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This paper reports on the diverse set of ideologically-loaded lexical and grammatical 
resources utilized by second generation Chinese American youths in New York City in their 
construction of multidimensional and relational identities (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005). Under 
contemporary conditions of continuing immigration and transnational flow of cultural 
information via the Internet, these youths navigate an increasingly complex sociocultural 
landscape and reflexively recruit an enriched pool of symbolic resources to simultaneously forge 
sameness and foster distinctiveness among each other.  

Data for this study come from over six months of ethnographic fieldwork conducted in an 
after-school program serving middle-schoolers (10 to 14 years old) in a New York City 
neighborhood. Participants were primarily American-born Chinese (ABC) of Cantonese descent. 
Examples from audio-recorded small-group interviews and naturally-occurring interactions 
reveal that ABC youths often embed Cantonese words in their English-dominant interactions, 
thereby highlighting their shared ethnoregional heritage. Paradoxically, the amount of 
Cantonese-use also indexes differences in their ethnic alignment. Additionally, there are cases in 
which ABC youths erect boundaries between themselves and the immigrant generation by 
mocking Chinese-accented English (Chun, 2009). There are also cases in which divergence 
among the American-born youths themselves is situationally foregrounded through the 
appropriation of Spanish lexical items (Hill, 1995) and African American English grammatical 
features and speech acts (Rampton, 1995; Chun, 2001).  

Micro-analysis of unfolding interactions containing these heteroglossic (Bakhtin, 1981) 
examples demonstrates that ABC youths actively formulate and interpret the indexical links 
between linguistic varieties and social types (Agha, 2007). They recruit these indexes recursively 
(Irvine & Gal, 2000) to carve out nuanced intra-group differences within the shared social terrain 
of being Chinese Americans. In doing so, they do not merely endorse existing indexical 
connections but in fact potentially transform the indexical field (Eckert, 2008) of these linguistic 
varieties by instilling them with new indexical values.  
 


