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Abstract
This article engages with Archer’s call to further research on reflexivity and social change under
conditions of late modernity (2007, 2010, 2012) from the perspective of existing work on reflexive
discourse in the language disciplines (Silverstein 1976, Lucy 1993). Drawing from a linguistic
ethnography of the networked trajectories of a group of working-class South Asian youth in Hong
Kong (Pérez-Milans & Soto 2014), we analyze the trajectory of Sita, a Hong Kong-born young female
with Nepali background. In her trajectory, performative acts of ethnic minority-based activism emerge
as key in the enactment of a given set of values, stances, types of persona and situated forms of
alignment/disalignment. That is to say, Sita’s enactment of activism is seen in this article as tied to a
discourse register (Agha 2007: 147). As such, ‘talking/doing activism’ is inter-textually linked to a
speech chain network of a group of secondary school students, teachers, researchers and communitybased minority activists engaged with Sita in various interrelated projects for social empowerment.
Analysis of interview transcripts, online chats and multimodal artifacts shows the extent to which the
coordinated formation of this discourse register proved useful in providing Sita with relevant cultural
capital (Bourdieu 1986) with which she shaped her own academic trajectory, from a low-prestige
government-subsidized secondary school to an elite international college. Data also point towards the
need for further engagement with recent invitations to re-imagining identity and social action under
current conditions of diversification (Blommaert 2013).

1. Introduction
In the fall of 2011, we began a four-year joint investigation at newly formed Englishbased section of a low-prestige secondary school in Hong Kong that is considered as a
Chinese medium of instruction institution (the term “Chinese” refers in the Hong
Kong educational context to spoken Cantonese that is written in Standard Mandarin
Chinese). The school, which we call MAT 1, began in 2010 admitting students of
working-class ethnic minority backgrounds to cope with declining enrollments of
working-class ethnic Chinese youth. Carlos taught English and Liberal Studies there
based on critical pedagogy and Miguel conducted linguistic ethnography in Carlos’
classes. Following Carlos’ departure from the school in the fall of 2014, we continued
working for another nine months with ten students from MAT who joined a student
research program we designed and ran at Methodist Community Center (MCC
hereafter).
In the first publication from this effort (Pérez-Milans & Soto, 2014), we used dialogue
to probe the role of reflexivity in research in our multilingual, ethnic-minority
education setting. One student featured in that piece was Sita, a female student of
Nepali heritage whose creative engagement with Carlos’ multimodal teaching was a
catalyst in our consideration of research reflexivity. When we first wrote about her,
Sita was thirteen years old and had experienced familial and educational instability.
Her parents divorced early in her childhood, and she bounced between living in Hong
Kong with her mother and attending schools teaching in either Chinese or English,
and living in Nepal with her grandmother and attending schools taught in Nepalese.
As a form one student in Hong Kong in 2012, Sita painted herself as “ordinary” and
“bored” and constrained by conflicts in her life (Pérez-Milans & Soto, 2014: 226).
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Yet by the spring of 2015 when she was seventeen years old and in form four, Sita
self-identified as an “activist”, and after years of socioeconomic, academic, and
emotional struggles at MAT, she was accepted on full scholarship to Hong Kong
Liberal College (HKLC hereafter), a prestigious two-year international school
offering an International Baccalaureate Diploma. We discovered the good news via a
9-minute, self-recorded video message that she posted on Facebook soon after
receiving the acceptance letter. In the following fragment from the beginning of Sita’s
video, she acknowledges the support of those who had been working closely with her
(see transcription conventions in Appendix):
hi everyone! / my name is [Sita] / just to let you know / so today / aah / I want to make a short video /
too / share / the great news that I received today / and / also to show / my gratitude to those people /
uh / who have supported me / so the news is that I have been accepted into HKLC / aand / the
greatest news is that I’ve got / a full scholarship for that / and / I really wanted to / uh / uh / show my
gratitude / to those people / who supported me // so first of all I really want to thank / Mr. [Lagan] , Mr
Carlos Soto / and Mr. [Pragun] / aand Dr. Miguel / for supporting me since / I was thirteen / and for
providing me opportunities to explore more / outside the school / and inside the Nepalese community
and outside the Nepa- Nepalese community as well / to learn / MORE / things about what’s outside
the school / and also to gain knowledge and weaknesses / uh / through those- ALSO to strengthen
myself through my weaknesses / and / you all have taught me to / believe in myself / and too express
what I feel / that’s the most greatest- that’s- that’s the most important thing in our / human
livesand I want to appreciate/ um/ uh / Justin↑ / for working with us↑ / in the research program / so
I really want to appreciate for that and helping us/ uh / to do our research / so I want to appreciate
Methodist Community Center who have / uh / uh / give- give- give me a space/ who have gave me a
space to present myself as a young Nepali woman / uh / in a- in a- cultural aspect with my friends /

Local English and Nepali language media picked up the story of Sita’s
accomplishment and crafted their respective portrayals. By the former, Sita was
depicted as a single student who overcame structural barriers including ethnic
stereotypes, a broken home, and intergenerational conflicts, to escape her low prestige
school through the help of her English teacher, Carlos. The latter emphasized Sita’s
individual actions and character traits, including motivation and a sociable nature,
along with an understanding of and advocacy for Nepalese traditional values,
Nepalese history, human rights, and education as keys for her success. But what leapt
out to us was Sita as a reflexive being.
Her self-recorded speech represented the degree of self-awareness she often displayed
with respect to her social circumstances and the ways to navigate them. We wondered
what reflective processes Sita underwent to navigate through difficult circumstances
to eventually find herself in a new social, economic, and political space. Therefore,
we studied Sita’s case as one in line with views of reflexivity as an emergent property
of the self, an imperative form of self-governance that allows social actors to deal
with social uncertainty (Giddens 1991, Beck 1992, Castells 1997, Boudieu &
Wacquant 1992). In particular, this reflexive self is now seen in the social sciences as
strengthening under the conditions of so-called “late modernity”, the widespread
processes of late capitalism leading to the selective privatization of services, the
information revolution, the weakening of the institutions of nation-states, and the
fragmentation of overlapping and competing identities (Appadurai 1990, Bauman
1998).
Initially, Sita’s reflexivity seemed a clear cut exercise of what Archer calls
“individual powers” (2007). In Archer’s view, contemporary conditions of change
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force more and more youngsters to select a life path in response to incongruity and
lack of continuity in their life trajectories. Faced with a liberalized and globalized
labor market that pushes them to move across increasingly diversified (and transnationalized) contexts for further tertiary studies, youth often find that the customs,
habits, routines, expectations and beliefs in which they had been socialized back in
their natal communities of practice are less and less reliable when making sense and
acting upon the new social conditions. As a result, Archer argues, youth tend now to
engage in new meta-reflexive forms of action, as the dominant modes of socialization
of the past, in which families and natal friends provided a key guide of action in the
shaping of life towards their present and future, are no longer the main point of
reference (2007: 206-248).
However, data signaled that, in line with other critiques (Caetano 2014), Archer’s
accounts of reflexivity that place individual deliberations at a distance from personal
networks (2007, 2010, 2012) may not sufficiently explain Sita’s case. In the post, Sita
interconnects social structures and processes by reflexively examining her success in
climbing up the hierarchical structure of the educational system in Hong Kong against
a set of choices in which community involvement and individual assertion are
discursively featured as key in her attempts to go beyond the walls of her previous
school and overcome an institutional culture that she considers as excessively focused
on “reciting”. Thus, Sita’s case offered, in our view, a relevant entry point to the study
of reflexive forms of behavior whereby social subjects foreground social identities
through positioning themselves in specific ways with respect to social situations and
other social actors.
Concurring with Wortham’s (2006) statement that “contingency happens when
unpredictable configurations of resources from across multiple timescales play a role
in processes like social identification” (p. 279), one could argue that having entered a
network of individuals (Lagan, Pragun, Carlos, Miguel) and institutions (MCC)
mentioned in her Facebook video, gave rise to a number of contingencies that shaped
Sita’s personal identification. In addition, the significance of this posting for this
analysis lies in its performative nature, beyond content-based concerns: her act of
appreciation is the instantiation of a recurrent type of social persona that was
discursively made salient and co-enacted by Sita and other social actors, in response
to a series of connected events. Indeed, this type of persona constituted a key
symbolic resource, or a form of cultural capital (Bourdieu 1986), in the course of
Sita’s upward socio-academic mobility, and in the above-mentioned network of
individuals and institutions.
Based on our data analysis, we argue that recent innovations in the sociological study
of reflexivity need to be carefully accommodated into applied linguistics so as to
better account for the ways in which individual choices and trajectories get
discursively intersected with those of other social actors, in the context of specific
historical and socio-institutional junctures. In this regard, we agree with Kubota
(2014) and May (2014) in their belief that foregrounding individual agency at the
expense of the socio-institutional and discursive dimensions that shape it (and get
shaped by it) leads to individualized portrayals of social life, as happened in the case
of Sita within media discourse. Consequently, these portrayals keep us from
understanding how social groups get (re-)produced, negotiated and challenged (even
if momentarily) over processes of allocation and distribution of (available) socio-
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economic resources, in the light of current intensification of mobility and the
subsequent intensification of semiotic complexity of communicative and cultural
practices of communicative and cultural practices (Blommaert 2013).
In fact, existing research on non-ethnically Chinese working class youth in Hong
Kong shows that socioeconomic stratification shapes greatly these students’ socioinstitutional paths, socio-emotional experiences and senses of belonging (Erni &
Leung, 2014, Fleming 2015, Soto 2016), making necessary from research accounts of
individuals (and groups) that go beyond those that obscure the complexity of
reflexivity and of social change. Under these circumstances, we call in this article for
an approach to reflexivity which heavily draws on long-standing research in the
language disciplines that stems from pioneering contributions from philosophy of
language (Austin 1962), linguistic anthropology (Hymes 1974, Silverstein 1976),
conversation analysis (Sacks, Schegloff & Jefferson 1974), interactional
sociolinguistics (Gumperz 1982, Rampton 1995), microsociology (Goffman 1981),
communication studies (Bakhtin 1986) and critical sociolinguistics (Heller 2002;
Martín-Rojo 2010; Duchêne, Moyer and Roberts 2013).
Investigating reflexivity in Sita’s case requires addressing our participant’s forms of
action and sense-making from the perspective of reflexive language or
metapragmatics (Lucy 1993), which in turn has implications as to how the
relationship between language, social action and meaning is conceptualized. Such
forms of reflexive discourse must also rely on ethnographic accounts of Sita’s
networked trajectory, beyond sociological studies solely based on series of individual
interviews. These issues shall be examined in the following sections, beginning with a
fuller account of our data collection/analysis, through the lens of linguistic
ethnography of discourse register (Section 2). After this, we return to Sita (Section 3),
leading to a final discussion in which we feedback to wider discussions on the
implications of this research for language, reflexivity and youth in late modern Hong
Kong (Section 4).
2. Linguistic ethnography of networked reflexive trajectories
This article is based on data collected within a linguistic ethnography (LE hereafter)
spanning four years of fieldwork. LE is an interdisciplinary framework for the study
of language and identity (Rampton et al. 2004; Tusting & Maybin 2007; Creese 2008;
Copland & Creese 2015, Pérez-Milans 2016) and offers a platform for analyzing the
ways in which social actors negotiate meaning and identity through language use, in
the context of large historical configurations that shape (and get shaped by) these
local instances of language use. Thus, this platform helps overcome long-standing
binaries in applied linguistics, such as that of ‘micro/macro’ or ‘agency/structure’,
suitable to the approach to reflexivity that we have outlined in the previous section.
LE shares ontological and epistemological axioms with other ethnographic and
discourse-based traditions in the fields of interactional sociolinguistics and linguistic
anthropology, though it differs is in its openness both to interdisciplinarity and to
practical intervention (both inherited from applied linguistics). Its ontological
understanding of our social world rests upon the social and linguistic/discursive turns
that posit social reality as being discursively constructed, reproduced, naturalised, and
sometimes revised in social interaction, in the course of large-scale historical, political
and socio-economic transformations. Hence, this ontological position permits the
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study reflexivity without having to build separations between individual actions and
social structures. Far from being transmitted without passing through language,
human deliberations are seen in this tradition as mediated by discursive interactions in
which individuals engage with wider cultural conventions that are actualized in the
very act of communication.
With respect to epistemological decisions about how to approach the social world
empirically, LE combines ethnographic and linguistic perspectives in ways that place
instability, difference and mobility at the centre of analysis. Rather than working from
presuppositions about fixed mechanisms of social relations that originate in stable and
abstract political and economic structures that shape local forms of social life, LE
privileges empirical documentation of the ways in which social actors negotiate
meaning and stance in response to the increasing uncertainty, discontinuity and lack
of sharedness brought about by the institutional, socio-economic, sociolinguistic and
cultural conditions of late modernity. Analytically, this orientation involves finegrained methods for data collection and analysis of audio- or video-recordings and
detailed transcriptions of interactions. Influenced by similar work in the field of
linguistic anthropology (Wortham 2006), LE researchers work with each recorded and
transcribed interaction as part of a web of social activities that participants develop in
the course of their trajectories, in interaction with the trajectories of other material
artefacts and discourses being produced and circulated in the field.
Based on this combination of linguistic and ethnographic perspectives, our data
corpus includes: audio/video recordings of interactions in classrooms, concerts, parks,
lunches, parties, field trips, and research training sessions at MCC (+200 hours); field
notes (3 notebooks, +50 shared electronic files); classroom materials (+100 sheets);
school’s institutional documents (+50 sheets and leaflets); online practices (2
Facebook groups and 1 Whatsapp group, totaling +100 group conversations; Tumblr
pages, totaling +100 multimedia files); photos (+500 files); interviews (+20 hours);
questionnaires (n=40); media coverage involving our participants (online and print
media, totaling +50 files); and our participants’ self-recorded events (+1000
multimedia files).
The analysis of Sita’s reflexive practices is multi-sited (online and offline) and
trajectory-based, taking into account her situated experiences across interlinked
communicative genres and social settings in the context of her social network. Hence,
in this article we follow a LE sensitivity with the aim of: 1) understanding social
actors’ reflexive experiences vis-à-vis the wider sociocultural and economic
transformations (and related forms of inequity) associated with late modernity; 2)
expanding the analytical attention beyond only normative institutional frames of
action in fixed space-time locations; and 3) describing the discursive and networkbased emergence of cultural (i.e. conventional) models of action.
Accordingly, we assembled an analytical toolkit informed by the notions of discourse
register and enregisterment (Agha 2005, 2007), interdiscursivity (Silverstein 2005,
Agha 2005, 2007; Wortham 2005, 2006), and discursive spaces (Heller 2007).
Discourse register and enregisterment allow us to empirically describe metalinguistic
or metapragmatic activity whereby individuals orient their attention to language form
in order to typify the attributes of language, its users and the activities accomplished
through its use. More specifically, these two notions focus on the processes whereby
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