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The dialogics of transformative storytelling or how social categories are created 

Abstract
This article addresses stories of self-change told by tourists, from a performative, Neo-Whorfian framework. It is argued that in (trans)formative interaction rituals, where persuasive identitary assertions are made, the audience partakes in the interaction through undergoing formative self-changed. The article attends to the usually overlooked role of the audience, and conceptualizes two dialogic moves—Persuasion and Transformation, which, jointly, implicate the audience and covertly draw it into a symbolic system. Attention to the role of the audience is accomplished through a reflexive shift, which helps conceptualize the position of the “hearer” as one which is, itself, an achievement. This leads to a dryadic, rather than dyadic view of the creation of ideologically implicated social categories, and entails a dynamic shift from “unmarked category,” to the role of the “listener,” and eventually, to the role of the “performer.” The article is theoretical and draws on illustrations from tourists’ travel accounts, with a particular focus on the stories told by Israeli backpackers. In contrast to the traditional conception of tourism as a discrete sphere of activity, in this study, the semiotics of tourism are shown to transpire within, and transform, daily life. 
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The dialogics of transformative storytelling or how social categories are created 

Introduction
In the last two decades, related developments in linguistic and symbolic anthropology have promoted an agenda that deconstructs Cartesian dichotomies and radically transcends the enduring materialist ideologies they sustain. In particular, works on framing, performativity, and indexicality present an array of processual perspectives, resulting in a provocative semiotic outline of how social categories and subjectivities are constituted (Bauman and Briggs 1990; Briggs 2002; Duranti 2003; Silverstein 2004:622-623). In this constantly recreating and ideologically-infused world, individuals, communities, organizations, and nations inhabit interacting positions and shifting spheres of consciousness, by which both social subjects and the social order assume enduring appearances. 


It is no news that with the demise of high-modern times and its accompanying meta-narratives, the winds of various ideologies are constantly blowing in and through our everyday lives. Structures are viewed processually, forms are replaced by performances, and “worldviews” are exchanged for more political and contestable “ideologies” (Hill and Mannheim 1992:382). Nor is it surprising that the symbolic structures promoted and mobilized by ideologies move people in dramatic and transformative, oftentimes fundamental, ways (James 1902). Yet, although anthropologists have explored the effectiveness and authoritativeness of ideological language(s), most notably with regard to the pragmatics of evangelist religious discourse (as these are embodied in performances of conversion narratives, see, Harding 1987; Keane 1997; Robbins 2001; Stromberg 1993), ideologies play a formative role also in more mundane spheres of everyday life. Within the conceptual framework of late-modern social life, the semiotics of transformation can be seen as both pervasive and as constitutive, in that they precisely address the “unmarked” everydayness of being.


The article illustrates how people are transformed not only by the stories they perform but also, more intricately, by the stories they hear. Through attending everyday occasions of storytelling, subjects are covertly, and yet powerfully, interactionally implicated, with the result that they are unconsciously enveloped within, and made to commit to, a particular symbolic system. The article specifically attends to Israeli backpacker tourists and explores the ways in which they perform their travel recollections so as to tacitly induce a powerful, intersubjective experience of transformation, in both themselves and within the audience. These dialogic transformations will be referred to as “nodal transformation.” Their exploration suggests that self-change is necessarily dialogic, which implies that in order to counted as a valid social occurrence, all partaking in the transformative ritual must undergo change. Further, while research usually attends to members of ideologically “marked” groups, who share an explicit symbolic system and missionary rhetoric (“born-again evangelists,” for instance), presently transformations are shown to transpire in mundane interactions. 


It is not by chance that I examine tourists in the exploration of mundane discursive implications. Global tourism is an ideal arena for the research of late-modern experiences and identities, and of the (meta)-symbolic interrelations between the orders of the mundane, on the one hand, and of the remarkable, on the other (MacCannell 1999: [1976]). For, if there is one thread that runs through the last three or so decades of sociological exploration of the experience of the modern tourist, it is the notion that in order to be perceived and defined as such, tourism must symbolically break with the order and the metaphysics of the everyday. From MacCannell’s (1999: [1976]) path-breaking work on the modern tourist search for authenticity, through Urry’s (1990) influential framework, concerning the Foucaultian-inspired “tourist gaze”, to performative formulations of tourists’ practices and spaces (Adler 1989; Edensor 1998; Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998), the tourism industry has monumentally monopolized and commercialized the semiotics of Travel. It has institutionalized the meaning of grand-movement that both concretely and symbolically transports people beyond the spaces and spheres of bourgeoisie everyday life, thereby enabling transformations of identities and meanings. Tourism nowadays, “presupposes its opposites” (Urry 1990:2), producing a rather extraordinary ordinariness (Haldrup and Larsen 2003). Touristic experiences have not seized only the eye, as is commonly assumed, but the ear, too, has learned to listen and to hear in new ways. Viewed in terms of discursive resources and discursive capital, recounting tourist excursions and listening to such stories, is an important aspect of maintaining one’s social status. 


This article culminates previous research into backpacker-tourists’ experiences and verbal performances, wherein dialogical and transformatory types of speech were explored. Yet, in previous publications, self-transformation—entailing a dramatic change of person’s views of oneself and of the world, and persuasion—the communicative process through which people change each other’s worldviews, were conceptualized separately (Noy 2002, 2004). However, it has become apparent that when viewed as a whole, these performances are indivisible. The surprising implications of these interrelations between persuasion and transformation—which entail not only dramatic self-transformation, but more importantly, subtle experiential vicissitudes in everyday consciousness, and not only downright missionary rhetoric, but also casual suggestive speech (where symbolic systems are less explicit)—is the central concern of this paper. 


Conceptually, the work is predominantly inspired by Bakhtin, especially by his view of speaking and listening as formative social activities. Utterances, Bakhtin famously argued, those lively (pragmatic) uses into which language is put in communicative events, are inherently inter-actional. They are dialogical (“inter-“), in the sense that their inherent quality is that of being “directed at” or “turning to” someone, and reactive to earlier utterances (Bakhtin's notions of "addressivity" and "responsivity." Bakhtin 1986:93, 95,99). At the same time utterances are also “actionable.” In Bakhtin’s ethics utterances are speech acts of sorts, collapsing the abyss between “world” and “language”: “Language enters life through concrete utterances ... and life enters language through concrete utterances as well” (Bakhtin 1986:63). 


Drawing upon Bakhtin’s work, it is illuminating to view the discursive capacity by which implication is achieved intersubjectively. A dialogical view offers ways of hearing how social categories are—implicatively, interactionally, performatively—formulated, constructed, maintained, and rendered relevant in everyday life. Thus they promote our understanding of the celebrated fusion of live-language and ideology under the neo-Whorfian framework (Hill and Mannheim 1992:387).

Narrating change: From the semiotics of attraction to the poetics of extraction 

From a ritualistic perspective, everyday performances of tourist travel narratives amount to a transformatory site where capitals of different sorts are being exchanged one for the other. On one level, material capital is transformed into sociocultural and identitary types of capital, and on the other, the threefold assumption of rights entailed in tourism—movement, accommodation, and sightseeing—are transformed into discursive rights and performative entitlements. Not in part as a result of these exchanges and transformations, tourism is a creative activity that is integral to the maintenance of sociocultural structure (Noy 2006; Singh 2003).


As indicated above, the essential quality underlying tourists’ experiences is the fact that tourism is commercially (institutionally) constructed as occupying spaces and spheres that are located beyond the order of the Everyday. Hence, when tourists return home, they are entitled to make use of experiences that are, it is supposed, transported from realms that are associated with one or other types of perceived uniqueness, of a shine that modern “mundane” life lacks. In types of tourism where symbolic dimensions are particularly salient, such as backpacking, the symbols at the tourists’ performative disposal are both transcendent and transformative (Edensor 1998; Elsrud 2001; Noy and Cohen 2005; Sorensen 2003). Yet, in all cases, tourists’ vivid accounts, and the related experiences that they induce in the listener, are symbolically imbued with, and are the abundant modern source of authority and authenticity (Feifer 1986; MacCannell 1999; Stewart 1993; Wang 2000).


Transporting experiences between distinct spatiotemporal and symbolic contexts, enables the evocation of difference and change. While the notion of “difference” refers to the fact that tourists’ stories relate experiences that transpire outside of everyday spheres, and entail precisely those dimensions that make them qualitatively different, the notion of “change” relates to the dynamics that exist between the poles that tourists index. These differences, and the dynamics of change, are a unique and invaluable discursive resource for tourists’ performances. It lays the discursive grounds for an interaction wherein differences are evoked dialogically and the dynamics of change assume an embodied, transformatory effect. In other words, the permeation of terms relating to differences and Otherness into the interaction, imbues it with a particular type of drama, and neatly prepares the ground of the interaction for accomplishing stories of self-change. 


Note that because tourism is emblematic of (late)-modern times, and entails and reflects the tensions of modernity, the discourse of difference and change is not necessarily restricted to the realms of tourism. The excessive reliance on symbols, the unique interrelations between mass-transportation and mass-communication, the search for authenticity (the flight from alienation), and the dichotomous divisions that comprise the infrastructure of everyday suburbia (private/public, work/leisure, home/away, familiar/exotic, etc.) are all characteristics of both the cultures of modern tourism and late modernity. The tourist, MacCannell famously argued,  is “one of the best models available for modern-man-in-general” (MacCannell 1999:1); it is a model that encompasses “one of the characteristics of the ‘modern’ experience” (Urry 1990:4).


Before attending to the dialogics of telling and attending to tourists’ narratives, the context in which the tourists narrated their travel-stories requires some attention. The current work is based on forty one interviews with Israeli backpackers held in 1998-99, as part of my doctoral research. The interviews took the shape of open ended conversations, and typically lasted between one and three hours (Fontana and Frey 2000; Kvale 1996). They took place in Israel, usually at the backpackers’ homes (or, to be accurate, at their parents’ homes), which were located in large cities. The meetings were held shortly after the conclusion of the trip (within five months), affording thus opportunities for “fresh” posttour narrations (E.M. Bruner 2005). The trip in which they had participated had lasted at least three months and had taken place in the countries typically frequented by Israelis in Asia and in South America. Half of the interviewees were women and half were men, all except two were born in Israel, and they belonged to the middle or upper-middle class. They had all traveled shortly after completion of their obligatory military service in Israel, and their age thus ranged between 22-25 years. 


In the conversation with Oren, who hiked in the Langtang-Gosaikunda region near Kathmandu, Nepal, Oren recalls his impressions from the beginning of his trek. His recollections evince the dialogics of difference and change, so characteristic of tourists’ stories: “Generally, in the initial stage already, like the stretch is still trees, everything’s green many rivers it’s still like sorta like green view. and the view slowly slowly changes. from one day to the next you perceive the differences in the view.” This brief depiction illustrates the way in which tourists evoke the differences that they observe between their touristic and everyday experiences, the gap between which facilitates the creation of  their personal and dramatic narratives (Elsrud 2001). While sometimes the dynamics of change are alluded to implicitly, they are sometimes indicated explicitly (as is the case above). 


In the backpackers’ narrative performances, multiple types of differences are evoked: between the ordinary and the extraordinary, the familiar and the exotic, the here-and-now (of the interaction) and the there-and-then (of the narrated events), the performer and the audience, etc. These differences are indexically “brought” or “imported” into the context of the telling and are, as we shall shortly see, performatively negotiated therein.  


Backpackers performances are imbued with a ritualistic character, and have, to employ Hymes’ terminology, a “performative density” (Hymes 1975:44). This quality emerges within and through the employment of both performative-stylistic and formal devices, both of which are evoked in a subtle manner. While on a local level, the employment of these devices is in line with the everyday type of interaction and socialization typical of Sabra (Native-born) Israelis (Blum-Kulka 1997; Katriel 1986), it is, on a more global level, also characterized by the particular enthusiasm and loquaciousness that is traditionally associated with tourist narratives. The performative-stylistic characteristics include: a. “Holding the floor” (monopolizing the position of speaker) at length, b. Speaking rapidly and resorting often to the use of prosodic devices, c. The frequent use of superlatives and intensifiers, often in the aim of describing breathtaking sights (gigantic glaciers, Everest snow avalanches, etc.). 


The narrators thus establish a heightened and energized atmosphere: nearly everything they describe is monumental and profound and therefore, moving. This effect is heightened by the fact that the narrative is of a firsthand experience. Through the possibilities that are afforded by modern transportation, the tourist is “entitled” (Shuman 1986; 1992) to speak with the authority of a witness: they were actually there and personally partook in the scenes and events about which they narrate (Stewart 1993:132-139). The effect of the narrative is further reinforced by the fact that tourist stories include an abundance of (travel) information—names of sites and travel-companions, duration of time spent here and there, prices of accommodation, dining, and transportation services, etc.—the end result of which is that the tourist performance has an overwhelming and absorbing effect. 


In addition to these stylistic characteristics, the narrators made use of formal devices through which a state of ritual was interactionally attained. These include framing—which indicates that the interaction between storyteller and listener is unique (much like the trip itself), positioning—assigning roles and positions to the participants in the interaction, and voicing—inviting others to partake in, and populate the interaction through quotations and voicing (Bauman 1986; Bauman and Briggs 1990; Harre and Gillett 1994; Hymes 1975; Mannheim and van Vleet 1998; Noy forthcoming; Stromberg 1993; Wortham 2001). I will briefly illustrate only two of these devices, which are closely related—framing and positioning. 


Consider the following utterance, which was expressed by Dalit (who spent four months backpacking in South America), in the beginning of the interview: “I get to tell [stories] a lot. the first thing I do [to] whoever comes to my house—bam I sit him down, before coffee (laughs lightly) before anything (laughs) I tell this […] I tell it many many times.” This metanarrative exclamation refers to the definition of the very occasion of narration to which we are both about to attend, and amounts to a (somewhat roundabout) framing of the interaction. While I introduced myself as a PhD candidate conducting interviews at the aim of learning about tourists’ stories (and hence framed the interview encounter thus), Dalit typically frames the interaction in terms of performance: she has told stories of her trip before meeting with me, and will most probably tell stories after our meeting too. She is thus suggesting different positions than those which I have suggested: I am the audience (not “researcher”) and she—the performer (not “interviewee”). 


Another common example of framing concerns incidental comments, where the narrators indicate that they are “squeezing” or “condensing” (lid’hos) several months of events and experiences into a couple of hours of narration. Framing the interview thus suggests—again, metanarratively—that the stories that are about to be narrated are of a unique nature: they are highly condensed and concise, and therefore demand particular attention on the audience’s behalf.


Together, these different dimensions of the speakers’ performances were instrumental in constructing a ritualistic occasion: they indicated that a unique communicative occasion was taking place. As I mentioned above, this occurred in a particular friendly and casual context, which made the employment of these devices natural and unapparent to the audience throughout the duration of the interview.

Formal transformation: The assumption of the “speaker role”

Three-quarters of the backpackers that I interviewed had spontaneously indicated that they had undergone significant self-change while traveling, which was related to the profound experiences that they had undergone.(1) Descriptions of their transformation typically assumed the function of (travel-)narrative evaluations (Labov 1972), and were raised by the subjects only toward the end of the interviews. They depicted positive and enduring self-change, elaborated upon in terms that referred to an alteration in worldviews and personality traits, typically attesting to the subjects’ attaining an increased degree of tolerance, patience, maturity, and intercultural openness as a result of travel experience (E.M. Bruner 1991; Desforges 2000; Elsrud 2001; E.M. Noy 2004). Indeed, the experiences of being touched and transformed by tourist experiences are inherent themes in the Western-Romantic ethos of the traveler-explorer, whereby the symbolic and cultural capital gained through travel and encounter with the “Other,” and the related overcoming of risks and endurance of severe conditions, are made into narrative resources (Adler 1989:1383; Green 1993:52; Pratt 1992). Completing the rite successfully, bringing it to a closure, and indicating self-change, establishes the traveler’s inauguration into a prestigious subculture of veteran backpackers, who have attained both the knowledge pertaining to travel (in the form of stories), and the rights to communicate it.


Consider the following illustration, which is taken from the interview with Boaz, who traveled for five months in Asia and Australasia. Crucially, the segment is taken from the concluding part of the interview, when nearly two hours of travel and adventurous stories had been relayed. When Boaz arrives at the conclusion of his eventful trip and his return to Israel, he says: 

And I returned changed quite changed. if it’s changed as far as life experiences go that is mm I left- I left the country ignorant. I left the country ignorant in that I don’t know many cultures, I haven’t met with many cultures. perhaps I read about them or seen them on television but I haven’t run across them really physically. and after I return and after all I see and after all I hear that is- I’ll give you an example. I knew New Zealand. that is I knew it’s a beautiful country and all- but I didn’t know particular spots. when I arrived to travel there then suddenly I know a lot more with regard to general knowledge of the country, on the region on the- people. that is if you ask me today about New Zealand I’ll know much more than I knew before. ask me suddenly about the mountains and all the rest and I’ll know more than I knew before. you see- like- that is you leave the [home] country when you don’t know much [and] when you return you suddenly know everything. you also know yourself better because you put yourself in many situations, like I told you about the volcano suddenly, or in the very difficult physical conditions at the trek. you simply know yourself differently than you knew yourself before […] [you are] simply a changed person. 

Boaz is quite straightforward in his depiction of the quality of the change he has undergone. Attesting repeatedly that he returned from the trip “a changed person” amounts to an explicit, outright claim of self-change, whereby the narrator’s person has altered profoundly. Yet before proceeding to an analysis of the way in which Boaz establishes this sense interactionally, we should note that the narrators are under pressure because the audience—myself in present case, was not acquainted with them prior to their trip (or during it), and cannot make comparative evaluations of a “before-and-after” type that would validate their transformational claims. All there is for the tourists to work with is the setting of the post-trip narration itself, within which they attempt to perform something which is no less than “hocus-pocus,” that is, to be actively “doing” self-change right in front of the audience’s eyes and ears. 


In the attempt to assert that they have changed significantly, the narrators are required to present—somewhat tautologically—both the claim of self-change and the “evidential grounds” on which such a high-staked assertion can be validly founded. While presenting the former concerns employing descriptive language, establishing facts (“evidences”) within the interview encounter builds on metapragmatic work, which enables Boaz to “short-circuit” the referential qualities of language (hence the “hocus-pocus” effect). 

Boaz employs two central devices through which this persuasive effect is achieved: the evocation of the before-and-after/empty-to-full metaphor, and the metapragmatic intertwining of  three different ontological realms—the first, the actual trip, the second, the occasion of narrating about it, and the third, the assertion of self-change which follows and concludes it—which is accomplished through “indexically mediated” semiotic reverberations (Silverstein 2004). This metapragmatic function allows the transformative metaphor to reverberate in and to permeate the present situation, thus referring not only to the performer but also, implicatively, to the audience as well. 


In the extract provided Boaz asserts that the trip has “really physically” allowed for an encounter with “many cultures,” and has generated an authentic sense of transformation by way of an association, one that Boaz presents as only natural and consequential to the actual practice (“simply”). The change is depicted in dramatic tones: the encounter led “suddenly” to a significant enhancement in his (supposed) knowledge of the destination country/culture, which led, subsequently, to profound self-knowledge. Finally, this state of self-knowledge, Boaz argues, has generated a transformatory experience (Stromberg 1991; 1993). 


In his experience, Boaz left his homeland “ignorant” and returned “full,” in a state in which he now positively possesses answers (rather than questions); in which he now possess ultimate knowledge (“know[s] everything”). The narration is thus concluded and evaluated through transformative terms: Boaz retrospectively reconstructs his autobiographical narrative in a dramatic and dichotomous fashion, in which his present state or “identity” is viewed in positive terms. 


The effectiveness of the “empty-to-full” metaphor rests on the semiotics of differences (mentioned earlier), and of firsthand knowledge and firsthand experience. Through the transport practices of tourism to which Boaz alludes, he can faithfully establish the fact he has actually encountered (“met”) other peoples and regions, and has come to know “particular spots.” As he himself stresses, his impressions are neither mediated nor inauthentic. This indicates a type of witnessing experience/authority that the modern tourism industry supplies en-mass: tourists are “authorized” to account for how things truly (actually) are there-and-then, at spaces that lie beyond the Everyday.


With regard to the second feature of the interactional performance of self-change, we can see how Boaz interweaves different ontological realms, in the capacity of endowing realms that are generally perceived as “mediated” (relating to events referentially, from afar) with the authority commonly imbued in facticity (“authentic” or “firsthand”). Consider in this regard how positioning is established in the segment. After explicitly stating the claim of self-change, and beginning to account for it (lines 1-4), Boaz provides an illustration of this claim by way of introducing additional voices into our exchange ("I'll give you an example," see Mannheim and van Vleet 1998). When the narrator suggests that I inquire with him about certain destinations (lines 7-9), which initially seems to be a hypothetical evocation, he is in fact referring (metanarratively) to what we have been doing together over the previous two hours. The narrator is astutely evoking the very context of our meeting. The utterances “if you ask me today about New Zealand,” and “[a]sk me suddenly about the mountains and all the rest,” are reliable descriptions of precisely what I have been doing in the course of the interview, and in fact serve as the raison d'être for our meeting.(2) Thus, through alluding to an “example,” the narrator reframes our exchange in a way that indicates that he has successfully responded to my initial inquires (“I’ll know much more than I knew before”), and therefore, he may assume the status of the “knower.”   


This function is accomplished on a lexical level as well. Consider the occurrences of the word “suddenly” (which also serves as a dramatic intensifier). While, in three instances, the word refers to events that transpire in the referential realm (lines 6,10,12), in one case (line 8) the intensifier is used metacommunicatively with regard to the present conversation. Again, the speaker (Boaz’s) implication is that it is the current interaction which is dramatic(ized). Boaz thus “imports” and performatively enacts the quality of action associated with the trip into the here-and-now of our interaction. Drama, he implies, is not only a matter of the there-and-then’s of adventurous referent realms; instead, it is one of a few threads that establish the semiotic association between the referentially narrated events and the dialogical occasion of their evocation. 


More accurately, the dramatic quality of which Boaz speaks does not actually describe the present moment in which the assertion of self-change is relayed. Instead, through a “metapragmatic parsing” of the interaction (Silverstein 2003:203), Boaz refers to a period that transpired a short while before, when I asked him these questions in the beginning of our encounter (which preceded the present evaluative assertion of self-change). 


Hence, within and through his dramatic illustration, Boaz referentially indexes two realms: that of the trip (“particular spots” in New Zealand), and that of the occasion of the narration (“like I told you”). As indicated earlier, the evaluative self-change segment is crucially located after the core-narrative has been recited, a fact that serves the narrator when he alludes to the experience that we both shared—that of taking part in the travel narration. Although I was not acquainted with Boaz prior to the trip in question and did not spend time with him during the trip, he implicitly suggests that I did participate with him in an authentic and “real” situation, namely the narration of the travel narrative. Through knitting these spheres the narrator creates shared past, on which the factual validity of the transformatory contention may rest. 


Boaz indexically draws upon the symbolic resources of tourism in the capacity of (re)creating a semiotic touristic setting in the occasion of narration. In his narration he not only talks about himself as a tourist, or about touristic sites and spaces, but also (re)creates these identities, sites and spaces in situ. In a way that is analogous to dreams and revelations in religious stories of self-change, modern tourists’ attractions are framed by the narrators metapragmatically, so as to assume a state of realness in the performance. Stromberg’s observation, in which “the dream moves from being a representation to being something that constitutes the ongoing situation” (Stromberg 1991:110), could well be applied here. Very much like the realms of dreams, revelations, and art (Adler 1989), tourists establish their authority through indexically evoking authoritative topi of extraordinariness, which authenticate their experience, granting their stories credibility and a “higher quotient of realness” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998:30). Languages of difference and change are used here as well. The differences between the core-narrative and the self-change segment allow for the employment of the dynamics of change within the interaction. To use touristic idioms, Boaz and I have in effect shared the same place—Boaz’s narrative performance, and have traveled together from then to now—to the statement of self-change. 


The texts upon which tourists’ performances draw their authority are transcendent. Akin to Ricoeur’s (1971) notion of “important texts,” and to Maingueneau’s (1999) notion of “self constituting discourses,” these texts afford their users (priests, scientists, and philosophers are among the examples Ricoeur and Maingueneau supply) authority. These discourses grant authority to their users because they are perceived to be closer than any other type of discourse to a “legitimizing Source” (Maingueneau 1999:183). In terms of everyday interactional rituals, these ultimate discourses afford performers “indexical licensing or authorization” through which they achieve “self-grounding in the (relatively) cosmic absolute of value conferring essences” (Silverstein 2003:203). Put simply, it is hard to refute them 


But the exploration of the “hocus-pocus” effect, which is achieved through the performance’s dialogic quality, is not exhausted. Through reframing the setting of the interview and positioning the audience in respect to this setting, the schema depicting significant changes between states of “before” and “after” the trip, or the “empty-to-full” metaphor, is cast dialogically. The metapragmatic work of drawing correspondences between different ontological realms allows the dichotomous metaphor to permeate and reverberate in our interaction. 


The metaphor comes to refer not (only) to the speaker, but also to the listener. This is achieved in the following way: According to the romantic-gone-modern metaphor which Boaz articulated, concrete (“firsthand”) knowledge is not only informative but also transformative. Boaz has left for the trip in a certain state, and has returned in a different state. In terms of interactional positioning, when Boaz indicates how little he knew about New Zealand before he left for the trip (and of what quality was his pre-trip knowledge), he might well be addressing my own state of knowledge at the time. Akin to Boaz, whatever knowledge I hold of the destination is quantitatively limited and qualitatively “inauthentic” or mediated and is at best a generalized familiarity that does not include intimate knowledge of “particular spots.” However, while listening to Boaz’s detailed stories for nearly two hours, my own knowledge of New Zealand has increased considerably. Although I have not been there (yet), akin to Boaz, I too “put myself in many situations”—such as in the interview encounter, which significantly enhances my knowledge of the destination. Hence, the interaction, and the act of attending to his travel narration, amounts—Boaz implies—to a transformative experience in and of itself.


In terms of ritual, the narrator grants the audience access to “authentic” realms. Here I employ Goffman’s (1981:187) notion of “ritual access,” which extends beyond physical proximity and is in fact inherently communicative. It accounts for how Boaz’s performance affords access to the semiotics of the vast tourism spheres of which he narrates. Through the physicality of the “many situations” he endured during the trip, on the one hand, and the physicality of the “situation” of the interview encounter, on the other hand, communicative access is (ritualistically) granted to the audience. A dialogical process is indexically accomplished, whereby the “particular spots” that Boaz and I attended correspond: because the narrator has himself been there he is now the index of what he experienced as a tourist during the trip (Rappaport 2001).


The result is that the act of attending to tourists’ stories turns out to be unexpectedly transformational. The listener assumes the role of the “ignorant” (akin to the state of the “pre-trip” tourist), or the yet-to-be-traveler who awaits the trip and the enlightening enhancement of knowledge it entails, and the sense of self-change it brings about (the “knower”). 


Addressing evangelist narrations of self-transformation, Keane (1997) observes that, “transformation consists of taking a new role as speaker ... [of] being transformed from the listener to the speaker” (p. 58). Keane (1997) further stresses that, “the speaker’s religious identity is approached ... as an inhabitable speaking role with all the discursive and moral possibilities that may entail” (p. 58). According to Keane, performances are occasions wherein speaking roles can become inhabitable. They are ritualistic sites in which rights of speaking, and particularly of telling stories of personal experience, are socially embodied. Indeed, the experience that backpackers performatively evoke is the “cashing in” of their “storytelling rights” (Hymes and Cazden 1978; Shuman 1986), which they have earned by the sweat of their brows. 


To return to the role of the “ignorant” or the “yet-to-be-traveler,” it is crucial to stress at this point the fact—embryonic in Keane’s (1997) observation—that speaking rights (and storytelling rights) originate within listening rights. For without having initially embodying the position of the listener in the convers(at)ion ritual, how can the position of the speaker-performer be unattainable or meaningful at a later point? Hence the dual movements that the backpackers perform—persuasion and self-change, are complementary and inter-dependent: transformations are persuasive insofar as persuasions are transformative. While these moves are distinguishable on analytical grounds, pragmatically it is impossible to identify the point at which persuasion ends and self-change begins (and vice versa). 


The combined effect of these intertwined moves is that of positioning the listener transformatively—as a “novice” or a “yet-to-be” subject, and the narrator—as a fledged possessor of valuable experience and knowledge. I find this notion striking because under a logocentric view of language and ritual, attention is commonly drawn to the performer, and to the position and social category that she or he embodies, rather than to the audience—and the (covert) transformation the latter undergoes. Although research has dealt to some degree with the audience as participator and co-teller (Duranti and Brenneis 1986), the dramatic implications of this position, presently discussed in terms of concurring or nodal transformations that are organic to the formation of social identity and social order, has not been elaborated upon. 

Nodal transformation: Discursive implication and the “listener role”

If we shift our attention from the performance of the explicit self-change, a transformation that is anchored in culturally conventional practices of initiation and rites-of-passage, and one to which our logocentric-conditioned gaze is traditionally drawn, an additional transformatory shift becomes apparent. Within the discursive interaction another pair of identities appears, a pair without which the explicit and “formal” project of self-change cannot be completed or even initiated. I propose that the move between the poles of this covert pair, presently termed “nodal transformation,” refers to a communicative process that is necessary for the establishment of social categories. Observing this move suggests that nodal transformations are persuasive and are integral to everyday life. Hence the notion of a nodal transformation suggests a communicative space that has liminal (Turner 1967) or threshold (Simmel 1997) qualities; a point where discourses interact, where people feel “connected” to ideologies and things (Silverstein 2004:623,639).


It is interesting to consider, with regard to the illustration supplied above, the transformatory process by which the interaction construct the shift—not from listener to speaker, which amounts to an overt or formal transformation—but to the transformation into the role of the listener. After all, why shouldn’t listening be an “inhabitable role” as well, carrying “all the discursive and moral possibilities that may entail,” as suggested by Keane (1997:58) in relation to the speakers’ role? If we ignore the role of listener in the experience of the tourist performance, i.e. the obligations and implications of being a listener, are we not left with a radically “limited, reduced-by-half” notion of language (C.F. Corradi 1995:2, also Barthes 1985)? Hence the interesting questions here are: What do we see when we divert our gaze from the explicit or formal transformation to the covert and nodal one? Or wherefrom does the transformee arrive at the “listener role” (the role of the implicated), and what is the social category that exists (even) prior to the assumption of the role of “listener” (i.e. before being “empty”/“ignorant”)?


Apparently, in existing research, no such category exists, and in fact, a social category that precedes the role of listener as defined above is semiologically implausible. This is the case because the positions of the listener and of the speaker are discursively implicated and ideologically infused. By definition, the position that lies prior to that of the “listener” is not implicated discursively, and hence this position cannot be conceptualized according to a relevant ideology. It can be paradoxically termed a “null category”; a category that is unmarked, somewhat like that category of the psyche which Freud called the “unconscious.”


Before proceeding to the broad theoretical ramifications that emerge from these dyadic transformations—from a “null” category into an implicated listener, and from the latter into a full performer—I wish to supply an illustration of the first. At stake here are Whorfian dynamics, which covertly and recursively move the listener into the role of the speaker, and with it into the assumption of a higher degree of ideological commitment and social identity (Stromberg 1991). I arrived at these dynamics through a reflexive shift, which turned my attention from the performer to the audience (myself, see Bendix 2000), and from the occasion of the interaction to a post-interaction speech event.


After attending to a moving performance by Tamar, who spoke breathtakingly for two hours about nearly half a year of adventures in Nepal, India and Thailand, I recorded my powerful reflections and impressions:

My most powerful impression was the the immensity of the experience that took place there and- really some sort of sadness with the return […] something really mmm powerful that also- something that worked- that comes through very much in the shape of “[one] should go there.” that I feel that the right thing [to do] is really to go there in order to experience as she did something very very profound. something really powerful. emotionally powerful.

Although, unlike Harding (1987:169), I was not affected to the point at which I was almost involved in a car accident as a consequence of the transformatory performance that I had heard—the stories did, nonetheless, affect and involve me in a profound way. As I mentioned above, I too underwent a transformation of sorts, that is to say that my commitment to a particular system of symbols and narratives had covertly begun taking shape. 


The first clue to this transformation and to its dialogical quality is evident in the way that my words actually echo the narrator’s intensity and tone, communicating her romantic-nostalgic desire to be there-and-then. Typical of romantic and dramatic language, my observation too indicates that I have run against the limitations of (what feels to be) an “anemic” language in attempting to echo the travelers’ overwhelming experience. As Valentine Vološhinov (1973) observes, in romanticist discourse, “the possibility of expression is negated” on the grounds that it can “deform the purity of the inner element” (p.85, see also Stewart 1993:140). As indicated in the extract, I too felt that words cannot convey the depths of idealist emotions, and therefore resorted to other modes of communication, including general and vague nouns (“something” and “some sort”), prosodic devices (particularly stress, conveying the magnitude of the experience and its effect), and direct reported speech—all indicate that the “listener,” too, has “gone romantic,” and is as overwhelmed by the experience as is the narrator. 


The second clue to the dialogical quality of the implication is the fact that I am talking to myself, and that I do so in voices (i.e. quoting). If the “pragmatics of the person” are indeed dialogical (Hill and Mannheim 1992:387; Mannheim and van Vleet 1998), that is if a sense of self and self-change is constituted and communicated through interactions of “internal” and “external” voices, then the above exclamation, uttered and tape-recorded in the privacy of my car while driving home from the interview, indicates a social position wherein new voices and configurations thereof emerge, echoing and vivifying an authoritative ideological discourse. Interior interaction and dialogue of this sort, Handelman (2002:238) observes, are “a foundational condition for the possibility of self-transformation.”


In a tone that is prosodically different from the surrounding utterances, I express a yearning: “[one] should go there” (tsarih liso’a lesham). The nascent emergence of lively new “inner” voices is witnessed in and through my words, as they are being pronounced out loud. The utterance is an echo or a reverberation of the traveling community’s unique set of “dialogics,” which is now being performed (practiced?) by myself (Mannheim and van Vleet 1998; Noy forthcoming). At the same time, the quoted utterance echoes the exact words that were uttered by Tamar in the conversation that took place earlier that evening. In this sense, talking to myself vis-à-vis the embodiment of voices suggests a position of being possessed (Handelman 2002:328; Shulman and Stroumsa 2002:10). Implication and transformation here are a matter of being able to actually “speak other’s tongues.” 

Talking to myself embodies the beginning of the process of transforming from a listener to a speaker (Bauman 1986; Mannheim and van Vleet 1998; Noy forthcoming; Tannen 1989; Urban 1996). In terms of ideological commitment, I have already begun actively deepening my involvement in the backpacker experience and ideology through the assumption of the “speaker role.” And while it remains to be seen whether I do or do not undertake the community’s formal rite, embodied in the extended trip, it is clear that at this stage I have transformed from a “lay” person into a potential or a “would-be” backpacker: if I follow the voices I can now produce I shall soon partake in the trip, after which I will be able to authoritatively exercise these voices and inhabit the speaker role in public. The underlying point here is that at the point at which I can (re)produce the community’s voices with all the discursive and moral possibilities and responsibilities that they entail, I have taken my first steps in the speech community of Israeli backpackers. 


In terms of the indexical reverberations of the semiotics of tourism, the directly reported speech assumes the semiotic significance of a souvenir. Like the latter, quotations have the appearance of being plucked out of one context and presented at their entirety in another. They amount to an “authentic” metonymic piece, which, like the souvenir, is necessarily partial, displacing “the point of authenticity as it itself becomes the point of origin of narrative” (Stewart 1993:136). This suggests that the directly reported directive is at the same time the effect of the ritual and the “authentic” proof it has taken place. In terms of Rappaport’s (1999) communicative view of ritual, the directly quoted imperative is an indexical sign verifying the fact that I have indeed witnessed a tourist attraction of sorts, which is to say that at the end of the (ritual of the) interview, I am returning home very much like tourists do. Thus, the recording of my voice, and the direct reported speech within it, provides an illustration of the “poetics of attraction” a-la Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1998); that is of the distances that stretch progressively away from, and back into, daily life. 


At this juncture, I will return to the discussion of the social category that precedes that of the listener, the category wherefrom the initial, nodal transformation mobilizes the person into an implicated role. It was indicated that such a category, which precedes even the neophyte position of the “would-be,” could not be conceptualized in discursive terms. As far as social categories are concerned, people that are situated outside of a relevant discourse are considered “lay” or “null,” which are states that are not (yet) discursively and ideologically categorizable. Hence nodal transformations move the subject from “neutrality”—as far as a particular ideology is concerned—toward a state in which they are under the influence, I dare say spell, of a certain symbolic system and its directive metanarratives (see figure 1 below).


Figure 1 illustrates the constitutive effect of neo-Whorfian pragmatics, whereby processes of social categorization naturalize and reproduce social categories, with the aim of establishing “a particular cultural hegemony, the unquestioned acceptance … [of a] normative, unmarked category” (Hill and Mannheim 1992:389-390). Importantly, these processes take place subconsciously, below the speaker’s threshold of awareness. They create “covert categories” (Lucy 1993:25), which “exert suggestive influences on thought, influences which are potent precisely insofar as it is difficult to bring such categories to conscious attention” (cf. Silverstein 1992; cf. Stromberg 1991:111). It is indeed difficult to recognize such suggestive rhetoric, primarily because its effect is not accomplished by conventional or canonical forms of (transformative) ritual. As a result, the social category of the “would-be-adherent” is liminal and fluid. It is a creative, incomplete, and shifting position: identity might materialize into a normative category, depending upon what would later become of it retroactively (cf. Derrida's [1990:993] notion of "avenir" or "retroactive intelligibility"). 
------------

Insert Figure 1 about here

------------

Figure 1 depicts the dialectics of the process of dual categorization—the moves from zone A (“lay” or “null”) to B (“potential” or “implicated”), and from B to C (“ideologically committed” or “member”), along the continuum describing a persona’s or a group’s ideological commitment. Moving leftwards along the continuum entails crossing nodal and formal transformations, through participation in rituals i and ii respectively. Beyond what was pointed out above, these two thresholds deserve further attention: First, nodal transformations are pervasive because they are a part of the symbolic sphere of everyday life (Goffman 1967). Unlike their formal counterpart, nodal transformations transpire in everyday ritual interactions, which is why they are usually unnoticed. It is relatively infrequent that these transformations are pursued to their formal ends (downright, “formal” transformation). Most commonly, people are continuously implicated, and shift in varying degrees of awareness and commitment within ideological fields in everyday life. 


In Figure 1, nodal transformations are depicted by a sinuous line, indicating that the social and mental borders between zones A and B are not always clearly demarcated. This is precisely the point with nodal transformations, they are covert, tentative and indefinite. Formal transformations are depicted by a straight line, which represents a formal or canonical rite that has or has not been performed. The formal transformation is necessarily public, and usually entails bodily practices (mutilations, cloths, routines), that are visible.


Second, the continuum in figure 1, which indicates shifts in ideological commitment, may in fact depict a spiral process. Even among those who attain the state of a full-fledged adherent of this or that ideology (the position at the right of the continuum), transformatory processes do not cease, or even weaken. If this would have been the case, we would not have found religious rallies attended by (already) convicted believers, nor would have we seen pictures of political candidates hanging in the candidates’ own campaign offices. Instead, the processes of commitment are reiterative in nature (represented by the dotted line). In the capacity in which commitment is a precondition for the emergence of a particular sense of self and self-change, the process is never “complete” (Butler 1993). Perpetual work needs to be performed by way of “maintenance” of social subjectivities—personal and collective identities and categories, and the (power) relations that exist between them. As Giddens (1991:14) indicated in his work on structuration theory, modern biographies are not circular but spiral; modern life trajectories continuously require work in order to progress and evolve.


Indeed, close observation of various ideologically-sustaining sets of practices will evince an abundance of practices and mini-practices, affording nearly endless mini-rituals to be pursued. In the case of tourism, the interaction between huge numbers of sites, attractions, activities, itineraries, and timetables, affords an almost infinite array of practices to be both pursued, and, on the listeners’ part, to be persuaded about. This is why the tourism industry invests such great resources in producing differences (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998:152, see above). Viewed ritualistically, these efforts afford virtually endless opportunities for tourists to continuously practice various ideologies, through producing, negotiating and exchanging symbols. Indeed, many of the interviews I met with indicated that there are many sites which they have not yet visited—there was always somewhere or something to return to: this place and not that place during autumn and not summer, alone and with friends, etc. 


This condition is of course true of modern consumer culture in general. There are always ever more objects to consume, say Barbie dolls, and ever more mini-gadgets to complement and supplement these objects, say, Barbie boots, Barbie combs, dresses, etc. And there are ever more intricate systems of practices by which these objects can be attended to.


To conclude this section, nodal transformations have the following five characteristics: a. Nodal shifts and transformations are covert, and transpire under the “level of awareness” of the person(s) implicated (Hill and Mannheim 1992; Silverstein 1976:49-50; Silverstein and Urban 1996). During performances they thus effect “nonintentional behavior” (Stromberg 1993, Rappaport, 1979, 1999). b. Nodal transformations are pervasive. Unlike the “formal” or “canonical” (Rappaport 1979) types of transformations, which are changes in social categories that are publicly perceived as “dramatic,” and are associated with conventional (“ritual”) practices, nodal shifts are pervasive and are an integral part of (the rituals of) everyday life. Thus, they account for mild and everyday-like experiential vicissitudes. c. Nodal transformations transpire in everyday interactional rituals wherein symbols, which are viewed as transcendent—that is, resting beyond the spheres of everyday life (in tourist spaces, in the present case)—are transformed into deeply meaningful personal experience (Borker 1986; Stromberg 1991). d. Related to the previous point, nodal transformations require the acquisition of new voices and constellations thereof, which replace, or at least supplement older ones. Hence new voices and new polyphonic constellations populate consciousness, and these voices require to be discursively maintained. e. Finally, nodal transformations are a necessary precondition for the performance of formal transformations, and with it the assumption of a sustainable degree of ideological adherence and commitment.

Conclusion

You want to be a missionary/Got that missionary zeal?

Let a stranger change your life/How does it make you feel?
You want to be a writer/Don’t know how or when?

Find a quiet place/Use a humble pen.

Paul Simon, Hurricane Eye (You’re The One, 2000)

In this paper I argued that in everyday storytelling interactions, two intertwined transformations occur: formal and nodal. Both types of transformations are discussed within a ritualized-communicative framework, inspired by Rappaport’s view of ritual, and by a post-Goffmanian, performative view of everyday interaction, with the implication that people are continually “(re)connecting” to and indexically “accessing” symbols. While the formal transformation has been shown to be associated with canonical rites that transcend daily experiences, which accounts for its thorough discussion in anthropological literature under symbolic and ritual headings, nodal transformation, as well as other nodal processes, are covert and obscure. Under logocentric metaphysics, the ethic of western discourse designates a rather insignificant role to the act of listening: the orator, and not the audience or the listener, is commonly the protagonist (Barthes 1985; Bendix 2000; Duranti and Brenneis 1986).


Implicit nodal processes illustrate the importance of Bakhtin’s (1981) dialogical notions of “responsive understanding” and “active listening.” In ritualistic situations, which are coercive in and of themselves, “access” is performatively granted. Hence attendance is “responsive” and “active,” and it is necessarily manifested in the realms of occurrence. In Whorfian terms, these transformations account for the covert, unconscious process by which social categories—pertaining to both individual and collective realms—are established. When, in the occasion of narration, the performer transformatively becomes the attraction, the audience is pulled from an “unmarked” category into the position or role of the listener. 


The notion of nodal transformations also revalidates Pierce’s initial view, concerning the pervasiveness of indexicality, and other sign orders, in social life. If this is the case, then manipulating symbolic capital and granting or restricting access to symbolic resources should be a pressing concern. It is access rights that allow individuals, communities, and organizations to position themselves visibly on social stages, and thus to assume “voice” and agency. At stake is an economy of access: What signs and symbols are accessed in a given cultural space? Who is and who is not privileged with rights of access? And how is this privilege materialized, or in what ritualized interactions are signs accessed and in what ritualized interactions are they materialized? Underlying these questions is the relationships between geo-physical acts of access, and communicative acts of access, both of which are always intertwined. 


In respect to Pierce, the article reveals the “pragmatics” behind the perfusion and effectiveness of signs, and specifically indexical signs. These pragmatics are accomplished through voices and voicings, which create two, mutually-constitutive social roles: producer and consumer, speaker and listener (even if one is by one’s self, or if the voices one hears/produces are “internal”). 


The covert dialectics of ideological commitments also suggest that fundamental ideologies are perhaps not as distinct from everyday bourgeoisie life as some would like to think they are. “Identity,” now viewed in terms of a materialization of a matrix of competing ideological commitment(s), is highly political and cannot escape the hermeneutic circle. Put simply, the liberal-bourgeoisie view that “Others” fundamental ideologies, is itself an ideological act of an identitary-conferring aim, performed within the global arena late-modern politics of identity. 


Finally, I have noted that the insistence on tourist performances is not coincidental and serves an illustrative aim. Tourists’ stories supply an illuminating case-study of the construction of everyday experiences and identities. Transporting unprecedented number of peoples back and forth around the globe, the industry has successfully monopolized (and commercialized) the realms of travel, in the capacity of stretching colorful canvases against which the order of everyday bourgeoisie is (re)created and made meaningful. In this sense, modern tourism functions not dissimilarly to medieval church (Adler 1989). 


The permeation of tourist symbols into everyday life—which is what Urry (1990) meant in his paradigmatic formulation of the “end of tourism”—occurs in occasions where privileged people galvanize the access they hold to commodified indexable symbols and meanings. hese interactional rituals supply symbolic-discursive resources for the maintenance of “mundane” bourgeoisie life. In this regard, the article runs against the grain of most of existing tourism research, which has by and large followed the tourist gaze, re-fetishing the tourist fetish as it were. It suggested that tourism occurs “here” too, and that there are profound parallels between the “language of tourism” and everyday symbolic systems. 


With specific regard to Israeli society, the capital Israeli backpacker-tourists access through travel is galvanized in the fervent stock market of local identity politics. With the decline of political-cultural hegemony over the past decades, the individual is left with the task of establishing references and shared sets of meanings and experiences. I indicated earlier that the western-romantic travel narrative is a rich (re)source of cultural capital. Hence the stories these youths perform concerning “Third World” countries and peoples, and the travel-induced transformations they perform, position them collectively within the “Western” gaze rather than as “natives” (Asians or Levantinians). Upon their return to Israel they then assume a Western(ized) identity, which, in their eyes, affords them a preferred position with regard to the local politics of identity.


This impressive social accomplishment is pursued effectively through reverting to and making use of available cultural patterns of travel-storytelling. Indeed, as the article shows, cultures of travel are intertwined with cultures of recounting travel. As Henry James once stated: “Adventure happen to people who know how to tell it that way” (cited in J. Bruner 1994:48). and indeed, the Sabra culture has had a legacy of Orientalist stories, and narratives of colonial adventure, exploration and conquest; as well as a variety of ritualized sites in which these stories were performed and culturally materialized (Katriel 1986, 1995; Noy 2005). In this respect, performances of contemporary backpackers—both performance of actual travel and of travel narratives—are well nested in and revitalize a cultural legacy of transformatory ideology.

Notes

(1) When questioned as to the personal effects of their travel experiences, the remaining third indicated that self-change had occurred, or at the very least that they had undergone “a powerful experience.” All of the backpackers were interviewed within several weeks or months after their return from an extended trip that lasted over three months, and that commonly took place in “Third World” destinations in Asia and South America (Noy and Cohen 2005; Richards and Wilson 2004).

(2) For a discussion of the interview interaction in terms of the audience's and the performer's “mutual motivations,” see Noy (2002:201; see also C. Corradi 1991, Silverstein 2003).
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Figure no. 1 

Fig. 1: Dialogical implication: Nodal and Formal transformation
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