When we think about how meaning is situated in actual contexts of use, we quickly face an important property of
language, a property | will call “reflexivity” This is the “magical” property of language.
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We can see this property clearly by considering even so simple a dialogue as: “How are ya?,” “Fine,” exchanged between
colleagues in an office corridor. Why do they use these words in this situation? Because they take the situation they are in
to be but a brief and mundane encounter between acquaintances, and these are the “appropriate” words to use in such a
situation. But why do they take the situation to be thus? In part, because they are using just such words, and related
behaviors, as they are
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Had the exchange opened with “What’s YOUR problem?,” the situation would have been construed quite differently.

As we saw before, we face, then, a chicken and egg question: Which comes first? The situation or the language? This
question reflects an important reciprocity between language and “reality”: language simultaneously reflects reality (“the
way things are”) and constructs (construes) it to be a certain way.
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While “reciprocity” would be a good term for this property of language, the more commonly used term is “reflexivity” (in
the sense of language and context being like two mirrors facing each other and constantly and endlessly reflecting their
own images back and forth between each other).
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Language then always simultaneously reflects and constructs the situation or context in which it is used (hereafter Gee
will use the term “situation,” rather than “context,” because he wants to define it in a particular way). But what do we
mean by a “situation”? Situations, when they involve communicative social interaction, always involve the following
inextricably connected components or aspects (Hymes 1974; Ochs 1996):
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A semiotic aspect, that is, the “sign systems,” such as language, gestures, images, or other symbolic systems (), and
the forms of knowledge, that are operative and important here and now
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2- An activity aspect, that is, the specific social activity or activities in which the participants are engaging; activities
are, in turn, made up of a sequence of actions. L i A saadll e laa¥) aalil) ol Llill a1 ( Soall 5 bl calad)
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3- A material aspect, that is, the place, time, bodies and objects present during interaction.
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4- A political aspect, that is, the distribution of “social goods” in the interaction, such as, power, status, and anything
else deemed a “social good” by the participants in terms of their cultural models and Discourses, e.g. beauty,
intelligence, “street smarts,” strength, possessions, race, gender, sexual orientation, etc.
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5- A sociocultural aspect, that is, the personal, social, and cultural knowledge, feelings, values, identities, and
relationships relevant in the interaction, including, of course, sociocultural knowledge about sign systems,
activities, the material world, and politics, i.e. all the other aspects above
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All these aspects together constitute a system (an interrelated network) within which each of the components or aspects
simultaneously gives meaning to all the others and gets meaning from them. That is, we have another form of reflexivity
here, as well. For a shorthand, let us call this system the “situation network.”
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11-Situations are never completely novel (indeed, if they were, we wouldn’t understand them). Rather, they are
repeated, with more or less variation, over time (that is, distinctive configurations or patterns of semiotic resources,
activities, things, and political and sociocultural elements are repeated). Such repetition tends to “ritualize,” “habitualize,”
or “freeze” situations to varying degrees, that is, to cause them to be repeated with less variation

138 5) gl 550 pe ¢ WOERI AT 51 ST ae cla ) S5 clld (ha Yy | (ngde pgdi o Liild (lIAS i€ 13) el gl ) Loba 4yl 55 Cansd & ) sl
) ey S 138 (AED 5 e Laia ) g danliad) jualiall 5 ceLid¥) 5 Aadi¥l) 5 ¢ Aasd) ) sall (o Talail ol 3 J0ae iy o5 S5 ¢ 8
(B GBEA) a5 S of e aglead o 138 5 (&l Gl )3y O "nead" ) (""habitualize critualize™

oo S sk oy Sia Ll Uy ( Laliagh Lal XS S ghy ) Ll l 5y (0S5 0 1) (S g plall gl il gl imy — ageal
Gos S alial oy )SSia CEBSe D (A yaally Gy sall AB3le ey linadl s3] bl e S e Je g i A e

bﬁ\.ﬂ\oﬂ@\&aﬁd})\



