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 Word searches and language brokering while complaining 

7.1 Introduction 
 
In everyday conversation across cultures, various types of face-threatening acts such as requests, 
orders, and complaints are commonplace occurrences. The performance of face-threatening acts 
reveals sociocultural mores surrounding issues of politeness and self-presentation, as well as 
norms surrounding status and associated patterns of interpersonal interaction. As one might 
expect, these acts are more often expressed directly in contexts where participants evince strong 
social bonds as opposed to those contexts in which the interlocutors are less intimate (Brown & 
Levinson, 1987). In family talk specifically, these types of acts are typically aimed at getting the 
recipient to change his or her behaviour; they are generally initiated by a parent, directed at a 
child, and intimately linked to the socialization of the child into the moral normativity of the 
family community and broader society (Blum-Kulka, 1997; Dersley & Wootton, 2000; Boxer, 
2002; Laforest, 2002, 2009). While the legitimacy of parents to reprimand their children is most 
often uncontested by the participants in the “traditional” nuclear family, when the makeup and 
structure of a specific family changes, this tends to reconfigure the social roles within it. In 
particular, research has paid attention to how stepparents may struggle to achieve authority when 
disciplining and connecting with their stepchildren (Dedaic, 2001; Ganong & Coleman, 2004; 
Kolstrup, 2013; Levin, 1997a; Ogiermann, 2013). In cases where the stepparent is a marriage 
migrant coming from a different cultural and linguistic background, yet another layer of power 
dynamics is added to family talk.  

With these trends in mind, this article investigates how social roles in family talk develop 
in tandem with a stepmother’s emergent interactional competence in her L2. Drawing on 
previous literature in interactional sociolinguistics on face-threatening acts and complaint 
sequences (see Brown & Levinson, 1987; Dersley & Wootton, 2000; Drew & Walker, 2009; 
Laforest, 2002, 2009), the micro-analytical focus is on a complaint made by a Zambian marriage 
migrant stepmother regarding the behaviour of her 9-year-old Danish stepdaughter. Our analysis 
indicates that for the stepmother, the aim is not small talk or speaking just for the sake of learning 
Danish. While an ostensibly run-of-the-mill occurrence, complaining about a messy child for the 
stepmother in this context is a serious matter precisely because it puts her social identity as a 
stepmother at risk. The risk is further amplified by her non-fluency in Danish, which conflates 
matters of her L2 competence with the positions she can and cannot negotiate.  

Accordingly, the first section of our article outlines a theoretical framework for 
understanding complaints in L2 families, emphasizing how non-fluency is often evident in repair 
sequences, primarily word searches (Brouwer, 2003; Gaskill, 1980; Kurhila, 2006) and implicitly 
triggered calls for partners to language broker (Bolden, 2012; Del Torto, 2008). The 
characteristics of complaints in family talk and of L2 conversations are discussed further in this 
section, which relies on Conversation Analytic (CA) informed research. Section 7.3 that follows 
this framework briefly outlines the case, before delving into a data-driven micro-analysis. This 
section constitutes the bulk and key scholarly contribution of this paper, by adding to our 
understanding of L2 use in everyday activities in an intimate setting – a setting which is still only 
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scarcely researched (Firth, 2009; Firth & Wagner, 2007). This article’s analytical findings 
highlight the intrinsic connection between the development of social relationships, in this case the 
role of stepmother, and the development of interactional competence in another language (this 
connection is also pointed to in Brouwer & Wagner, 2004). This key finding emphasizes the 
importance of viewing L2 speakers as interactionally skilful participants despite their lower level 
of grammatical and lexical knowledge (see also Canagarajah, 2007; Firth & Wagner, 2007; 
Norton, 2000).   
 

7.2 Theoretical Framework 
 

7.2.1 Politeness and complaints in family talk 
 
Issues of politeness are central in all cultures and contexts. This is especially true when making a 
request, a complaint, a reprimand, an accusation, or generally “face-threatening acts” (FTA) 
(Brown & Levinson, 1987). Research further indicates that the directness or indirectness of the 
strategy chosen to express the FTA is highly dependent on the formality or informality of the 
relationship between the interlocutors. For instance, studies which concentrate on the family note 
that FTAs regularly take a more direct form because of the interlocutors’ intimate relationship 
(see Blum-Kulka, 1997; Boxer, 2002; Laforest, 2002, 2009). Blum-Kulka’s (1997) study of 
dinner talk in American-Israeli families focuses on how parents use different types of “social 
control acts” to verbally control their children’s behaviour at the dinner table. These social 
control acts are often characterized by a simultaneous use of directives and mitigations, 
illustrating the asymmetric power relations between children and parents while simultaneously 
evoking a tone of informality and solidarity. Laforest (2009) comes to similar conclusions in her 
studies of multi-party family interactions, focusing especially on the role of the “witness” – the 
person who is neither complainer nor complainee. Research on the sequencing of complaints 
typically distinguishes between direct complaints, when A complains to B about the behaviour of 
B, and third-party complaints, when A complains to C about the behaviour of B (Dersley & 
Wootton, 2000; Drew & Walker, 2009; Laforest, 2002, 2009). However, as Laforest (2009) 
argues, when a direct complaint takes place in a multiparty setting, the borders of these categories 
becomes blurred because not only is A complaining to B about his or her behaviour, A is also 
complaining to C about the behaviour of B. In line with previous studies of complaints in family 
conversations, she finds that the most frequent pattern is the witness affiliating with the 
complainer resulting in added pressure on the complainee. She argues that the reasons for the 
dominance of this pattern is that families are closely knit groups with shared norms of behaviour 
and a deviation from the moral order of the family places family cohesion at risk.  

Micro analytical studies of politeness and FTA’s in family talk, such as the above 
mentioned, most often study nuclear families, whereas stepfamily constellations are still 
relatively unexplored. This is not per se problematic, but micro-analytic studies of stepfamily 
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conversations (Dedaic, 2001; Chapter 6; Kolstrup, 2013; Ogierman, 2013) show how a further 
dimension of legitimacy, or inclusion and exclusion, needs to be taken into account. Dedaic 
(2001) shows how a stepdaughter excludes her stepmother through various strategies of 
activating a “we-ness” in which she includes her father while talking about her stepmother as if 
she were not present. Her study points to the idea that issues of legitimacy in stepfamily 
conversations are most often raised implicitly. Chapter 6 (Kolstrup, 2013) confirms this 
implicitness when Mulenga approaches the issue of her stepdaughter’s behaviour. When claiming 
the floor as stepmother, she demonstrates her awareness of illegitimacy by speaking more quietly 
than normal and making indirect arguments.  

In the studies mentioned in this section (7.2) as well as in the data and analyses of this 
chapter, processes of affiliation, disaffiliation, alignment, and misalignment are key because they 
determine the direction and outcome of the conversation. Affiliation and disaffiliation relate to 
the participants’ negotiation of social positions and social hierarchy. In complaints specifically, 
they are about whether the participants agree on “the teller’s conveyed stance” (Stivers, 2008, p. 
35). Nevertheless, for participants to convey affiliation or disaffiliation towards each other, the 
activity of complaining, needs to be in alignment “with respect to the activity in progress” 
(Stivers, 2008, p. 34) in order to maintain intersubjectivity. As we will argue in the following 
section, establishing and maintaining intersubjectivity is a frequent and salient issue when 
learners of a language are involved. 
 

7.2.2 Intersubjectivity in L2 conversations 
 
Interactional intersubjectivity is often taken for granted until trouble occurs. When one or more of 
the participants in a conversation is an emergent speaker of the conversational language, the risk 
of breaches to intersubjectivity is greater, resulting in more frequent repair sequences than in 
conversations where all participants are fluent language users (Wagner & Gardner, 2004). Repair 
sequences are side-tracks in the ongoing conversation that provide “resources for dealing with 
trouble in speaking, hearing, and understanding, talk per se, across the topics, sequences, etc. 
which the talk may compose” (Schegloff, 2007, p. 106). In our understanding of repair, we build 
on the oft-cited work of Schegloff et al. (1977), supplemented with the research on repair 
sequences in L2 conversations involving one or more participants using their L2 in the 
conversation (Bolden, 2012; Brouwer, Rasmussen & Wagner, 2004; Del Torto, 2008; Gaskill, 
1980; Kurhila, 2006). Schegloff et al.’s (1977) foundational work explored the organization of 
repair in naturally occurring first or native language (L1) conversations, finding four 
configurations of repair: self-initiated self-repair, self-initiated other-repair, other-initiated self-
repair, and other-initiated other-repair. Of these configurations they found a general preference 
for self-repair across contexts, participants, and in terms of which party initiates the repair. This 
preference is confirmed in studies of L2 conversations outside the classroom (Brouwer, 2003; 
Brouwer et al., 2004; Firth, 2009; Wagner & Gardner, 2004; Gaskill, 1980; Kurhila, 2006). 
Although the types of repair are similar in L1 and L2 conversations, as might be expected, the 
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frequency of repair sequences in L2 conversations is generally higher, especially word searches 
(Gaskill, 1980; Brouwer, 2003; Kurhila, 2006). One important caveat to this finding, especially 
pertinent for this study, is that the communicative ability of the L2 speaker is a key distinction – 
more advanced speakers display fewer repairs.  

Research in L2 conversations has also uncovered types of other-repair not mentioned in 
Schegloff et al. (1977), such as embedded corrections (Brouwer et al., 2004; Kurhila, 2006) and 
language brokering (Bolden, 2012; Del Torto, 2008). An embedded correction is when the 
speaker of the ongoing turn B does not open up a side sequence to attend to the repair, but allows 
for the talk to proceed unmarked while simultaneously checking his or her understanding of what 
was said in turn A (Brouwer et al., 2004, p. 75). Kurhila (2006) finds embedded corrections to be 
the most common repair type in her data based on meetings between a secretary and L2 users. 
Typically, embedded corrections do not result in a side-sequence to the conversation in contrast 
to word searches which do result in side sequences (Brouwer, 2003; Gaskill, 1980; Kurhila, 
2006). Word searches are a specific type of self-initiated repair and typically consist of three-
phase sequences:  

 
[F]irst, there is a self-directed phase in which the non-native speaker displays hesitancy and “marks” being 
involved in the search. In the subsequent other-directed phase, the non-native speaker produces some 
material by uttering either some candidate solutions or initial syllables of some target word, on the bases of 
which the native speaker can try to resolve the search (Kurhila, 2006, p. 148). 

 
The first turn by the non-fluent speaker consists of two phases, a self-directed phase followed by 
an other-directed phase. In the self-directed phase the word search is marked by non-lexical 
speech perturbations, such as sound stretches, pauses, cut-offs, and “uh’s” interrupting the flow 
of the turn (Brouwer, 2003, p. 541). Speech perturbations in word searches are often 
accompanied with explicit interrogatives such as “what’s it called” or quiet speech. In the second 
phase, the non-fluent speaker attempts to involve the fluent speaker by producing parts of the 
word, a candidate solution or an other-directed interrogative.  Goodwin and Goodwin (1986) 
show that a speaker returning eye-gaze to the recipient is critical when inviting the recipient to 
aid the word search sometimes supplemented with an interrogative. Studies of L2 conversations 
based on video data also find eye-gaze to act as invitations for L1 speakers to aid in word 
searches (Kurhila, 2006, p. 96). Typically, word search sequences are short with intersubjectivity 
being re-established in the same or the next turn so that the primary communicative action can 
continue (Kurhila, 2006, p. 93).  

Most studies of embedded corrections and word searches analyse data from dyadic 
interactions between one L1 speaker and one L2 speaker. But when exploring L2 conversations 
with more than two participants, repair-sequences can take on different patterns in which a 
participant not speaking and not directly addressed can engage in “language brokering” (Bolden, 
2012; Del Torto, 2008). The role of a language broker is to translate or in other ways mediate 
repair sequences between participants who may be struggling to reestablish intersubjectivity or 
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clarify specific aspects of the talk at hand. Typically the language broker shares linguistic 
knowledge with both of these participants. In informal conversations among friends or family 
members, Del Torto (2008) and Bolden (2012) both distinguish between three triggers of 
language brokering depending on when the language broker steps in: 1) triggered explicitly: the 
language broker is explicitly requested to step in; 2) triggered implicitly: the language broker 
steps in when problems arise in the turn sequence that are made evident through disruptions such 
as pauses; 3) non-triggered: no problem is evident and yet the language broker steps in (Del 
Torto, 2008). Both triggered and non-triggered brokering are most often uncontested by other 
speakers, which implies a certain legitimacy conferred to language brokers to position themselves 
in linguistic asymmetry to other participants.  

For the purpose of this article, the literature on politeness and complaints in family talk 
highlight a number of points important for our analysis. First, it notes a power asymmetry 
between the parent as complainer and the child as the complainee; second, the participants’ 
general acceptance of this hierarchy suggests that complaints are seen as a legitimate means of 
socialization; and finally, the affiliation of the witness with the complainer in multiparty 
conversations functions to ensure the moral normativity of the family. When paired with 
literature on L2 conversations, our analyses address repair sequences in which the participants 
need to negotiate mutual understanding in order to maintain or re-establish intersubjectivity. 
Additionally, some sequences of language brokering, catalysed by the limited linguistic resources 
of one of the participants, potentially conflict with the L2 user’s desire to establish and legitimate 
her position as a stepmother within the family.  
 

7.3 The co-construction of a complaint in a multilingual stepfamily 
 

7.3.1 Participants and data 
 
Mulenga is a Zambian woman in her early thirties who in the autumn of 2004 moved to Denmark 
to marry a Danish man, John, who is about 20 years her senior. While it is Mulenga’s first 
marriage it is John’s third and he has a daughter, Emma, who was 9 years old at the time of the 
recordings. Emma lives with John and Mulenga for 2-4 days every other week. She speaks only 
Danish, while the language used between Mulenga and John is English. Mulenga’s mother 
tongue is Bemba, one of the five official languages in Zambia, but her English is fluent since she 
has been attending English speaking schools since her childhood.   

The data come from a database consisting of 20 recordings, totalling 6 hours and 20 
minutes, of verbal interaction in Mulenga’s home situation. Mulenga was given a hard disc 
recorder and encouraged to turn it on when she spoke Danish. In 18 of the recordings, all three 
family members are present and the majority of them are recorded at either the dinner or 
breakfast table. The mean length of the recordings is 19 minutes (shortest: 4 minutes, longest: 54 
minutes). They are taken over 7 weekends from September 2005 to May 2006. All recordings 
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were first transcribed roughly including all words, sounds, and longer pauses. Through several 
readings they were coded according to: the topic of conversation, the participants’ affiliations, 
and how the participants aligned with Mulenga in repair sequences. The passages which were 
identified as potentially relevant for further analysis were transcribed in detail (see Appendix 2 
for transcription conventions). In addition to the database of the interactions between family 
members in the domestic sphere, the study also included 4 semi-structured interviews and 9 
conversations (mean length: 2 hours) between Mulenga and one of the authors of this article, all 
of which were carried out between 2005 and 2007. In these conversations and interviews, 
Mulenga states that she is determined to play a role in Emma’s life as an adult who cares about 
her and can discipline her (Chapter 6; Kolstrup, 2013). In general, Mulenga and Emma have a 
good relationship but Mulenga often expresses a wish to be able to communicate with Emma 
without John having to mediate because she feels and sometimes suspects he is not 
communicating her message to Emma in the way she wants.  
 

7.3.2 A tornado in the shower 
 
The transcripts presented in this analysis come from two moments in a 33 minutes recording 
which took place in February 2006. The first excerpt sets the scene and is from the first 10 
seconds of the recording. Excerpt 7.2 takes place 5 minutes later and continues in excerpts 7.3 
through 7.7, which together last one minute and fifty seconds. Judging by the topic of 
conversation between the participants later in the recording, Mulenga turns on the recorder after 
having had a shower. Emma had a shower before her and has left the shower room floor slippery 
with shampoo and on top of that has used up all of the hot water. A messy shower room is not 
only potentially affecting John and Mulenga, but also their neighbour with whom they share the 
shower. Thus, in contrast to most of the other recordings, Mulenga turns on the recorder with a 
clear interactional activity in mind and at hand: she wants to complain to Emma (and John) about 
Emma’s behaviour. When Mulenga addresses Emma after having turned on the recorder, she 
interrupts John and Emma while they are watching and interacting with a TV program (ll. 13, 
16). In the show, the viewers have to guess numbers and words and then call in to win money.  
 
Excerpt 7.1: 
((In the background a voice on the TV continuously explains the rules of the show)) 

13  MUL: Emma Hansen? 

14       (1.2) 

15  EMM: °>du ska- du ska- du ska-<° 

         you must you must you must 

16  MUL: jeg har spørgsmål for Emma Han[sen? 

         I  have question  for Emma Hansen? 

17  EMM:                               [°>du ska- 

                                         you must 
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18       [du- du-<° 

         you  you 

19  JOH: °halv°fems:[::::::::::::::: [ fireoghalvtres: 

          ninety                       fifty four 

20  EMM:            [m vi kan vind:? [sy- vi kan vinde syv  

                       we can win     se- we can win seven 

21       tu[sinde kroner måske 

         thousand crowns perhaps ((crowns are the Danish currency)) 

22  JOH:   [(nul:)?  

            zero 

23  JOH: °nul° (.)°fire° 

          zero     four 

24       (0.8) 

25  MUL: hva:d? 

         what? 

26  EMM: vi kan måske v:inde syv  tusind   kroner? 

         we can perhaps win seven thousand crowns?  

 
In l. 13 and 16, Mulenga requests Emma’s attention using Emma’s full name with a rising 
intonation, indicating that she has a serious matter to discuss. Neither John nor Emma 
immediately respond to her: John mumbles out numbers in response to questions on the game 
show (ll. 19, 22-23) while Emma at first doesn’t reply at all (l. 14) and then, following Mulenga’s 
second and more elaborate request, in an eager voice explains to Mulenga that they have a chance 
to win money (ll. 20-21). Emma’s response misaligns with Mulenga’s request to ask her a 
question and blocks Mulenga from continuing. Following a significant pause (ll. 22-24), Mulenga 
responds with an open class repair-initiator (Drew, 1997), “what?” (l. 25) indicating that Emma’s 
explanation of what they are doing (ll. 20-21) is a source of trouble for her. Emma repeats (l. 26), 
slightly rephrasing her trouble turn and the conversation continues with Mulenga asking some 
clarifying questions about the show and what they can win. In excerpt 7.1, John misaligns with 
Mulenga’s attempt of getting Emma’s attention and instead aligns with Emma, implicitly 
accepting that Emma is not responding when explicitly addressed by her stepmother. Mulenga 
withdraws temporarily and doesn’t approach Emma with her question again until 5 minutes later 
when the TV show is done.  
 
Excerpt 7.2: 
((Throughout excerpt 7.2-7.7, a children’s cartoon is playing in the background)) 

141 EMM: [hvad? 

          what? 

142 MUL: [men Emma? (0.4) jeg har spørgsmål  

          but Emma        I  have question 
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143      (0.8) 

144 MUL: når d[u: var: i ba:d? (1.4) ø::h- er der::  

         when you were in bath       uh    is there    

145 EMM:      [°(øhm:)° 

                 uhm 

146 MUL: havde du kendt Ka↑tri:↑na: eller tor↑na:↑do: 

         had  you known Katrina     or    tornado  

147      (0.5) på: b- °shower°?  

               on      shower?  

         (0.6) 

148 JOH: brusekabinen? 

         the shower room? 

149      (0.9) 

150 EMM: °hvad° 

          what 

151      (0.5) 

152 JOH: har der været en tornado? 

         has there been a tornado?  

153 EMM: næh:  

         no 

 
When Mulenga enters the conversation again (l. 142), she does so in overlap with Emma (l. 141). 
Her utterance (l. 142) starts with a “but” connecting it to her previous requests to ask Emma a 
question five minutes earlier (l. 16). However, what she formulates in her following turns, “when 
you were in bath (…) had you known Katrina or tornado” (ll. 144, 146), is not really a question 
but the beginning of a very indirectly formulated complaint about Emma leaving the bathroom 
messy. In the complaint she uses two types of conversational implicature: hinting and overstating 
(Brown & Levinson, 1987, pp. 213, 219). She hints when comparing the state of the bathroom to 
the damage produced by Hurricane (misidentified as a tornado) Katrina, an event unrelated to the 
actual bathroom incident. Simultaneously, it appears this overstatement could serve as an attempt 
at humour. The complaint is further disguised as a question. The use of indirectness can be 
viewed as a strategy to mitigate the accusation that Emma inappropriately left the shower room a 
mess. The use of mitigation shows an awareness on Mulenga’s part of the fragility of her 
legitimacy as a stepparent with the right to address Emma’s behavioural issues (cf. Kolstrup, 
2013). However, it could also be the only way Mulenga can, linguistically, initiate the complaint. 
This interpretation is supported by the continuation of the complaint in excerpts 7.3 and 7.4, 
below, when Mulenga struggles to explain the state of the shower room despite having had time 
to prepare her complaint. Her struggle is evident in a number of speech perturbation, such as 
intra-turn pauses (ll. 144, 147) and sound-stretches (ll. 144, 147). Her rising intonation, quiet 
speech, and use of English for the word “shower” (l. 147) are interpreted by John as other-
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directed and he steps in to complete her turn with the candidate response “shower room?” (l. 
148). His suggestion is not taken up by Mulenga in any audible way but intersubjectivity seems 
to have been reached since she is not challenging his completion.  

Emma does appear to immediately recognize the complaint as indicated by a longer pause 
(l. 149) and a quietly spoken open class repair-initiator (Drew, 1997): “what” (l. 150). The next 
turn (l. 151) is left open for Mulenga, the initial complainer, to restate her complaint. But when 
she remains silent, John paraphrases, “has there been a tornado?” (l. 152), and thereby again 
engages in language brokering ensuring intersubjectivity between Mulenga and Emma. But by 
stepping in at this point, he is doing more than language brokering: he is affiliating with 
Mulenga’s complaint and making the accusation towards Emma more forceful. However, his 
affiliation also puts Mulenga’s authority as a co-parent at risk because Emma orients to John’s 
turn rather than Mulenga’s. Her response is “no” (l. 153) and it has a character of “why do you 
ask?”. Typically a “no” in Danish is “nej” produced with a glottal stop, but Emma’s “no” is 
articulated as “næh:”. It has no glottal stop and it consists of a prolonging of the sound, 
suggesting that Emma is puzzled. The implicitness of the type of conversational implicature that 
Mulenga uses requires well developed conversational skills. Emma’s puzzled “no” might very 
well be due to her not remembering that a (misidentified, though this is likely not the issue) 
tornado named Katrina took place in the US more than half a year prior to the conversation. In 
the continuation of the negotiation in excerpt 7.3, Mulenga (l. 154) treats Emma’s “næh:” as a 
“no, why do you ask?”:  
 

Excerpt 7.3 
154 MUL: fordi det var:- h:ele tiden  øh: (1.2)  

         because it was  all the time uh    

155      °ø:h hvad er det° 

         uh  what is that 

156 JOH: vådt?  

         wet? 

157      (0.7) 

158 MUL: °øh° (0.5) °øh° (.) sh:ampoo:? eller: (0.5) body:  

          uh         uh      shampoo    or           shower 

159      (0.7) sh:ampoo- eller (  )  

               gel       or 

160      (1.3) 

161 MUL: [(   ) 

162 JOH: [hm (.) var der   nogen (0.3) var der   ingen  der  

          hm     was there somebody    was there nobody who  

163      havde ryddet op?  

         had  tidied up? 

164      (0.8) 
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165 MUL: øh:  

         uh 

166      (0.9)  

167 EMM: °jeg havde ryddet op°  

          I   had   tidied up 

168      (1.7) 

 

In excerpts 7.3 and 7.4 Mulenga’s complaint is both a direct complaint to Emma about her 
behaviour and a third-party complaint to John about Emma’s behaviour. She continues the 
complaint by explaining why she thinks there has been a tornado: there was shampoo or shower 
gel all over the floor. But before it is clear what she wants to say, she stalls in a word search 
marked by a quietly spoken interrogative “what is that” (l. 155). John interprets her interrogative 
as other-directed and suggests the lexical item “wet?” with rising intonation (l. 156). Whether her 
interrogative was self- or other-directed does not become clear because Mulenga doesn’t pick up 
the material provided but instead continues her word search evident in quiet speech, numerous 
intra-turn pauses, sound stretches, and rising intonation while providing candidate solutions such 
as shampoo and shower gel (ll. 158-159). This time John doesn’t engage in Mulenga’s word 
search but instead formulates a question to Emma: “was there nobody who had tidied up?” (ll. 
162-163). Emma’s turn is delayed, suggesting a dispreferred response (Drew & Walker, 2009, p. 
2402), leaving time for Mulenga to contemplate taking the floor “uh” (l. 165).  Emma responds 
by quietly denying the accusations: “I had tidied up” (l. 167).   

John’s action is on one level that of a language broker ensuring intersubjectivity between 
Mulenga and Emma. On another level, he affiliates with Mulenga and becomes a co-complainer, 
adding pressure on Emma as the complainee. In his reformulation of Mulenga’s complaint he 
uses a less implicit strategy making it a matter of not having “tidied up” (ll. 162-163). However, 
rather than using the personal pronoun “you” (sing.) he uses the impersonal “somebody” and 
“nobody” and thereby continues Mulenga’s indirect way of addressing Emma. This strategy 
contrasts with John’s usual way of disciplining Emma, which is direct and often includes 
imperatives such as “sit down” or “eat your food” (see Chapter 6; Kolstrup, 2013). His taking 
over is supportive, but it simultaneously challenges Mulenga’s position as a legitimate 
complainer regarding family matters because in her response, Emma (l. 167) orients toward John 
rather than Mulenga. If he instead had engaged in Mulenga’s word search (ll. 158-159), helping 
her formulate her own complaint, he would also have supported her as a legitimate co-parent in 
the family. Mulenga’s “uh” (l. 165), in this regard suggests that she doesn’t intend for John to 
take over. This interpretation is supported by the continuation of the conversation (ll. 169, 172) in 
which Mulenga ignores what happened in l. 162-167 and returns to what she tried to say in l. 
158-161. 
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Excerpt 7.4 
169 MUL: du  ik-  kan ikke forstå    hvad jeg s[iger   

         you not- cannot   understand what I  say  (what I am saying) 

170 EMM:                                       [j@o  

                                                yes (I do) 

171      (0.6) 

172 MUL: jeg siger du- hvad er det (.) shampoo:? (.) [eller 

         I   say   you what is that    shampoo?       or 

173 JOH:                                             [hm 

174      (1.2) 

175 MUL: sh[ower gel  

176 JOH:   [ja  bo- 

            yes bo- 

177 JOH: ja (.) [body shampoo 

         yes     shower gel  

178 MUL:        [°ja°  

                 yes 

179      (0.5) 

180 MUL: °ja° (1.0) (  ) (0.3) har: (0.5) på: °gru:d° (0.4)  

          yes                  have       on  *grud 

181      (0.7) 

182 JOH: °*grud?°  

183 EMM: gulvet  

        the floor 

184 JOH: [uhu?  

185 MUL: [all the bottle:s were all over:  

186 JOH: uhu?  

187      (1.0)   

188 JOH: >der er nogen    der ikke har ryddet  

        there is somebody who not  have tidied  

189      op inde i < brusekabinen?  

         up inside  the shower room 

190 EMM: det [har jeg  

         that have I (I have) 

191 MUL:     [(     ) 

 

192 JOH: [ne:j? nå- 

          no?   oh 

193 MUL: [d- d- d: ne:j? (.) det var:- 

                   no?       it  was 
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194 EMM: jo det [gjorde jeg 

        yes that did    I (yes I did) 

195 MUL:        [I’d say upside down 

 
Complaints met with a denial such as Emma’s (l. 167) are usually followed up by the complainer 
making further assertions about the behaviour the complaint is about (Dersley & Wootton, 2000). 
This is also the case in these data (l. 172). In l. 169, Mulenga claims that Emma: “cannot 
understand what I’m saying”. The ambiguity of her statement is evident in the following turns in 
which Emma treats it as a question orienting to Mulenga’s lack of fluency in Danish by 
answering “yes (I do)” with a short laughter (l. 170). However, Mulenga’s continuation points at 
Emma not understanding what she was complaining about: there being shampoo all over the 
bathroom floor (ll. 172, 175, 178, 180). To explain to Emma that this is what she means, she 
picks up what she attempted to say in ll. 158-159, ignoring what happened in ll. 162-167 when 
John took over the complaint. In contrast to the actions in excerpt 7.3, in excerpt 7.4 both John 
and Emma engage in Mulenga’s word search (ll. 176, 177, 182, 183). After a pause (l. 181) and 
John quietly repeating Mulenga’s candidate non-word solution “grud” (l. 182), Emma jumps in 
offering the lexical item, “the floor” (l. 183). As was the case in excerpts 7.2 and 7.3, Mulenga 
doesn’t appear to acknowledge this lexical help. Emma’s linguistic support at this point in the 
conversation is especially noteworthy because she has disagreed, up to this point, with the 
premise and substance of Mulenga’s complaint. By supporting Mulenga’s word search, Emma 
aligns with her helping to ensure intersubjectivity but thereby also, paradoxically, supports the 
production of the complaint against herself.  

Rather than picking up the lexical item provided by Emma, Mulenga switches to English 
and tells John how “all the bottles were all over” (l. 185). The switch to English excludes Emma 
from the conversation and explicitly invites John to not only translate but to take over the 
complaint. With this invitation, Mulenga withdraws from complaining directly to Emma, 
simultaneously giving up trying to position herself as a legitimate co-parent. John first responds 
with an “uhu” with rising intonation (l. 186) and after a pause paraphrases the point Mulenga is 
trying to make to Emma with a fastly spoken “there is somebody who had not tidied up?” (ll. 
188-189). His paraphrase is very similar to the one he made earlier: “was there nobody who had 
tidied up?” (ll. 162-163), but differs by now being formulated as a statement and thereby 
intensifying the complaint. The intensification comes through in Emma’s denial which is now 
stronger than in excerpt 7.3; she responds, “I have” (l. 190) and “yes I did” (l. 194). After 
Emma’s first denial, Mulenga attempts to formulate a counter turn starting with “no it was” (l. 
193) but when Emma jumps in repeating her denial (l. 194), Mulenga in overlap with Emma 
switches to English (l. 195) and thereby gives John the floor to step in and take over. The fight 
for the floor evident in the many overlaps (ll. 190-195), Emma’s emphasis on “I have” (l. 190), 
and Mulenga’s switch to English, suggests the complaint is developing into an argument 
(Laforest, 2002, p. 1611). However, instead of escalating the argument further, Emma withdraws 
and Mulenga in English explains to John what she thinks of Emma’s tidying up:  
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Excerpt 7.5 
194 EMM: jo  det [gjorde jeg 

         yes that did    I 

195 MUL:         [I’d say upside down 

196      (0.5) 

197 JOH: uhu? 

198 MUL: °(ds:)° 

199      (0.5) 

200 JOH: >hvad på hovedet?< 

         what on the head? (upside down) 

201      (0.7) 

202 MUL: °ja° 

          yes 

203 JOH: hm:? 

 

204 MUL: °måske° (0.4) °the- the: the: shower was like upside down° 

          perhaps       the the: the: shower was like upside down 

205 JOH: uhu?   

206      (1.4) 

207 JOH: >du skal altså  huske    at rydde op<? 

  you must really remember to tidy up? (so, you need to remember to tidy up) 

 

Excerpt 7.5 consists of two similar sequences: ll. 195-200 and ll. 204-207. In both sequences, 
John responds to Mulenga’s English explanation with an “uhu?” with rising intonation (ll. 197, 
205), followed by a pause, and a faster spoken utterance in Danish (ll. 200, 207). By shifting to 
English, Mulenga triggers John’s language brokering implicitly (Del Torto, 2008) and John’s 
“uhu”s confirm he has heard her and takes on the role as language broker: First he translates what 
Mulenga is saying (l. 200) and secondly he paraphrases (l. 207). Mulenga aligns with John, 
confirming she was encouraging him to language broker with a “yes” (l. 202). By using English 
Mulenga positions herself as a non-fluent speaker of Danish who needs somebody to translate for 
her. Her switch to English also indicates that lodging a complaint via John is more important than 
continuing to struggle with communicating the complaint herself in Danish. John’s paraphrase (l. 
207) is the most direct form the complaint takes. It has a concluding character in the use of 
“altså” which translates to “so, you need to remember to tidy up”. Emma doesn’t align or affiliate 
with the complaint but remains silent which, as (Laforest, 2002, p. 1608) notes, has the effect of 
disregarding it.  

By the end of excerpt 7.5, the talk-in-interaction of the participants show multiple and 
sometimes conflicting asymmetrical relations. These include: 

• Emma – as the child denying what she is being accused of versus Mulenga who is in the 
role of her stepmother accusing her; 
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• Emma – as the child denying the rephrased complaint from John as the head of the family 
and her biological father who reprimands her; 

• John – as the father connecting with his daughter by co-participating in a TV show but 
who must interrupt this to support Mulenga. 

• Mulenga – as the stepparent who cannot by herself formulate a complaint about Emma’s 
behaviour versus John who can do so independently;  

• Mulenga – as the limited L2 speaker of the family language versus John and Emma as the 
expert/native speakers.  

 
While the specifics of how these asymmetries play out are dynamic, we note that Mulenga 
exhibits trouble producing felicitous utterances and struggles to legitimate her position in the 
family hierarchy. This may contribute to why, in excerpt 7.6, she does not let go of the complaint: 
 
Excerpt 7.6 
208 MUL: så- [du siger du er ikke en baby (0.3) du er en: (0.6) pige 

         so   you say you are not a baby       you are a        girl 

209 EMM:     [(                ?) 

         (0.5) 

210 EMM: ja: ((whispering)) °j[a:° 

         yes                 yes 

211 MUL:                    [så:- (1.4) hvad er det? (0.3) en baby    

                             then       what is it         a baby  

212       eller pige. (.) baby eller p[ige.  

          or    girl      baby or    girl 

213 EMM:                              [ssch 

214 JOH: DU: (0.3) der bliver snakket til [dig  

         you       there is   talked to   you (somebody is talking to you) 

215 MUL:                                  [jeg snakker 

                                           I   talk 

216      med DIG: ((a knock sound when saying "dig")) (.)  

         with you      

217      D[U: 

         you 

218 EMM:  [<jeg har hørt de:t> 

           I have heard it 

219 MUL: ja: ta:k.  

         yes thanks  

220      (0.7) 
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In excerpt 7.6, Mulenga takes the complaint in a slightly different direction by approaching 
Emma in a sort of meta-conversation about what age Emma’s behaviour can be associated with: 
that of a baby, or that of a girl (ll. 208, 211-212). She bridges this part of the conversation to the 
previous with a “so” and a rhetorical statement (l. 208) followed by Emma reluctantly agreeing to 
being a girl, not a baby, through two quietly spoken “yes”s (l. 210). Her second “yes” overlaps 
with Mulenga who in a teasing tone again asks Emma rhetorically whether she is a baby or a girl 
(ll. 211-212). The teasing tone and nagging character is picked up by Emma who in overlap 
hushes Mulenga with a forceful “ssch” (l. 213). Her hush is treated as rude by both John and 
Mulenga, who raise their voices and stress the 2nd person pronoun “you” (ll. 214, 216-217). 
Mulenga’s turn, “I talk with YOU” (ll. 216-217), mirrors John’s in both form and content, 
“YOU! somebody is talking to you” (l. 214), showing a strong alignment with his activity and 
affiliating with his positioning of Emma as rude. Also, by aligning and affiliating with John in an 
incidence of disciplining, Mulenga positions herself as a co-parent with authority similar to 
John’s. Her position is supported by the content of what John is saying, “somebody is talking to 
you” (l. 214), because he is legitimating Mulenga as someone who can reprimand Emma. John 
and Mulenga insist that Emma listen to Mulenga, in contrast to what happened in excerpts 7.2-
7.5. Here Mulenga did not manage to formulate her own complaint and position herself as 
somebody to whom Emma must listen. Emma responds with a fast spoken: “I have heard it” (l. 
218), positioning herself in alignment with the activity but still disaffiliating with the complaint. 
When Mulenga replies “yes thanks” (l. 219) it is with a tone of sarcasm leaving the next turn 
open for Emma to admit her mistaken behaviour (l. 220). The nagging character of the complaint 
climaxing in Emma’s hushing of Mulenga represents the struggle for power in this series of 
complaint sequences with Mulenga seemingly looking for Emma to recognize and apologize for 
her behaviour and perhaps promise to attend to tidying up in the future.  

Boxer (2002) notes that nagging in families is typically done by an adult to a child about 
household chores. She describes nagging as consisting of several moves: the first move is a 
request, e.g. “could you empty the dish washer”, which might be followed up with a verbal 
agreement to do so, but not with the actual act of emptying the dish washer. When the request is 
not followed up, a reminder is given, which again may be acknowledged verbally but not with an 
act. When the reminder is repeated it is nagging. The nagging in the present analysis is slightly 
different: First, Mulenga complains, Emma denies (excerpt 7.3), second, Mulenga reformulates 
the complaint and Emma denies (excerpt 7.4), third, Mulenga reformulates the complaint and 
Emma ignores her (excerpt 7.5), and finally, in excerpt 7.6, Mulenga requests Emma to reflect on 
her behaviour, and while Emma acknowledges that she has heard the complaint, she still refuses 
to acquiesce to it. In this nagging sequence, Mulenga is not looking for Emma to follow up with 
an act of tidying up, but more likely with a recognition or apology and perhaps a promise of 
attending to tidying up in the future. 

Excerpt 7.6 ends differently than excerpts 7.2-7.5 in that Mulenga is positioned as a 
legitimate co-parent with authority to complain. However, her authority here also depends on 
John, who provides her with the vocabulary to complain (“I talk with you”, l. 215-216) and 
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legitimates her as somebody Emma needs to listen to (l. 214). But the atmosphere is tense with a 
strong disaffiliation between the adults on the one side and Emma as a child who doesn’t tidy up 
after herself, needs to be reprimanded, and responds rudely to her stepmother. In excerpt 7.7, 
Mulenga takes the conversation in a direction where Emma can again affiliate with her father:  
 

Excerpt 7.7 
218 EMM:  [<jeg har hørt de:t> 

            I  have heard it 

219 MUL: ja: ta:k.  

         yes thanks  

220      (0.7) 

221 MUL: og så:   det er en første: g- øh gang jeg 

         and then it is  a first       uh time I 

222      kommer til Danmark og: (0.5) og:m (0.5) har: koldt bad. 

         come   to  Denmark and       and        have cold shower 

223      (0.5)  

224 JOH: @@@@@@ 

225 MUL: så jeg skal skrive på: min: øh: (0.7) diary? 

         so I   will write  on  my   uh        diary? 

226 JOH: dagbog? 

         diary? 

227 MUL: ja: 

         yes 

228      (1.6) 

229 JOH: at-   at  Emma har brugt alt det varme vand? 

         that that Emma has used  all the hot   water 

230 MUL: ja: 

         yes 

231 JOH: hm 

232      (1.6) ((sounds like a metal plate being banged)) 

233 MUL: at  jeg skal fryser          hele  dag     idag. 

         that I will freeze (be cold) the whole day today 

 
Mulenga’s turn in ll. 221-222 develops a different path and now turns to Emma using all the hot 
water. Though still a complaint, her use of humour and constructing herself as somebody foreign 
to Denmark and the family (l. 222) is a way of making the atmosphere lighter (cf. Laforest, 
2002). The humour is picked up by John who aligns through laughter (l. 224) while Emma 
misaligns by remaining silent. By referring to herself as an outsider, Mulenga positions John and 
Emma together as Danes in opposition to herself as a non-Dane. This contrasts with the earlier 
excerpts in which Mulenga and John as parents were in solidarity in their reprimand of Emma.  
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When Mulenga had turned on the recorder 7 minutes earlier, she was seemingly irked at 
having had a cold shower and having had to slide around the shower room on shampoo and 
shower gel. She continues, jokingly referring to the cold shower as notable enough for her to put 
it in her diary (l. 225). In the production of the turn, she engages John in a word search by briefly 
switching to English and using rising intonation on the word “diary”. When he provides the 
Danish translation (l. 226), she acknowledges his help with a “yes” (l. 227) followed by a long 
pause (l. 228). When Mulenga doesn’t continue her turn in this pause, John picks it up with a 
suggestion for completion “that Emma has used all the hot water” (l. 229). His completion links 
directly to Mulenga’s turn (l. 225) with the subordinate conjunction “at” [that] after a restart. 
Again, Mulenga acknowledges his completion with a “yes” (l. 230). In the continuation of the 
conversation (transcript not included here), Emma participates in a discussion about the size of 
their hot water tank in comparison to the one at her mother’s place. In this part of the 
conversation, John explains to Mulenga that Emma is used to having unlimited hot water and not 
a boiler with limited hot water, the latter being the case at John and Mulenga’s apartment. Thus, 
even though John completes Mulenga’s turn (l. 229) and thereby ensures intersubjectivity, he 
doesn’t affiliate with her but rather with Emma defending her likely unaware (over)use of their 
hot water.  
 

7.4 Discussion 
 
Mulenga’s social role as stepmother is intrinsically interwoven with her emergent linguistic 
competence because she depends on her L2 to position herself as a stepmother. Her linguistic 
competence can be viewed as a problem when she fails to produce the complaint without John’s 
mediation. But simultaneously, Mulenga’s communicative difficulties creates opportunities for 
her complaint to be more forceful because of John’s alignment and affiliation. Moreover, her 
linguistic struggles bring Emma temporarily in alignment during the disagreement when Emma 
participates in Mulenga’s word search16 (l. 183). The intrinsically interwoven nature of language 
competence and social roles is especially clear in the analysis of John’s double role as language 
broker and co-complainer/co-parent. John aligns with Mulenga’s activity of complaining when 
engaging in her word searches and serving as a language broker who translates and paraphrases 
what she says for Emma. As a co-parent and biological father of Emma, he simultaneously 
affiliates with the stance Mulenga is making: that Emma needs to tidy up the bathroom after she 
showers. His role as language broker in conversations between Mulenga and Emma are evident 
elsewhere in the database.  

16 It can also be seen as an effort on Emma’s side to stay on her father’s good side. In the data there is a clear 
tendency for Emma to avoid getting positioned with Mulenga if her father is excluded. She then vigorously resists 
Mulenga’s alignments to suggest positions which bring herself in alignment with her father (Chapter 6; Kolstrup 
2013). 
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This finding confirms Del Torto’s (2008, p. 95) suggestion that language brokering is a 
strategy, which “helps achieve family cohesion and construct identities.” But even though 
Mulenga in these excerpts is highly dependent on John to language broker for her, she is 
persistent in her attempts to independently position herself as Emma’s stepmother. Similar to 
previous findings in micro analytical studies of L2 conversations outside the classroom (e.g. 
Firth, 2009; Gardner & Wagner, 2004; Kurhila, 2006), both Mulenga and the other family 
members attend primarily to mutual understanding while overt linguistic corrections are not 
generally offered. The most dominant type of repair sequences found in the analysis is word 
searches initiated by Mulenga. It is striking how no embedded corrections (see section 7.2.2) are 
found since others (Brouwer et al., 2004; Kurhila, 2006) have found embedded correction to be 
one of the most frequent corrections in L2 conversations outside the classroom. However, the L2 
speakers in Brouwer et al.’s data are more advanced in their L2 than Mulenga, whereas the 
competence of Kurhila’s L2 speakers varied. Another reason might be found in the contextual 
difference among these settings. As mentioned in section 7.2.2, both Brouwer et al.’s and 
Kurhila’s dataset come from more formal settings in which face saving strategies, such as 
embedded corrections, are more of a concern. In the stepfamily data, the relationship between the 
participants are much more intimate making face-saving strategies less of a worry (Blum-Kulka, 
1997; Laforest, 2002, 2009). Whether the dominance of word-searches and non-existence of 
embedded corrections are representative of the database will be explored in future research.  

CA informed studies on language learning can be broadly categorized as falling in two 
groups: those which focus on the changes of L2 speakers’ participation in practice over time, and 
those which focus on how participants demonstrate that they are involved in “doing learning” 
(Firth & Wagner, 2007; Pallotti & Wagner, 2011a). An example of doing learning during word 
searches in conversations between L1 and L2 speakers, is found in Brouwer (2003) who 
describes interactional indications such as the L2 speaker repeating the linguistic material offered 
by the L1 speaker or acknowledging the offered material with a “yes”. In the study at hand, there 
are a few such instances of Mulenga “doing learning”. In excerpt 7.4, for example, Mulenga 
offers two quietly spoken “yes”s (ll. 178, 180), and acknowledges the lexical material, “shower 
gel” (l. 176) suggested by John. In excerpt 7.7 she also acknowledges John’s support with a “yes” 
(l. 227) when John provides the lexical material “dagbog” or “diary” for her and when he 
completes her turn (l. 230). If we had access to the bodily postures and gestures of the 
participants, we might also be able to show other types of acknowledgements of the linguistic 
support, e.g. Mulenga nodding or making eye contact. Thus, even though it was not the emphasis 
of this study, we think it is pertinent to note that there are some indications that the construction 
of the complaint simultaneously functions as a language learning opportunity for Mulenga. 
Nevertheless, respecting the principle of staying close to our data, we would surmise that such 
learning opportunities are incidental to the primary intent of the interaction we have outlined in 
this chapter. Mulenga typically doesn’t repeat the linguistic material provided and eventually 
switches to English during this interaction, which signals a primary concern to successfully 
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establish her complaint over and above her secondary goal of increasing her capacity to 
communicate in Danish.  
 

7.5. Conclusion 
 
The multilingual stepfamily suggests an intriguing new context for further exploring L2 
conversations and expanding the interactional L2 development database as called for by Firth 
(2009), Firth and Wagner (2007), and Wagner (2004). While in the present analysis we did not 
attempt to address whether or not the family conversations are a language learning setting for 
Mulenga, we are sympathetic to the notion that language learning is essentially a social practice, 
a claim made by other scholars who combine the insights of CA with second language 
development (Brouwer & Wagner, 2004; Firth & Wagner, 2007; Mondada & Pekarek Doehler, 
2004; Pallotti & Wagner, 2011b).  In this social practice and ecological perspective, language is 
understood as an affordance for establishing, as well as contesting, social relationships and their 
boundaries. Van Lier (2004) defines the term “affordances’ as a relationship between an 
organism and its environment that “signals an opportunity for or inhibition of action” (p. 4). In 
application to language learning in domestic social contexts, these excerpts can be seen to reflect 
“the raw materials out of which signs grow” (van Lier, 2004, p. 63). In this way, language 
learning is inseparable from language use in the sense that L2 speakers actively engage linguistic 
and other competences “within a constant process of adjustment vis-à-vis other social agents and 
in the emerging context” (Mondada & Pekarek Doehler, 2004, p. 502). 

Broadening our discussion, we think it worthwhile emphasizing that the analysis 
presented above advocates a conceptualisation of L2 competence that extends beyond knowledge 
of grammar and lexicon to include interactional achievements and symbolic competence (see 
Canagarajah, 2007; Firth & Wagner, 2007, Kramsch & Whiteside, 2008; Norton, 2000). For 
instance, Canagarajah (2007, p. 928) includes notions of language awareness, strategic 
competence and pragmatic competence as dimensions of a dynamic conceptual framework that is 
inclusive of a speaker’s sensitivity to contextual dynamics such as power relations and other 
participants’ positionalities and abilities. To illustrate this, one can look at the way Mulenga 
approaches Emma through the use of advanced strategies of implicature (see Brown & Levinson, 
1987). She could have stated directly that the bathroom was messy and all the hot water used. But 
instead she brings in common cultural references to humorously compare Emma’s actions in the 
bathroom to that of “Tornado” Katrina. Her humorous and indirect approach in conversations 
with Emma is representative of the database as a whole and illustrates a sophisticated ability for 
interactional engagement that extends considerably beyond her linguistic expertise. 

Finally, we would like to mention that the analysis in this article touches on broader 
issues of identity and socialization in emergent L2 users (Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000; Norton, 
2000). In the interviews and conversations with Mulenga, it is clear that she wishes to create a 
close relationship with Emma in which she is both a friend and a respected co-parent. But the 
development of her social identity as stepmother is intrinsically bound to her developing 
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interactional, symbolic, and linguistic competence in Danish. In interviews, when discussing the 
role she hoped to play in the family, Mulenga often described the practice of raising children in 
Zambia in contrast to what she experienced in Denmark. She reported that in Zambia, children 
are brought up to respect and listen to an array of adults that comprise an extended family, all of 
whom typically have a say in how they are raised. In Denmark, she experiences the raising and 
reprimanding of children as almost exclusively the role of the biological parents. Thus, her 
wished for role as stepmother is not only mediated by language, but also by her expectations and 
growing awareness of the different ways in which family life is culturally organized. 
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