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Popular discourses typically depict aging as a process that limits the agency of 
individuals; however, aging adults do not always subscribe to these discourses. In this paper, 
we examine the linguistic resources used by a group of older individuals, women in a Southern 
hair salon community, to engage in discourses about agency and aging in conversations about 
their futures. Specifically, we demonstrate that agency is negotiated between multiple 
participants on the interactional level; consequently, claims of agency must be understood in 
relation to both linguistic and social contexts.  

Central to our analysis is the concept of agency, the ability to act for oneself, which has 
previously been conceptualized as either linguistically encoded or socially performed (e.g., 
Giddens 1984; Ahearn 2001; Duranti 2004; Bucholtz & Hall 2005). First, we argue that 
linguistic strategies for encoding agency gain social meaning through their relationships to 
other features of the discourse. In particular, we examine linguistic encodings of agency 
including grammatical agency, volitional predicates (e.g., hope, want), and modal verbs (e.g., 
might, would).  

Second, we find that these often are clustered together and occur in parallel structures 
across multiple turns. In the following example, both participants maintain one construction (be 
able to do. . . hair) while manipulating other constructions in order to attribute different degrees 
of agency:  
Elizabeth: I might not be able to do my hair  
Tammy: Oh Elizabeth you’re going to be able to do your hair. 

 Elizabeth’s initial denial of agency is rejected by Tammy’s re-formulation of that 
denial. Our analysis considers various moments in which participants negotiate agency by 
responding to rejections and claims of agency. We argue that the collaborative negotiation of 
agency across turns results in the emergence of local discourses on aging and future abilities 
which contest discourses that circulate beyond this community.  
 


