‘I didn’t break up with her, cos she was wearing the mini skirt: 
The construction of heterosexual identities in Greek youth storytelling

Argiris Archakis - Sofia Lampropoulou

University of Patras - Lancaster University 

1. Introduction 

Before the last fifteen years, the study of language and sexuality was part of the ongoing research on language and gender (see among others Bergvall 1999; Canakis 2005; Παυλίδου 2006). It is within the last decade that language and sexuality has been considered as a distinctive area of research (see Bucholtz and Hall 2004). Within this framework, the investigation of the relationship between language and sexuality is mainly achieved “in terms of language and sexual identity” (Cameron and Kulick 2003: 104). 
This paper follows the line of research that focuses on the contextual analysis of situated identities. In particular, we draw upon a dynamic approach to identity construction. According to this approach, identities are not static and stable properties that reside in peoples’ minds but emerge through discourse, where they are dynamically recreated (Gergen 1994; Antaki and Widdicombe 1998; see also Bucholtz and Hall 2005). Within the framework of identity construction we are concerned with sexual identities, focusing mainly, in line with Bucholtz and Hall (2005), on the social and cultural dimensions of identity. 
With regards to the interrelation between language and sexuality, we focus on the mainstream heterosexuality and the various ways in which heterosexual identities can be displayed. Our specific choice is due to the fact that, although dominant group’s (sexual) identity and mode of behaviour constitute the norm, as in the case of heterosexuality, they are rarely scrutinized in the same way as the identities and behaviours of subordinated groups. Moreover, people that adopt the current heterosexual norm do not belong to a homogeneous group, but they present an interesting and worth investigating variation, both in the way and the reasoning they perform their heterosexuality (see Cameron and Kulick 2003: 151, 153).

Narrowing our focus on heterosexuality, we need to include in our discussion the relevant concept of heteronormativity which is defined as “as those structures, institutions, relations and actions that promote and produce heterosexuality as natural, self-evident, desirable, privileged and necessary” (Cameron and Kulick 2003: 149). Although the stereotype of the ideal heteronormative sexuality is associated, according to Cameron and Kulick (2006: 9-10), “with the middle-class nuclear family, involving a stable, monogamous (preferably marital) and reproducible (within ‘sensible’ limits) sexual relationship between two adults (not too young or too old) whose social and sexual roles are differentiated along conventional lines”, deviations from this stereotype are very frequently observable. It is particularly these deviant cases of heterosexual manifestations that our analysis will focus upon.
Our research is based on a corpus of Greek conversational narratives produced by young male and female friends throughout the course of casual conversations. We assume that conversational narrative
 as a discourse genre is particularly amenable to identity work. This is because both what we tell in our stories as well as how we tell our stories has proved to contribute to the narrative construction of our selves and of our social and cultural identities. From this perspective, narrative forms the ‘linguistic lens’ (Schiffrin 1996) through which narrators display aspects of their identities. 
Of particular importance in the narrative construction of identity is the process of positioning. According to Bamberg (1997), positioning can take place at the local context between story characters and between narrator and audience as well as at the wider social context as an interaction between discourses that are in social circulation and the particular narrated events constituting the story world. Adopting the positioning framework of narrative analysis, we will attempt to trace the construction of deviant heterosexual identities by our participants throughout the course of their narratives. More specifically, we will focus upon two representative narrative episodes that illustrate deviant stances towards heteronormativity.
2. The data

The data we are using constitute part of a broader set of narrative data that have been collected for the purposes of a longer research project.
 The project involved the collection of naturally occurring narratives that emerged from sixteen hours of conversations amongst ten male and sixteen female youngsters, aged 17-18 years old that were residents of the town of Patras, in Greece. For the purpose of this paper we focus on approximately fourteen hours of conversations between adolescents and researchers. Among the more than 300 narratives identified, only 21 are concerned with issues that are either implicitly or explicitly related to sexual behaviour and/or sexual affairs of our young informants’ everyday lives. This extremely small number of ‘sexual narratives’ is surely indicative of the fact that our narrators do not feel comfortable enough to talk about their sexual experiences, possibly due to the mainstream heterosexual moral norm which suggests department from and social condemn towards “social subjects whose lives are not authorized by state-sanctioned structures of kinship, marriage, and family” (Hall 2004: 176). 
3. Analysis: Tracing the deviant heterosexual orientation of our informants 

Following Bucholtz and Hall’s (2004: 470) definition, we assume sexuality as “the systems of mutually constituted ideologies, practices, and identities that give sociopolitical meaning to the body as an eroticized and/or reproductive site”. Analysing our data, we came across two different aspects of sexuality embedded in the narratives at hand: First, we identified the notion of erotic desire which was either implicitly or explicitly included in the narratives. Then, we observed our narrators’ positioning towards moral issues as far as sexuality is concerned. This positioning may occur either in relation to the way they refer to erotic desire or not. Based on these observations, we considered the explicit or implicit reference to sexual issues as well as the stance adopted by the narrators towards the moral norm in terms of sexuality. As we mentioned above, drawing on the positioning framework proposed by Bamberg (1997), we will present and analyse two representative narrative episodes that consist of deviant cases from heteronormativity.
3.2. Full deviation from the norm 
This category includes narratives where one of the story participants seems to consist of the cause of erotic desire. Since these are first person narratives, desire is usually attributed to the narrators as story participants. However, it is other characters that constitute the object of erotic desire. These characters are always people who, according to the moral norm, should not be assigned the role of the provocator of erotic desire. In our data, this role is assigned to a female teacher and to an older lady who happens to be the mother of the narrators’ friend. Taking into consideration the above observations, we could argue that through the employment of these types of stories, our narrators express their full deviation from the moral norm in terms of sexuality. This will be illustrated by the data analysis that follows. 
The following story emerged from a conversation between two male close friends and two researchers, one male and one female. In this story, the narrator describes his sexual encounter with the mother of one of his best friends. 

Episode 1
 
Κ:
Είχα πάει το καλοκαίρι. Σπίτι του Κυριάκου, καθόμαστε στη βεράντα. Καφεδάκι θα φτιάξουμε; Θα φτιάξουμε ο Κυριάκος. Φτιάχνουμε καφεδάκι. Παγωτάκι παίζει; Παίζει παγωτάκι. Τρώμε παγωτάκι. Έρχεται κι η μάνα του, κάθεται ξέρω ’γω, κι αρχίζει τώρα. Να μας μιλάει για τα πουλάκια μας. ((γέλια)) Αυτό είν’ αλήθεια. Και προσέχτε τα τα πουλάκια σας τις τσουτσούνες, και: γκόμενες θα υπάρξουνε, μην αδυνατίσει το σπέρμα: και: κάτι τέτοια, και να πηγαίνετε με μεγαλύτερες, πιο ώριμες. Και ξέρεις εγώ πήρα τα υπονοούμενα ρε παιδί μου, δεν είμαι [και κανένας μινάρας]

Γ:
[Και κάποια φάση] πήγε τ/τουαλέτα ο Κυριάκος

Κ:
Πηγ/ έφυγε ο Κυριάκος σε κάποια φάση. Ε μου λέει η μάνα του: βρε τί θα γίνει μ’ εμάς. Ξέρω ’γω της λέω τί θα γίνει είσαι και: ((γέλια)) η μάνα του φίλου μου, δεν μπορώ να κάνω τίποτα ((γελώντας)) Έχεις και άντρα έχεις και: παιδιά της παντρειάς. Εντάξει μου λέει ο άντρας μου δε: δε με ικανοποιεί μωρέ. ((γέλια)) (   ) Ο Αλέκος, τί να μου κάνει ο Αλέκος μου λέει. [Ε] εντάξει. Διώξαμε τον Κυριάκο να πάει να πάρει τσιγάρα ξέρω ’γω. ((γέλια))

Γ:
Μου σκάνε εμένα τηλέφωνο, έλα να βαστάς το φανάρι ξέρω ’γω.

Κ:
Έλα, ξέρω ’γω. (0.2) Πηγ/ έφερε και τη βιντεοκάμερα ο Γιώργος. (0.1) [Να πούμε. (0.1) Ναι]

Γ:
[Ρε τo ’χουμε γυρίσει σε έργο]


Κ:
[Η::] (   ) Η λυσσασμένη νοικοκυρά λέγεται. ((δυνατό γέλιo))

K:        So I went to Kiriakos’ place in the summer, we are sitting in the balcony. Will we make coffee? Kiriakos we will. We make coffee. Is there any ice-cream? There is. We eat ice-cream. His mom comes, she sits, you know, and she starts. Talking to us about our willies ((laughing)). This is true. And beware of your your willies your dicks and: there will be birds, so that your semen doesn’t weaken and things like this and you should sleep with older ((women)), more mature ones. And you know I got the hints mate, [I am not a moron]

Y:
[And at some point] Kiriakos went to the loo.

K:
He wen/ Kiriakos left at some point. Um his mom tells me vre
 what about you and me. Dunno I tell her what about it you’re ((laughing)) my mate’s mom I can’t do anything ((laughing)) you’ve got a husband and: you’ve got grown up kids. Well she says to me my husband doesn’t satisfy me ((sexually)) ((laughing)) Alekos, can’t do much can he she says. Well ok. We sent Kiriakos away to go and get some cigarettes you know ((laughing))

Y:
They call me, come to play the gooseberry you know
K: 
Come on, you know (0.2) He wen/ Yannis brought the videocamera (0.1) [You know (0.1) Yes]

Y:
[Re we’ve made it into a movie]

K:

   [The:: (  )] It’s called the desperate ((for sex)) housewife ((laughing out loud))
The characters that participate in the story are the narrator, Kostas (K), his friend Kiriakos, the mother of his friend and one other friend Yannis (Y). At first, the narrator explicitly states that he gets the hint of the words of the mother which are reported in direct speech representation. This hint is explained later when narrator’s friend Kiriakos leaves the place and the representation of the dialogue between the mother and the narrator follows. According to the representation of the mother’s words she tries to get the narrator (what about you and me). The narrator, in turn, seems to resist the temptation. His resistance lies in the role held by the woman, namely an older, married woman who is also the mother of his friend. However, the woman insists on having sex with the narrator, since she is presented as sexually dissatisfied by her husband (Alekos Alekos can’t do much). Then, the provision of background information (we made Kiriakos leave in order to buy some cigarettes) followed by laughter leads to the implication that the narrator yields to temptation. 
It should also be noticed that in the interactive world, the narrator’s friend-Yannis keeps adding background information to the story (And at some point Kiriakos went to the loo; They call me, come to play the gooseberry you know; re we have made it into a movie) which suggests that both male informants not only approve but they also seem to be proud of the sexual encounter of one of them with their friend’s mother. 

This represented behaviour is fully deviant from the moral norm which suggests that boys should not have and should not yield to sexual encounters with older-married women. The reported sexual behaviour is far more provocative, ‘forbidden’ and deviant, since an additional role is assigned to the woman, that of the mother of a friend. To this end, the two narrators position themselves in a social world that is promiscuous in the sense that is governed by pure rejection of the moral norm and deviation from it. 
3.2. Partial deviation from the norm
In this category, we also come across the notion of erotic desire that is again attributed to narrators as story participants. However, in this case the reference to the cause of erotic desire does not involve forbidden sexual behaviour. This is because the characters that are presented as the cause of erotic desire are the narrators’ boyfriends and/or girlfriends. These types of affairs are much more aligned with the norm in comparison to the affairs discussed in the previous category. However, these sort of sexual relationships, although very common among the specific age group, are not considered to be in the core of heteronormativity, as they are not marital and thus not always approved by parents and relatives. Therefore, we could argue that through the employment of these stories, our narrators seem to align, at least partly, with the norm, because they do not represent a forbidden sexual affair. 

The following story emerged from a conversation between two male not very close friends and two female researchers. In this story, the narrator refers to the fact that he finally did not break up with his girlfriend, because he was attracted by her appearance, i.e. a short mini skirt. 

Episode 2 
Γ:
Έχουν γίνει/  (  ) ήμουνα Πρέβεζα καλοκαίρι που σου είπα. Γυρνάω, σκάω μύτη τώρα με τη δικιά μου την παρέα μαζεμένοι αυτή:: η Νένα ρε όλοι μαζί τα παιδιά. Εγώ ξέρεις τώρα ήθελα να της κάνω έκπληξη ότι γυρνάω. Και είχα συνεννοηθεί τώρα με τον Τρίγγα. Μόνο/ μόνο ο Τρίγγας το ήξερε. Κι είχαν μαζευτεί όλοι ξέρεις  τώρα στο: cinema μεγάλη παρέα. Σκάω μύτη μινάρα:. Είχαν να με δουν κανά μήνα και. Αγκαλιές, φιλιά όλοι. Να ‘χει μείνει αυτή. (...) Είχε κανονίσει με την παρέα της να πάει στο Ρίο. Και μου το λένε τα παιδιά εμένα ρε:. Κι αυτή να νομίζει ότι δε το ξέρω. (...) Την παίρνω τώρα τηλέφωνο για να της πω να τα χαλάσουμε να κατέβει στην πολυκατοικία κάτω έξω από το σπίτι της να τα χαλάσουμε. Της λέω κατέβα της λέω σε θέλω. Εντάξει. Κατεβαίνει κάτω ρε παιδί μου κατεβαίνει με ένα τζιν τώρα: μίνι κι ήτανε ξέρεις που:: /θα πήγαινε στο χωριό της την άλλη μέρα. Με ένα τζιν μίνι ξέρεις κανονικά: Δηλαδή κι ητ-/ είχε γδυθεί ,ξέρεις δε θα  ‘βγαινε  για βράδυ και φόρεσε/ εκείνο βρήκε αυτ/ κι εκείνο φόρεσε. Τη βλέπω εγώ! ((γέλια)). Τι να της πω ‘γω να τα χαλάσουμε; Της λέω φέρθηκες σωστά;  Όχι μου κάνει συγνώμη και το ‘να και τ’ άλλο κι από ‘δω κι από κει. Ε εκεί πέρα τη γλίτωσε ξανά (...)  στο τσακ ήμουνα αλλά φόραγε το μίνι.((γέλια)) Εντάξει τυχερή ήτανε.

Y:
What happened/ (  ) I was in Preveza for the summer as I told you. I come back and I pop up with my own friends they were all gathered she::: Nena and together all the guys. You know I wanted to surprise her when I come back. And I had contacted Triggas. It was only Triggas that knew. And they were all gathered you know at cinema
 they were a large group. Ι show up man we had not seen each other for a month we were all hugs kisses. She was in shock. (...) She had arranged to go to Rio
 with her friends. And the guys say that to me: And she presumes I don’t know. (...) I call her in order to tell her to break up ((with her)) in order to come you know in front of her house so that I will break up with her I tell her come down I want you ((I want to tell you something)) Ok she comes down and she is wearing a mini jeans skirt (   ) properly dressed up. That is she was/ she had undressed just the right amount, you know she wouldn’t go out for the night and she wore/ she wore what she first saw. I see her ((laughing)) how could I tell her to break up? I tell her Did you behave properly? no she does I am sorry and blah blah blah. She got away with it again (...) I was just about to ((break up with her)) but she was wearing the mini ((laughing)) Well she was lucky. 
The characters that participate in the story are the narrator, Yiorgos (Y) and his girlfriend Nena (N). Yiorgos has just arrived from summer holiday and finds out that his girlfriend has already arranged a night out with her friends. As it comes out from the deleted long narrative extract, Nena does not admit her plans to him. Yiorgos is getting upset and decides to break up with her. However, the vision of her mini skirt finally prevents him from this decision. 
Yiorgos finds this incidence tellable and shares it with his friend Nikos who, throughout the interaction, proves to be a silent audience willing to hear with caution as no interruption or intervention is observed.
The represented incidence is one between two young lovers. It should be stressed that they avoid reference to any plans related to their marriage and/or to their willingness to be reproduced. No such information is in our disposal from the ethnographic observations, either. Thus, although their affair is more or less expected in their age, it is not aligned with the heteronormative ideal. Rather, they seem to maintain an occasional relationship and the male partner is ready to break up for an insignificant reason. The central reason for staying together seems to be their mutual, complementary body attractiveness (she had undressed just the right amount, you know she wouldn’t go out for the night and she wore/ she wore what she first saw. I see her ((laughing)) how could I tell her to break up), which, however, does not involve forbidden sexual behaviour.
4.  Discussion and concluding remarks

The positioning in the two episodes presented is markedly different from one another. In order to explore the two different perspectives in relation to sexuality adopted by the youths in our data, we will employ our ethnographic observations concerning the particularities of the communities of practice to which the two pairs of friends belong (see Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 1992). This means that, following the social constructionist approach, we will consider the social and cultural practices that characterise every different group. Thus, we attempt to trace the sexual identities displayed by our narrators as relevant to their conversational work, through the consideration of the social and cultural attributes and practices of the two different groups.
In the first episode, the two male friends attend a school that is located in a relatively deprived area of Patras, where the majority of inhabitants belong to the lower-middle class. The parents of both youngsters have basic education and limited income. The two male friends seem to form part of a “close-knit group of intimates” (Androutsopoulos and Georgakopoulou (2003: 4). In a nutshell, they consider themselves as anarchists, they dress untidily and remain unwashed, they listen to rock music and they take pride in their bad performance at school. Moreover, they maintain a scornful attitude towards prestigious people like their teachers, their parents, and the police (see Archakis and Tzanne 2005). Taking into consideration these observations, it could be argued that these youngsters seem to reject the norms of the establishment, since they deliberately deviate from the hegemonic conventions they observe around them. 
In the second episode, Yiorgos and Nikos attend a different school from Kostas, Kyriakos and Yiannis. Their school is mainly attended by middle class students. Yiorgos and Nikos are classmates and, according to their claims, they are friends but not very intimate. Yiorgos, the narrator, comes from a middle-class family. He intends to study at the University; for this reason he attends private classes. His performance at school is average. He is also very actively involved with the student union. In particular, he has been elected as president of the student union and therefore he is very popular. On the basis of this information, we assume that the habits and tendencies of Yiorgos and Nikos are much more aligned to mainstream tendencies, in comparison to these of the previous group. 
The consideration of the ethnographic observations of the two different communities of practice seems to shed some light to the way the youngsters orient themselves towards (hetero)sexuality. The first group position themselves in a sphere of sexual orientations that crucially deviates from the socially and culturally accepted heteronormativity. This can be regarded as part of their broader deviant social behaviour. On the other hand, the second group, possibly due to its semi-alignment with social and school conventions, seem to adopt an identity that is much closer to the ideal of heteronormativity, though not to the (marital) core of it. 

In this paper our point of departure, following Cameron and Kulick (2003: 59), was that “[a]lthough heterosexuality, because of its normative and naturalized status, can be thought of as the ‘unmarked’ or ‘default’ sexual identity, it does not necessarily go unmarked in discourse”. In our analysis, we explored the display of more or less deviant heterosexual identities in young peoples’ conversational narrative data, taking into account the degree to which our informants are involved with erotic desire and the stance they adopt towards sexual heteronormativity. In particular, we found out that our informants in episode 1 seem to construct via their narratives a promiscuous behaviour that crucially deviates from the socially accepted heteronormativity and is in accordance with their general non-normative social practice. On the other hand, our informants in episode 2 seem to opt for less deviant heteronormative behaviour, possibly in compliance to their general pro-normative social practice. 

To conclude, our analysis, based on our ethnographic observations, traced the socio-cultural dimensions of the particular communities to which our informants belong. Considering their attested community practices and resources and paying particular attention to their narrative strategies, we showed how our informants construct their heterosexual identities, namely their positioning towards the ethics of heteronormativity.
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� According to Labov’s (1972) definition, narratives are recountings of at least two temporally ordered clauses.


� K.Karatheodoris 2425, Research Committee, University of Patras (for the methodology followed for data collection see Papazachariou and Archakis 2003; Lampropoulou 2007).


� Due to space limitations examples are not presented in the Greek language but only in their translated version in English. The following transcription conventions are used: /= self-repair, text= stressed parts of utterance, text::= elongation of a previous sound, ,=	micropause- hearable but too short to measure, (0.4)= pauses in seconds; in this case, 4 tenths of a second, ((text))= clarification points made by the author, [   ]= overlap, (   )= unintelligible talk, (...)=omission of speech. Direct speech is marked in bold. 


� (V)re an untranslatable discourse particle that signals intimacy amongst interactants. 


� Cinema is a mainstream popular coffee shop which mainly attracts student in the age range of 15-19.


� Rio is an area outside the town of Patras in Greece, which is near the beach and full of beach bars. 
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