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Abstract


This paper explores the way risk is constructed in the stories gay men tell of their sexual experiences. It  focuses on how tellers use such stories to portray themselves both as rational actors and as legitimate members of their social groups by reconstructing the ‘orderliness’ of sexual encounters. An analysis of a corpus of stories derived from a diary study of gay male sexual behavior in Hong Kong using current theories of discourse analysis reveals how narrators organize their experiences along two primary vectors of engagement: a sequential vector along which the trajectory of the sexual encounter is presented as a chain of occurrences, each occurrence contingent upon previous ones and warranting subsequent ones, and a hierarchal vector along which processes perceived on longer timescales are portrayed as exerting pressure on the ways processes on shorter timescales unfold. Examining how men portray these vectors in their accounts of risk behavior can help us better understand both the situatedness of risk behavior and the ways it is linked to larger social practices, identity projects and community histories. 

Introduction


Despite years of education and high levels of knowledge about HIV and STD prevention, gay men in many contexts continue to engage in unsafe sex. When asked to account for such behavior, however, many of these men find it difficult to explain. Gay men’s narratives of unsafe sex often portray  risk behavior not in terms of choice, but rather as a consequence of the situations in which they find themselves in which ‘one thing leads to another’ in a way that seems beyond their conscious control (Mischewski 1996). The purpose of this paper is to explore exactly how ‘one thing leads to another’, how people find themselves drawn into situations in which one action is seen as consequent on previous actions and motivating subsequent actions within chains of actions which become increasingly difficult to reverse, a phenomenon Scollon (2001b) refers to as ‘the funnel of commitment’.   

The data for the study consists of narrative accounts of the sexual encounters of Cantonese-speaking gay men in Hong Kong which were collected as part of a larger diary study examining the factors contributing to their vulnerability to HIV (Jones, Yu and Candlin 2000). Many studies on sexual behavior and HIV vulnerability elicit data in the form of narrative accounts of previous sexual experiences. Most, however, focus only on the ‘content’ of such accounts (who did what to whom, whether or not a condom was used, etc.), treating participants’ reports of events as unproblematic reflections of the events themselves. This study, on the other hand, seeks to explore how notions or risk and safety are discursively constructed in such accounts. It examines how participants use such stories to portray themselves both as rational actors and as legitimate members of their ‘communities of practice’ (Lave and Wenger 1991) by reconstructing the ‘orderliness’ of sexual encounters. Analyzing these retrospective reconstructions of the ‘interaction order’ (Goffman 1983), we believe, can give us important clues as to why people engage in risky behavior and how such behavior might be prevented.   

Directions in Risk Theory


Recent work in risk theory, especially around HIV transmission, has revealed the limitations of traditional epidemiological approaches to risk and health promotion which take the individual as their unit of analysis and seek to isolate particular ‘determinants’ of risk behavior separate from the social, political and ideological contexts within which it occurs (Fishbein and Middlestadt 1989, Wellings 1994). Such approaches fail to account for the structural differences between scientific knowledge and the informal, everyday, often ‘irrational’ ways real people work together to negotiate risk in real-life situations (Ingham et al. 1992, Jones 1997) and fail to capture the ways risk is understood and experienced by risk takers themselves (Rhodes 1997). 


More and more, however, researchers are coming to see risk behavior as a social rather than an individual phenomenon, stressing the importance of context, interaction, negotiation, and the ‘social meanings’ that risk behavior might have in certain situations. Some of these researchers have focused on what has come to be called situated rationality (Bloor 1995, Parsons and Atkinson 1992), the fact that decisions about risk are context dependent and that behavior which may seem in the abstract as ‘irrational’ might have its own logic internal to the contingencies of the particular situation in which it occurs. Others have focused on risk as a ‘socially interactive enterprise’ (Rhodes 1997:211), examining how perceptions of risk are socially organized and how risk behavior is negotiated and dependent on social relationships (particularly power relationships) (Douglas 1992, DiClemente 1991, Rhodes and Quirk 1997). Finally, still others have concentrated on the relationship between risk behavior and social identity, noting how social practices take on important meanings within groups, granting to those who engage in them the rights to claim particular identities and to impute particular identities onto others (Plumridge, E. and Chetwynd 1999). 


Our purpose here is to advance these perspectives by considering the ways in which researchers can understand the meanings people attribute to their actions through an examination of discursive strategies they use when constructing accounts of their risky behavior. 

The Construction of Risk in Narrative Accounts


One of the most important challenges for researchers into sexual risk behavior is understanding the nature of the data which they collect, which typically consists of self-reported accounts by risk-takers themselves. In most studies, such accounts are collected in rather limited formats, as in, for example  project SIGMA, the largest survey of gay male sexual behavior conducted in Europe (Coxon 1996), in which men recorded their sexual experiences in a pre-set ‘proforma’ (noting physical characteristics of partners, length of time of the encounter, ‘modalities’, and ‘outcomes’). Obviously the limitation of such approaches is that there is little or no room for participants to reveal orientations, evaluations, or explanations which could help researchers understand why the participants engaged in risk behavior. Others have attempted to understand risk behavior by eliciting fuller narratives from participants, narratives which sometimes stretch beyond single sexual encounters to encompass whole relationships or ‘sexual careers’ (Dowsett 1996, Turner 1997). These approaches yield much richer data, but sometimes the explanations put forward are incoherent or contradictory. The most significant problem with both of these extremes, however, is in understanding the relationship between what actually happened and the ways it is described and accounted for after the fact (Plumridge, E. and Chetwynd 1999).


This study uses tools from discourse analysis to study the narratives of gay men’s sexual encounters. It aims to suggest a way to analyze sexual narratives which will help us to understand both the empirical, ‘processural’ (Rhodes 1997) nature of the events they refer to and the effects on such events of contextual, psychological and social factors. The importance of such narratives, in this approach, is not that they are reflections of what really happened, but that they are reflections of how people understand and organize their reflections of what occurred. In his influential Grammar of Motives, Burke (1969) makes the point that when we attribute motives to actions in our speech, we are not so much talking about what actually occurred, nor are we describing the internal states that led to these actions, but rather we are defining situations and conceiving social actions in ways that our listeners and ourselves can understand and accept. Narrative accounts, then, are sites of mediation between intermental and intramental functioning, between beliefs and attitudes about the self and the circumstances of the external world. They are simultaneously ‘replayings’ of particular moments in time, and part of a larger ‘reflexive organization of the self’ (Giddens 1991). Such narratives should not then be expected to provide coherent accounts of transparent motivations; in fact, in some cases understanding contradiction might be much more important than uncovering coherence (Plumridge, E. and Chetwynd 1999, Potter and Wetherell 1987). 

Our analysis draws on previous work on narratives and accounts in linguistics and sociology which sees them as acts carrying referential, evaluative and normative functions, serving to recount particular actions of the tellers, to present these actions as somehow justified and reasonable, and to present the tellers themselves as normal and legitimate members of particular social groups (Burke 1969, Buttny 1993, Goffman 1959, 1971, 1975, Hall et. al 1997, Labov 1972, Labov and Waletsky 1967, Scott and Lyman 1968). Form the work of Labov and Waletsky’s (1967), for example, we take insights into the ways ‘evaluations’ are distributed throughout narratives, sometimes in explicit remarks which interrupt the narrative flow, sometimes embedded in the sequence of actions through particular grammatical and lexical choices, and sometimes ‘fused’ so closely with actions that the actions themselves take on a symbolic and evaluative significance (Bower 1997, Labov and Waletsky 1967:38). From Goffman (1959, 1975) we take a perspective which sees narratives as organized around speakers’ presentation of a ‘proper or desirable self’ and focuses on how speakers use the resources of talk to create a whole theater of voices, ‘animating’ multiple characters and multiple points of view. Finally, from the work of conversational analysts (Jefferson 1978, Sacks 1972, 1974, 1984, 1989, Schegloff 1972, 1978) we take the notion of ‘conditional relevance’, the idea that ‘moves’ in a conversation simultaneously constrain the range of moves that can immediately follow and display a kind of  interpretation or ‘evidence of understanding’ of the moves that immediately precede. Although the narratives we will examine were not told within the context of conversations, the notions of conditional relevance and the co-constructedness of context are relevant since the events recounted in these stories tend to take on the flavor of conversations: actions are arranged in a kind of back and forth sequential organization reminiscent of the moment by moment creation of order in talk (see below and Goodwin’s 1990 work on conflict narratives). 


The most important lines of thinking we will draw upon, however, come from more recent work in discourse analysis, specifically Scollon’s (1998, 2001) outline of mediated discourse analysis (Jones 2001, Scollon 1998, 2001a), and Lemke’s (2000) notion of ‘timescales’. 

Mediated discourse analysis is a perspective in sociolinguistics which focuses on how social actions are mediated through discourse and other ‘cultural tools’ and on how ascriptions of social identity are constructed around mediated actions. Most important for our analysis are the observations that these actions typically take place in predictable ‘chains of mediated actions’ which constitute higher order actions
, and, that among these chains of actions some come to be considered ‘social practices’, that is, they come to take on particular meanings within communities of practice (Lave and Wenger 1991) so that engaging in them constitutes claims to membership (Jones 2001, Scollon 1998, 2001b). Thus, mediated actions ‘make sense’ to those who engage in them first as part of sequences (or ‘chains’) of actions, and second, as part of hierarchies of actions, with higher order actions and social practices governing what lower order actions are possible and can be warranted (Scollon 2001b).  

Lemke’s work on ‘timescales’ addresses very similar questions, questions about how momentary actions add up to events which add up to the happenings that make up our lifetimes. Every time we consider a particular phenomenon, says Lemke, we choose to focus on a particular ‘timescale’: we might see it as a series of actions separated by a matter of seconds, of activities separated by minutes, or of episodes separated by hours or days. Like Scollon’s ‘chained actions’, what occurs along particular timescales tend to be determined by predictable patterns (physical, biological, social or psychological ‘trajectories’) which influence and constrain the sequence of elements. Just as important, however, are the ways elements in one timescale are influenced by those in other timescales. Processes at lower time scales act to constitute the processes of longer timescales, and longer term processes set the context which constrains what is possible at timescales below.  Just as we consider what we do along particular timescales, we also consider ourselves that way: ‘There are longer-term Selves already engaged in on-going longer-term projects and activities, and the shorter-term Selves of current activities, some of which contribute to longer-term projects and some of which may not’ (Lemke 2000:285). From this perspective, the act of telling a story of a sexual encounter involves making choices as to the timescales with which we will frame the processes that make up the story and the selves (longer-term, shorter-term) with which we will people our story. Timescales are not just interpretative devices; they are evaluative tools. Choosing to present something as a series of separate actions, as an activity or an event, or as part of the ‘story’ of a relationship, a career or a lifetime always puts a particular evaluative ‘spin’ on it.
 

Both Scollon and Lemke owe a substantial debt to ‘activity theory’ as developed by Soviet psychologists Vygotsky, Leont’ev and others (Engeström 1990, Engeström et al. eds. 1999, Leont’ev 1978, Vygotsky 1987, Wertsch ed. 1981). Classic activity theory uses a ‘tri-stratal’ framework for interpreting human social/mental processes, viewing them on 1) the level of the society or culture (referred to as the ‘activity system’), 2) the level of the activity (a goal oriented series of actions directed upon an object), and 3) the level of actions, orientations and methods. Later scholars in this tradition have developed a wider range of scales corresponding to ‘events’, ‘projects’, ‘biographies’, ‘histories’ and ‘evolution’ (Cole 1996, Lemke 2000). For the purpose of this analysis, we will be using similar scales, referring to actions (processes which, while goal directed, have little meaning in and of themselves without being combined with other actions), activities (larger ‘namable’ processes made up of chains of actions—for example, ‘oral sex’), social practices
 (activities or combinations of activities which have come to acquire symbolic value within the communities in which they are performed (for example ‘cruising’ or ‘making love’), as well as higher order scales corresponding to relationships, life phases, sexual careers, lifetimes and even community histories. We propose these labels, however, only tentatively, well aware that the most important divisions are not those proposed by the analyst, but those constructed by the participants themselves. 

Narrative Accounts and Sexual Action


The data for this study comes from a larger study on the sexual behavior and HIV vulnerability of gay men in Hong Kong (Jones, Yu and Candlin 2000). The study involved both qualitative and quantitative components. In the qualitative component, eighteen gay men of different ages and backgrounds were recruited to keep diaries in which they recorded their interactions with other gay men and their attitudes, feelings and beliefs about sex and AIDS. The data we will refer to in this paper consists of forty-nine ‘sexual narratives’ derived from these diaries.
 Within these forty-nine stories unprotected sex (anal or oral sex without a condom) was reported thirty-three times. Thirty-three of the sexual stories involved sex with strangers, while sixteen involved sex with partners already known to the authors of the narratives. 


Analysis of the forty-nine narratives reveals that participants’ perceptions of their own risk-taking behavior bears little resemblance to the static and actuarial portrayal of risk found in many health promotion materials. Risk for our participants was portrayed as a complex and dynamic, moment-by-moment negotiation of social practices and social identities involving multiple and intertwining trajectories of chained actions occurring within multiple overlapping timescales. Although many of the stories contain evaluative clauses in which narrators interrupt the flow of the story to comment, justify or reflect upon events, such clauses do not constitute the main method participants use to explain and justify their actions. A more pervasive and significant form of evaluation is embedded in the ways narrators arrange sequences of actions (trajectories) and foreground and background the various timescales within which these sequences of actions are portrayed as taking place. In this regard, two major discursive tendencies were observed in the corpus. First was a tendency for narrators to present their accounts as a series of ‘paired actions’, actions attributed to narrators themselves alternating with actions attributed to their sexual partners. This pattern was observed in forty-five of the forty nine stories. The second tendency was the strategic shifting and mixing of timescales in ways which helped portray their risk behavior as somehow justified, reasonable, or even ‘inevitable’. In what follows I will illustrate these tendencies with a number of examples. 

Constructing Risk along Timescales and Trajectories 

 
One of the most salient characteristics of the narratives we collected was the level of detail in the description of events. While sometimes describing their encounters on the level of ‘activities’ (eg. ‘we had oral sex’) or linking them to larger ‘social practices’, for the most part participants chose to focus their narratives on the timescale of the smaller actions that go into constituting these sexual activities and practices. Moreover, these sequences of actions were most often portrayed in patterns of alternating pronouns (I/he/I/he/etc.) similar to the ‘he said, she said’ pattern M. Goodwin 1990 has observed in narratives of conflict. An illustration of this can be seen in example one
 in which the teller recounts an episode in a sauna. To emphasize the ‘back and forth’ nature of the chained actions, the action clauses of the story have been arranged in a table (Table I) according to agency, with evaluative clauses, clauses depicting the tellers’ thoughts or mental state, and clauses describing the circumstances of the actions placed on the peripheries. 

[Insert Table I here]


In this and the other examples we will present, tellers tend to arrange their own actions and those of their partners into what resemble ‘adjacency pairs’ (Levinson 1983, Schegloff and Sacks 1973) in which each action is presented as ‘conditionally relevant’ to previous and subsequent ones. The stories portray what seem like ‘silent conversations’ (Brouwer 2000), and, as in conversations, moves (actions) impose interactional pressure on moves which follow. Through their actions, characters are portrayed as displaying evidence of how previous actions are interpreted, and as creating ‘slots’ for and ‘warranting’ subsequent actions by their partners, resulting in a cumulative construction of identity and interactional ‘rights’ driven by the pair-wise organization of the interaction. Through these sequences of actions, characters are seen as exchanging claims and imputations of discourse identity which serve as the basis for claims and imputations of social identity. 


In the above example, although the flow of the narrative is interrupted three times by more explicitly evaluative comments, one regarding the tellers mental state (‘Frankly, I felt very excited…’), one about the circumstances in which the encounter took place (‘it was so dark…’), and one, near the end of the narrative, which appears to cast a kind of judgment upon the situation, (‘Never mind.’), what really motivates the action seems to be the flow of the action itself, the back and forth exchange of moves. The most striking thing about this example, however, is how this chain of actions is abruptly abandoned near the end of the narrative, immediately after the evaluative judgment (‘Never mind.’), replaced simply by the phrase:  ‘When we finished’. It is not that the teller has left off the end of the story so much as he has, in Lemke’s terms, shifted timescales. He has moved up from the level of action to the level of the activity—the activity of ‘finishing’ a sexual encounter presumably involving ejaculation by one or more partners. At the timescale of activity, however, as opposed to the timescale of action, it is difficult to determine whether or not this ejaculation occurred in a way which might transmit HIV. 


The narrator’s manipulation of trajectories and timescales allows him, first of all, to present a particular version of events, and second, to present a particular version of himself and his ‘responsibility’ for events. The trajectory of actions in the beginning of the story serves to present the process as a kind of ‘orderly exchange’ in which the narrator’s actions are portrayed as responding to or reciprocating the actions of his partner. True ‘responsibility’ for what occurs seems to rest with neither of them, but rather with the seemingly inexorable trajectory of actions. By shifting timescales at the end of the story, the narrator further distances himself from responsibility by backgrounding any possible unsafe aspect of the interaction. His choice of words further contributes to the seeming inevitability of what occurred (what is begun must be ‘finished’). 


The next example also shows how tellers tend to arrange their stories in sequential actions of alternating agency, this one containing a more explicit description of unsafe sex (Table II). We also see in this example a shifting between timescales, but one which is rather different than the example above:  

[Insert Table II here]

Just as in the last example, each action is presented as contingent on the last action and as an invitation for the next one. Thus, Mr. A’s action of spitting on the narrator’s penis and his own anus is at once a display of his interpretation of the narrator’s previous actions and a warrant for the narrator’s subsequent actions. Also just as in example one, the most explicit evaluation in the story comes right before the climatic (and most potentially unsafe) moment in the sexual encounter: ‘I felt so high that didn’t care.’ This evaluation, in fact, is strikingly similar to the one in example one (‘Never mind’). 
Unlike the last example, however, where the narrator shifts from a lower order timescale to a higher order one, this narrator shifts from talking about more general activities (caressing, ‘sucking’, ‘fucking’) to ‘zooming in’, so to speak, on particular actions within an activity. It is this shifting to the lower order timescale of action which justifies the (unsafe) outcome by, essentially, shifting responsibility to Mr A, who is portrayed as ‘asking for it’. 


The story, however, does not end here. The narrator continues, relating how, after the completion of the sexual episode, he and Mr. A discuss the relative risks of what has just occurred:  

Example 2b: Assessment of Risk

He then "shitted" out my cum and took a shower. He said it could lower the risk of getting AIDS but the best of course was not to ejaculate inside. I said to myself that he was my first gay lover and I was sure that I was OK and therefore I needed not to worry. 

One interesting thing about this ‘coda’ is that, although the alternating ‘me/he’ structure is preserved, the response to Mr. A’s verbal action is a thought by the narrator rather than a verbal response to Mr. A. This information functions, then, less as a part of what occurred and more as a part of the ‘telling’ of what occurred. It is an evaluative move through which the narrator justifies his actions by again shifting timescales, this time to the higher order timescales of his relationship with Mr. A and his ‘career’ as a gay man. Thus, what might be considered unsafe in a lower order timescale might be portrayed as ‘safe’ in the context of a higher order timescale. 


In the previous examples we have seen how narrators manipulate their presentation of potentially unsafe sexual encounters (and thus the presentation of themselves as actors in such encounters) by shifting timescales in their narratives, sometimes shifting from a lower order timescale to a higher order one to gloss over or to justify potentially unsafe actions, and sometimes shifting from a higher order timescale to a lower order one in order to explain the actions that made up an unsafe activity (like unprotected anal sex) in a way that shifts responsibility away from the teller. 


In the next two examples, rather than shifting timescales, higher order timescales are superimposed or ‘laminated’ (Goffman 1975) upon a lower order timescales, the higher order timescales creating  a context through which lower order actions and activities are evaluated. Example three portrays an unsafe sexual encounter between two lovers: 

Example 3: Making Love

When we were seized with a sudden impulse to have sex, I asked him not to use condom  in order to have a more intimate contact and he agreed. When he inserted his cock into my ass our sex and love were more substantial. Compared with using a condom, you can feel that sex without a condom is more exciting. Exempted from the worry of AIDS, sex is more enjoyable and exciting. When the intercourse was finished, I found that there was some secretion or excrement sticking on my penis. At that moment, I started to worry whether there was any probability of getting AIDS. In fact, under such romantic conditions, you really don’t think about AIDS. Instead, you feel safe to have sex with him because you believe that he is faithful to you. 


In this example, the trajectory of actions (the request for unsafe sex, the assent, the penetration of one partner by another) is framed within a longer timescale, that of the relationship between to two parties, a relationship which is portrayed as having developed to a point where safer sex has become a barrier to intimacy. Observed from the vantage point of this timescale, unsafe sex is portrayed as a ‘natural’ outcome of a longer process. The story of risk told along the shorter timescale of the encounter is subordinated by the story of ‘love’ told along the longer timescale of the relationship.  


This ‘love story’, with its trajectory leading inevitably towards risk behavior, is, however, portrayed not just as their story, but as the story of love. The narrator accomplishes this portrayal by strategically shifting pronouns from ‘I/we’ in the beginning of the account (‘I asked him not to use a condom’) to ‘you’ (‘you feel safe to have sex with him’) towards the end. O’Connor (1994), in her analysis of positioning in the ‘stabbing stories’ of prison inmates, notes that such uses of ‘you’ tend to be multi-functional, distancing of the speaker from agentive responsibility for the act described, portraying it as a ‘common experience’ and lessening the distance between speaker and hearer. In this case, the primary function of ‘you’ is to transform the individual experience into a universal one by grafting onto the trajectory of the relationship a larger story, what Gee (1999) calls a ‘master myth’, with its own prototypical trajectory which links the narrator and his partner to the larger community and culture of which they are a part.
 


The next example also involves a ‘master myth’—this one of ‘initiation’:  

Example 4: Coming Out

When I was studying at F3 or 4. I read a magazine article which mentioned that a homosexual got arrested because of  indecent behavior in the public toilet in Jordan. The article also reported on all the public toilets in Hong Kong which were very popular among gay people. After reading the article I could hardly wait and decided to go to the toilet in Shamshuipo on Saturday in the same week. I arrived there at 6pm, it took me quite a while to get there because I was unfamiliar with that area. I felt scared and excited. Scared because there might be bad guys, triad people, cops and I was only a 14-15 year old young man, you couldn't tell what others might think. Excited because of the unknown situation: I could meet a late teenager or someone at his early 20s, someone athletic with a sexy body, big dick... things which could be very exciting. My heart was beating heavily when I approached the toilet. My dick was solid hard when I got there. I saw some men at the cubicles, some were at the urinal. I walked to the washing basin and started washing my hands and looked at the mirror as the article had described about how gay men cruise in the toilet. I saw a man in his 20s, he looked at me in the mirror and signaled for us to leave together. I followed him. I was very nervous and also because it was my first time, I didn't really choose. When we were outside, this gay started to me questions about my name, age and my work... I said to myself that he really had lots to say. We walked into a small park where there was a toilet. He went in first to check if there were other people around. He then took us in a cubicle and started to undress me and kissed me. He even used his mouth... I was very excited then that I ejaculated in his mouth. He then cleaned  me with Kleenex. I jerked him off after I had come. Before we parted, he talked to me sincerely for a while: "The gay circle is very complicated that you need to be careful.  Police may come in at any time; play safe and don't get  an STD..." He gave me his telephone number then left. On my way home, I was still recalling what had just happened. I asked myself if he would get AIDS because he had sucked my dick.  But I didn't think he would. I kept wishing that I would have more similar experiences in the future. I wanted the thrill, the excitement. Since then, whenever I have time, I cruise around.


Just as in the last example in which risk behavior is framed within a longer ‘storyline’ of love and romance, here the risk behavior is framed within the story of the narrator’s mastery of a particular ‘social practice’, specifically the practice which Chinese gay men refer to as ‘fishing’, and of his initiation into the ‘gay circle’. The narrative of the actual encounter is organized within a much larger ‘narrative project of the self’ (Giddens 1996).


This narrative project of the self is seen as running along several trajectories simultaneously—the trajectory of the moment by moment unfolding of actions (following a typical ‘I/he’ pattern), the longer timescale of the narrator’s deliberative planning of and anticipating the encounter, the trajectory of the ‘prototypical’ cruising encounter which the narrator takes from the newspaper article he read, the trajectory of the narrator’s own awakening to his sexual desires, and the trajectory of his partner and ‘mentor’s’ experiences in the ‘gay circle’ which gives rise to the advice at the end of the story. Most importantly, while all of these trajectories converge upon the moment of risk behavior, they do not end there, but are seen to continue. Thus, this encounter is arranged along a longer timescale of the narrator’s sexual ‘career’ with its own trajectory in which this episode is portrayed as leading to other episodes in the future (‘Since then, whenever I have time I cruise around’).  


These last two examples highlight the role of narrative not just as retrospective discourse, but also as anticipatory discourse (Scollon 2001a). They also point to how risk behavior becomes habituated as part of larger social practices within communities and the role of narrative not just in justifying individual risk behavior, but in reproducing and maintaining an interpretative community with particular norms and expectations when it comes to risk (Brouwer 2000). 

Vectors of Engagement


One of the most interesting aspect of  all of the examples given is that, while in  explicitly evaluative clauses narrators attribute their risk behavior to the influence of emotions and relationships (‘Under such romantic conditions you don’t think about AIDS’), loss of reason (‘I felt so high I didn’t care’) and absence of volition (‘I didn’t really choose’), at the same time the ways they manipulate trajectories and timescales in their narratives works to portray the events as somehow orderly and the narrator’s role in them as somehow reasonable or justified. The way they do this is by arranging processes along what we will call vectors of engagement (see Fig. 1), each seen to exert a different kind of ‘pressure’ upon the unfolding of events. 


First, processes are arranged in ‘trajectories’ or ‘chains’ along a horizontal or ‘sequential vector’, each element in the chain arising from the element that preceded it and giving rise to subsequent elements. Thus, elements along this vector tend to take on predictable patterns. Along the sequential vector of ‘action’, for example, we observed how processes tend to be arranged in a pair-wise fashion of alternating pronouns resulting in two dominant patterns: 1) reciprocity (in which actions are portrayed as representing ‘proportional responses’ to previous actions) and 2) accommodation (in which actions are portrayed as fulfilling requests seen to be implicit in previous actions). Similar patterned trajectories can be observed on higher timescales, activities seen to lead on to other activities, social practices leading on to other social practices and adding up to relationships, sexual ‘careers’ and lifetimes. 


At the same time, processes are also arranged along a vertical or ‘hierarchical vector’, with processes on higher (longer) timescales exerting a ‘downward pressure’, so to speak’ on processes on lower (shorter) timescales. Thus actions are portrayed as occurring in particular sequences that are constrained by the activities  and social practices of which they are part, and the kinds of social practices which can be engaged in and the sequences they can be arranged in are constrained by processes on even longer timescales stretching across relationships, life phases and entire lifetimes and linking the events of the moment to the ongoing identity projects of participants and the evolution of wider social relationships, power structures and communities of practice. 

[Insert Fig. 1 here]


Risk behavior, therefore, is portrayed by those who engage in it as occurring within a nexus of overlapping and inter-twining timescales and trajectories which are at once personal, relational, social, cultural, political, and ideological (Scollon forthcoming) all working in concert, reinforcing one another to drive events forward in a way which seems increasingly less reversible. 


What narrators are doing when they tell these stories is ‘drawing circumferences’ around particular timescales and trajectories. As Scollon (forthcoming:15) puts it: 

It is not at all arbitrary how we talk about these trajectories and about this nexus at which they converge; any discourse about this nexus is itself a strategic and ideological choice which foregrounds some of the trajectories and their concomitant timescales and backgrounds others.  
The first step, then, to understanding risk behavior is mapping the timescales and trajectories along which risk takers themselves organize their memories and accounts of such behavior. Along these ‘discursive circumferences’ lie clues to the circumstances and values from which risk behavior arises and the internal ‘logic’ it has for risk takers. Once these circumferences have been identified, interventions can be considered which help make risk takers become more conscious of how thinking on different timescales results in different perspectives on risk and of possible ways in which risking trajectories might be interrupted, perhaps by using some of the same strategies of shifting timescales that have been shown in this data to facilitate them.    


This process of mapping the trajectories and timescales of risk behavior, however, also necessitates that analysts themselves (whether from the fields of epidemiology, health promotion, social psychology or some other relevant discipline) become more aware of the boarders of their own trajectories and timescales and how they influence the way they is conceptualize and evaluate risk behavior.


Finally, the perspective introduced in this paper reminds us that risk behavior is at once personal and collective, situated and historical, that what happens in the moment when HIV might (or might not) be transmitted from one person to another depends not just on what the participants in this moment ‘know’ or ‘believe’, but on a whole host of actions, activities, practices and identities extending out from that moment linking it to other moments, to the histories of the individuals involved (both social and biological) and the histories of their communities and societies.
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Table I 

	Example 1: In the Steam room

	
	ME
	US
	HIM
	

	
	When I was in the steam room, I started to look for a place to sit down
	
	
	

	
	As soon as I sat down,
	
	another guy (B) was sitting right next to me.
	

	
	
	
	B touched me with his hands, he first touched my back;
	

	
	I didn’t react
	
	
	

	
	
	
	then he touched my chest;
	

	
	I didn’t react
	
	
	

	
	
	
	B then started to kiss my neck and chest
	

	
	
	
	His hand was then touching my crotch
	

	
	
	
	When he kissed my lips
	

	
	I kissed him back
	
	
	

	Frankly, I felt very excited during the whole procedure
	
	
	
	

	
	I kissed his body
	
	
	

	
	
	
	he kissed my penis
	

	
	I licked his sweat
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	Since it was so dark in the steam room

	
	I couldn’t see his face
	
	
	

	Never mind
	
	
	
	

	
	
	When we finished
	
	

	
	
	
	B walked out of the steam room first
	


Table II

	Example 2: Me and Mr. A

	
	ME
	US
	HIM
	

	
	
	Mr. A and I got very horny in the middle of the night,
	
	

	
	
	we therefore went into the toilet. 

	
	

	
	
	We caressed, sucked.
	
	

	
	I fucked him from behind and felt particularly high
	
	
	

	It lasted longer without a condom
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	Mr. A kept spitting on my penis and on his ass as lubricant.
	

	I felt extremely comfortable
	
	
	
	

	When I felt I was about to come, I felt so high that didn’t care
	
	
	
	

	
	and shot in his ass.
	
	
	

	
	
	
	Mr. A accepted it.
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


Fig. 1
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� An earlier version of this paper was presented as part of the colloquium Explaining Risk in Health and Social Care, Sociolinguistics Symposium 14, Gent, April 4-6, 2002





� The example Scollon gives is how the chained actions of entering a coffee shop, ordering and paying go to make up the higher level action of buying a cup of coffee (Scollon 2001a, b).





� A good example of this can be seen in the famous Rodney King trial where lawyers were able to manipulate the jury’s evaluation of a video showing police officers beating an unarmed man by presenting it on a lower order timescale, turning it from an ‘activity’ into a series of actions (frequently interrupted by commentary from the lawyers) (Goodwin 1994).  





� Our use of the word ‘practices’ is rather different from Scollon’s (2001) who uses the term to refer to any ‘practiced action’ no matter how small (for example, the ‘practice’ of handing. Our use of the word is closer to what is referred to in classic activity theory as ‘praxis’ (see Jones 2001). 


� For the purpose of the analysis, ‘sexual narratives’ were defined as accounts of specific sexual encounters with specific partners in specific settings which contained three or more action clauses arranged in chronological order.





� The examples given are translated from Chinese. As far as possible, the clause structure of the original versions has been maintained. 


� Plumridge, E. and Chetwynd (1999) similarly observe how drug addicts, in their accounts of risk behavior, fit risk into ‘master narratives’ such as those of loyalty, love and heroic individualism. 





� Mr. A and the narrator of this story were sleeping in a room with several other people, thus necessitating them moving to the toilet for their sexual encounter. 
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