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A B S T R A C T

This article considers a particular set of cultural and ideological discourses—
police discourse about domestic violence (DV) victim=survivors—in a study
about indexicality. Via the processes of indexicality, victim=survivors are
consistently described and constructed as frustrations for police officers
and police work. We pinpoint two sociosemantic structures that index
frustration—the use of the word frustration and statements that initially
show understanding for the victim=survivors’ situation—and then mitigate
that understanding with stories about being frustrated. In the process,
we argue, DV victim=survivors become indexical forms that index the
social meaning that victim=survivors are frustrating rather than compliant.
Further, we show how such constructions are available for reiteration by
different speakers in police discourse and different contexts. The linguistic
features that signal ‘frustration’ thus function in police discourse as indexical
features that can be accessed and animated by police officers when they
describe encounters with victim=survivors and the victim=survivors
themselves. (Indexicality, narrative, police discourse, domestic violence)*

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Indexicality is a concept that can be used to identify the ways that language is
embedded in and connected to social, conventional meaning that does ideological
and normative work. Andrus (2020b) explores indexicality in the context of police
discourses and narratives about domestic violence (DV). She argues that discourses
about DV can be traced indexically, identifying the ways in which DV is
underpinned by social values that emerge in storytelling about DV. This article
extends that research in an analysis of the ways that police officers show frustration
in the stories they tell about DV victim=survivors.

According to the National Coalition Against Domestic Violence (n.d.), ‘Domes-
tic violence is the willful intimidation, physical assault, battery, sexual assault,
and=or other abusive behavior as part of a systematic pattern of power and
control perpetrated by one intimate partner against another. It includes physical
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violence, sexual violence, psychological violence, and emotional abuse’. We have
chosen to use domestic violence over intimate partner violence, because it is the
term that police officers tend to use.

Stories about DV told by police officers instantiate and perform what Silverstein
(2003) calls an ‘indexical order’ or ‘indexicality’. Indexicality refers to a process by
which social meaning becomes linked to a linguistic form. That is, there are certain
linguistic forms that index or trigger a relationship with social meaning. ‘Indexical-
ity connects language to cultural patterns’ (Blommaert 2007:115). Silverstein
(2005:9) defines the index (Peirce 1940) this way: ‘Within any situation in which
we participate, we can experience the relationship by a semiotic act of “pointing-to”
which of course implies pointing-to from someplace (the arrow or the pointing
finger starts somewhere and ends somewhere else)’. That is, indexicality implies
both a thing that is pointed at—social meaning=social context—and a place from
which the pointing occurs—a different context altogether.

Indexicality has come to mean something more social and ideological, but it still
keeps its pointy-ness. An indexical form points at social meaning, while social
meaning points back at the linguistic form, and this can happen multiple times,
with many different social and contextual relationships forming with one linguistic
form (Eckert 2008; Ochs 2012; D’Onofrio 2018; Andrus 2020a,b). We propose
that in stories told by police officers, we find indexicality. In the process of storytelling,
police officers create a discourse, a wealth of narratives about DV and victim=survi-
vors of DV that frame the context of staying in an abusive situation and the individuals
who stay as frustrating. This set of narratives is available for any speaker in the context
of policing to use and rearticulate for future use by future individualswith access to the
set of narratives in circulation. The process of pointing and labeling from one context
to another—police context to DV context—creates the indexical.

Indexicality is a concept that allows for the identification and articulation of the
relationship between the ‘micro-social’ and the ‘macro-social’ features of text and
talk (Silverstein 2003:193). As a linkage between the macro and the micro, the
social and the linguistic, indexicality traffics in normative behaviors and discourses.
According to Blommaert (2005:172), ‘Indexicality is one of the points where the
social and cultural order enters language and communicative behavior’. Norms
and social conventions emerge where the cultural meets the linguistic. Trinch
(2016) situates indexicality in the context of DV, arguing that indexicals create link-
ages that lead victims of DV to be blamed and held responsible for their own abuse
and their in=ability to end the abuse.

The structure of indexicality is established in social norms and conventions, or
social contexts. Indexicality ‘endows otherwise mere behavior with indexical signifi-
cance that can be ‘read’ in relation to conventional norms’ (Silverstein 2003:197).
Social contexts and norms are established and maintained interactionally through
usage ‘between sign-users’ communicating in ‘context’ (Silverstein 2003:195). That
is, sociality and context are constituted—presupposed and entailed—when people
talk to each other in and about the context that is being established ‘by the fact of
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usage of the indexical’ (Silverstein 2003:195). Indexicality, then, is established
through contextually and socially rich usage that creates andmaintains indexical link-
ages (presupposition). Indexicality is linked to a group of users who do indexical
work while interacting with and maintaining their groupness (entailment). That is,
an indexical entails the context of use, and it presupposes that the user will be able
to infer context and proper usage, such as when a police officer tells a story about
an encounter with a victim=survivor that uses typified language in an expected
context. The user of the indexical is presupposed to already understand the social
nature, ideology, and function of use, or a user who can use the linguistic form in so-
cially and contextually appropriateways. Importantly, an indexical can havemultiple,
sometimes competing, meanings=usages, based on the social context and users of the
indexical (Eckert 2008). ‘Linguistic features do not carry specific indexical meanings
of their own, but can have differentmeanings in different clusters of features’ (Pharao,
Maegaard, Møller, & Kristiansen 2014:2). The specific meaning of an indexical
depends on the contexts of usage and speakers.

This article considers a particular set of cultural and ideological discourses—
police discourse about DV victim=survivors. Via the processes of indexicality, vic-
tim=survivors are entextualized as frustrations for police work. Johnson (2004)
shows that police are frustrated with victim=survivors. In this article, we look at
how this frustration is constructed and circulated via discourse. We pinpoint two
sociosemantic structures that index frustration: (i) the use of the word frustration,
and (ii) narrative statements that initially show understanding and then mitigate that
understanding with stories that index frustration. The linguistic features that signal
‘frustration’ function in police discourse as indexical features that can be used by
police officers in order to describe encounters with victim=survivors. In short, this
article argues that narratives about interactions between police officers and victim=
survivors of DVdo indexical work, creating linguistic structures that index frustration
thereby framing and constituting victim=survivors as essentially frustrating.

In order to complete this analysis, we introduce two concepts: mitigated under-
standing is the introduction of understanding that is dismissed and mitigated via
stories about frustration; and narrative indexicality, which are the narratives that
propagate and distribute indexical forms that, in the case of police discourse, circu-
late feelings of frustration. In our analysis of narratives that police officers tell about
victim=survivors, these two concepts articulate a notion of frustration in DV
encounters that shape and give rise to particular notions about victim=survivors.
Ultimately, we argue that through narrative indexicality, indexicals that point to
‘frustration’ constitute victim-blaming, by situating the victim=survivor as frustrating
and situating them as the cause of their own harm.

D O M E S T I C V I O L E N C E A N D P O L I C E W O R K

Law enforcement is polarizing, especially in the current sociopolitical context.
Either the police force is lauded as upholding the law, maintaining safety, and
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establishing order, or it is condemned for racial profiling and violence (Champion
2017:1). It goes without saying that in the context of DV, policing is just as fraught
with contradiction (Martin 1999:119). Andrus (2020b) outlines multiple discourses
that emerge when police officers tell stories about their work. Police narratives are
available in discourses that circulate among and between officers, making them
re=performable by the same or different officers in similar ways. Once the narrative
performance is ratified through reiteration, it is available for reuse and distribution
by the same and other officers. Because these elements of police narrative have been
successful in the past, they can become habituated. Police ‘war stories’ create and
establish myths that are perpetuated over time and over space, creating entextual-
ized, ready-made stories for police officers (Fletcher 1991; Kurtz & Upton 2017).

Police work is dangerous, a point we want to establish upfront. In both the indi-
vidual and group interviews Andrus conducted, police officers repeatedly noted
how dangerous what they call ‘domestic calls’ are for police officers. Detective
Tyler said, “[domestic calls are] the number—one of the top, if not the number
one call that results in officer assaults, officer injuries. They’re very dangerous
calls to go on so we’re pretty diligent in our safety”. This anecdotal assertion plays
out in the literature. In a joint study, the US Department of Justice and the National
Law Enforcement Officers Memorial Fund found that domestic calls represented
41% of fatal calls for service, second to traffic calls (Breul & Luongo 2018:21).
Others reported that domestic calls were the third most deadly (Kercher, Swedler,
Pollack, & Webster 2013; Blair, Fowler, Betz, & Baumgardner 2016). Explicating
the dangers of police calls, Detective Jacobs explains that police officers “start off ba-
sically with officer safety and ensure that there’s at least two officers at this thing,
because they’re very volatile. It’s probably the next dangerous thing next to a
traffic stop”. Some of the literature corroborates this observation (Breul & Luongo
2018), while others claim that traffic stops are second in danger to ambush or
armed robberies, or just as dangerous as domestic calls (cf. Garner & Clemmer
1986; Kaminski & Sorensen 1995; Kercher et al. 2013; Blair et al. 2016).

After the relative safety of the officers and civilians has been established, the
officers describe their job in terms of policy and protocol, referring to themselves
as ‘fact-finders’ and claiming to have a neutral status in the situation. Police are
there simply to find facts and establish the course of events. Sergeant Roberts
explains it this way: “Most of the time, I’m there as a fact-finder and to establish
what has occurred and how am I gonna weigh this to the interest of the criminal
justice system based on what the facts of the case are—and then what the needs
of the people are”. According to this and other officers, in any situation to which
the police respond, the goal of police is to accumulate all of the facts and control
the volatile situation. This role contributes to the multiple complexities found in
domestic calls. At once, the officer must uncover the facts which could disclose
a crime, after which they are required, by western state law, to make an arrest if
an assault has been committed—this is a so-called ‘mandatory arrest’ state (See
Hoppe, Zhang, Hayes, & Bills 2020 for a history of mandatory arrest.)
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M E T H O D A N D M E T H O D O L O G Y

In this article, we operationalize theories of indexicality and narrative in a discourse
analytic framework.We call what we do discourse analysis, broadly, becausewe are
‘studying language and its effects’ (Johnstone 2008:2). The definition we use for
discourse is a common one that we draw from Blommaert (2005). ‘Discourse is
language-in-action, and investigating it requires attention both to language and to
action’ (Blommaert 2005:2). That is, the study of discourse is interested in how
people actually use language rather than treating language as an abstract system
(cf. Johnstone 2008:3). ‘Discourse is what transforms our environment into a
socially and culturally meaningful one’, writes Blommaert (2005:4). Research in dis-
course analysis, then, tends to be ‘interested in what happens when people draw on the
knowledge they have about language, knowledge based on their memories of things
they have said, heard, seen or written before, to do things in the world: exchange
information, express feelings, make things happen, create beauty, entertain themselves
and others, and so on’ (Johnstone 2008:3). Discourse analysis focuses on the ways
people use prior discourses and knowledges and anticipate future discourses and
knowledges to accomplish the everyday goings-on in their lives. The present study
constitutes a discourse analysis by paying attention to actual instances of speech.
They are narratives told by police officers about DV and victim=survivors, elicited
in interviewswithAndrus. In particular,we payattention to pronoun use, constructions
of ‘frustration’, the repetition of the ‘be like’ construction, and the use of intensifiers.

In the present study, lengths were taken to put the interviewees at ease. For
example, many were completed in groups, and in at least one interview, the
context was entirely informal with police officers moving around freely in their
break room and telling stories as much to and with each other as to Andrus. We
do recognize, however, that the context of the interview and the process of
talking to a veritable stranger still circumscribes the narratives in many ways. As
with any production of discourse, the stories were certainly formed and shaped
for the audience in contextually rich ways. Out of these interviews, rich data
emerged in candid stories about DV victim=survivors, including narratives about
frustration in the context of domestic calls. Narratives about frustration and the
use of the word frustration were entirely introduced by the police officers them-
selves. The interviewer never used the word nor asked a question intended to
measure police officer frustration. Narratives about frustration are almost always
introduced with a very brief statement of understanding or empathy that is
quickly mitigated with a longer story of frustration, which we call mitigated under-
standing. The configuration of mitigation that we are working with is concerned
with the process of curtailing or downgrading an element that was initially intro-
duced as important in the story and is then mitigated or interrupted by another
portion of the story that is presented as doing more ideological work and carrying
more narrative weight. In our case, it is understanding that is reduced, interrupted,
and=or complicated—mitigated—by frustration.
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The data analyzed in this article were collected in a city in the western US in the
summer of 2018. In order to keep the participants absolutely anonymous, no personal
or demographic information was taken and each participant selected their own
pseudonym. This was in accordancewith the IRB expectations at Andrus’ institution.
Andrus collected interviews from both victim=survivors and police officers and
personnel, though only police officer interviews are analyzed in this article.

A total of fourteen law enforcement officers (detectives, retired and active offi-
cers, and a sergeant) were interviewed in fourteen interviews. Three of the fourteen
officers presented as female, while the rest presented as male (see Table 1). And
three of those interviewed (one woman and two men) disclosed that they had
either been the victim=survivors of DV and=or were related to or in a relationship
with someone who was a victim=survivor of DV.

Operationalizing narrative indexicality, the police officers use various linguistic
forms to indicate understanding of the victim=survivor’s behavior and situation,
using the word ‘understand=ing’, and phrases such as ‘I=We get it=that’ or
‘I=We can see it=that’ to indicate their comprehension of and empathy toward
victim=survivors. There were thirty-two instances of police officers expressing
‘understanding’, using one of the aforementioned constructions (see Table 2),
with ‘I get it’, being the most used form.

While one officer in particular showed empathy for victim=survivors, they all
mitigated understanding with a critique of victim=survivors, typically for their
inability to leave a violent relationship on the police officer’s timeline. In most of
the narrative fragments, ‘frustration’ mitigates the understanding a police officer
might show toward a victim=survivor. In such stories, police officers open with
understanding in a very brief clause or sentence, but then quickly move to more
extended stories about ‘frustration’: for example, “I get that, but this is to the
point where we’ve been here a couple times now, and ‘Go your separate ways’”
(Officer McQuaid); “I get that. At the same time, there’s a lot of denial going on”
(Officer Love). There are twenty-three instances of police officers mitigating under-
standing with language that directly and=or indirectly indexed frustration.

A quick word about the discussion of demographic categories in the interviews
with police. In the interviews with police, they sometimes mentioned gender in
their stories about frustration and victim=survivors. Police officers mentioned
gender explicitly only when they chose pronouns to represent victim=survivors

TABLE 1. Police officer distribution by position and gender (adapted from Andrus 2020b:42).

TOTAL MALE FEMALE

Police officer, patrol 7 4 3
Police office, detective 5 5
Police officer, sargent 1 1
Retired officer 1 1
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and=or abusers. For example, Detective Sidwell uses pronouns representing both
genders to represent abusers. He said, “Yeah, some victims just want us to make
HIM be nice, or HER be nice. THEY want us to end whatever situation THEY’re in”.
Tyler, too, uses alternating pronouns in the context of abusers: “I’ve had ones
where GUYS have, or GIRLS have, or EITHER PARTY has assaulted the other one, and
it’s been going on for years—spousal sexual assault—just everything”. Acknowl-
edging both pronouns is most common in representations of abusers rather than vic-
tim=survivors. That is, the police appear to find that men and women can be
abusers, but they are less convinced that men can be victims. Therefore, gender
came up a number of times. By contrast, though the racial and ethnic profiles of
DV incidents in the western city match national demographics, it is impossible to
say that police officers were indexing race or ethnicity when they talked about
victims or abusers. Though bias is likely to be present in police discourse, in this
data, there is no discussion of skin color, accented English, foreign language
usage, need for a translator, or the like.

P O L I C I N G D O M E S T I C V I O L E N C E

Discussions about DV often occurred in the context of recounting protocol. In
extract (1), Officer McQuaid tells a hypothetical story about the process he goes
through to ‘get the facts’.

(1) Officer McQuaid
1 It’s a violent domestic.
2 You get there,
3 “What’s the violence?”
4 “He’s calling me names.”
5 “Did he threaten you?”
6 “No, he’s calling me names.”
7 “Okay. It’s not violent. It’s mean and mean-spirited.
8 That’s not very nice, but him telling you you’re no good is not a criminal offense.”

The flat affect of getting the facts straight and the inability of police officers to do
anything but arrest can lead to a showing of a lack of emotion. Often the emotion
that is un=expressed when a police officer is ‘fact-finding’ works counter to the

TABLE 2. ‘Understanding’ phrases.

Understanding Number of times

I/We get it/thatI/We understand 21
I/We understand 9
I/We see it/that 2
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goals of the victim=survivors (Martin 1999:119). Victim=survivors notice the ‘just
the facts’ stance. As Violet put it, “to be honest, I felt like it was just any other, just
random situation.… They had a protocol to follow. They were just doing their job,
and that was it”. Violet recognizes that the officers helping her after her violent do-
mestic attack were just going through the policy-motions, not caring particularly
about her experiences or trauma. Trinch (2001) argues that experience is translated
into a matter of routine by institutions like law enforcement which tend to totalize
and leave little room for full-fledged subjectivity and agency.

Police officers do occasionally express a sense of understanding for the plight of
the victim=survivors. For example, Detective Tyler explains elsewhere in his inter-
view that he had previously been married to a woman who had been in an abusive
relationship earlier in her life. In extract (2), Tyler shows understanding for the cir-
cumstances of DV victim=survivors—perhaps related to his prior experiences—
which he situates against a backdrop of a ‘typical’ police officer response to victim=
survivor behavior.

(2) Detective Tyler
1 You hear it all of,
2 “Well, we’ve been over there so many times.”
3 “We’ve offered her help so many times.”
4 “We’ve hand-held so many times and it doesn’t do anything so, obviously.”
5 “I’m tired of trying to help.”
6 I think that the officer needs to—
7 I guess I understand why he or she feels that way, and
8 I also understand the other half too.
9 I think that an officer needs to be more understanding and say,
10 “Look, until you’re walking a mile in their shoes.”
11 It may seem outrageous to stay with somebody who is treating you the way
12 that they’re treating you
13 but they’re made to believe that the other person has got all this power and, most likely,
14 they make all the money.
15 They got kids.
16 They got this house.
17 They’re giving up—
18 or they’re thinking they’re gonna lose everything.
19 How are we gonna protect her from that—protect them from that?

Tyler uses the language of understanding to show empathy for both police offi-
cers and victim=survivors. He speaks for the typical officer conception of a victim=
survivor through direct quotation in lines 2–5. According to Tyler, it is frustrating
to return to the same house for domestic calls without seeing the victim=survivor
taking steps to leave. Other officers—not him—might become “tired of trying to
help” (line 5). Tyler then presents the stance that is his own, one in which he is
“more understanding” (line 9). In the second half of extract (2), however, he
takes a position that accounts for the emotional, psychological, and socioeconomic
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reasons a person might stay in an abusive relationship, demonstrating understand-
ing for victim=survivors’ lives and experiences. In leaving, the victim=survivor is
“going to lose everything” (line 18), he asserts, how will police officers “protect
them from that” (line 19). That is, police officers should be understanding
because they cannot protect victim=survivors from socioeconomic and other emo-
tional forms of abuse.

Tyler takes a position in which he shows understanding for victim=survivors,
attempting to understand their thought processes and social constraints. He is the
only officer who, in this one moment of his interview, narrates the indexical
police ‘understanding’ without immediately mitigating it (though he does show
frustration elsewhere in his interview). Many others make a gesture toward under-
standing, but that gesture is always mitigated with a story about frustration. As ways
of expressing empathy or sympathy, police officers use the verbs ‘to understand’,
‘to get’, and ‘to see’, most frequently using ‘to get’, as in ‘I get it’. Oftentimes,
the indexical structure changes from the singular first-person pronoun ‘I’ in ‘I get
it’ to the plural first-person ‘We’ in ‘We get it’. These discursive moves index a nar-
rative about caring that is operationalized by others in the group.

An example of ‘frustration’ is found in Officer Taylor’s narrative in extract (3).

(3) Officer Taylor
1 I don’t get frustrated, necessarily, going there,
2 but every time you go, you hope that this is the time they’re like,
3 “Okay. Let’s do this.
4 “I’ll cooperate. Do what I need to do. I’ll get the help I need.
5 “I’ll leave. I’ll go somewhere safe,”
6 but—…Yeah.
7 I have yet to see it.

Taylor begins her narrative with the promise of empathy—she doesn’t get frus-
trated when she returns to the same household more than once for domestic calls.
However, her expression of empathy is cut short by her use of the word “necessar-
ily” (line 1). Though Taylor opens by saying that she doesn’t get frustrated, she ul-
timately shows frustration with victim=survivors who don’t cooperate with police
goals (lines 4–5). She says that each time she visits a particular household, she
hopes this will be the time the victim=survivor will say “Okay. Let’s do this. I’ll
cooperate” (lines 3–4). In this narrative, Taylor is equating cooperation with
leaving the abusive situation: “I’ll cooperate. Do what I need to do. I’ll get the
help I need. I’ll leave. I’ll go somewhere safe” (lines 4–5). Taylor’s final expression
of frustration is found in the final line. In all her time as a police officer, she has “yet
to see” a victim=survivor cooperate and leave the abusive situation on the schedule
of the police officer (line 7). This phrasing highlights what, for her, is the source of
frustration—the victim=survivor.

Taylor, like her peers, is frustrated by intractable victim=survivors not by recid-
ivist abusers. The frustration lies with the victim=survivor rather than the abuser.
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This statement not only highlights the source of frustration for Taylor, but solidifies
the idea in police discourse that victim=survivors are recalcitrant because they don’t
leavewhen the officer thinks they should. While other officers go so far as to say the
victim=survivors are “stupid”when they call the police multiple times for the same
issue (Officer McQuaid), Taylor merely comments on the victim=survivors’ coop-
eration. The result, however, is the same. Through narrative indexicality, the police
view that domestic calls and victim=survivors are frustrating is developed andmade
replicable in police discourse.

M I T I G A T E D U N D E R S T A N D I N G A N D
F R U S T R A T I O N

While some police officers spoke nearly entirely in terms of frustration, most used
the indexical construction, mitigated understanding. First, the police officer would
position themselves as understanding, using mitigation discourses that soften the
frustration narrative that inevitably follows. Even though most officers make a dis-
cursive gesture to understand victim=survivors, some can’t even do that. In that dis-
cursive situation, only frustration is narrated. For example, Sergeant Roberts said,
“Speaking of victims, I don’t understand why they don’t get out of it”. He is befud-
dled by the reasons a person might stay in a violent relationship, misunderstanding
family and socioeconomic factors, and perhaps being unaware of statistics regard-
ing abuse after separation. (About ‘three quarters of abuse victims are still abused
after leaving (Berry 2000)’ (Andrus 2020b:13).)

Detective Jacobs uses narrative indexicality when he shows frustration with a
victim=survivor who didn’t want to see her abuser go to jail. “In a sense, it was
pretty frustrating, because I’ve got someone here who’s basically crying on the
phone and begging me to help her, but doesn’t like the way that that help’s
gonna be given, because she doesn’t want him in jail”. Because they are in the busi-
ness of arrest, at least in part, police officers find the desire of the victim=survivor
for her abuser to stay out of jail frustrating. It frustrates their work both literally and
figuratively. Not only does Jacobs use intensifiers such as “begging” to misunder-
stand the emotional inner-workings of DV, he is also disappointed that the victim=
survivor is stopping him from doing his job.

We see narrative indexicality linked to mitigated understanding in extract (4)—a
story told by Detective Sidwell about a hypothetical DV situation. Sidwell was in-
terviewed with three other DV detectives: Detective Jacobs, Detective Michaels,
and Detective Johnson.

(4) Detective Sidwell
1 And we get that.
2 They felt a bad moment, whatever,
3 alcohol, something involved, high emotion, stressful situation.
4 In someone’s head, they still love each other.
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5 And a lot of them will work beyond that and
6 live happily ever after, and
7 we hope so.
8 There are also the ugly situations that it’s like,
9 why did you get him from jail again.
10 You know, and that’s where it goes back to—and
11 you hate to have this feeling.
12 And again, we try to do everything right
13 based on policy and procedure and state law,
14 but it’s like, don’t call me if you don’t want us to do something.
15 But on the other hand, that doesn’t really help the situation.
16 And so, being human, officers sometimes get that feeling, and
17 it’s horrible to say,
18 but it can be super frustrating
19 when you’re trying to help somebody, and
20 they continue to shun you away, and
21 bring the problem back that you then have to deal with again.
22 Because domestic violences are very dangerous.
23 And, you know, we don’t know if we’re going into an ambush or
24 going to a problem and that they’re super emotional.
25 They’re—they’re an ugly case to have to respond on,
26 especially blind.
27 Going into it and
28 not knowing what you’re—what’s really goin’ on.

In extract (4), Sidwell starts off with “we get that”, which shows a modicum of un-
derstanding.What Sidwell “gets” or understands is complicated. He gets that some re-
lationships are loving (while also violent), and he gets that people stay in such violent
relationships. However, he finds such behavior frustrating. He narratively constructs
indexical frustration using two discursive strategies (the repetition of be þ like and
sarcasm) in the two stories that he tells. The first story is introduced with a thin and
quickly contradicted statement, “We get that” (line 1). The first story presumes a
loving outcome: “they still love each other. And a lot of them will work beyond
that and live happily ever after” (lines 4–6). This idea, however, is undermined by
the word “whatever” on line 2. ‘Whatever’ can mean ‘in any case or anything’, or
it can mean something dismissive and sarcastic like ‘this is not important’. We
suggest that in this case both function via sarcasm, making excuses for the abuser
in a DV situation with claims that the relationship will become loving and “happily
ever after” (lines 6), while also disbelieving in that outcome, “whatever”. Understand-
ing, then, is both ratified and questioned in the same brief, sarcastic, story. This story,
then, mitigates understanding while acting on the surface as though it is reinforcing
understanding. That is, this story does indexical work, but the social meaning that
is linked to “whatever” presents a loving relationship as a possible outcome of a do-
mestic call while undermining and problematizing that outcome.
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In the second story, which starts on line 8, Sidwell indexes frustration with vic-
tim=survivor behavior in ‘be like’ (and be þ excuse language) constructions
(Ferrara & Bell 1995; Romaine & Lange 1995; Dailey-O’Cain 2000; Macaulay
2001; Cukor-Avila 2002; Tagliamonte & D’Arcy 2004; D’Arcy 2007) and repeti-
tion. Sidwell opens this story in lines 8–9 by saying, “There are also the ugly situ-
ations that it’s like, why did you get him from jail again”. This is an open critique of
generalized victim=survivor behavior, “ugly situations”. The “ugly situations” are
those in which victim=survivors do not follow the logic of police officers and “get
him from jail”. The ‘be like’ construction, “it’s like”, is a quotative, indicating that
the storyteller said this or something like this in a previous conversation. But impor-
tantly, the speaker doesn’t say “I was like”, introducing his own words or ideas, but
rather it is constructed as “it’s like”, which makes the statement somewhat more
general. It is as though all or any police officer might have had this memory or
made this statement. This move to claiming space for all police officers is a
common feature of police discourse (Andrus 2020b), in which all police behavior
and ideas are presented as seamlessly the same.

The ‘be like’ construction is also used on line 14, when Sidwell says, “but it’s
like, don’t call me if you don’t want us to do something”. Here the general
police officer quotative constructed with ‘it þ be þ like’, is used to indicate frustra-
tion with those victim=survivors who don’t make decisions the ways that the police
would prefer. Again, the use of ‘it’ indicates a general frustration that may be owned
by the speaker but that is shared with police in general. This feeling of frustration is
reinforced andmade explicit in lines 17–21, when Sidwell says, “it’s horrible to say,
but it can be super frustrating when you’re trying to help somebody, and they con-
tinue to shun you away, and bring the problem back that you then have to deal with
again”. Here Sidwell uses an ‘it þ be’ construction without the ‘like’. The quotative
value of this construction is indicated by the use of the word “say” on line 17: “it’s
horrible to say”. The ideas that are horrible to say have to dowith victim=survivors,
but only inminimal ways. The real focus of this statement is police officers and their
supposed treatment by victim=survivors who don’t take their advice, push them
away, andmake their jobs hard. The frustration construction here is clearly with vic-
tim=survivors—not the abuser and not the situation. Thus, the person who makes
the situation ugly is not the abuser, or not the abuser alone, but the victim=survivor
who is here situated as a party to their own abuse. This indexical construction of
frustration is particularly problematic in that it connects the victim=survivor to
their own abuse.

In Sidwell’s narrative, ‘be like’ is used narratively to create a sense of group iden-
tity, group discourse, and group opinion about victim=survivors. It also creates a
relationship between victim=survivors and the police. As a feature of this narrative,
‘be=it=like’ functions narratively to help the interlocutor understand not just what
happened, but how to understand what happened. In extract (3), above, ‘be like’ is
also used by Taylor, who used it to create imagined, generalized dialogue with a
typical=typified victim=survivor. She said, “They’re like, ‘Okay. Let’s do this.
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I’ll cooperate. Do what I need to do. I’ll get the help I need. I’ll leave. I’ll go some-
where safe,’ but—…Yeah. I have yet to see it” (lines 2–7). Here, ‘are like’ uses the
quotative to introduce a set of hypothetical statements, working to create a relation-
ship between police and victim=survivor. Using the quotative construction, Taylor
presents herself as knowing what the typical victim=survivor is going to say, and
she judges the victim=survivor for it. For Taylor, this mini dialogue indexes frus-
tration, indicated by the editorial “I have yet to see it” statement that follows up
the typified victim=survivor language. For both Sidwell and Taylor, this discursive
construction, ‘be þ like’, works through narrative indexicality to link frustration
with the social meaning of DVand victim=survivors. This excerpt shows frustration
over understanding; it shows very little understanding.

Though the present article is not about ‘be like’ as a sociolinguistic variable as
much as a feature of narrative, it is interesting to note that though the ‘be like’ con-
struction is more commonly associated with speakers presenting as female, in this
case it was used repetitively by both men and women presenting speakers. As
Durham and colleagues (2012:319) note, ‘the further be like diffuses, “the more
likely it is to differentiate male and female speech” (Tagliamonte & Hudson
1999:167)’. That is, the more ‘be like’ is used, the more likely it will be that all
genders of speakers use it.

Narrative indexicality around frustration in extract (4) continues to be developed
and deployed beginning on line 11. Following this short discussion of victim=sur-
vivor behavior is a statement of frustration that coordinates with the “whatever”
from line 2 to mitigate any understanding that may have been implied in the
opening, “We get that”. In lines 11–14 Sidwell says, “you hate to have this
feeling. And again, we try to do everything right based on policy and procedure
and state laws, but it’s like, don’t call me if you don’t want us to do something”.
Again, understanding is presented with a statement that Sidwell wishes he didn’t
feel the way he does, but that understanding is immediately mitigated in the admis-
sion that he does feel frustrated. This discussion of feelings is further complicated
with a narration of procedure and policy, which works to disclaim any personal
action, after which he expresses frustration—“don’t call me if you don’t want us
to do something”. This is a message directly to the victim=survivor: don’t call
the police if you don’t want them to do their job—make an arrest.

Once Sidwell starts down this path toward frustration, he doesn’t stop. Frustra-
tion is produced in an indexical cascade. Though he recognizes that he should not
feel this way, “it’s horrible to say” (line 17), these feelings of frustration are
“human” (line 16), and therefore natural, normal, and within the cultural status
quo. This narrative creates an indexical link between naturalized, social behavior
and police feelings of frustration with regard to victim=survivors. Thus, Sidwell ul-
timately claims that working with victim=survivors can be “super frustrating” (line
18), because victim=survivors don’t take the help of police officers in precisely the
way the help is being offered, by “shun[ing]” police help away. Through the con-
struction and recapitulation of indexical narrative around police response to DV,
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victim=survivors are framed as pushing police help away, even in a story that mis-
understands and is negative toward victim=survivors.

Sidwell’s stories are examples of narrative indexicality. It is the formation of a
dance between understanding and frustration that ultimately constructs and rein-
forces the indexicality of frustration in the context of DV and the framing of victim=
survivors as difficult toworkwith—even recalcitrant. In these stories, victim=survivors
and their behavior are positioned as frustrating, while police officers position them-
selves as just doing their jobs. This establishes an indexical dichotomy between
rule-following police officers and frustrating victim=survivors. Once established
in narrative, these indexicals and their dichotomous relationship are available for
use by other members of the police force. They are available as police discourse
where they benefit police officers but hurt victim=survivors.

In extract (5), Officer Taylor’s identity emerges indexically via the performance
of ‘frustration’ and ‘mitigated understanding’.

(5) Officer Taylor
1 It’s frustrating.
2 I try to understand.
3 I haven’t been in a situation
4 like that myself, so I can’t fully put myself in a position like that.
5 Yeah. It’s frustrating to me
6 because I want them to be able to take care of themselves and be safe, and
7 obviously they’re not
8 if they’re calling every other day.

Taylor begins her story with an expression of frustration, “It’s frustrating” (line
1), a sentiment that is woven throughout the entire narrative, ending with a comment
on frustration with victim=survivors who call the police “every other day” (line 9).
The narrative indexicality in Taylor’s frustration is complex. At first, the expression
of frustration is due to her inability to fully understand the victim=survior’s situa-
tion even though she claims to attempt to understand, “I try to understand” (line 2).
Then her frustration morphs into a common complaint by police officers that vic-
tim=survivors hinder their work (see extract (3) above).

Encased in narrative language, understanding functions as a pre- and post-amble
for Taylor’s frustration, as seen in her concern for victim=survivor wellbeing, “I
want them to be able to take care of themselves and be safe” (line 7). This is a per-
formance of the ‘understanding’ indexical. As we see across these data, however,
this concern for victim=survivors is soon negated, giving way to the indexical per-
formance of frustration: “obviously they’re not [taking care of themselves] if
they’re calling every other day” (lines 8–9). Here, Taylor is saying that in order
for victim=survivors to be self-sufficient and safe they need to stop repeatedly
relying on help from police officers, disregarding the fact that it is the job of the
police to protect the citizens and community. Her use of the adverb “obviously”
(line 8) is interesting because it implies that it is discernible—common
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knowledge—that victim=survivors are not being safe or self-sufficient when they
stay in abusive relationships and repeatedly call the police for help. Moreover,
using “obviously” diminishes the past experience and knowledge gained by the vic-
tim=survivor to know when a relatively safe time to leave the abusive situation
would be. Taylor dismisses the knowledge of victim=survivors, narrating an index-
ical construction of frustration and judgment that runs through police discourse.
That is, in the narrative indexicality created in this story, the performance of the in-
dexical understanding is so thoroughly mitigated that it is as though it never existed.

In Taylor’s narrative, pronouns—her use of first-person, ‘I’ and object case
‘me’—not only participate in the lack of empathetic narrative indexicality, but
also make the fact that these victim=survivors won’t leave their abusive partners
personal to police officers. This is demonstrated by a particular use of ‘me’, as if
the victim=survivor’s behavior is directed against police officers and police
work. Throughout this short narrative, there are seven instances of first-person
pronoun ‘I’ usage. In her first justification for not being able to understand a domes-
tic situation, Taylor says, “I haven’t been in a situation like that myself, so I can’t
fully put myself in a position like that” (lines 3–5). Using “I”, Taylor inserts
herself into the DV situation, and then immediately puts existential distance
between herself and the victim=survivor of DV—the person who calls the police
for help. This calls attention to the performance of her identity as being other
than or not a victim=survivor. “I” have never been in this situation. Thus,
because she is not a victim=survivor of DV, she cannot understand DV or victim-
=survivor reasoning.

Lines 5 and 6 combine to narrate an explicit lack of sympathy. They read, “so I
can’t fully put myself in a position like that. Yeah. It’s frustrating to me”. Line 5 is
very agented, talking about what Taylor cannot do: she cannot put herself in the
position of being abused or the position of a victim=survivor. The “yeah” in
line 6 works like an indexical connector, situating “It’s frustrating to me”, as the
result of a situation in which the officer cannot put herself. This frustration is
opened up with an “it” without a clear antecedent. We posit that “it” gestures
back to the DV situation referenced in line 3, and that it gestures forward, to
lines 7–9, where she says, “because I want them to be able to take care of themselves
and be safe, and obviously they’re not if they’re calling every other day”. These
lines indexically link the idea of frustration with the victim=survivors not being
able to take care of themselves, which is indicated by the fact that they call the
police “every other day”. Thus, the thing that is frustrating is the context of DV,
the victim=survivors, and the fact that they frequently call for help, not Taylor’s
inability to understand victim=survivors. To put it another way, Taylor is not
frustrated with her own inability to be empathetic. She is frustrated that she has
to spend so much time on these types of calls.

Taylor’s story is another example of a police officer’s narrative indexicality of
frustration via mitigated understanding. Victim=survivors are discussed in terms
of frustration—they call the police too much. Taylor’s lack of empathy for
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victim=survivors is quite final. Because her identity is constructed as being other
than a victim=survivor, she claims she cannot understand the victim=survivor’s rea-
soning, and she claims so without hedging. In this way, this narrative work creates
and maintains police discourse, while making frustration available for future use.

Detective Jacobs does significant work in extracts (6) and (7) creating and oper-
ationalizing indexical frustration through storytelling. He tells stories about victim=
survivors that situate them as both the receiver of understanding and the creator of
frustration. In extract (6), Jacobs is telling a story about a woman who is harboring
her abusive intimate partner. When police arrive at her house, they see him through
the door, only to have the victim=survivor lie and “play him off as being somebody
else”. In this story, the victim=survivor acts as though the abusive partner, who the
police were there to arrest (for a separate crime), was not at home, and instead,
asserts that the man they had seen was not the correct man. Extract (6) picks up
at this point.

(6) Detective Jacobs
1 I lost all my compassion, really, for her.
2 I just got to be real stern with her.
3 I said, “Look, don’t give me this crap anymore”, type attitude.
4 “I know it’s him, and all that.”
5 She didn’t want me to take him to jail or not.
6 I said, “Sorry, you don’t get that choice.”

The first line in extract (6), “I lost all my compassion, really, for her”, indicates
both understanding and the mitigation of that understanding. The fact that compas-
sion was lost shows that at one point the detective had compassion for her or for
victim=survivors, in general. The result is indexical frustration that is both avuncu-
lar and policing. Because he lost compassion, he “got to be real stern” (line 2). At
this point in the story, Jacobsmoves into his police officer voice. Rather than using a
‘be þ like’ quotative, Jacobs opts for an ‘I said’ quotative construction. This direct
quotation style demonstrates ownership over the statement that follows. In line 3,
Jacobs represents himself as saying, “Look, don’t give me this crap anymore”.
This statement performs frustration indexicality that is linked to and results from
constraints on proper police procedure and work created by the victim=survivor’s
behavior. The final self-quotation is “Sorry, you don’t get that choice”, said in re-
sponse to the hypothetical victim=survivor’s desire to keep her abusive partner out
of jail. This statement entextualizes police work within the indexical frustration
with victim=survivors.

One of the ways that indexicality functions in these data is through intensifiers.
Intensifiers, amplifiers, or hedges work throughout the police discourse, indicating
‘the attitudes of the speaker or writer’ (Xiao & Tao 2007:242). Intensifiers are ‘lin-
guistic devices that boost the meaning of a property upwards from an assumed
norm’ (Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech, & Svartvik 1985:590). The intensifiers found
throughout the data index frustration of police officers regarding victim=survivors’
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actions, creating a sense of urgency and need to respond. The inability to satisfy-
ingly respond and the repeated nature of victim=survivors’ inability to do what
police officers wish lead to heightened emotions, indicated through intensifiers.
In extract (6), Jacobs says “I lost all my compassion, really, for her. I just got to
be real stern with her. I said, ‘Look, don’t give me this crap anymore’, type attitude”
(lines 1–3). Here, he uses “all”, “really”, and “real” to amplify his frustration with
the victim=survivor, punctuated by “don’t give me this crap”, which indicates
heightened emotion—frustration. He had to become “real stern” when he lost
“all [his] compassion”. Through his use of amplifiers, Jacobs places the blame
for his actions—his need to become very stern—toward the victim=survivor.

Jacobs is not alone in his use of intensifiers, which result in victim blaming. In
extract (2), Tyler uses intensifiers alongside repetition, saying, “so many” three
times in as many sentences. Officers physically go to the same address, offer
help, “hand-hold”, and are turned away by victim=survivors “so many” times.
Tyler says “Well, we’ve been over there so many times. We’ve offered her help
so many times. We’ve hand-held so many times and it doesn’t do anything so, ob-
viously. I’m tired of trying to help” (lines 2–5). The intensifier-repetition construc-
tion is completed with the statement “I’m tired of trying to help”, which indicates
heightened emotion and tells the interlocutor how to understand the short narrative.
Intensifiers can point to the ways in which police officers talk about and position
victim=survivors in their narratives. These intensifiers highlight and link frustration
to victim=survivors.

In extract (7), Jacobs begins by vacillating between understanding and
frustration.

(7) Detective Jacobs
1 It’s kind of the boy who cried wolf.
2 We try to be sensitive to not be jaded to that kind of thing,
3 but when you go and go, and go, and go, and go, and
4 you find out that you’re being used to manipulate,
5 now who’s the victim?
6 That can be difficult to keep an open mind about.
7 Look, I’m gonna find the evidence of a crime, and
8 that’s what I’m gonna act on, and
9 try to take the emotion and the frustration out of it.

Line 1 indicates frustration. “It’s kind of a boy who cried wolf” references a story
inwhich a little boy said there is a bad wolf when therewas not one.When a badwolf
ultimately arrives, nobody believes him. This statement indexically relates this well-
known fairytale to DVand victim=survivors. The narrative presumes that the victim=
survivor is calling the police and then refusing to leave the relationship, making it
hard for police officers to have compassion for victim=survivors and return the
next time they are called. The officer is frustrated that when he arrives on scene,
there is no “wolf”. Indexical frustration is reinforced in the lines 2 and 3, which
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read, “We try to be sensitive to not be jaded to that kind of thing. But when you go and
go, and go, and go, and”. That is, when a victim=survivor repeatedly calls for police
helpwithout leaving their abuser, police officers stop being “sensitive” to the needs of
that particular victim=survivor. “Now who’s the victim?” Jacobs exclaims. In a
shocking turn of the tables, this statement claims that the result of a victim=survivor
needing help multiple times is the victimization of police.

Though the police try hard to “keep an open mind” (line 6), victim=survivor
behavior makes that difficult; it frustrates police procedure and policy. It is, after
all, policy and procedure to “try to take the emotion and frustration out of it”
(line 9). That is, Jacobs recognizes that these situations are frustrating, and in so
doing, he indexes policy that recognizes that such situations are frustrating and
instructs police to not get frustrated. The entextualized indexical frustration is there-
fore linked to police policy and is embedded in broader police discourses about DV
and victim=survivors. At the same time, police present themselves as understand-
ing, only to quickly move away from that positionality into a more judgmental de-
scription of frustration. All of this happens in narrative. Narrative is the location
where frustration is performed indexically—linking ideology and social context
to narrative form.

D I S C U S S I O N

Stories about DV are constructed, performed, and used as indexical forms that link
frustration with victim=survivors. Narrations of frustration are presented as a norm
with regard to DV. According to Blommaert (2005:172), indexicality is made up of
‘stratified patterns of social meanings often called “norms” or “rules”’. That is,
indexicality creates, responds to, and maintains socially meaningful alignments
that make sense to those who use the linguistic forms associated with those mean-
ings and alignments.

Taken together, the extracts analyzed above function indexically, linking held
assumptions and values in the larger police community with specific stories
about policing and victim=survivors. That is, these stories do indexical work by
linking social values, social contexts, ideological frameworks with linguistic
forms, narratives, about (i) police work and (ii) police frustration with victims=sur-
vivors. Narrative indexicality of this sort links context to social values. The way the
police officers tell stories about victim=survivors—linking a hypothetical, any-
person, with the real person who the story is ostensibly about—identifies at least
one way that the police feel about victim=survivors. The fact that they expect the
interviewer to agree with them, a fact established by the tone and form of their nar-
ratives, anticipates that everybody feels the same way. This is the establishment of
narrative indexicality—the establishment and circulation of social meaning, values,
and stratifications through storytelling.

Police officers accessed and operationalized social ways of telling stories about
DV and police work that find their own behavior clearly reasonable and the
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behavior of victim=survivors frustrating. This is to say that the indexical nature of
police narratives implies that those who are listening to stories about police work
will recognize and positively respond to the relationship between understanding
and the mitigation thereof—frustration. In short, these stories presume that frustra-
tion will make sociocultural and contextual sense, or at least that the speaker pre-
sumes that they will make sense for their interlocutor=s. These stories make
presumptions about victim=survivors’ reasons for not leaving at the point at
which police and others think they should, and they indicate that the storyteller
feels frustration about victim=survivors’ leaving decisions. These stories indicate
that when police officers narrate DV, they find frustration at every turn, in ample
amounts.

C O N C L U S I O N S

The indexical constructions used by the police occur in storytelling. Both narrative
and indexicality connect the speaker with the audience, working to find common
ground and social meaning. Narratives are contextual, situated in a sociocultural
set of discourses in which they function indexically. Stories point at social discours-
es about DV and about police work. They also point at some past event of police
working in the context of DV. Narrative connects a story with an assumed,
shared, social meaning and the specific words and features of a story. In the
context of this article, that means that in bringing together multiple contexts,
through multiple moments of indexicality, we can see an emergent social
meaning of DV that is shared by police officers and perhaps even by society at
large. In other words, in assuming that there is shared meaning between interlocu-
tors, there is a presumption of shared prior discourses and shared ways of thinking
that are indexed by a story. In short, norms are established, circulated, and main-
tained through narrative. This is the space of narrative indexicality—a discursive
site in which social meanings are created, shared, and circulated through narrative.
It is also the space of victim-blaming.

The frustration that emerges in stories about DV and victim=survivors is placed
on the victim=survivors rather than on the abuser. Victim=survivors are blamed for
not leaving violent relationships soon enough, in accordance with normative social=
police logic, or on the police officers’ timelines. Rather than establishing any
claim at all about the person perpetrating the abuse, it is the victim=survivor and
their presumed inability to leave that is framed indexically through narrative as
‘frustrating’. At the same time, the police officers indexically frame themselves
as understanding. What we have shown is that in police officers’ stories, under-
standing is mitigated with discourse that frames the victim=survivor as frustrating.
This establishes the victim=survivor as frustrating and as party to their own abuse,
while also constructing indexicality around police work; the police officer is just
doing their job with empathy toward the victim=survivor. Most police officers
frame the victim=survivor as readily able to leave the violent situation once
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police have intervened. If victim=survivors don’t, they are seen as elements in their
own abuse. Police work, by contrast, is narrated in terms of either non-emotional
fact-finding or understanding. In either case, police are doing their jobs, which vic-
tim=survivors frustrate. Victim=survivors are thus frustrations, while police officers
are simply doing their jobs.

The process of narratively situating the victim=survivor as frustrations to police
work and frustrations to the victim=survivors’ own happiness is nothing short of
victim-blaming. Indeed, victim-blaming is a norm that emerges in the narrative in-
dexicality around DV both in police discourse and in the broader cultural norms and
stratification in which the police are situated and to which they respond (Andrus
2020b). The police officers tell stories that coordinate with and reinforce social dis-
courses about DV, namely that victim=survivors who don’t leave their abusive sit-
uations on the external timelines of social norms and conventions are frustrating—
frustrations to police work and frustrations to society. In this way, victim-blaming
functions with amplitude in these stories, entextualized in police discourse and per-
formed indexically in narratives about police work.
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