors, observations about a child’s health, or general knowledge caring for sick children. In 

negotiating these knowledge displays, mothers (in-law) establish solidarity with co-present 

family members while positioning themselves as responsible, competent, and attentive parents. 

 

7.1.3. Chapter six: A shared family history 

Chapter six explored how speakers employ knowledge about the family’s natal village to enact a 

shared family identity rooted in a sense of place. Focusing on a set of interactions from a 
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conversation between Uncle Phong, Mom, Dad, and me, I examined how family members share 

imagery-creating details about their hometown of Sóc Trăng. In this chapter, I connected 

Heritage’s (2012a) distinction between epistemic stance and status to Tannen’s (2007a) 

discussion of details and the constrtuction of scenes. In doing so, I show how displays of 

knowledge can be used as involvement features that build power and solidarity. I analyzed 

moments in which speakers refer to highly specific details such as the current and former 

locations of shops and homes, names of neighbors and shop owners, and meals sold by local 

vendors. 

First, analyzing an interaction between Dad and Uncle Phong, I demonstrated how 

speakers relied on one other’s relative epistemic status in order to determine the “action” 

(Heritage, 2012a) of their epistemic stances, particularly when said stances were formed with 

declarative syntax. When the topic of conversation was Dad’s old house, Uncle Phong’s 

epistemic stances formed with declarative syntax were heard as requests for information, as he 

holds less knowledge about the property than Dad would; this ratified Dad’s position as an 

expert about what Sóc Trăng was like in the past. Conversely, when the topic of the conversation 

became about changes in the area, Dad’s declarative statements were heard as requests for 

information, positioning Uncle Phong as an expert about the current state of their natal village. 

Being able to each take up a ratified “expert” position, Dad and Uncle Phong enact equal and 

solidary relations while demonstrating authority over separate epistemic domains. 

Second, focusing on moments in which speakers’ access to knowledge and details about 

Sóc Trăng could be construed as asymmetric, I analyzed how knowledge displays can be 

interpreted as polysemous and ambiguous in the negotiation of power and solidarity, following 

Tannen’s (1993) theorizing on the relativity of linguistic strategies. The polsemy and ambiguity 
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of such knowledge displays are intensified when produced in combination with discursive 

strategies such as overlap and latching. In two moments when Mom and Uncle Phong interact 

(e.g., where they discuss the grilled sausage vendor and where they talk about my paternal 

grandfather’s house), Mom participates in the conversation by contributing specific details that 

her younger brother has not provided, even latching one contribution onto Uncle Phong’s turn. 

These details may be heard as face-threatening corrections to what Uncle Phong has already said, 

or as friendly contributions that allow her to participate equally in the conversation. Through the 

use of repetition, Uncle Phong ratifies mom as a co-teller of the family history when he 

incorporates her contribution into his next turn, building solidarity between them. In another 

interaction where Uncle Phong is recounting the changes he saw when he last visited the village, 

Dad begins a new turn that overlaps with Uncle Phong’s, returning the topic of the conversation 

to his old home. Dad’s return to a familiar epistemic domain allows him to participate in the 

conversation, but is face-threatening in its interruption of Uncle Phong’s turn. 

Finally, analyzing interactions between Mom and Uncle Phong about local curry vendors, 

I examine how family members co-construct knowledge and epistemic authority about Sóc 

Trăng. Discussing how one woman, Mrs. Keo, sold very expensive curry chicken soup, Mom 

and Uncle Phong repeat and echo each other’s contributions throughout the conversation 

(particularly the Vietnamese morphemes for ‘expensive’ and ‘profitable’). Although Mom 

establishes that she personally did not enjoy Mrs. Keo’s curry, by agreeing with Uncle Phong 

that the curry was indeed expensive, and that Mrs. Keo ran a successful business, she ratifies her 

brother’s epistemic access despite her negative affective stance towards the curry. Through the 

use of repetition, Mom and Uncle Phong jointly produce a scene from their shared experience as 

family members. Another way in which the two index a shared family identity is through what 
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Gordon (2003) discusses as conferring. Uncle Phong seeks confirmation from Mom as he recalls 

details about the location of vendors’ shops in relation to the family restaurant. By inviting Mom 

to evaluate his contributions, Uncle Phong positions Mom as a co-teller and expert on the family 

history; Mom’s subsequent agreement and confirmation of given details ratify Uncle Phong’s 

epistemic position in the interaction. 

In reminiscing about their hometown and reflecting on the changes in the area, family 

members speak the family history into being, creating a shared sense of family identity grounded 

in a specific place. Speakers co-produce details about their shared past experiences, which in turn 

fosters solidarity and positive familial relations. And although their natal village is a shared 

epistemic domain, family members’ varying degrees of access to the current state of the 

hometown mark the diasporic aspect of the family identity, as the family history spans across 

space and time. 

 

7.2. Discussion 

In this section, I connect the findings of this study to the bodies of literature outlined in chapter 

two, which include family discourse and Vietnamese identities, epistemics, positioning theory, 

and interactional sociolinguistics. I address how this study contributes to complementary gaps in 

literature on family discourse and Vietnamese identities, our understanding of the role of 

epistemics in the construction of individual family identities/identity, and our knowledge of how 

Vietnamese speakers accomplish interactional positioning in everyday conversation. 
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7.2.1. Family discourse and Vietnamese identities 

There are interesting overlaps when it comes to gaps in family discourse studies and research on 

Vietnamese identities. While many studies on Vietnamese identities have been conducted in the 

context of family interaction (e.g., Shohet, 2013; T.D. Nguyen, 2015; Vo, 2016; Luong and 

Sidnell, 2020), a large majority of family discourse research has centered on the discursive 

practices of Caucasian families, especially in the United States (e.g., Ochs and Taylor, 1992a, 

1992b, 1995; Tannen, Kendall, and Gordon, 2007; Gordon, 2009) and Europe (e.g., Sterponi, 

2009; Aronsson and Gottzén, 2011; Ogiermann, 2015; Pauletto, Aronsson, and Galeano, 2017; 

Galatolo and Caronia, 2018; Wilczek-Watson, 2016, 2018). In studies of both Vietnamese and 

Caucasian family discourse, there has predominantly been a focus on parent-child interactions, 

especially between parents and young children. With Vietnamese interaction specifically, many 

studies have focused explicitly on language socialization (e.g., Shohet, 2013; T.D. Nguyen, 

2015), person deixis (e.g., Luong, 1984, 1990), and deference entitlements whether regarding 

interlocutor reference or other linguistic and social practices (e.g., Shohet, 2013; T.K. Nguyen, 

2015, 2016). These studies have also privileged the identities and interactions of Northern dialect 

speakers, with lesser attention on the social and pragmatic practices of Southern speakers. 

 Expanding from the focus of traditional studies on parent-child interactions, my analysis 

showcases intergenerational interactions among speakers with many types of family 

relationships, such as with a grandmother, her adult children, and her grandchild (chapter four); 

an adult brother, sister, and brother-in-law in the presence of their adult niece (chapters four and 

five); a mother- and daughter-in-law (chapter five); brothers-in-law (chapter six); and adult 

biological siblings (chapters four and six). In examining this wide array of interactions, this study 

paints a fuller picture of how different types of family relationships and identities can be 
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maintained and negotiated in everyday conversation. Furthermore, this range of interactions 

allows us the opportunity to understand how speakers respond to moral, affective, and epistemic 

obligations and expectations associated with various family roles and relationships. 

 The study also diversifies the field of family discourse studies in its examination of an 

understudied ethnic and cultural context. In analyzing family discourse through the lens of a 

Vietnamese sociocultural universe, I have had the opportunity to examine how power and 

solidarity intersect in a way that is unfamiliar in conventional Western contexts. This is 

especially reflected in my analysis of the system of Vietnamese person deixis in chapter four, 

particularly in Grandma’s alternating uses of referring terms, kin terms, and pro-drop, and in 

Uncle Phong’s alternations between the personal pronouns tao, mày. and mình. Several scholars 

such as Luong (1984, 1987, 1990), Sidnell (2019, 2020, in press), and Sidnell and Shohet (2013) 

have examined how the Vietnamese system of person deixis reflects the rather strict norms 

regarding social hierarchy in Vietnamese culture; such scholars have established how kinship 

terms not only foreground familial relationships, but also allow speakers to show the appropriate 

amount of deference to their fellow interlocutors. 

My analysis corroborates findings that deference rights are implicitly observed through 

use of kin terms, and violations of deference rights are marked by referring terms, pro-drop, and 

personal pronouns. Also borne out in my data is that family role identities are invoked through 

use of kin terms. However, by focusing on alternations between pronouns, kin terms, and 

referring expressions in a specifically Vietnamese context, I have shown how speakers 

strategically choose to refer to others in order to create solidarity and humor and to take up 

moral, affective, and epistemic positions vis-à-vis other family members. For example, Luong 

(1987, 1990) and others have remarked that impolite first- and second-person pronouns tao and 
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mày are generally avoided in Vietnamese (especially among Northern dialect speakers) unless 

speakers wish to convey arrogance or are very close with their interlocutor. However, I show 

how Uncle Phong uses these pronouns, along with the familiar first-person singular mình, in 

constructed dialogue to create humor and construct his positions in the story world and in the 

narrating event. This lends greater clarity to Goffman’s (1981) notion of the figure and the 

multiplicities of “I,” which further expands our understanding of footing shifts in Vietnamese. 

While constructed dialogue and reported speech have already been established as markers 

of footing shifts, it can sometimes be difficult to distinguish between a narrator’s use of “I” 

within the context of the story world as opposed to the narrating event. However, the marked 

difference between the impolite tao and the familiar mình create a sharp distinction between the 

story world and the telling event. Uncle Phong only uses tao to self-refer when animating 

constructed dialogue with story world characters; this allows him to take up a confrontational 

position vis-à-vis the store clerk and create humor in his narrative. In contrast, he chooses to self-

refer as mình with his audience, which helps him to maintain solidary familial relations. This 

type of pronominal alternation does not occur in English, which only uses one pronoun to 

express the first person. In sum, my analysis demonstrates how the Vietnamese system of person 

deixis is mobilized to enact shifts in footing and alignment, which correspond to speakers’ 

familial relationships to one another. Speakers make strategic referential choices that index 

nuanced relationships along axes of power and solidarity, and their choices carry implicit moral 

and affective evaluations of a given referent.  
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7.2.2. Epistemics and family discourse 

Knowledge is clearly an organizing force in family interaction and a central component of 

creating a shared family identity. Taking an interactional sociolinguistic approach, I have made 

connections between epistemics and family discourse, bringing together the concepts of 

epistemic stance and status (Heritage, 2012a); epistemic access, primacy, and rights (Stivers, 

Mondada, and Steensig, 2011); epistemic authority (Mondada, 2013); involvement strategies 

(Tannen, 2007a); and contextualization cues (Gumperz, 1982). This approach also allowed me to 

incorporate broader and sociocognitive views of knowledge (e.g., Van Dijk, 2013, 2014) into my 

analysis, as I have explored how social knowledge about Vietnamese cultural and moral norms is 

embedded in participants’ discursive constructions of family identities. 

 Though scholars have studied how knowledge and the sharing of details are important to 

the construction of mothers’ identities (e.g., Ochs and Taylor, 1995; Tannen 2006; Gordon, 

2007a), there is a clear connection to be made between epistemics and how Vietnamese speakers 

position themselves as competent and knowledgeable parents. To support this connection, I 

suggest that children may be considered an extension of mothers’ information preserve 

(Goffman, 1997/1971); in constructing their epistemic positions in a given interaction, mothers 

establish their rights to evaluate and describe the behavior of their children. Furthermore, I have 

expanded Mondada’s (2013) suggestion that epistemic authority is a jointly negotiated and 

constructed interactional achievement. In chapter five, my analysis revealed that speakers’ 

epistemic authority is never taken for granted, but rather consistently challenged and contested 

by their fellow interlocutors. Aunt Mai’s claims to epistemic authority fail to be taken up by her 

audience (Uncle Phong and me), and yet she persists in asserting her right as a mother to 

describe and interpret her son’s behavior. And through the use of strategies such as repetition and 
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constructed dialogue across successive question-and-answer sequences, Phương and Aunt Kim 

intersubjectively construct their epistemic authorities as a mother and a mother-in-law 

respectively.  

 Shared knowledge and the construction of epistemic authority are also explored in 

chapter six, as I analyze how speakers co-construct memories about their shared hometown of 

Sóc Trăng. Family members jointly produce details about their hometown, positioning one 

another as co-tellers of the family history. Highly detailed scenes and images, which also index 

speakers’ epistemic access and primacy to knowledge about their hometown, root the family 

identity in a collective sense of place that is stretched across space and time. Chapter six also 

showcases the cross-linguistic applicability of Heritage’s (2012a) distinction between epistemic 

status and stance, as speakers rely on one another’s relative epistemic status to interpret the 

illocutionary force of others’ epistemic stances. Moreover, in analyzing knowledge in a family 

context, I have also answered Heritage’s (2013b) call to study epistemic ecologies. Although 

speakers are undoubtedly influenced by larger social and pragmatic norms specific to 

Vietnamese culture, they also interact based on locally distributed knowledge, rights, and 

obligations specific to their family.  

 

7.2.3. Positioning and interactional sociolinguistics  

In taking an interactional sociolinguistic approach, I have identified specific linguistic and 

discursive strategies Vietnamese speakers use to position themselves and others in interaction. 

The strategies I identity that are unique to Vietnamese include the use of sentence-final particles 

(e.g., the use of sentence-final nghe and đó in chapter five), the combination of classifiers with 

noun phrases to communicate derogatory meanings (e.g., Grandma’s use of the classifier cái 



 242 

with the noun phrase thằng đó in chapter four), and as previously mentioned in other sections, 

alternations between kinship terms, referring terms, pronouns, and pro-drop in chapter four. 

Although these features have been previously studied, they are seldom examined in an 

interactional context. In analyzing these phenomena, I have expanded the repertoire of features 

that can be understood as contextualization cues (Gumperz, 1982) and discourse markers 

(Schiffrin, 1987), and I have shown how these features are employed to negotiate and maintain 

family relationships. For example, sentence-final particles have been Additionally, repetition 

(and reduplication, for that matter) has been shown to be an important cross-linguistic strategy 

(e.g., Becker, 1994; Tannen, 2007a) for achieving discourse coherence and creating solidarity; 

each analytical chapter corroborates this finding for Vietnamese. Moreover, in applying 

Tannen’s (2005) theorizing on conversational style to Vietnamese data, I have also shown the 

cross-linguistic relevance of features that tend to figure prominently in relatively high-

involvement conversational styles such as overlap and latching (chapters four, five and six), 

persistence in raising topics (chapter five), and constructed dialogue (chapters four and five).  

Perhaps the most salient contribution this study makes towards positioning theory is in its 

analysis of person deixis in chapter four. Although the importance of referring expressions in 

positioning and identity construction has been examined in depth (e.g., Santa Ana, 1999; Modan, 

2002; Schiffrin, 2002; Sclafani, 2015), many of the contributions focus on English language 

data. Vietnamese has an intricate system for person deixis, and speakers’ choices are laden with 

pragmatic implications and social meanings. Kinship terms, for instance, are used in favor of the 

unmarked pro-drop when Grandma animates her grandson Jesse speaking in a praise narrative. 

Her choice to use kin terms indexes her familial relationship with her grandson and implies that 

the moral obligations for her grandson to show her deference have been met. More importantly, 
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her use of kin terms positions her as a loving grandmother and indexes her positive moral 

evaluations of her grandson. 

Furthermore, by integrating Goffman’s (1981) production format and participation 

framework with Tannen’s (2007a) constructed dialogue, I have shown the multidimensionality of 

the first- and second-person pronominal tao/mày pair when used in tandem with the first-person 

familiar pronoun mình. When Uncle Phong uses the tao/mày pair in constructed dialogue to 

animate characters in his plumbing kit narrative, he constructs an oppositional and 

confrontational position vis-à-vis the store clerk. Combined with paralinguistic cues like 

laughter, he signals the humorous nature of his story despite his negative evaluation of the 

hardware store employee. This is clearly differentiated from when he uses the pronoun mình in 

self-reference, which marks a footing shift out of the story world and into the narrating event. As 

a narrator, he takes up a friendly and more familiar position vis-à-vis his family members, 

inviting his audience to commiserate with his troubles and his position as a complaining narrator. 

 I surmise that constructed dialogue plays an important role in this alternation between the 

tao/mày pair and the familiar mình. In storytelling contexts in which a referent being discussed is 

not present for the interaction, speakers may flout expectations to adhere to a referent’s 

deference entitlements, potentially without fear of censure. This is especially true if the referent 

is unknown to the audience, which was the case in Uncle Phong’s plumbing kit anecdote 

featuring an anonymous store clerk. It is highly doubtful that Uncle Phong would ever actually 

address a store clerk so harshly in real life, unless he had been particularly incensed by the clerk; 

that said, it is a testament to the intense negative connotations of the tao/mày pair. I hypothesize 

that the realm of constructed dialogue may act as a buffer of sorts, in which speakers can suspend 

or violate expectations about deference and moral hierarchy in order to take up what might 
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normally be considered controversial or offensive stances. Anecdotally, fellow colleagues who 

work on Northern Vietnamese data have reported seeing very few instances of the tao/mày pair 

when speakers are addressing one another in conversation, but observe it being used more 

frequently in constructed dialogue. It is said that Northern dialect speakers adhere to deference 

expectations more strictly than Southern speakers, and yet the use of tao and mày has been 

attested as more frequent in reported speech contexts. Future research could examine speakers’ 

referential choices in constructed dialogue across different dialects of Vietnamese in order to see 

if this is a cross-dialectal phenomenon. 

As established by Schiffrin (1987, 2002), it is not referring expressions themselves that 

do this work, but rather speakers’ strategic choices in a given interactional moment, which may 

be less-than-fully conscious. This study contributes to our understanding of how referential 

choice, positioning, and identity intersect, specifically in a Vietnamese context, illuminating how 

speakers make paradigmatic choices among a set of pronominal and referential variants. I have 

shown how Vietnamese speakers’ alternating uses of referring expressions do an enormous 

amount of work to construct their moral and affective positions in a given interaction. It is 

through these positions that speakers construct their family identities and negotiate power and 

solidarity. 

 

7.3. Conclusion and future directions 

Although I have spent over two hundred pages analyzing the discourse of members of my own 

family, I think I could spend a lifetime analyzing their stories and never run out of fascinating 

and joyful moments to reflect on. Regarding the data itself, I analyzed only a fraction of the 

whole dataset, selecting interactions in which family identities were a focal point. While family 
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identity is inherently a part of family interaction, it is a given that speakers’ conversations 

revolve around more than their family roles. Naturally, I have a large amount of data in which 

speakers discuss topics such as race and ethnicity, workplace troubles, traveling, health, food and 

cooking, and much more; future projects could explore these data in more depth. 

Arguably, chapter six offers the most exciting potential for future directions. The chapter 

revolves around the concept of a shared family history bounded to a specific place, but the 

diasporic aspect of my family’s identity could be fruitfully examined through the lenses of 

intertextuality and critical discourse analysis. With regard to critical discourse analysis, there are 

complex sociopolitical histories intertwined with the mass exodus of Vietnamese refugees 

before, during, and after the Vietnam War. Though I examine rather lighthearted moments with 

my family, it is also important to remember that we are also bound together by a shared trauma 

that spans generations and transcends borders. My family’s relationship with their homeland is 

not by any means uniform among the members of my family; their memories are not always so 

rosy and nostalgic, and their diasporic home has not always been kind to them. And of course, 

my own relationship with my parents’ ancestral home, as well as my analysis of these 

relationships, are further complicated by my American upbringing. 

In terms of intertextuality, I only offered a glimpse of my family’s everyday life, but 

there of course are chains of interactions, snippets of conversation that must have been recycled 

through time of which I was unaware. Even in the short time I spent with my maternal relatives, 

there were prior texts and conversations that were recycled over the course of a few days, such as 

the topic of the faulty microwave, or Elliot’s praiseworthy behaviors. To the end of pursuing an 

intertextual analysis, it may also be useful to broaden the scope of this study to include more 

Vietnamese families in the United States. While the experience of every family is unique, there 
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are inevitably common threads at all levels of interaction, particularly when the community is 

bound by a shared historical trauma. In this way, combining this research with previous work on 

other diasporic communities (e.g., the Jewish diaspora in the U.S., the Japanese diaspora, etc.) 

might lend to our knowledge of what diasporic communities may have in common with one 

another.  

This study brings together epistemics, positioning theory, and interactional 

sociolinguistics to offer an in-depth, microanalytical view on power and solidarity in one family 

of Southern Vietnamese dialect speakers. Though these only comprise a snapshot of my family’s 

daily interactions, I have explored a host of interactions and speech activities, ranging from 

complaint and praise narratives, reporting about children’s behavior and health, and reminiscing 

about food and places in my family’s natal village. By completing this study, I hope that my 

analysis has illuminated some of the intimate, everyday interactions that constitute Vietnamese 

family identities and family life. At the very least, I hope to have shown how it is the most 

mundane, taken-for-granted moments that are what make family interaction so extraordinary and 

compelling – and perhaps the most worthwhile – to examine. 

  



 247 

APPENDIX A 

TRANSCRIPTION CONVENTIONS 

Adapted from: Tannen, Deborah, Shari Kendall, and Cynthia Gordon (eds.) (2007). Family Talk: 

Discourse and Identity in Four American Families. New York: Oxford University Press. Pp. xiii-

xiv. 

 

((words))  Double parentheses enclose transcriber's comments, in italics. 

/words/  Slashes enclose uncertain transcription. 

carriage return  Each new line represents an intonation unit. 

à   An arrow indicates that the intonation unit continues to the next line. 

- A hyphen indicates a truncated word or adjustment within an intonation 

unit, e.g., repeated word, false start. 

–   A dash indicates a truncated intonation unit. 

?   A question mark indicates a relatively strong rising intonation. 

.   A period indicates a falling, final intonation. 

,   A comma indicates a continuing intonation. 

..   Dots indicate silence (more dots indicate a longer silence). 

:   A colon indicates an elongated sound. 

CAPS   Capitals indicate emphatic stress. 

<laughs>  Angle brackets enclose descriptions of vocal noises, e.g.,, laughs, coughs. 

<<manner>words> Angle brackets enclose descriptions of the manner in which an utterance is 

spoken, e.g.,, high-pitched, laughing, incredulous. 

words[words 

          [words  Square brackets mark the beginning of simultaneous talk. 

words= 

          =words  Equal signs indicate latching. 
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APPENDIX B 

GLOSSING ABBREVIATIONS 

The following abbreviations are used in data analysis chapters to label each Vietnamese word at 
the level of the interlinear gloss in each excerpt. When morphemes require more than one label, 
they are separated by a period, except when labeling pronouns for person. For example, third-
person singular and masculine is written as 3SG.M. 
 
 

1 first person 
2 second person 
3 third person 
BEN benefactive 
CLF classifier 
COMP complementizer 
COMPAR comparative 
COP copula 
DEM demonstrative 
DIST distal 
EMPH emphatic 
F feminine 
FAM familiar 
IMP imperative 
INTS intensifier 
M masculine 
MED medial 
NEG negative 
PASS passive 
PL plural 
PN proper name 
POSS possessive 
PROX proximal 
PRT particle 
Q question marker 
RED reduplication 
SG singular 
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