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Abstract

Talking to Enciso about narrative analysis, small stories and social media, Georgakopoulou
discusses how her work addresses epistemology, practice theory and methodological remixing;
media affordances, changing formats and monetisation; and invisibilisation, political
mobilisations and the analyst’s ethical stance.

Patricia: Alex, it's really great to be able to have this conversation with you. I'm enthralled by
your work and by the contributions that you're making to the field of narrative studies starting
from the very beginning of your work. So, this is a chance for us to sort of circle back to some
of those beginnings and how they've evolved now into a current understanding of social media
stories as small stories using the small stories framework. I'll begin with a question about
stories. You define stories very early on as a ubiquitous practice that is evolving and changing in
context. And it's borrowing context, borrowing places and other stories, as stories build and
grow and change. This is a really dynamic view of how we make the world. I want to begin this
dialogue with the questions: ‘How do we know?’ ‘What do we understand about ourselves and
others and the world?’ “What counts as knowledge, as we tell stories?’

Alexandra: Many thanks, Pat, for this conversation and for your first, thought-provoking
question. Let me frame my answer by saying, - and this is where stories come in as well - that
when we talk about knowing - an epistemology — in my view, we also need to bring in feeling.
Knowing cannot be disassociated from an affective investment in our field of practice as
analysts, but also as participants, as storytellers. Stories famously inhabit both worlds: the
epistemic and the affective, as we have shown with our work on positioning analysis (Bamberg
& Georgakopoulou 2008). Positioning analysis clearly demonstrates that storytellers navigate
events, experiences and happenings in a realm of their (and others’) affective involvement in the
tale, as characters, and in the telling, as here and how communicators. In terms of paradigms that
allow me to bridge these knowing and affective aspects of stories, I borrow insights from
previous work within linguistic anthropology, interactional sociolinguistics, conversation
analysis and biographical approaches. They have all influenced my thinking, in different ways,
specifically in their ideas about context, the historicity of discursive activities and the
relationship of the communicative ‘how’ of stories with tellers’ identities. If ‘knowing’ then is
partly about approaching our focus of inquiry with certain assumptions that derive from a
previous body of work, in my case, this involves moving away from the essentialist tradition of



studying stories as transparent windows into who the tellers are, and instead, viewing stories as
practices (De Fina & Georgakopoulou 2008; 2012), as communicative activities through which
we produce social life. In parallel with attending to the contingency of stories in their immediate
contexts, [ am also interested in identifying the durability, habituality, normativity and iterativity
of linguistic and other semiotic choices in stories, over time. My heuristic, ways of telling-sites-
tellers, serves as a point of entry into studying stories as practices (2007), affording a multi-
layered, empirically and ethnographically grounded, contextual analysis of stories.

Patricia: You've made an intervention into multiple fields of study around narrative studies
emphasizing this practice-based approach to making sense of stories in everyday life. Would you
talk about the epistemological underpinnings of a practice-based approach? What does it mean
to know what counts as knowing when it's practice-based versus seeing stories as a coherent act
that has, for example, a beginning, middle, and end, that we're looking for in advance.

Alexandra: Yes, as I have just said, studying stories as practices involves grounding them in
lived experience, in their contexts of occurrence, forging links amongst their ways of telling, the
social worlds they inhabit and they (re)work in their tales, as well as their tellers: who sees, who
views, from which vantage point, who has the right to tell whose story and how, what the role
and place of a story is in a specific habitus, what webs of associations, intertextual connections
and circulating discourses stories are part of; how they constitute social order themselves. In
terms of methods for a practice-based analysis, I have employed ethnographic perspectives and,
in my latest work on stories on social media, a technographic method (2024): a method that
allows me to study the technological workings of platforms, their affordances for stories, their
discourses for stories, and how these shape users’ storytelling practices. Technography, in the
spirit of ethnographic methods for the study of conversational, everyday life storytelling,
provides the tools necessary for establishing the historicity of storytelling practices. This is even
more necessary in the ever-shifting social media landscape, where there is a danger of treating
storytelling practices as ‘novel’ and skewing their genealogical connections with previous ones.

Ethnographic perspectives are not mere methods, but also epistemological stances which go hand
in hand with a reflexive focus on one’s work: e.g. why am I here and not somewhere else? What
is my positionality? What kind of a storyteller am 1? With what kinds of storytelling rights but
also responsibilities and commitments? I view reflexive approaches as intimately connected with
narrative inquiry, partly because they inadvertently make the researchers’ autobiographical
journey visible. In fact, my engagement with narrative inquiry as a phenomenological,
hermeneutic area for studying narrative, has perhaps rendered my work a little less ‘forensic’
than language-focused studies of storytelling tend to be. In terms of my disciplinary journey, I
started out as a linguistically trained scholar and originally classicist. So, in the process, I made a
move from text-linguistic approaches to narrative towards embracing biographical, sociological,
psychological, and anthropological approaches. With small stories research, I have attempted to
synergize the distinct traditions of examining storytelling as a means in itself, focused on how
stories are told, with examining storytelling as a means to an end, focused on the ‘who’ and
‘why’ of stories (Georgakopoulou 2015a). The latter focus comes with a political and ideological
agenda of putting on the map underrepresented experiences and subjectivities, which on
reflection, underpinned the inception of small stories research. What [ mean by this is that I was
visibilizing, with my research, adolescent women in a small, patriarchal town in Greece, which



historically and geographically has been at a crossroads between Europe and Asia, in between
the Global North and Global South. I was tuning into my participants’ informal socialization
contexts and how they were essentially doing and (re)claiming girlhood through their stories.
These were contexts that at that point were below the radar of Greek sociology and linguistics,
and at the same time, they were also underrepresented in the sociolinguistic literature (Marjorie
Goodwin’s work, even though not narrative analytic as such, was a notable exception, e,g, her
1990 book). Very early on, when conventional narrative approaches did not seem to work for my
data, I began to have a sense of the need and urgency to come up with a conceptual and
analytical vocabulary that would allow me to bring to the fore the hidden, neglected connections
between those young women’s everyday life stories and their (counter)-positionings, within a
space that was more constraining than enabling for them and for their developing sexualities. I
began to ask, 'How can we ground empirically their identity work, through microanalysis of their
fleeting, fragmented, densely allusive, often deliberately cryptic stories? How can we understand
resistance, speaking against dominant discourses, or playfully and performatively doing self in
the here and now?" So, this calibration between structure and agency in the everyday,
microcosmic stage that storytelling with our friends and family is, is at the heart of what I have
been doing. And this is where practice-based approaches to language, infused with narrative
analytic tools, come in, allowing me to forge intelligible connections amongst different facets of
practice and to see how multi-scalar contexts fold onto the here and now. In this respect, my
work is inspired by linguistic anthropologists, for instance, Scollon and Scollon (e.g. 2004), and
William Hanks (e.g. 1996).

Patricia: I was just about to ask who you would identify as your sort of scholarly base and
thought partners.

Alexandra: Well, although I have just mentioned couple of names, it's not so much about names.
It's more about specific disciplinary traditions and the challenge but also hugely rewarding job of
finding unlikely connections amongst them, ‘remixing’, in Markham’s words (2013), and
‘reimagining’ them (Blommaert et al, 2020). In my latest work on small stories on social media, I
have been doing a lot of remixing of methods, for example, of corpus-assisted methods with
critical discourse & narrative analysis (2019); of platform studies, science and technology studies
with small stories & positioning analysis (2021). These remixes allow me to study stories as
socio technical, designed, algorithmically computed and engineered practices (Georgakopoulou,
Iversen & Stage 2020).

Patricia: Continuing with the idea of remixing for the purposes of understanding the practices of
storying, I'm wondering if you could talk about how you understand audience as part of storying,
especially with regard to digital storying (as that is outside the context of face-to-face
interaction)? How have the dimensions of story changed with the shift from face to

face to social media platforms? What we should be paying attention to? Could you talk about
how normative practices begin to take shape, with regard to storying and for how we know
ourselves in the world, how we know the world through storying?

Alexandra: Let me say first something about how I have reimagined positioning analysis, which
we developed with Michael Bamberg (2008) as a social interactional perspective on
conversational stories and identities, that has had influence outside of (socio)linguistics too. A



key-aim for us was to be able to link identities with story co-construction in analytically tractable
ways. Of course, in face-to-face environments, more often than not, you have storytelling
participants being co-present and their roles are more easily discernible (and analyzable) than on
social media. We also wanted to have a sophisticated toolkit for bringing in the intertextuality
and trans-contextualization of stories across spaces and over time. On social media, re-
positioning positioning analysis involves factoring in media affordances of audience
participation and of the wide circulation of storytelling events for intended, imagined, shifting,
and often, unforeseen audiences (Georgakopoulou & Giaxoglou 2018). One productive focus, in
this respect, has been on how content creators may be adjusting their narrative stancetaking, in
order to navigate the competing demands of audience selection vs. audience reach and the
tension between reinforcing connections with friends whilst including wider audiences in their
stories (Georgakopoulou 2014, 2015b). Similarly, I have also tracked how specific modes of
audience engagement in a story, have developed over the years across platforms, partly as a
result of specific affordances for stories which direct audiences to (dis)aligning with a story/teller
in ritualistic, conventionalized ways (2016; forthcoming). One of the issues I have been
grappling with is how users who are geographically dispersed, not part of established
communities, through fleeting exposure to specific social actions, end up developing norms and
a sense of recognition of them as typical, at an astonishing speed, compared to how typification
develops in, say, face-to-face, storytelling environments. The idea of recognition of a story is
typical is very important both for how content creators tell their stories, often framing them as
relatable, projecting the act of recognition for audiences, and for how audiences themselves do
this recognition work. We find this, especially on TikTok videos, where the drive for positioning
a story as relatable leads to much replication and memefication of stories (forthcoming).

To analyze and account these processes of story typification on social media, I have been
reimagining the ethnomethodological concept of "formatting" for online stories, following on
from the late Jan Blommaert’s work on it (2020). Jan and I had reached the same conclusion at
around the same point that there is normativity developing online - in my case around stories -
very, very quickly. I have therefore been able to track over time the development of small stories
on social media as formatted activities: normative, replicable, recognizable, typical, and
associated with specific modes of self-presentation for the tellers, namely that of authenticity
(2021, 2022). I have to say that at the heart of this formatting lies the curation of stories in
platformed environments, the fact that since their inception, social media have been keen on
designing stories, offering users facilities, motivations and rewards for posting and engaging
with stories about themselves and the world around them.

From a textual point of view and this addresses, Pat, your question about how the dimensions of
story have changed on social media, the use of the present tense is definitely part of the story
formats I have identified, whether we are talking about breaking news, behind the scenes stories,
and so on. So, in a short space of time, we have seen a complete overshadowing of stories of past
tense events by present-tense stories where sharing what is happening now seems to take
precedence over reflecting on what happened before; where in the moment experiences and our
affective responses to them seem to take precedence over configured events; where the textual
elements of stories get confined in captions, everyday life stories have become multi-semiotic
ensembles and our lives and selves in them visual/viewable. We have become amateur film-
makers and video-editors, documentarists of our lives. This is a huge shift in storying practices



and it is certainly changing quite rapidly what we associate everyday life stories with, both at the
thematic and at the lexical level: for instance, the main verbal collocate of the word ‘story’ on
social media is ‘view’ as opposed to ‘tell’, as I found in my corpus-assisted discourse analysis of
what a story is on social media platforms (2019). You don’t need to do a corpus analysis to attest
to the development of a whole new vocabulary around stories on social media, especially since
they became designed features on major platforms, such as Snapchat, Instagram, Facebook.

Patricia: Right.

Alexandra: Talking about formatting stories, the over-arching formatted practice I have
established on social media is that of sharing-life-in-the-moment (2017). Sharing stories on the
go, in the here and now, telling yourself in the moment, in visual & video ways, as unrehearsed
and non-polished, spontaneous content is a practice that platforms have heavily invested in,
providing users with affordances specific design features for sharing in the moment. Of course,
this practice suits the algorithmic prioritizations of timeliness of content across platforms, and
the social media attention economy: users’ attention is harnessed more effectively with
snackable, brief stories that can be regularly updated.

Patricia: I wanted to just take another reflexive turn here and ask how is this work, across the
trajectory of your work, how is it changing you? How is it changing your sense of self in the
field and in your relationship to a world that is still rapidly changing? How do you see yourself
in this? Let me just clarify why I'm asking this. I'm interested in you, of course, but I'm asking in
part on behalf of new scholars in the field, and those people who are saying, 'Yes, I I need to take
a different look at what's happening in with stories.' As they begin to look, engage, remix, and
reimagine, what are the implications of that for the scholar, for a scholar like you, for example?

Alexandra: With the inception of small stories research, as I said, that was a point when I was
reflecting on what we would now call ‘decolonizing’ of much of the narrative inquiry work,
which based its assumptions about self and stories on a particular, ethnocentric, Western, middle
of last century, type of story: the so-called life-story or the research generated interview story, a
teleological, coherent account, with a beginning, a middle and an end. The assumption was: you
have your story and you retrieve it for the purposes of the attentive listener/interviewer. So, I saw
the need for bringing in neglected activities, yet consequential for identity work, from, let's say,
the fringes; from informal, research unregulated environments of young women who didn't have
much of a voice and visibility in the scholarly literature, as I have already said. Somehow, even if
my explicit focus was on an empirical and rigorous analysis, there was a side to me, as a
researcher, of being an advocate for my participants, with an empowerment agenda akin to that
of (post)feminist narrative inquiry. Small stories research certainly has given the inspiration to
social scientists, in a wide range of narrative studies, for documenting counter-stories in a range
of environments (Georgakopoulou 2015a; Georgakopoulou, Giaxoglou & Patron 2023). Fast
forward to the proliferation and curation of small stories on social media though and we see
small stories being curated and in the process commodified as a format. We can talk about the
age of small stories on social media, the reign of short form communication. Certainly, stories as
platformed features get co-opted by businesses and influencers for advertising, they become
monetized activities. The curation of small stories is accompanied by their templatization in form
and content which users find difficult to resist, if they want visibility, popularity and audience



reach for their content. In my current work on short form videos as storytelling, I am seeing not
only templatized ways of talking about our experiences but also a specific visual grammar and
specific ways in which the visual and video resources connect with language, for example in the
captions of the videos (forthcoming). This templatization is in abundance in TikTok trends,
where we even have a trans-cultural replication, across languages, of the same types of
experience, same types of scenarios, same types of captions, same types of images, same
references to TV shows and stories from popular culture, same types of comments and so on.
Based on all this, we can talk about a tilt of the ‘who am 1?” (Bamberg 2012) dilemma that
storytellers navigate, especially the dilemma between presenting myself as conforming,
recognizable, familiar as opposed to being unique and different, toward presenting myself and
my life as recognizable and relatable. This kind of positioning which, for ease of reference,
draws a lot on stereotypical personas, on what Agha would call characterological figures (2007),
cannot be disassociated from the short form communication of the videos; put differently, from
the fact that, in this case, small stories are literally small too, designed to be brief. Relatable tales
& selves work well with TikTok’s recommendation algorithms and the virality being based more
on posts rather than individuals, as Abidin (2020) has claimed.

This platformed drive for homogeneity of stories has definitely pushed me to much more ethical
and critical perspectives on storytelling. I cannot ignore the question of what types of lives and
selves and subjectivities are inadvertently magnified, amplified by social media platforms. What
is it that gets silenced and backgrounded? How do storytellers calibrate their tales as personal
and their selves as agentive vis-a-vis opting for conformity, to ensure transportability of their
stories and empathy for them?

Patricia: Thinking, too, of the sort of political power and also maybe the educative power of the
movement across platforms. I'm thinking of the moment when the Queen of England died and
Irish twitter and Black twitter merged around their political stance on that event. You had dance
apps with Irish dancers sending off the Queen. As you know, the Irish and Black Twitter are two
very distinct cultural phenomena. But their political moment merged. So, there are these larger
story events that happen as well. And we're seeing it around Gaza as well. The political events
that are happening around the world, and Ukraine and Russia.

Alexandra: Indeed, one of the things that is interesting in this respect is how, since the early
days of social media, users have been given affordances both for telling their lives in the moment
and for participating in and further authoring collective stories, stories about socio-political
events around us. As story curation has been progressing across platforms, I have found that, in
fact, the affordances and semiotic resources for telling personal stories have increasingly merged
and fused with those for telling collective stories to the point that currently TikTok short form
videos represent a versatile, hybrid storytelling genre, where the personal tale becomes relatable
and memefied and vice versa, where collective tales become personalized. At the level of
affordances, what is important in this respect is the sophistication of what I have called
rescripting practices and affordances (2015b): visual, video and verbal manipulations of stories,
montage and collage, so as to bring them together and create dense intertextual connections,
analogies or disparities with other stories. Users can very readily import into their stories
‘shareables’, voices, scenes from other stories, with video editing facilities, lip-synching
facilities and so on. This is a very generative process — add further storying and rescripting in the



comments and you easily have a fascinating poly-storying (Georgakopoulou & Giaxoglou 2018)
going on, which in moments of collective crisis, manages to crystallize moments of affective
intensity by networked audiences, a live, crowdsourced historiography like nothing we have
witnessed before. This collective, participatory storytelling can have a lot of transformative
power, as we have seen for instance with the MeToo and Black Lives Matters movements. But
there is also the danger of story templatization and the drive for homogeneity, that [ mentioned
before, at the expense of nuance of individual experience and of individual creativity. Is the
death of the storyteller, to paraphrase Barthes, now really upon us?

So, as I see it, going forward, the unprecedented scale of transportability of specific small stories
and teller positions presents challenges in how, as analysts, we sharpen our tools for
documenting the limits as well as possibilities for storyteller agency and creativity in stories. But
we also need to think how we carve out a space for ourselves as critical narrative media literacy
analysts, in the landscape of designed & increasingly GenAl communication, where the drive for
homogeneity and the amplification of specific viewpoints at the expense of others is only going
to increase. As narrative analysts, we have to reckon with the fact that for a whole generation or
two, partly the millennials, definitely Gen Z and the adolescents of today, curated, multi-modal,
small stories online are the prime way of sharing their lives, their feelings and their experiences
and making sense of themselves. And we need to update our accounts and analytical tools
accordingly, to do justice to these prevalent, shifting storytelling practices. My hope is that my
work on small stories research can be of help in this much needed overhaul of narrative analysis.

Patricia: Thank you. We've been able to move across a range of big ideas including a move from
local to global and the grounding of your work in ethnographic and sociological studies that
continue to inform and shape how you see what it means to know and feel.
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