University of South Florida

DIGITAL COMMONS Digital Commons @ University of

@ UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH FLORIDA South Florida
USF Tampa Graduate Theses and Dissertations USF Graduate Theses and Dissertations
April 2018

Beyoncé as a Semiotic Resource: Visual and Linguistic Meaning
Making and Gender in Twitter, Tumblr, and Pinterest

Addie L. Sayers China
University of South Florida, sayersal@mail.usf.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/etd

b Part of the Linguistics Commons, and the Women's Studies Commons

Scholar Commons Citation

China, Addie L. Sayers, "Beyoncé as a Semiotic Resource: Visual and Linguistic Meaning Making and
Gender in Twitter, Tumblr, and Pinterest" (2018). USF Tampa Graduate Theses and Dissertations.
https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/etd/7133

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the USF Graduate Theses and Dissertations at
Digital Commons @ University of South Florida. It has been accepted for inclusion in USF Tampa Graduate Theses
and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of Digital Commons @ University of South Florida. For more
information, please contact digitalcommons@usf.edu.


https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/
https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/
https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/
https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/
https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/etd
https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/grad_etd
https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/etd?utm_source=digitalcommons.usf.edu%2Fetd%2F7133&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/371?utm_source=digitalcommons.usf.edu%2Fetd%2F7133&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/561?utm_source=digitalcommons.usf.edu%2Fetd%2F7133&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:digitalcommons@usf.edu

Beyonce as a Semiotic Resource:

Visual and Linguistic Meaning Making and Gender in Twitter, Tumblr, and Pinterest

by

Addie L. Sayers China

A Dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy
in
Second Language Acquisition and Instructional Technology
College of Arts & Sciences and College of Education
University of South Florida

Major Professor: Dr. Camilla Vasquez
Amy Thompson, Ph.D.
Nicole Tracy-Ventura, Ph.D.
Michelle Hughes Miller, Ph.D.

Date of Approval:
March 29, 2018

Keywords: digital discourse analysis, multimodality, social networking, platform affordances,
social semiotics, entextualization

Copyright © 2018, Addie L. Sayers China



DEDICATION

I dedicate this dissertation to my two sweet and kind children, Aubry June Sayers China,
and John Giovanni Sayers China. | hope you know how much Mommy loves you, and | am
sorry for the time spent on this dissertation away from you. | love you eternally.

I also dedicate this dissertation to my grandparents, Beulah “Bonnie” May Lofts,
Imogene Casey Darst, and Leo Donovan Lofts, and especially to my grandmothers. You were

my biggest fans and | miss you tremendously. | carry you forward in all 1 do.



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I would first like to thank all of the members of committee, Dr. Michelle Hughes Miller,
Dr. Amy Thompson, Dr. Nicole Tracy-Ventura, and Dr. Camilla VVasquez, without whom this
work would not have been possible. | am especially grateful and appreciative to Dr. Vasquez, an
extraordinary mentor, scholar, teacher, and person. She believed in me when | did not believe in
myself, and helped guide my scholarship much more than can be expressed here. | am eternally
thankful to have worked with Dr. VVsquez, and to have grown as a scholar because of her care
and support.

I would also like to thank both of my parents, my mother, Marjorie Lofts, for always
have encouraged my scholarly work, and my father, Michael Sayers, for his unwavering belief in
me. | am particularly thankful for my mother-in-law, Jan China, an amazing mother-in-law and
a shining light during the sometimes dark days of PhD scholarship. 1 would not be here without
them.

I would also like to thank my friends in the SLAIT 2012 cohort, and also my friends
Yoselis Ramos and Laura Keipert. | am so grateful for their love and care.

Finally, 1 would like to thank my husband, John China. Thank you for always loving me

and believing in me. 1 could not have done this without you.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

LIST OF TABLES ... .ottt bbbttt sb bbb eneas iv
LIST OF FIGURES ...ttt bbbttt bbbttt bbbt ne e %
ABSTRACT ..ottt bbbttt bbbt bt bt R ettt bt bbbt e et r e vii
CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION ...ttt sttt sbe st 1
SELLING ThE STAQE ..ottt et nee e 1

The Internet and the SOCIAL .........cvoiiiiii e 4

From Discourse to Digital DiSCOUISE PraCtiCes .........cccovvirrieeieiieiieie e sieenee s 8
Searchable Talk as Digital DiSCOUISE PraCtiCe ...........ccvvvevueiiieieeriesieseerie e e eie e 9
Searchable Talk in Situ: Twitter, Tumblr, and Pinterest ...........cccocoviiiiiienenee e 14
B T T PR U PRP PP 16

B I 101 o] PSRRI 19

PINMTEIEST. ..ottt bbb bbbt ene s 23

Statement of the ProbIem ... s 29
PUrPOSE OF the STUAY .....cvveieieiice et sre e 31
RESEAICH QUESTIONS ......cviiiiiieitie ittt ettt e e et e e sbe e s re e e be e sreeesbeeareeereen 32
Significance Of the STUAY ......cceoieiiee e s 33
CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW .....ccooiiiiiiiiiieeie e 35
Language, Gender, and Digital Discourse PraCtiCes..........cccevvieiieiiieiiieeiie e 35
Gender, democracy, and anONYMILY ........cccovvereriierieereee e 37

Gender stereotypes and gender constructions in digital space............cccccceveveeinnnne 41

Variation in practices DY gender ..o 45

Gender, feminism, and actiVist PraCtiCesS .........ccoovueiveririeiiere e 51

Digital Discourse Practice, Searchable Talk, and Gender ...........c..cccoovevviieiiernnciesnennn, 52
Summary of findings on ST, gender, and digital discourse practices.................... 58

Digital Practices, Multimodality, and GeNder ..........c.cccevviieriieve i 62
Gender and IMage IN SNS........oi e 70

CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY ....ooiiiiiiiiiesesesesieieie ettt sre e anens 74
Theoretical Assumptions and Principles of Social Semiotic Multimodality..................... 77

Social Semiotic Multimodality and Digital Ethnography...........cccccoooiiiiiineniccee, 82

Social Semiotic Multimodality and Additional Social Theories ..........ccccccevvvveiivernciene. 84
Operationalization of Key DA Constructs: Discourse, Text, Context, and Power............ 86
RESEAICH QUESTIONS ... ..cviiiiieitie ittt ettt e et e e st e et e e sbe e s sbeesbeeebeesreeesbeesreeereens 89

Data Sampling and Management ...........ccooiiiiiiieiiiie e 90
#Beyoncé as a searchable TEALUE ...........cccviieiieii e 91



Platform diStINCLIONS .. .o 92

TEMPOTAIITY ... 94
SAMPIE SPECITICS. .. et et b e 96
) (0] =10 [P TPSP PP 97
Procedure and Data ANAIYSIS .......c.ooiiiiiiieiiiie e e 99

RQ1: What are the linguistic and visual meanings of Beyoncé in posts
collected via #BeyonCe SEAarChes? .........ccccuvvevieeeierieieie e 102

RQ1a: In images of Beyoncé, how is Beyoncé visually positioned

IN SUCH POSTS? ..ottt 103
RQ2: How do the meanings of Beyoncé differ across modes?............cccccecv..... 105
RQ3: How do the meanings of Beyoncé differ across platforms? .................... 106

RQ4: How do these meaning distinctions connect to macro-contextual
issues of gender and power platforms?..........cccooeviiiincinii e 106
Evaluation of Qualitative Data............ccceeciiiiiiiie e 108
POSTHONAIITY ...t 108
Transparency, transferability, and dependability.............cccccovveiieeiieiiinieccceee, 109
Discourse analytic traditions of quality ..o 110
FemMINISt FEfIEXIVITY ..ocuvee e 110
CHAPTER FOUR: DATA ANALYSIS. ..ottt 111
Research QUESTION ONE........cooiiiiiiiie ettt be e ae e saeeaneas 111
Performance IdENTITIES ........cooieieiiiieiee e 113
DIgItal TUBNTITIES ...cvve et 114
Personality and character identities ...........ccvvveieie i 119
APPLATaNCE THBNTITIES......ccveiiiiieiiesiee ettt 121
POLTICAl TAENTITIES. ... 122
CreatiVe TUBNTITIES . ...eeei et ae s 125
Relational IdeNTities ..........cooiiiiiie s 125
REMIX TUBNTITIES ..o 126
EValuative IdENTITIES .. .....viiiieieiee e 127
ECONOMIC TUBNTITIES. ..ot e 128
ATDIETIC THBNTITIES ... s 129
Celebrity IHENTITIES .....c.ee et 129
Hegemonically-framed identitiesS.........cccovvveiieie e 130
SECONAANY MEBANTNGS ...vvivieieeiieitie sttt ste et sbe et e beesaesneesreenee s 132
ReSearch QUESTION LA .. ...ttt be e e e e sbe e s br e e re e saeeeebeesaeas 137
Research QUESTION TWO ......uiiiiiiiie sttt be e e e naeeannas 151
TEXE ONIY MOGE ...t esre e e ereenrs 153
TeXt 4 HNK MOUES ...t 154
VISUBL MOUES. ...ttt bbbt 156
Visual modes + HINK MOTES..........ccuiieiiiiieieieie s 158
IMHINOT MOUES ..ttt bbbttt bbb 161
Overall Modal trendS.........oovoiiieii e 161
Research QUESEION THIEE ......cciiiie et re e reesanes 165
Research QUESTION FOUT ..ottt 178
Beyonceé as a subject and object in Pinterest and Tumblr............ccoeoveveiiernennene 198



CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION.......ocoiiiiiiiii s 207

Discussion and CONCIUSION ........oiviiiiiiiiie e e 207
Implications for Digital CommUNICAtION..........ccccveiiiiiiiieie e 210

Limitations of the STUAY ..o 210

Directions for FUtUre RESEAICH ..........cccvveiiiie e 212

Contributions OF the STUAY .......cceoiiiiiie e 213
REFERENGCES ..ottt sttt se et e et et st nbeanearenneene e 215
F N N OSSPSR 237



Table 1:

Table 2:

Table 3:

Table 4:

Table 5:

Table 6:

Table 7:

Table 8:

Table 9:

Table 10:

Table 11:

Table 12:

Table 13:

Table 14:

LIST OF TABLES

Summarization of Data Sampling Procedures by Date and SNS ............cccccvvvevvennne 97
Primary Meanings of BeyonCeé across SNS ........cccccevveieiieiieie e 113
Secondary Meanings of Beyonceé across SNS .........ccccevivvieniienneie e 134
Comparison of Primary and Secondary Meanings of Beyonce across SNS............. 136
Types of Images Acts in Beyoncé Images across SNS..........cccvveveiiiervereseesesnenn 141
Meaning Co-Occurrence Frequencies in Offer Images in Bey Images by SNS........ 142

Meaning Co-Occurrence Frequencies in Demand Images in Bey Images by

00 O PP PP PR PRSP 148
Mode Frequencies iNthe DAta .........cccccveeiieieeiieiieie e 153
Primary Meanings of Beyoncé by Text Only Mode across SNS...........ccccecvevveeenne. 154
Primary Meanings of Beyoncé by Text + Link Mode across SNS..........cccccceeveeenee. 156
Primary Meanings of Beyoncé by Visual Mode across SNS ..........cccoccvvvvviverveeene. 158
Primary Meanings of Beyoncé by Visual + Link Mode across SNS...........ccccceeennee. 160
IMHNOT IMIOOES. ...ttt 161
Primary Meanings of BeyonCe DY SNS ..o 166



Figure 1:
Figure 2:
Figure 3:
Figure 4:
Figure 5:
Figure 6:
Figure 7:
Figure 8:

Figure 9:

Figure 10:
Figure 11:
Figure 12:
Figure 13:
Figure 14:
Figure 15:
Figure 16:
Figure 17:
Figure 18:

Figure 19:

Figure 20

LIST OF FIGURES

Beyonceé on MS. Magazing COVEN ..........ccviieiieerieiieseesieseesee e seesae e sseesreesaesneessaessens 2
Sample tWeet from TWILLEN .......ccvviieiiee e 16
SAMPIE TWILEEN TEEU .....vi et e e e e 17
Partial screenshot of President Obama’s TWitter page .........cccocvevverieiieseeieeseese e 18
Sample tweet with interactive potentials highlighted ............cccocooviviiii i 19
Seven Post tyPes IN TUMDIT ..o 20
Sample multimodal Tumblr post containing hash(tags) .........cccceevvveriviieiieieiieseens 20
Sample screenshot Of TUMBIE POSES .....ouvvieeiieece e 21
Sample screenshot of Tumblr post with interactive potentials highlighted................. 22
Partial screenshot of Pinterest user’s profile..........ccoocvvveiveicce i 24
Partial screenshot of Pinterest pin DOArd............cccooveveiieeiieie s 25
Sample screenshot of 3 different Pinterest pin types........cocevveveveerveieseese e 26
Sample quote Pin from PINLErESt..........ccv e 27
Sample pin from Pinterest containing hashtag...........cccoceviveve s 28
Sample Read It expanded pin with affordance marked ...........c.ccoovevviie i 29
Interactive meanings in images: CONtACT..........ccccovereiiieieeie e 105
Beyonce as a visually-realized performer.........ccoovevv e 114
Digital identity iN TWILEEE .......ociiieiiece e 116
Digital identity from PINTEreSt .........cevviiiiieiece e 118
: A pOSt OF BEYONCE TN @It .......oveiiecicce e 120



Figure 21:
Figure 22:
Figure 23:
Figure 24:
Figure 25:
Figure 26:
Figure 27:
Figure 28:
Figure 29:
Figure 30:
Figure 31:
Figure 32:
Figure 33:
Figure 34:
Figure 35:
Figure 36:
Figure 37:
Figure 38:
Figure 39:
Figure 40:
Figure 41:
Figure 42:

Figure 43:

APPLATANCE THBNTITY ...ttt sre e 122
POIITICAL TAEBNTILY ...t 125
CreatiVe TAENTITY........ooiiie et nes 125
Relational TAENTILY ........ccoiiiiieee e et 126
REMIX TUBNTITY ....veieeiee ettt st sne b 127
ATNIETIC THBNTITY ..ot 129
Celebrity IHENTITY ......eeeiiiececce e et 130
Beyoncé in an offer image act and a demand image act..........c.cccceeveveiicvecicceennn, 138
Pin displaying Beyonce in a motivational image act..........ccccocevvrereniiennseseennn, 145
A text-0nly POSt FrOmM TWITTEE ......eoiiie e 153
An example of text + 1INK from TWILer .........c.ooiiiiiiiiiie e 155
An example visual mode from PINtErest...........ccovveiiiiiiniese e 157
An example visual + liINK MOde ..o 159
A hegemonically-framed 1dentity .........cccoviiiiiiie e 161
A remix identity in ViSUal MOTE..........cooiiiiiii e 161
Beyoncé’s evaluative identity in TWITTEr ........ccoieriiiiiiiiesceeee e 163
A Twitter post expressing Beyonce’s personality and character.............cccccoevvvenenne. 171
A relational identity of Beyoncé in TumDBIF ... 176
Political identity iN PINTEIEST........ccuoiieiiiieiieie e 182
An appearance-based IdENTITY ........cooviiiiriiee e 185
A hegemonically-framed 1dentity .........cccoriiiiiieie e 189
Subject and object Pins from PINTEIEST.........c.oiveiiiiiiiereee e s 199
Beyonceé as a ViSUal SUDJECL..........ccueiiiiieiiiieiee e 205

Vi



ABSTRACT

At the intersection of digital identities and new language and social practice online is the
concept of searchable talk (ST). ST describes the process of tagging discourse in a social
networking service (SNS) with a hashtag (#), allowing it to be searchable by others. Although
originating in Twitter, ST has expanded into other SNS, and is used therein not only to mark
language-based posts, but also multimodal posts and images. While scholars have elucidated the
structure and function of ST, their studies have primarily examined ST within language-based
posts; few have researched ST with respect to images and other types of multimodal
environments. In addition, ST has primarily been explored in its SNS of origin, Twitter. This
project directly addresses these gaps by adopting a social semiotic approach to ST in three SNS
with very different technological affordances, Twitter, Tumblr, and Pinterest. Through a
multimodal discourse analysis (Kress, 2009) combining both linguistic and other visual methods,
I ask how visual and linguistic choices operate semiotically across SNS environments with
different affordances and constraints. Specifically, |1 uncover the multiple meanings of Beyonce
across a data set of 300 tweets, posts, and pins composed from entering #Beyonce in the search
engine of each SNS. | argue that 13 meaning-based identity categories emerge for Beyoncé, and
link these meanings to their visual and linguistic expressions. | then compare these findings
across modes and across platforms. Ultimately, | assert that this cross-platform approach
elucidates Beyonce as a cultural object subject to reinterpretation where #Beyoncé means much
more than just “Beyoncé.” That is, when considering its multiple roles and meanings, #Beyonce

becomes a site of visual and linguistic indexicality in a process of entextualization. In this

Vi



process, it is SNS users’ reinterpretations — linguistically and visually — that realize racist, sexist,

and hegemonic Discourses, as well as those of emancipation and resistance.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Setting the Stage

On August 24, 2014, Beyoncé, an African-American singer, songwriter, entertainer, and
entrepreneur, performed live on the MTV Video Music Awards (VMAS). The most nominated
woman in Grammy history (with 53 Grammy nominations and 20 awards), who has sold over
120 million copies of her solo albums (Gottesman, 2016), projected the word Feminist, along
with its definition from Nigerian author and feminist Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, across the
back of the stage during her performance (Figure 1 illustrates an image from the stage on that
evening). In that moment, Beyoncé brought feminism into the households of 12.4 million
Americans, and in the following 24 hours after this performance, 2/3 of all tweets in social
networking site Twitter about feminism referenced Beyonce (Bennett, 2014). Despite the fact
that feminism as a movement has often ignored or silenced the voices of Black women, women
of color, and colonized and oppressed women throughout the world (Chilisa, 2012; Thornton
Dill & Kohlman, 2012), it was embraced by a popular cultural icon in a potentially socially-
transformative and highly public venue. Beyoncé brought feminism to the masses (Bennett,
2014) along with the words and voice of African feminist, Adichie.

Approximately two years later, after a period of relative silence and without having
spoken to the media for much of that time (Ex, 2016; Stokes, 2016), on February 7, 2016,
Beyonceé performed her song “Formation” at the halftime show of Super Bowl 50 in artistic
homage to deceased Black entertainer Michael Jackson, activist Malcolm X, and to the women

of the Black Panthers — a performance that both celebrated Black History Month and



commemorated the 50 year anniversary of the start of the Black Panther movement. The night
before, again in silence and with no media publicity, Beyoncé released a controversial new single

and video, “Formation,” for free; within 24 hours it had been viewed by 7 million users on
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Figure 1. Beyoncé on Ms. Magazine Cover. “Beyoncé” from 2013, Ms. Magazine, 23(2), Cover
page. CC-BY-SA 4.0 by Ms. Magazine. Used with Permission.

YouTube (Ex, 2016; Gottesman, 2016; Stokes, 2016). In comparison to her other shows and
songs, Beyoncé’s performance and video spawned controversy, analysis, and conversation online
and off. Sample public reactions included a skit on TV comedy show Saturday Night Live
entitled “The Day Beyoncé Turned Black” that went viral, online media commentary, including

articles such as Ex’s (2016) Why are People Suddenly Afraid of Beyoncé’s Black Pride?, and



even the creation of the hashtag #BoycottBeyonce due to her alleged anti-cop and racist
sentiment’ (Falzone, 2016). Ex (2016) elaborates,

As the gigabytes of reactions to Beyoncé’s “Formation” -- the song, the video, the Super

Bowl performance, the seismic event -- have shown, white America, white supremacy

and patriarchy continue to live in fear of an actualized black woman who actually

resonates with black women. (para. 1)

Just as Beyonceé had brought feminism to the masses in 2014, she was now bringing issues of
race and racial justice into America’s living rooms, and doing so very clearly from a Black
woman’s perspective.

Two months later, on April 23, 2016 Beyonce released her sixth studio album, the visual
album Lemonade, on which “Formation” appears. The record immediately received critical
acclaim for its centering of the Black woman’s experience (Ex, 2016; Harris-Perry, 2016). The
visual album not only featured several prominent Black women, a Black woman director, and the
mothers of several slain sons most identified with the Black Lives Matter movement (Harris-
Perry, 2016), but also multiple layers of imagery and artistry related to various aspects of Black
womanhood and connections between and among Black women. Harris-Parry (2016)
summarizes the album, saying “What would happen if we took the hopes, dreams, pain, joy, loss,
bodies, voices, stories, expressions, styles, families, histories, futures of black girls and women
and put them in the center and started from there?” (para. 1). This is what Beyonce did in this

record.

! Beyoncé (2016) actually says “...anyone who perceives my message as anti-police is completely mistaken. | have
so much admiration and respect for officers and the families of officers who sacrifice themselves to keep us safe.
But let's be clear: | am against police brutality and injustice. Those are two separate things.” (as cited in
Gottesman, 2016, para. 11)



As the co-owner and designer of a woman’s fashion line created with an ethos of self-
love (Gottesman, 2016), with her humanitarian partnerships for girls and women’s issues
globally, as well as locally (including a partnership to benefit Flint, Michigan citizens), as a
mother, entertainer, artist, and performer, Beyoncé is currently the public face of feminist
discourse. When Beyoncé was chosen as one of Time magazine’s 100 Most Influential People in
May 2014, while she was preparing for her photo shoot to appear on the magazine cover, she
said “Shooting for Time magazine was definitely one of the goals of my life. It’s something
important to me as an artist because it’s not about fashion or beauty or music, it’s about the
influence I’ve had on culture” (Knowles Carter, 2014, as cited in Bennett, 2014). Beyoncé
represents, exemplifies, lives, and breathes feminism within contemporary popular culture; her
cultural influence is undeniable.

In this project of gender and digital discourse, | examine Beyonce as the embodied site of
digital discourse practices and American cultural discourses. | introduce this study below.

The Internet and the Social

The affordances of early internet technology offered hopes for democratization and
equality amongst users. Users, designers, and internet scholars perceived the internet as a space
for new and alternative digital action potentials. That is, people could interact freely “online”
without the visible and physical confines and demarcations of race, ethnicity, class, and gender
(Tagg, 2015). Anonymity was thought to allow communication without social differences
(Graddol & Swann, 1989) with an emphasis on words, not bodies (Turkle, 1995). Furthermore,
internet affordances projected an apparent dichotomy between “online” and “offline” worlds,
where anonymous, pseudonymous, and disembodied digital practices seemed to contrast heavily

with social interactions in “offline” spaces. The potential privacy of conversations in the



independent, separate chats in the 1990s, and the ability to use pseudonyms in early newsgroup
postings exemplified these initial interactive potentials. In essence, the conceivable differences
and expectations of communicating “online” and “off” both underscored and highlighted the
possibilities of distinct, novel, and egalitarian internet-based communicative practices.

The early 2000s, however, marked a shift in internet use and practice. The growth of
increasingly interactive social networking sites (SNS) overshadowed the anonymous chatrooms
of the 1990s. The internet now functions more as an interpersonal resource than just solely an
information network (Zappavigna, 2013, p.2). More specifically, because of the changes in how
people use it, the internet has now become synonymous with social media (Tagg, 2015, p.61),
marked by expanded communication and interactions in public, rather than private or semi-
private, contexts (Page, Barton, Unger, & Zappavigna, 2014, p.6). As a result, despite being
“disembodied” in digital communication, users are often connected to others in SNS that they
already know or have interacted with in person. The prior assumptions of dichotomous online
and offline worlds — of disjointed and disconnected online and offline selves — do not hold in this
contemporary social digital landscape.

Therefore, despite hopes that the affordances of disembodiment, privacy, and anonymity
would result in democracy and egalitarianism in online spaces (Graddol & Swann, 1989; Turkle,
1995), researchers have argued instead that traditional offline social roles are both virtually
performed and reproduced online (Herring & Stoerger, 2013; Jones, Chik, & Hafner, 2015b;
Tagg, 2015). Particularly in the current near synonymy of the internet with SNS (Page et al.,
2014), self-presentation online is not about creating alternative or new identities, but rather about
“authentic” practices and performances that are closely related to offline identities (Tagg, 2015).

That is, not only are race, gender, and other aspects of identity still present, visible, and relevant



in online spaces, but researchers have also demonstrated that the same biases, ideological
assumptions, and social classifications of ‘old media’ are reflected and perpetuated in this
authenticity of ‘new media’ (Jones et al., 2015b, p.13; Nakamura, 2002; Noble, 2013).
Therefore, in contrast to early hopes, the importance of authenticity in new media actually
centralizes one’s social differences and practices, along with the prejudices, inequalities, and
power differentials associated with such identity differences.

Social media changed everything, pushing the web from private to public and social,
from disembodied to authentic, from disjoined online and offline worlds to conjoined online and
offline identities, and from informational to interpersonal. The internet did not produce the vast
changes in the presentation of the self with respect to social identities nor did the social
distinctions promised by the early affordances disappear; instead, however, what has changed in
the contemporary digital landscape are the digital practices and the linguistic, semiotic, visual,
and discursive resources with which the self and identities are presented, (co-) constructed, and
performed. Communication and communicative practices and how people express their identities
have transformed; social classification and identity have not.

For scholars interested in social identity in new media, generally, and in gender in new
media, specifically, the concern is not the presence or absence of gender online. Instead, the
emphasis for contemporary gender and digital discourse research becomes a question of digital
discourse practices and digital resources. These include examining how users perform and (co-)
construct gender, and what digital practices users engage in to do so. This also involves
interrogating the linguistic, semiotic, visual, and discursive resources users deploy for gender
performances and (co-)constructions, particularly given the varying affordances and constraints

of different resources across distinct platforms and sites. This study continues this line of inquiry,



questioning and exploring gender and social media by investigating digital practices and
resources across three SNS with very different technological affordances and constraints.

In this project | explore digital multimodal meaning making and gender across SNS.
More explicitly, I explore the visual and linguistic meanings of popular culture icon, Beyoncé, as
they are realized in a sample of digital practices and posts from three SNS platforms, Twitter,
Tumblr, and Pinterest. To this end, | interrogate a data set of 300 posts obtained from entering
#Beyoncé? in the search engines of each SNS. | chose Beyoncé® not only because of her
influence as the popular culture face of feminism, but also because of her overwhelming
presence as a topic of discussion in the contemporary digital world and her ubiquitous presence
in each of these SNS domains. Through an eclectic and interpretive lens combining critical
theoretical principles from sociolinguistics, anthropological linguistics, feminist theory, and
cultural studies, 1 first interrogate the meaning(s) of Beyoncé in the immediate context of the
post, tweet, and/or pin in which it is embedded, exploring users’ utilization of Beyoncé as
linguistic and visual resource. From these contextualized meanings | discuss any present issues
of power — with specific emphasis on gender performance and/or (co-) construction, by
considering the connection between micro-semiotic structures and meanings and macro, larger-

scale social and political context. Finally, I explore any connections between meanings and

* Some users, for various reasons, including access to capabilities on some devices for inserting accents, spell
Beyoncé without the accent on the final vowel. All search engines in each SNS returned instances both with and
without the accent. When speaking about Beyoncé, out of respect for her and as part of my own feminist reflexive
research practices, | will spell her name as she does; however, in examples of ST throughout this project there are
some uses of Beyonce [sic] that are not of my doing. Thus, the searchable talk, or hashtagged piece of discourse that
| am referencing, really has two realizations: #Beyoncé and #Beyonce.

* | began this project by exploring #Beyoncé as used across the three SNS sites. However, the technological
affordances changed throughout the data collection process. Not all sites utilize hashtagging equally and hashtags
no longer appear in all posts, so | changed my focus to investigating the posts returned from searches using
#Beyonce as the keyword term for the search instead of posts that overtly contained #Beyoncé in the post body. The
fact that digital practices of hashtagging differ across the posts of platforms, while search options all operate with a
hashtagged search term underscores the importance of examining meaning-making and platform distinctions.

7



platform affordances and constraints, and compare and contrast meanings of Beyoncé, as well as
macro issues of gender and power, across SNS.
From Discourse to Digital Discourse Practices

While the relevance of social differences may not have changed in the contemporary
dominance of the social in current SNS and in new media, discourse, and communication,
discourse analysis in online spaces has. That is, discourse transforms when moving from analog
to digital text, as does the analysis of such discourse. Because of the ways that digital
technologies mediate communication, interaction, social relationships, and the way people
organize their lives (Jones et al., 2015b), these same technologies challenge the fundamental
concepts that sociolinguists and discourse analysts take for granted when examining analog
discourse. That is, digital technologies call into question the basic notions of what constitutes
language, particularly given heightened multimodality and the use of multiple semiotic resources
in digital spaces (Barton & Lee, 2013; Jones et al., 2015b; Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2001; Kress,
2012; Page et al., 2014), as well the boundaries, means, and conceptualizations of social
interaction, community, voice, identity, and authorship (Jones et al., 2015b; Page et al., 2014;
Tagg, 2015).

Instead of focusing exclusively on language, therefore, digital discourse analysis focuses
on digital practices, the “situated social practices that people use discourse to perform,” (Jones et
al., 2015b, p.2) and utilizes and applies the tools of discourse analysis as a means by which to
understand the practices that people engage in when using digital media to mediate their social
world (Jones et al., 2015b, p.1). The shifting emphasis on analysis of digital practices recognizes
multiplicity, and particularly the dynamic, embedded, non-linear, nested, connected, re-

conceptualized, and complex nature of language, text, media, and semiotic resources in online



spaces. Additionally, attending to digital practices acknowledges the transversal of boundaries
between physical and the virtual, the ‘online’ and the ‘offline,” and between technological and
social systems (Jones et al., 2015b, p.3), the false dichotomies of early internet speculation.

In their discussion of discourse analysis (DA) and digital practice, Jones, Chik, and Hafner
(2015Db) argue that all discourse analysts attend to four aspects of discourse and strive to
understand how they work together: text, contexts, actions and interactions, and power and
ideology (p.4). They add that

all approaches to discourse seek in some way to understand the relationship between

the *micro’ level of discourse (having to do with the way texts are put together and used

to take specific actions in specific situations), and the ‘macro’ level of discourse (having

to do with the way texts reflect and help perpetuate certain social orders). (Jones et al.,

2015b, p.4)

The differences in the various approaches to DA, digital or otherwise, lie in their
conceptualizations of those four key issues, and in how micro and macro levels are framed,
realized, interconnected, and analytically explored. Jones et al. (2015b) assert that every DA
methodology must contend with varying operationalizations and assumptions of text, context,
interaction, and power inherent in different theoretical frameworks, but that analysis of digital
discourse practices requires researchers to rethink text, context, interaction, and power (p.5).
Text, for example, is more fluid and often increasingly more interactive online (Barton & Lee,
2013).

In this project of digital discourse practices, the ‘micro’ refers to linguistic, visual, and
other semiotic resources embedded in, and used to create, posts and tweets in different SNS — in

other words, the building blocks of multimodal, digital texts. To that end, | extend beyond an



operationalization of texts as purely linguistic and instead view texts as layers of semiotic
resources interacting in embedded contexts to accomplish various social practices. Using the
‘micro’, | seek to investigate interaction, gender, and power — the ‘macro’ — in specific digital
contexts. | assume that power, bias, and ideology are woven through such digital texts and
practices, exposing new opportunities for power analysis in the digital world, particularly in the
multiple and dispersed performances of identity and in the creation, maintenance, and
strengthening of social bonds through the use of multimodal semiotic resources in different types
of SNS.
Searchable Talk as Digital Discourse Practice

At the intersection of digital identities and new language and social practice online is the
concept of searchable talk. Zappavigna (2011) coined searchable talk (ST) from her work on the
SNS Twitter, and operationalized it most basically as the tagging of a piece of discourse with a
hashtag (#), allowing this discourse to be searchable by others. Zappavigna (2011; 2013) argues
that ST is simultaneously a discursive and social practice; hashtags serve as a linguistic
convention for generally labeling topics of posts and microposts, but also allow users to bond
around values, connect with other users on the same topics, and create alignments with other
users with whom they have not necessarily connected directly before. Zappavigna (2013)
explores how ST allows users to “commune within the aggregated gaze made possible with
digital media” (p.1), a process she calls ambient affiliation, a type of virtual grouping made
possible by affordances of electronic texts.

Given that ST both expresses identity and serves to link, bond, and collectively gaze with
others, it offers a strong locus for studies of language, discourse, identity, ideology, and power.

Most SNS function as sites of display, or interactive websites in which participants create
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displays for one another and comment on one another’s displays (Jones, 2009b, p.118). ST is an
embedded practice in many of these sites. Goldhaber (1997) argues that the internet operates
under an alternative economy whereby attention is the currency of value; that is, in SNS,
generally, and in sites of display, specifically, users attempt to not only attract the attention of
others, but also to display the attention that they have attracted (Jones, 2009b). ST increases
attention; ST in SNS Twitter, for example, has been linked to aspects of micro-celebrity and self-
promotion (Page, 2012). Given the size of SNS that utilize ST and the potential attention-getting
role that ST may play, any expressions of power, bias, or ideology in ST have the possibility of
reaching a large, and potentially diffuse, audience. While researchers have examined and
elucidated different types of ST, its structure, and the ambient affiliations it creates (Zappavigna,
2011; Zappavigna, 2013; Zappavigna, 2014; Zhu, 2015), only a few have not adopted a critical
approach to the research (for example, Page, 2012; Rightler-McDaniels & Hendrickson, 2014).
The dynamics of power — including how gender and power work within and through ST — are
under-researched.

In addition, while ST originated out of discourse practices in the SNS Twitter, it has now
spread to other platforms of SNS, including Facebook, Instagram, and Tumblr, and it is present
in analog, non-digital spaces, as well. However, to date all research on ST has examined it in its
original site of emergence, Twitter (Cunha et al., 2011; Cunha, Magno, Almeida, Goncalves, &
Benevenuto, 2012; Page, 2012; Rightler-McDaniels & Hendrickson, 2014; Zappavigna, 2011;
Zappavigna, 2013; Zappavigna, 2014; Zappavigna, 2015; Zhu, 2015). Despite the effects that
different technological affordances have on user behavior and practices (Barton & Lee, 2013;
Jones et al., 2015b; Tagg, 2015), and despite the very different constraints and affordances of the

various SNS in which ST is embedded, little is known about its structure, function, and use in
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different platforms. Additionally, ST functions, and is utilized, very differently across platforms.
For example, while ST is found in posts in all three SNS, users of each site are not required to
make use of ST in their posts, as ST is an optional affordance. In Tumblr and Pinterest, ST
labels are often hidden, as users and platform engineers may create covert ST that does not
directly appear within the body of the posts. However, despite the presence or absence of ST in
posts across the SNS, ST nonetheless still occurs as a viable option for a key term search in each
platform; either users or digital designers of the platform mark some posts, and not others, with
either overt or covert ST. All posts with the same ST designations are then directly linked within
each platform regardless of whether the link is opaque or transparent to SNS users. ST,
therefore, when considered outside of SNS Twitter alone, is a digital practice that either directly
or indirectly marks, labels, classifies, and identifies SNS posts and creates a digital semantic
association among them; ST is thus a digital phenomenon worthy of examination, particularly on
platforms other than Twitter. One of the goals of the present study, then, is to adopt an analytic
lens that has not yet been adopted in explorations of ST. To this end, | investigate the role of
affordances and constraints across platforms by examining posts associated with ST in three
different SNS.

Finally, the digital practices and the meanings constructed within posts in digital
semantic associations of ST are often multimodal, composed not only of language, but also of
other semiotic and non-linguistic resources, such as hyperlinks, images, and emojis. SNS
Pinterest, for example, allows ST to mark posts that consist only of images and contain no other
linguistic forms, while Tumblr users may incorporate ST in their choice of linguistic, video,
image, hyperlinked, and audio posts, in addition to those containing multiple modalities.

However, thus far investigations of ST have not made use of expanded notions of digital “text”
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where “text” accounts for, and includes, a large range of semiotic elements; the emphasis has
been on ST as, and in relation to, language alone. As a result, no studies have considered the
intersemiotic relationship between ST and the other meaning-making resources — particularly,
images and hyperlinks — with which it appears. Zappavigna (2013) did explore memes in
relation to ST, but limited memes to those composed of formulaic language rather than image-
based and multimodal memes. In addition, Rightler-McDaniels and Hendrickson (2014) utilized
Twitter users’ profile pictures of the tweets in their ST sample, but only in order to determine
user demographics; they did not view images as elements of analysis that carry semantic,
semiotic, and/or cultural sources of meaning.

Other researchers have explored gender though a multimodal lens, but not in connection
to or in relation with ST or with digital meaning making practices. Although not focused on
digital discourse, Jewitt (1997) examined masculinity, gender, and sexuality as presented in the
images and language of sexual health pamphlets for men. Using a social semiotic framework,
she argued that images presented aspects of male sexuality that would have been unacceptable to
express in words, highlighting contradictory representations of masculinity between the verbal
and visual modes (Jewitt, 1997, para. 5.6). Moving to digital discourse practices, Kapidzic and
Herring (2011) analyzed gaze, posture, dress, and social distance in teen SNS users’ profile
photographs; their quantitative and statistical content analysis found significant differences for
young women and men that mirrored both face-to-face patterns of interaction and culturally
dominant ideologies of both race and gender. While including aspects of multimodality in the
digital domain, the authors focused solely on interpreting one visual mode available in SNS.
Digital multimodal analyses that consider linguistic, visual, and other resources simultaneously

are found primarily in research in literacy practices and multimodal literacy (Jewitt, 2006;
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Lankshear & Knobel, 2011; Rowsell, 2013; Street, Pahl, & Rowsell, 2009), and overwhelmingly
exclude gender as a variable. Jones (2009a; 2009b; 2012) is a notable exception; his
foundational research explores gender and sexuality in digital discourse practices within different
SNS and analyzes linguistic, visual, and other semiotic elements simultaneously. His studies,
however, investigate masculinity and practices of gay male communities though multimodal (co-
) constructions and performances, and have not considered such practices with respect to ST.
For this reason, this proposed study with its focus on practices, performances, and (co-)
constructions associated with women and femininities contributes to this nascent area of inquiry.

Thus far | have overviewed ST as a new digital discourse practice in several SNS. | have
illustrated that ST functions to mark topics and posts, align and bond with others, and gain notice
in the attention economy of new media, while I also argued that its multi-functionality,
variability in practice, and ubiquity positions it for perfectly for investigations of gender, digital
practice, and power. In the process, | elucidated several research gaps with respect to gender,
digital discourse practices, and ST in need of future study. These include the investigation of ST
outside of SNS Twitter, the exploration of gender and ST through a critical lens, and the
examination of ST through a multimodal approach that considers its relationship with, and
meaning-making potential in, both visual and linguistic resources. Before explaining how this
project directly addresses these research gaps, | now contextualize ST within three of its most
prevalent SNS — and the three sites of investigation in this study — Twitter, Tumblr, and
Pinterest.
ST in Situ — SNS of Twitter, Tumblr, and Pinterest

While early use of the internet was primarily as a means for obtaining and disseminating

information, the mid 1990s witnessed a change in its functions and use. That is, the internet
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shifted from an informational to an interactional space (Page et al., 2014) and interpersonal
resource (Zappavigna, 2013) with the rise of social media, an umbrella term used to refer to any
internet-based sites or digital environments that promote social interaction between participants
(Barton & Lee, 2013; Page et al., 2014; Seargeant & Tagg, 2014b). Social media sites highlight
the social nature of practices where the users of the sites are central to their nature, and the
audience is actively engaged in production, and not just consumption, of the site (Seargeant &
Tagg, 2014b, p.3). As a result, the users of such media often make use of the sites’ differing
affordances for specifically social means and ends as part of a repertoire of not only
communicative, but also of social, practices.

SNS are a specific type of social media with their own varying affordances that relate
specifically to social networks. Seargeant and Tagg (2014a) operationalize SNS as “internet
based sites and platforms which facilitate the building and maintaining of networks or
communities through the sharing of messages and other media” (p.3). As the most commonly
used type of social media, SNS allow users to create online profiles about themselves with the
goal of connecting with others (Zappavigna, 2013) as part of a networked public (boyd, 2010)
that operates in real time; examples include Facebook, LinkedIn, and Twitter. All SNS operate
under three general principles with respect to network creation and maintenance, outlined by
boyd and Ellison (2007): users can construct and present a member profile, establish (a network
of) links with other members, and view and search the networked links of members in their
networks (as cited in Tagg & Seargeant, 2016, p.342). As a result, SNS involve millions of users
across the world, and do so in ways in which users very often play with aspects of an ‘authentic’
offline identity (Tagg, 2015, p.61) rather than remaining anonymous or creating new online

identity configurations.
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While ST originated as an affordance within SNS Twitter as a means of marking the
topic of tweets (Zappavigna, 2013) and as a practice of networking within Twitter, it has now
expanded into other SNS to mark other types of posts in differently-constructed networks of
different affordances. | overview three of these sites below.

Twitter. Twitter, which began in 2006, is known as a micro-blogging SNS site; its users
interact by posting messages of 140” characters or less, known as tweets. Tweets can be posted
to the internet public as a whole or to followers, a set of users who subscribe to that user’s
message ‘stream’; tweets are also public and searchable to the public unless made private by an
individual user (Zappavigna, 2013, p.3). What makes tweets searchable is the inclusion of a
hashtag (#) used generally to mark the topic of a tweet; tweets may also contain other common
structural features, such as @ to indicate an address or reference to another user, tiny URLS, or
shortened versions of long hyperlinks in order to conserve characters, and links to other media
and micro-media in the form of webpages, images, and video (Zappavigna, 2013, p.3). A sample

tweet is displayed in Figure 2.

a8

Say what you want about her artistry - Beyonce is a force. #Beyonce

#BeyonceSB50

Figure 2. Sample tweet from Twitter.
As of January 2018, Twitter (Statistica, 2018) boasted 330 million active monthly users and over

500 million tweets sent each day (Twitter, 2018).

* As of November 2017, Twitter changed the character limits for most languages, including English, to 280
characters. However, at the time of this data collection, the limit was 140.
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In addition to constructing their own tweets, Twitter users also have several options with
respect to following the tweets of others. As a Twitter user, one may follow others and/or be
followed by others. Following someone means directly receiving all of her tweets without the
need to search for them or to seek them out; in essence, the act of following creates direct links
in Twitter users’ networks by connecting one user with another. If a Twitter user follows
someone else, the user will automatically receive all tweets of that person they have followed on
their individual Twitter page, along with the all of the tweets of everyone they follow. This
automatic display of tweets is known as “feed.” A screenshot of one of my Twitter account

feeds, for my account @add_china, is shown in Figure 3.

B Home ¥ Woments ’ Notifications .-v‘ Messages L 4 Search Twitter Q U H
D What's happening? = Who to follow - Refresh - view all
T (((guterman))) danguterman
RaveB 5 O]
Y Tampa Bay Rays (/RaysBaseball - 3m 2+ Follow
Two changes heading fo the 6th

Addie China Glenn Eichler (GlennEEEE

@add_china + Eddie Gamboa is the new pitcher *: Follow

s FOLLOWERS + @mm_duffy enters at 3B -

EETS e )
0 = 7 #RaysUp ‘.;,‘ . Nick Offerman
' 2: Follow

Trends - change

#Sully Y Tampa Bay Rays (/RaysBaseball - 4
The untold story of the Miracle on the Big inning for the wrong team.
Hudson. See #Sully, out Friday. L
8 Promoted by Sully Movie

Find frignds

@Orioles plate 5 in the 5th to take a 7-3 lead.

#LaborDay

A Star Trek StarTrek - 38 Advertise with Twitter

#lStandForDiversity ﬂﬂ Check out the new #StarTrek e-novella by Christopher Bennett on sale today!
7.9K Tweets bit ly/TNGCollectors

#Orioles
#4WordWeatherReport

#WMotivationMonday

Figure 3. Sample Twitter feed.
In my sample feed above | have three visible tweets from two different users that | follow: two
from Tampa Bay Rays, and one from Star Trek.

While anyone may access and read public tweets, only registered users can create their
own tweets and formally follow others. Users may also visit the Twitter profile pages of anyone

who they follow. When this happens, they will see profile a cover photo across the back of the
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page, a profile picture, the Twitter user’s account name (denoted by an @ sign) and full name,
and a short profile description of the user; if the user account belongs to a celebrity, political
figure, or corporation, the account may also be marked with a blue checkmark indicating that
Twitter has verified the true identity of this user. In addition, the number of tweets, accounts
followed, followers, and likes appear below the cover photo, as well as the interactive option of a
user to follow this account. Finally, a list of the user’s tweets appears in the center of the page in

reverse chronological order. A partial screenshot of President Obama’s Twitter profile page is

displayed in Figure 4.

291 72 102M 3

2 Tweets Tweets & replies Media Who to follow Refrezh - view sl
President Obama
President Obama Steve Martin
0o
[3ad, hushand, and 441 President of the KO Happy Labor Day - longest streak of job growth ever, unemployment cut

United States Tweets may be archived n hall. Thal's whal hardworking Amencans can do Lel's keep gong!

£ Follow

Ap The Associated Pross

£ Follow
m President Obama - _

Figure 4. Partial screenshot of President Obama’s Twitter profile page.

Finally, in addition to reading and following the tweets of other users, Twitter account
holders also have several other options for interacting with and engaging with other users’
tweets. These affordances are available through clicking one of four options at the bottom of a
tweet: an arrow, which allows a user to reply to this tweet; two circular arrows, which allows the
user to reblog this tweet, meaning they post it as one of their own tweets and send it out to their
users; a heart, which means they mark this as a tweet that they like (and consequently, making

that tweet accessible through the like option on the user’s profile page); and an ellipsis, which
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when activated opens a drop-down menu with the options to share the tweet as a direct message,
copy the link to the tweet, embed the tweet in another format, mute the tweet and user, block the
tweet and user, and/or report the tweet as a violation of a Twitter policy. Unlike other the other
SNS in this study, Tumblr and Pinterest, Twitter does not allow the direct interactive potential to
share a tweet across SNS platforms; all interactive potentials are contained within the platform
itself. The four actions are highlighted in Figure 5 below. All of this matters because the

affordances and constraints of different platforms shape the resulting discourse in such spaces.

Bernie Sanders
Working people and their unions resisted the oligarchs of their day, fought for a

more responsive democracy and built the middle class.

Figure 5. Sample Tweet with interactive potentials highlighted.

Tumblr. Tumblr is a micro-blogging SNS platform that has different constraints,
affordances, and allowances for content than Twitter does. Tumblr users — who may use real
names or pseudonyms — create blogs, and then can post several different types of media,
including visual images, images of simulated conversations (known as chats) or of quotes, audio
or mp3files, GIFs, video, links, or text — to their blog. Some Tumblr blogs typically fall into
three categories, including personal journal, filter, or knowledge logs (Herring & Paolillo, 2006);
they may also consist only of images or other non-textual media. Specifically, Tumblr allows for
seven different types of posts that can appear on a posting-user’s blog, displayed in Figure 6:
text, photo, quote, link, chat, audio, and video. Users may include text in posts of other

modalities, however.
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Text Fhoto CQuote Link Chat Audio

Figure 6. Seven post types in Tumblr.

Like Twitter, Tumblr posts can make use of hashtags (#), (known as “tags” in Tumblr), as
searchable content markers for posts. Unlike Twitter, however, users may tag posts in a separate
section of the post creation and not in the body of the post itself, allowing for tags to be “hidden”
from other users; tags are also optional, but are often used by those who want a greater audience
for their posts. Tumblr searches, for example, return searches of hashtagged-items whether the
tag is hidden or explicitly visible. A sample multimodal blog post is shown in Figure 7. Here,
Tumblr blogger beyhive1992 created a video post, which included accompanying text, as well as

several tags - #beyonce, #chris martin, #coldplay, and #celebs.

Chris Martin wishing Beyoncé 'Happy
Birthday' at Made In America yesterday
04/09

Figure 7. Sample multimodal Tumblr Post containing (hash)tags.
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In addition to the slightly different potentials for using hashtags in Tumblr, Tumblr
differs from Twitter in other distinct ways. Interactive affordances differ significantly, for
example. Like Twitter, Tumblr allows users to follow each other (and thus become overtly
connected in networks); they can also like and reblog, or repost to their own page, other users’
posts. However, users are not allowed to directly comment on other users’ posts, in contrast to
Twitter’s and other SNS’ option to reply. Tumblr users can only comment on posts that they
have specifically reblogged, which means that the post on which they seek to comment must

appear on their own blog page first. Figure 8 shows a sample user’s blog posts. Walker (2012)

Figure 8. Sample Screenshot of Tumblr posts.
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argues that Tumblr founder David Karp purposely designed this constraint in order to discourage
and limit flaming and hostility, so that if people are going to act in negative ways they must do
so on their own pages (as cited in Kanai, 2015, p. 4). Walker (2012) adds that 70% of Tumblr
traffic occurs internally though the repurposing and reblogging of posts, rather than from
external sources (as cited in Kanai, 2015, p. 4). In addition, despite the potentials for a variety of
post types, images are a dominant form of communication on the site (Kanai, 2015), and it is
known for its use of GIFs, or short video clips of moving graphics (Bourlai & Herring, 2014).
All in all, however, Tumblr (2018) claims 158.6 billion posts made on 399.6 million blogs, but
does not actively reveal its number of users.

With respect specifically to interactive potentials on posts, users have four options.

These are displayed under the post; a sample screenshot appears in Figure 9. The first choice

2016 MTV VMAs Red Carpet

Photo Credit: Noam Galai/Getty Images for MTV

Figure 9. Sample screenshot of Tumblr post with interactive potentials highlighted.

appears as an arrow, and allows users to share the post in several ways, including as a message to
another Tumblr users or as a permalink, to embed the post, to email to the post, to report the post

as a violation (and thus share it with Tumblr moderators), or to post to other four other SNS,
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including Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, and Reddit. Twitter does not allow such cross platform
posting. Pinterest contains the interactive potentials to post across platforms, but to different
platforms than Tumblr; Pinterest users can post to the Twitter, Facebook, Facebook Messenger,
and WhatsApp. This platform-sharing affordance highlights issues of context collapse in the
digital environment (Tagg, 2015), or specifically here, the interconnection between SNS via
affordances for cross-posting. It also suggests that Tumblr users may make use of different types
of SNS than users of Pinterest; the SNS embedded as interactive potentials in Tumblr are all sites
where information is shared and discussed publically. For Pinterest, two sites are public SNS,
while the other two are private group and individually-based messaging SNS. Users of both sites
may share to Twitter, but Twitter users are not offered the same direct interactive potential and
instead rely on screenshots when sharing tweets across platforms; the interactive sharing
relationship between Twitter versus Tumblr and Pinterest, therefore, is not reciprocal, and may
relate to the heavy visual nature of Tumblr and Pinterest compared to the text-heavy posts in
Twitter. The nature of cross-platform sharing, therefore, differs. Finally, “notes” also appear at
the bottom of a Tumblr post; these are comments made by users who have either liked, or
reblogged, the post.

Pinterest. Whereas Twitter and Tumblr are primarily considered text-based SNS despite
their inherent multimodality, Pinterest is exclusively an image board SNS that functions partially
as an image sharing site. Therefore, while Twitter users construct “tweets,” and Tumblr users
construct “posts,” Pinterest users instead create “pin boards” by pinning objects; that is, as part
of social networking practice, Pinterest users, or “pinners,” save images and videos to their
profile page and can organize, sort, and store these saved images and videos to thematically-

organized “pin boards” that they create. Pin boards, therefore, contain a user’s pinned, or stored,

23



images and videos. All of the user’s “pin boards” are then displayed on their profile page; users
may also include a brief description of themselves on this page. A sample profile is displayed in
Figure 10; this figure shows the profile of the user Beyonce Sky with her description i am artistic
along with seven of her 15 boards as fully visible images here.

Pinterest users network and link to others by liking others’ individual pins and pin
boards, as well as by following other users’ accounts or pin boards. Such connections appear on
the user’s profile; in returning to Figure 10, Beyonce Sky’s profile indicates that she has 1,800
pins contained within her pin boards, 33 likes, 55 followers, and is following one other user.

®
(e

without bad
intention. Give

Figure 10. Partial screenshot of Pinterest user’s profile page.

When users follow another user or another user’s pin board, they receive notification of future
pins in their own individual feed called a “Following Feed” (Ottoni et al., 2013). Figure 11
illustrates a pin board entitled I love to dance, which contains 212 pins and is followed by 11
users; every time a pin is added to I love to dance, for example, those 11 following users will

receive notification and will be able to view this pin in their individual Following Feed.
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Figure 11. Partial screenshot of a Pinterest pin board.

Profile pages list all of a user’s pin boards, or collections of pins. By clicking on a pin
board, a Pinterest user can view each individual pin that is contained within that pin board.
Figure 12 illustrates three sample image-based pins: one with a photographic image, one with an
image-based infographic, and one with an image-based meme. Users, therefore, are afforded
several options when creating both image-based and video-based pins; these include
photographic images, infographics, memes, screenshots, text-only quotes saved as images,
collages of multiple images combined into one, and electronic forms of hard-copy, paper-based
items, such as digital forms of worksheets and posters, along with full videos, video clips, and

GIFS, respectively. This means that although Pinterest is an image-based SNS,
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Figure 12. Sample screenshots of 3 different Pinterest pin types.

some pins therein may contain only written text, as illustrated in the quote pin of Figure 13.
Therefore, even though Pinterest is an image-based SNS, multimodal texts still predominate;
these Pinterest multimodal options illustrate the various different realizations of “texts” across
social networking platforms.

When creating a pin, users may annotate the images and videos can by marking them
with text as a supplemental feature; similar to in Twitter and Tumblr, Pinterest users can make

use of hashtags to make their pins searchable and to search for others’ pins as part of this
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Figure 13. Sample quote pin from Pinterest.

annotation. The use of hashtags, however, has changed slightly due to recent changes within
Pinterest’s structure (Hempel, 2016). That is, users can create hashtags or tags when saving or
creating a post that are hidden (similarly to hidden tags in Tumblr) to outside users.
Consequently, hashtags within Pinterest, resultantly, are much less frequent than in other SNS as
a direct, visible marker of pins; they are nonetheless a highly productive resource for conducting
Pinterest searches and for finding pins, pin boards, and profiles of other users, and are still
utilized heavily for commercial users of Pinterest as part of marketing strategies. Like Tumblr,
pins containing both overtly expressed tags within the body of a post, as well as hidden tags, are
returned when entering a hashtagged element in the Pinterest search engine. A sample pin with a

hashtagged comment appears in Figure 14.
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Figure 14. Sample pin from Pinterest containing a hashtag.

With respect to pin types, Pinterest users can create pins in three different categories.
These categories only appear when directly clicking on a pin. When a user clicks on a given pin,
the pin expands and indicates the source of the pinned image via one of three clickable links (one
for each category). The expanded pin also contains any supplemental linguistic commentary,
titles, headings, and/or captions used with the pin. The first type is an Open post; when clicking
the Open link a new window or browser tab opens to display the image alone. These links most
often internally redirect to Pinterest images or Tumblr images that have been directly uploaded
by users. The second type is Read It. Clicking the Read It link opens a new tab or window with
redirection to an online blog, article, or other source of news or personal narrative. These
expanded pins generally contain the most amount of linguistic text, as they often either directly
quote or paraphrase the attached link’s written content. A sample Read It pin is displayed in

Figure 15.
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Figure 15. Sample Read It expanded pin with affordance marked.

The final pin type is a Visit pin. In these expanded pins, the Visit tab redirects users to external
websites of varying content; some are commercial, like online marketplaces such as Amazon or
Etsy, while some redirections link to entertainment, media, and other types of websites. 2 out of
3 possible pin types within Pinterest, therefore, link to external websites and foster context
collapse (Tagg, 2015) and interactive digital associations.

Finally, within Pinterest, while users may send private messages to one another, public
social interactions are enclosed inside the pins (Ottoni et al., 2013, p.2); that is, in addition to
liking, sharing, or following a pin board or another user, Pinterest users can only comment
directly on pins, either at the time they create them as a type of annotation or as a formal
comment on already-constructed pins. When creating a pin, there is a 500-character limit per
pin. Unlike other SNS, Pinterest users do not have the option of text-based posts that are not pre-
constructed as images, compared to the tweets of Twitter or the text-post option in Tumblr.
Social interaction thus differs in Pinterest compared to most other SNS (Ottoni et al., 2013), as

social-based text is confined to the description of pins or to the comments on pins.
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Statement of the Problem

Thus far in this introduction | have discussed ST as a digital practice of SNS and
contextualized the specific affordances and unique features of three such SNS, Twitter, Tumblr,
and Pinterest. | have illustrated that despite its different realizations within each SNS, ST most
basically serves as a topic marker for posts, a resource for searches within sites, and as a device
for gaining attention for one’s pins, posts, and tweets. | have also briefly reviewed research that
ST allows for users to bond and align with other users around specific topics. Finally, | have
highlighted the importance of the various affordances of each SNS with respect to the structure,
function, and use of ST therein. All of this matters because it illustrates what is presently known
about ST, and also the gaps in ST research that I directly address in this project; these gaps
include issues of ST, gender, and power, ST and multimodality, and ST across platforms with
different allowances and limitations on practice. | elaborate these gaps below.

Given the multi-functionality, ubiquity, and differing uses of ST, ST serves as an ideal
site for the investigation of gender, digital practice, and power in new media. As a result, | have
illuminated several research gaps with respect to gender, digital discourse practices, and ST that
are in need of examination. First, ST has primarily been researched in Twitter. Second,
researchers have examined ST predominately through a mono-model lens, considering only ST
with respect to text and language, and not images and other meaning-making digital resources.
Third, few studies of ST adopt a critical approach, investigating the role of ST with respect to
power, generally, and gender, specifically.

These gaps have several consequences for the understanding of digital discourse
practices, meaning, gender, and power. One result is that little is known about ST outside of

Twitter and how the distinct affordances in varying SNS and platforms underscore realizations of
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ST as a digital practice; not only is the practice itself not questioned across different SNS, but
consequently, neither are the meanings of the larger pins, and posts, within which it is
embedded. The difficulty is that ST may be realized distinctly within each SNS — and either
explicit or hidden in differing SNS posts, so cross-platform comparisons prove challenging to
researchers. However, ST’s universally common function across all three SNS is to return
search engine results; a shift from examining the structural forms and functions of ST itself, to an
analysis of the SNS posts linked and connected via ST, allows for cross-platform investigations
of digital meaning making through an expanded lens of ST. Thus far, no studies have explored
digital meanings of posts united with the same ST via searches across SNS. Furthermore, almost
no studies have examined if, how, and to what extent ST and its associated meanings maintain
and/or challenge discourses of power (with Rightler-McDaniels & Hendrickson, 2014 a notable
exception). Even fewer have explored ST and meaning in relation to non-textual, visual, and
other types of deployable resources for meaning-making and communication in digital space
through a multimodal lens, despite both the inherent multimodality online and the increased
exhortations of digital discourse analysts to examine other modes outside of text alone (Barton &
Lee, 2013; Jewitt, 2016; Jones, Chik, & Hafner, 2015a; Kress, 2009; Page et al., 2014; Thurlow
& Mroczek, 2011).
Purpose of the Study

This project addresses each of these three major gaps. Through a qualitative multimodal
discourse analytic methodology (Jewitt, 2016; Kress, 2012) informed most by an ethnographic
and (Blommaert, 2013) social semiotic theoretical approach to discourse (Kress, 2009; Kress &
Van Leeuwen, 2006), | explore a specific instance of ST, #Beyoncé, as realized in three different

digital SNS platforms, Twitter, Tumblr, and Pinterest. More specifically, | use #Beyoncé as a
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semiotic tool for returning SNS posts containing either explicit or hidden #Beyonceé and for
creating a database of a digital practice data involving Beyoncé. From this snapshot of digital
discourse practices, | first analyze the visual and linguistic meanings of Beyoncé within each
post. | then examine meaning differences across modes and across platforms by considering the
role that digital affordances play in meaning making across SNS. Finally, through an eclectic
and interpretive lens combining critical theoretical principles from sociolinguistics,
anthropological linguistics, feminist theory, and cultural studies, I discuss issues of power — with
specific emphasis on gender performance and/or (co-) construction — by interrogating the
connection between micro-semiotic structures and meanings and macro, larger-scale social and
political context.

To summarize, the aim of this study is explore multimodal meaning-making with respect
to ST in three SNS environments with differing affordances and constraints. Inspired by
Gottesman’s (2016) assertion about Beyoncé’s impact, “there wasn’t anybody without a point of
view on what Beyoncé should or shouldn’t do” (para. 4), | chose the highly influential public
face of feminist discourse, Beyoncé, as my searchable talk in question (#Beyonceé). In this
project | seek to critically interrogate meaning and its relation to gender performance and (co-)
construction, as well as the connection between ST, gender, meaning, and linguistic and visual
choices. | directly address the gaps of mono-modal approaches to both meaning and ST, the
overwhelming emphasis of ST research in Twitter alone, and the paucity of studies exploring ST
and digital meaning through a critical lens.

Research Questions
To examine ST, gender, and multimodal meaning-making within my data set, | ask the

following major research questions (RQs) in this study:
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1. What are the linguistic and visual meanings of Beyoncé in posts collected via
#Beyoncé searches?
a. Inimages of Beyoncé, how is Beyoncé visually positioned in such posts?

2. How do the meanings of Beyoncé differ across modes?

3. How do the meanings of Beyoncé differ across SNS platforms?

4. How do these meaning distinctions connect to macro-contextual issues of gender and

power?

In RQ 1, I analyze visual and linguistic meanings of Beyoncé. As a sub-question, |
further examine visual meaning by examining how Beyoncé is positioned as a visual subject or a
visual object within her images.

In RQ 2 I switch specifically to meaning and modal distinctions. Here | investigate
both the linguistic and visual meanings of Beyoncé differ across modes.

In RQ 3 I explore meaning and platform distinctions. For this question, | investigate
any meaning differences across each of the three SNS.

Finally, in RQ4 | explore the multimodal construction of gender with respect to
meanings of Beyoncé. | question aspects of meaning, gender, and power, both in terms of
inequalities and power imbalances, as well as resistance to such inequalities. In this question I
seek to connect micro-semiotics to macro-social issues, or little “d” discourse to big “D”
Discourses (Gee, 2014a; Gee, 2015). | then explore micro and macro-discourses with respect
platform affordances and constraints. | ask how what is permitted, as well as what is not
allowed within digital platforms, affects meanings, gender, and discursive practices.

Significance of the Study
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This study aims to make an empirical contribution to the understanding of multimodal
digital discourse practices in SNS, generally, and to both digital meaning making and the use of
ST across SNS, specifically. This project contributes both to multimodal discourse analytic
research and to social semiotic approaches to digital communication in new media. In addition,
this study increases understanding of the construction of gender by and in SNS practices, and the
role that digital affordances and constraints play in the construction of gender across platforms.

As it is fundamentally an interdisciplinary project, this work, therefore, has relevance to
several audiences, and contributes to the scholarship in several fields, including digital discourse
analysis, multimodality, digital humanities, social media, communication, visual studies, and
gender studies. The application of this work, therefore, depends on the audience; visual scholars
may find the connections between visual and linguistic modes intriguing, while those interested
in social media marketing may better understand users’ construction of meaning within different
SNS. This project may serve an emancipatory purpose for those interested in gender studies by

elucidating specifically how SNS practices either resist or perpetuate gender stereotypes.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
Language, Gender, and Digital Discourse Practices

Macro level social concerns have always interested discourse analysts and sociolinguists.
A central tenet of DA is questioning how microlinguistic features and structures of various types
of “texts” interact with and connect to macro-level phenomena, such as social, cultural, and
political discourses. Similarly, sociolinguists examine the intersection between social categories,
constructs, and realities, and linguistic production and performance. Some discourse analysts and
sociolinguists start with the micro and move to the macro, while others often do the opposite,
beginning with more macro level identities, constructs, categories, and realities and examining
linguistic features therein. The analysis of language and gender provides an example; in offline,
analog environments, discourse analysts have examined how micro-level language use
perpetuates sexist and hegemonic discourses (for example, Baker, 2011; Hardman, 1993), while
sociolinguists have investigated women and men’s discursive styles, ways of talking and
interacting, lexical choices, and use of other linguistic features (as in Tannen, 1991). Regardless,
both types of researchers generally assume that discourse plays an important role in maintaining,
reproducing, and transmitting social practices (Jones et al., 2015b, p.4).

The potential promises of new discursive realities afforded by the internet and digital
technology, and the questioning of difference between “online’ and *offline” worlds, particularly
when coupled with the implications of changing linguistic and semiotic practices online, have
motivated researchers to explore gender in digital space — or more specifically, the role of gender

and digital practices in online contexts. The investigations have mirrored the emergence of
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different types of technologies, ranging from early, foundational explorations of Usenet
discussion boards and email listservs (Balka, 1993; Herring, 1993) to more recent social media
platforms such as Tumblr (Kanai, 2015) and 4chan (Bernstein et al., 2011). Likewise, while
some research focuses primarily on extensions of analog or face-to-face discourse and
conversational analysis into the digital world, such as initial text-centered analyses (for example,
Herring, 1993; Herring, 1999; Rodino, 1997), others have moved into multimodality, exploring
visual, textual, and other semiotic elements, such as memes (Kanai, 2015; Noble, 2013).

In this section, I seek to synthesize the general findings of gender and digital discourse
practice research across the wide range of diversity in platforms, affordances, and ever-changing
and evolving content — the moving target — of digital technology. Therefore, | argue that the
types of questions asked in such research, regardless of media platform, cluster in one of several
domains. As a result, in this section of the literature review, I discuss four thematic groupings,
or research domains, of gender and digital practice that emerged from examining diverse types of
both historical and contemporary research; my goal was to incorporate research across spans of
time, platform type, practice types, and affordances, in order to better situate and contextualize
this current project. These four thematic domains are: gender, democracy, and anonymity;
gender stereotyping and constructions of gender; variation in discourse practice by gender; and
gender, feminism, and activist practices. Directly or indirectly, my present study concerns,
touches upon, or converges with each of these domains. | overview each one below before
narrowing specifically to focus on literature regarding gender and searchable talk research and
gender and multimodality.

Gender, democracy, and anonymity. Several early scholars have highlighted the

internet’s potential for democratization, particularly with respect to gender and other aspects of
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physical and social identity. Premised mostly on the affordances of anonymity and
disembodiment, or a lack of physical cues connecting to one’s sex and/or gender, researchers
argued that gender online could become irrelevant (Graddol & Swann, 1989) and that users
could focus on words, not bodies (Turkle, 1995). Graddol and Swann (1989) illustrated that
women and men participated at near-equal levels in their case study of language used in a
university computer conference system, and attributed equal participation to the public,
anonymous, and non-hierarchical system of conferencing. They asserted that paralinguistic and
physical contrasts between the discussion boards and face-to-face communication allowed for
conversational patterns of male dominance to disappear in online spaces (Graddol & Swann,
1989).

Others take issue with the possibility of gender and sex disappearing. By observing how
gender is highlighted in personal homepages, Wynn and Katz (1997) argue that the internet does
not radically alter the nature of identities, including gender, but instead provides openings for
variation as would any other change in medium (p.298). With specific emphasis on web-page
construction, they suggest that web pages are less effective when used alone and not combined
with other media; as a result, creators disfavor non-cohesive presentations of the self, such as
those that challenge gender, in favor of cohesive presentations across social contexts (Wynn &
Katz, 1997, p.324). In essence, they view the idea that anonymity is free from social boundaries
as a myth, and argue that language and the orderliness of talk constrain social processes online
and off (Wynn & Katz, 1997). In this project, | also argue that language and other semiotic
practices constrain online social practices, as well.

Herring (2004) similarly suggests a linguistic constraint to gender and democracy online,

concluding that gender is intrinsic to language (as cited in Marwick, 2014, p.65). For Herring
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(2004) gender appeared in the form of a discourse or interactional style, with women providing
politeness, support, and encouragement to one another. In her earlier pioneering work on gender
and digital practices, Herring (1993) illustrated how men dominated women in an asynchronous
college listservs, such that hierarchy and control — and the association of masculinity with
assertiveness — carried over into digital space and undermined democracy online. In this project,
however, Herring’s (1993) participants were not anonymous, but used their real names, an issue
critical to discussions of democracy, gender disembodiment, and digital practices online.

In order to determine an influence of gender, several researchers examined naming
practices versus anonymity in digital space. Selfe and Meyer (1991) investigated women and
men’s longitudinal participation through discourse practices on an academic conference in a case
study that allowed for participants to use their own names or pseudonyms. They found that men
and higher-profile members dominated the discussions and contributed more, and that while
more women than men utilized pseudonyms, there was no restructuring of power differentials
with their use (Selfe & Meyer, 1991). Jaffe, Lee, Huang, and Oshagan (1995) also discovered
that women were more both more likely to use pseudonyms and more likely to mask their gender
than men in their experimental study of gender-based differences in computer-mediated
communication (CMC) conferences. Regardless of using their pseudonyms or real names,
women were more likely to exhibit social interdependence — such as the use references to others,
supporting statements, and references to emotions — than men, while men were more likely to
display social interdependence with pseudonyms than with real-names (Jaffe et al., 1995). Each
gender participated more in pseudonymous contexts (Jaffe et al., 1995). In this project | gathered
data from sites in which users have the ability to use their real names, create pseudonyms, or

create such ambiguously-named profiles such that they may appear as if they were anonymous,

38



despite the tendency for users to perform online identity related to their offline social worlds, as
is typical in SNS (Tagg, 2015)

Bruckman (1993), Rodino (1997), and Danet (1998) all discuss the abilities of gender
play afforded by anonymity in different, albeit text-based, virtual environments. Bruckman
(1993) interviewed players of Multi User Dungeons (MUDs), a text-based virtual reality
environment that allows for multiple users to interact simultaneously. Calling MUDs “identity
workshops,” she asserts that such platforms allow for virtual experiences of different genders;
nonetheless, players often responded in predictable ways to the gender projected in the
character’s name (Bruckman, 1993). Female-named characters, played by both women and men,
often experienced excessive in-game attention, including offers of assistance and the expectation
of sexual attention after assistance from male-named characters (Bruckman, 1993). Men who
played as female characters did so to attract attention, and often acted as promiscuous and
sexually-aggressive towards male-named characters, while women playing as male characters
avoided most attention from others unless they were excessively boisterous or perceived as a
threat (Bruckman, 1993). Switching to online chat and Internet Relay Chat (IRC), respectively,
Danet (1998) and Rodino (1997), like Bruckman (1993), emphasized the possibility for trying,
testing, and experiencing new gender in digital space. Unlike Bruckman’s (1993) project, which
focused primarily on binary gender swapping, Danet (1998) and Rodino (1997) argue for
freedom from gender binarization in online space. Danet (1998) metaphorized pseudonyms as
masks, asserting their use for ‘carnivalesque’ plays with gender identity. Through a qualitative,
in-depth analysis of IRC chat script, Rodino (1997) illustrated how users expressed gender in
multiple, and often contradictory ways; she concluded that in her IRC data, some participants

broke out of gender categories, while the binary gender system still operated simultaneously
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overall. While both researchers assume gender as a performance, resonant of Butler’s (1990)
notion of gender performativity, Rodino (1997) argues that the very conceptualization of gender
as a priori in research neglects the variation of gender identities in IRC. In this study | made no a
priori assumptions about gender constructions, particularly with respect to gender binaries; |
instead examine the constructions, performances, and Discourses of gender in the data.
However, | do hypothesize that given the subject of ST, Beyoncé, is a cis-gender” heterosexual
woman more realizations of gender as a binary system will appear than instances of gender play.

In their overview of anonymity in CMC, Herring and Stoerger (2013) ultimately
conclude that gender differences and gender asymmetry persist in textual CMC environments
despite the use of pseudonyms and anonymity. Going further, in fact, researchers also have
found evidence of both women’s sexual objectification and sexual harassment in anonymous and
pseudonymous spaces. Although not directly an investigation of gender, Bernstein et al.’s
(2011) content analysis of the image discussion board site 4chan highlights the connection
between the affordances of anonymity and ephemerality in this platform and racist, sexist, and
homophobic language; users of its first and most active discussion board, the “random board”
known as /b/, touted for its intentional offensiveness, use “fag” as a suffix to show how group
identities are maintained despite the rapid and fleeting nature of posts (p.53). Additionally, posts
by women were often responded to with “tits or GTFO (get the fuck out),” encouraging women
to post pictures of their breasts or leave the discussion (Bernstein et al., 2011, p.53).

Marwick (2014) discusses how this meme has spread beyond 4chan into other domains
into mainstream internet culture, arguing that it systematically discredits women’s contributions

by reducing their value to that of sex objects, reinforces male entitlement and conventional

> Cis-gender refers to a person whose gender category of self-identity matches the biological sex assigned to them at
birth. This compares with transgender.
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stereotypes, normalizes egregiously sexist behaviors, and forces women to play along to be
accepted or stop playing altogether (p.66). While meme humor is supposed to target everyone, it
is disproportionally leveraged at women, sexual minorities, and people of color, and serves as
one means to reinforce the concept of all-male spaces across platforms and domains (Marwick,
2014, p.66). She argues that despite the “free culture” of mashups and creativity in digital space,
“while this culture may resist dominant paradigms of economics, ownership, or intellectual
property, if often hews to conventionally sexist tropes” (Marwick, 2014, p.66). Despite different
affordances of current social media and SNS, these more recent explorations of gender and
sexual objectification in memes and anonymous, ephemeral platforms echo findings of women’s
sexual harassment in text-based listservs using real names (Herring, 1999) and women’s sexual
objectification in text-based anonymous and pseudonymous virtual game play (Bruckman,
1993). Memes and GIFs make up a significant amount of posts in Tumblr, and also appear
heavily in Pinterest as visual semiotic resources. In this current study | envision the potential for
not only sexual objectification, but also racial objectification, as well, given the findings from
SNS above.

Gender stereotypes and gender constructions in digital space. In addition to objectification
and harassment, researchers have also explored overt gender stereotyping and digital practices.
This occurs most in three specific areas: results of search engines, digital constructions of
gender, and questions of specific technologies as being fundamentally gendered. Examinations
of the search engine Google — both Google image and Google text search results — suggest that
Google’s algorithmic answers to various types of inquiries perpetuate both gender and racial
stereotyping, amongst other forms of bias, such as those of religion and sexuality (Baker & Potts,

2013; Kay, Matuszek, & Munson, 2015; Noble, 2013). Combining statistical analyses of Google
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image search results with experimental interviews eliciting participants’ evaluation of resulting
images, and by comparing both with labor statistics, Kay, Matuszek, and Munson (2015)
investigated gender and stereotyping in occupational image searches. Their results suggested
both underrepresentation of women and exaggerations of stereotypes in search results versus
statistics; furthermore, participants rated searches more highly when the search results were
consistent with larger cultural stereotypes (Kay et al., 2015). They discovered an additional
issue when they began qualitative coding, which they called “the sexy construction worker
problem,” whereby female images tended to be either sexualized versions of the occupation or
caricatures thereof (Kay et al., 2015, p.5). Turning to intersections of gender and race, Noble
(2013) examined both Google image and text searches for keywords related to black women and
girls, as well as the results provided, including hyperlinks to both commercial and non-
commercial content. Her findings overwhelming depicted black women and girls as
stereotypically hypersexualized and presented through white male gaze, with many textual sites
and advertising leading directly or indirectly to porn and/or deviant identification (Noble, 2013).
Through a lens of critical race theory, black feminist thought, and critical discourse analysis, she
argues that contrary to ideals of internet democracy, this digital sphere displays commercial
control over black women’s identity, such that search results render the social, political, and
economic aspects of black women and girls’ lives invisible (Noble, 2013, para. 46). Thus far,
Noble’s (2013) research was one of the few to consider digital practices with respect black
women and girls, specifically. Her findings on hypersexualization and white male gaze is
relevant in this data; | am interested in who has “control” of Beyoncé’s identity, and the extent to

which her self-identity may be visible, or like above, made invisible by ST within SNS.
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Baker and Potts (2013) also examine Google search results with respect to intersectional
aspects of identity, including race, gender, sexuality, and religion. They focused, however, on
Google’s automated completion function, based on algorithms that serve to predict answers to
textual search queries based on common and previous Google searches (Baker & Potts, 2013).
Drawing on Nakamura’s (2002) discussion of cybertypes, stereotypical images that echo and
reflect broader cultural logic that are created through machine-enabled interactivity and
participant collaborations in online spaces (p.5), Baker and Potts (2013) conclude that auto-
completion in search results reflects overall identity stereotyping. They summarize by saying
that “humans may have already shaped the Internet in their image, having taught stereotypes to
search engines and even trained them to hastily present these as results of ‘top relevance’ (Baker
& Potts, 2013, p.201).

Moving from search engines to SNS, Rightler-McDaniels and Hendrickson (2014)
examined how Twitter users constructed race and gender within a data set of a trending topic, the
hashtag #becauseofhoes. Their motivation to choose this topic was twofold; the hashtag
appeared as both a 24-hour trending topic and was more commonly associated with Black
avatars on Twitter (Rightler-McDaniels & Hendrickson, 2014). By combining content analysis
with critical discourse analysis informed by both feminist and critical race theories, the authors
discovered six distinct semantic formulations that emerged in tweets containing this hashtag,
with over half referencing morality or moral codes of conduct (Rightler-McDaniels &
Hendrickson, 2014). These included references to popular culture, violence against women,
sexual health, monogamous relationships, “loaded” terms (those with racist and sexist overtones
and strong affective language), and morality specifically (Rightler-McDaniels & Hendrickson,

2014). Rightler-McDaniels and Hendrickson (2014) ultimately argue that #becauseofhoes serves
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to mark discourses of moral “rights” and “wrongs” for the speech community of such users.
They conclude that despite the gender or race of Twitter participants, and the potentially
liberating discursive environment of Twitter where participants are positioned on equal grounds,
the discourses of these participants nonetheless echo stereotypically gendered and racialized
norms typically found in media discourse (Rightler-McDaniels & Hendrickson, 2014, p.186).
This project is of particular interest to my study because it is one of the few to focus specifically
on the link between ST and gender; | hope to build from this foundation to include visual
analysis, as well.

Scholars have also questioned whether technology itself is fundamental gendered.
Earliest interrogations emphasized issues of access with respect to gender and digital practice,
positing men as both creators of, and primary participants in, early internet technologies and
questioning the influence of gender on both the design and use of such tech (Balka, 1993;
Herring, 2003; Marwick, 2014). Marwick (2014) overviews how technology can unknowingly
perpetuate sexism or exclusionary politics, illustrating how the commodification of online space
projects women as both overtly “feminine” and as “consumers” in her discussion of social
shopping sites like Polyvore and Pinterest; Pinterest assumes, for example, that users are
interested in homemaking, fashion, decorating, shopping, and books, but not other areas, like
sports, science politics, or activism (p.64). Van Zoonen (2001) relates this to commaodification,
arguing that normative models of women as shoppers are created by commodification in online
space (as also cited in Marwick, 2014). In addition, blog research shows how online platforms
can become gendered by greater public discourses; in one study, although women and young
groups created most blogs, public discourse about blogging privileged the activities of a subset

of adult white male bloggers and framed their blogs as more newsworthy (Herring, Kouper,
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Scheidt, & Wright, 2004, p.12). Users of the same technology — in this case, bloggers — are made
visible or invisible by discourses of value in internet space. Such practices of gendering
technology relate directly to my SNS under investigation. Researchers argue that there are more
female users of both Tumblr (Bourlai & Herring, 2014) and Pinterest (Marwick, 2014; Ottoni et
al., 2013), but with some general user distinctions; Pinterest represents a white, middle-class
consumer woman, while Tumblr allows for more gender fluidity and serves as a site for queer
and feminist voices and practices. This may be partially related to the default interactive
potentials of each site; when users self-identify as female (required in Pinterest but not in
Tumblr), Pinterest provides default interactions targeted toward female users. As Marwick
(2014) elaborates, with such default settings “Pinterest assumes that its [female] users are
interested in homemaking, fashion, decorating, shopping, and books, but not sports, science,
politics, or activism. Not only is its user model overtly feminine, but she is a feminine
consumer” (p.64). As part of this current study | compare how the affordances of each site affect
meaning-making visual and linguistic practices therein.

Variation in practices by gender. Marwick (2014) also underscores contextual differences
surrounding different users of the same technologies but to a different end; she cautions that it is
“necessary to understand the relationship between the technological affordances of a system and
the cultural behavior reinforced by the community using the system” (p.65). This is critical in
the next domain of gender and digital discourse practice research — that of variation in practices
by gender — as findings in this area are often either contradictory, context-dependent, or both.
The largest amount of gender and digital practice research also falls under this domain and
reflects changing motivations of scholars over time along with evolving technological

affordances; motivations, for example, range from sociolinguistically-driven questions of the
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applicability of Tannen’s (1991) dominance and difference paradigms from face-to-face
conversation to online forums (Herring, 1993; Sussman & Tyson, 2000), to descriptive linguistic
attempts to document and understand gender and structural forms of new media (Witmer &
Katzman, 1997; Wolf, 2000), to issues of gender variation in digital practice to inform data
mining procedures and the development of more accurate commercial algorithms (Grbovic,
Radosavljevic, Djuric, Bhamidipati, & Nagarajan, 2015; Thelwall, Wilkinson, & Uppal, 2010).

The first type of gender variationist research questions connections between gender and
interactional approach. Many of these works assume a priori that features of interaction are
distinctly gendered, and that women and men *“speak” differently, including differences in styles
(such as supporting versus aggressive), pragmatics, syntax, and lexical choices. These
distinctions stem from face-to-face (F2F), primarily spoken sociolinguistic research (Tannen,
1991), and often also seek, directly or not, to question the applicability of F2F gender
correlations in digital environments. Herring’s (1993) work provides a foundational early
example, showing how men dominated listserv discussions and silenced women; her later
syntheses of gender, power, and interaction in CMC found that gender correlated with interaction
styles in text-based exchanges across digital domains, particularly with respect to male
dominance and aggression (Herring, 2003; Herring & Stoerger, 2013). Sussman and Tyson
(2000) also examined archived discussions of electronic newsgroups for “gendered” features
such as length, frequency of communication, and discourse content. While women commented
more frequently than men, and men utilized a greater number of words, men only showed a
modest, and not statistically-significant, trend toward more opinionated posts and male

dominance (Sussman & Tyson, 2000).
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Operationalizing “style” primarily through lexical classification instead of models of
interaction, Bamman, Eisenstein, and Schnoebelen (2014) combined large-scale quantitative
analysis, computational linguistic models, and social theory to investigate gender in Twitter
feeds. They began with clustered groups in their 14,000 Twitter feeds, in which sub-corpora
reflecting both normative and non-normative gendered use emerged around different interests
and linguistic styles; they then switched to individual analysis, emphasizing individuals who did
not conform to “population-level language statistics” (p.135) with respect to gender (Bamman et
al., 2014). This analysis illustrates the role of social networks in gendered-language use, such
that network homophily correlated to use of same-gender markers, while those with non-
homophilious social networks were most likely to incorporate other-gender markers (Bamman et
al., 2014). In addition, the authors ultimately argued for a complex mix of variables at play,
irreducible to gender alone, as well as the possibility for gender use that does not conform to
binary assumptions; they concluded by complicating gender as a variable in SNS (Bamman et
al., 2014). Although I am not examining the gender of the users of ST, I do question whether the
affordances of the SNS affect gender construction and performance. The findings may likewise
serve to complicate gender as a variable, or may suggest distinction between SNS which either
have more female users or are perceived of as more “feminine” sites.

Utilization of emoticons, multiple punctuation marks, hedges, intensifiers, taboo topics
and swear words, slang, and abbreviations grounded Fullwood, Morris, and Evan’s (2011) study
of gender and language on the SNS MySpace — a similar topic, but though a different
methodological lens and in an different SNS space than above. They analyzed teens’ digital
practices of self-presentation in their ‘about me’ section, along with their forum commentaries,

comparing the discourse in each domain (Fullwood et al., 2011). Overall they argued for
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linguistic androgyny in ‘about me’ sections, suggesting that girls and boys were equally likely to
use each aforementioned language form. In forums, however, language use aligned with
stereotypical female and male distinctions, such as greater use of hedges and intensifiers and
slang and taboo topics, respectively (Fullwood et al., 2011). Contextual affordances within the
site, therefore, influence digital discourse practices with respect to gender.

Switching to a platform with different affordances, Kapidzic and Herring (2011)
examined the multimodal self-presentation of young women and men in teen chat rooms,
attending both to microlinguistic, discourse-pragmatic, and stylistic forms of language, as well as
profile image characteristics, such as stance, and social differences. Their results suggest that
girls and boys were both overwhelmingly flirtatious, but girls reacted more while boys invited;
with respect to visual semiotics, boys showed less variation but a greater variety of behaviors,
such as remoteness and dominance, while girls’ images invoked seductiveness in posture, gaze,
and clothing (Kapidzic & Herring, 2011). My project also considers images, but more to
examine various representations of Beyoncé rather than comparing images of women and men.
In another unimodal examination of 78,000 messages, between couples of known genders, this
time on the SNS Twitter, Kivran-Swaine, Brody, & Naaman (2013) examined the correlations
between the gender of user and the style of messages, operationalized as a values of cluster of
features, including intensifiers, pronoun type, and emoticons. They argued that distinct lexical
tokens emerged based on gender (for example, “love” was distinctive in messages to women but
not to men), and that women used greater amounts of intensifiers, personal pronouns, and
emoticons than men, and especially with other women (Kivran-Swaine et al., 2013).

The greater use of emoticons by women, however, is not supported in all literature.

Witmer and Katzman (1997), for example, argue that in their sample corpus from publically
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available digital newsgroup discussions, women and men did not use significantly more
emoticons (operationalized as “graphic accents” in their work). Additionally, their study
problematized assumptions of women’s lack of aggression, as their data suggested that women
both challenged men more and flamed men more in their sample. Wolf (2000) also investigated
emoticon use in newsgroups, arguing that while women used more emoticons, women and men
used emoticons for different functions, with men adopting them in overwhelmingly sarcastic use.
However, in mixed-gendered communications, both genders made more frequent use of
emoticons than in single-sex groups (Wolf, 2000). These examples point to diverse — even
contradictory — findings in variationist research. These studies underscore the critical
importance of context, affordances, platform type, and other situational factors that can produce
varying results in different digital spaces, and point to the potential complexity of factors
affecting gender variation online. | hope to enrich these findings regarding contexts and
affordances by contributing not only to linguistic research, but by considering the ways that
visual resources and visual meaning making and gender may differ by SNS affordance types.

In addition to the effects of gender on linguistic and semiotic variation, researchers have
also questioned the effect of gender on other types of digital discourse practices. These include
features and behaviors that generally arise directly from the affordances of different platforms
and media. In a corpus of Twitter feed from the most frequently-posting female and male parent
bloggers (mom and dad bloggers), Walton and Rice (2013) examined self-disclosure with respect
to the poster’s gender. To this end, they coded for valence (poster’s attitude) and disclosure type
(frontstage, impression-management based posts to influence others in a public domain versus
backstage, more private, personal, and emotional posts to express needs, fantasies, or aspects of

self-awareness) (Walton & Rice, 2013). They assert that disclosure in their data reflects the
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gender role expectations of society at large, where women are expected to be more nurturing and
emotional; in their data, tweets by women displayed more positive valence, showed more
disclosure overall, and included more backstage disclosures than male-generated tweets (Walton
& Rice, 2013). Twitter research also shows that women and men use different persuasive
strategies in their construction of hashtags related to the same event (Cunha et al., 2012). In data
sets of tweets about the Brazilian presidential election, Michael Jackson, and the outbreak of the
Swine Flu, Cunha et al. (2012) questioned if women and men used different hashtags in their
tweets. They discovered that women were more likely to use transparent hashtags, expressing
full, clear information on the topic, while men used more opaque and innovative forms; likewise,
women used more personal involvement as a persuasive strategy in their tweets, while men used
more direct persuasive strategies (Cunha et al., 2012).

Adopting an expansive and multi-layered approach to digital practice, Ottoni et al. (2013)
combined an algorithmic, statistical, and text-based analysis to investigate women and men’s
different behaviors on Pinterest, a pin-board style image sharing SNS. Pinterest is unique in that
it only allows comments on content (Ottoni et al., 2013, p.2), and social interaction differs from
other SNS platforms. In the data, women participated in more lightweight interactions, and
made more efforts to reciprocate in social links as more active and more generalist posters; men,
on the other hand, acted more as specialists by expressing themselves self-assertively and
curating content more of personal, rather than social, interest (Ottoni et al., 2013). Women also
made use of different networked affordances within Pinterest, participating more in commercial
activities compared to those only of curation (Ottoni et al., 2013). My study seeks to connect the

aforementioned Twitter work with this research on Pinterest by comparing a phenomenon across
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sites. | also include Tumblr, as both Pinterest and Tumblr are under-researched SNS, particularly
with respect to gender, multimodality, and ST.
Gender, feminism, and activist practices. Finally, keeping with Marwick’s (2014) emphasis
on the importance of context, the last category of research on gender and digital discourse
practice reflects the affordances of technology in certain contexts to enhance feminism, activism,
and the assertion of women and girls’ voices. Early internet scholars, for example, suggested the
power of women’s connection to other women afforded by both the internet and social networks
(Balka, 1993; Balka, 1996; Smith & Balka, 1988). Harris (2008) and Marwick (2014) likewise
discuss how women use blogs and SNS to take up alternative subject positions in response to
lack of sociopolitical agency. For example, although facing criticism, blogger Julia Alison in
“presenting herself as an object suggests and agented subjectivity that threatens the male
dominated social hierarchy” (Marwick, 2014, p.69). Women and girls also use SNS and blogs as
part of a DIY (Do It Yourself) cultural framework in which they seek control to construct their
own public selves, build spaces for public peer communities, and develop new modes of activism
and political subjectivities, as well (Harris, 2008, p.492). In this study | argue that the Beyoncé
may on occasion serve as a semiotic resource for activist practice and alternative subjectivities.
Some platforms, such as the blogging SNS Tumblr, appear as critical sites for female and
feminine subjectivities. Kanai (2015) examined the construction of feminine authenticity — a
combination of individual authenticity and authentic belonging — in female Tumblr bloggers’ use
of 6 memes. She argues that some memes are used to express situated community knowingness,
a specific knowledge of shared experience, and to demonstrate insider knowledge as a form of
authentic belonging and social connection (Kanai, 2015, p.10); in addition, other memes,

predicated on notions of “bestfriendship” served as strategies for feminine self-branding and
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expressions of individual authenticity (Kanai, 2015, p.7). Kanai (2015) locates practices of
feminine authenticity at the intersection of SNS and remix culture afforded by Tumblr (p.10).
Shorey (2015) also underscores the importance of Tumblr affordances for providing spaces for
girls for self-expression, particularly with respect to expression of culturally-devalued emotions
for women, such as sadness and anger. Shorey’s (2015) participants felt that Tumblr’s
affordances of common norms, anonymity, and audience specificity allowed for truer self-
expression. They contrasted freer discussions on Tumblr with their own reticence and silence on
the same issues on Facebook; in Tumblr they were absolved from the requirement of excessive
explanations and argumentation with relatives and acquaintances that marked their Facebook
interactions (Shorey, 2015). Finally, Connelly (2015) illustrated through textual, thematic
analysis how the affordance of anonymity in Tumblr contrasts with anonymity in other feminist
spaces online, creating a space for feminist “world” building — in part through streamed
collective consciousness. In this project | expect the potential for feminist world building around
Beyoncé, and investigate her meanings across platforms; | examine, if, how, and to what extent
such feminist world building occurs, and to question the link between meaning-making
potentials and platform affordances.
Digital Discourse Practice, Searchable Talk, and Gender

As | already mentioned in the introduction, ST is Zappavigna’s (2011) operationalization
of marking a piece of discourse with a hashtag (#) to allow this discourse to be searchable by
others. Zappavigna’s (2011; 2013) research presents a foundational understanding of ST as a
new digital discourse practice. In this section, | will overview the research on ST very generally,
and then narrow my focus on the topic of this study to examine the literature on ST, gender, and

digital discourse practices.
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As searchable talk is a relatively new research subject, several scholars have recently
attempted to understand its structure and function. While in practice, searchable talk is utilized
in several SNS, including Twitter, Facebook, Tumblr, and Instagram, all of these projects
investigated Twitter, the platform in which searchable talk as hashtagged-speech emerged. With
the aim of informing and increasing the effectiveness of search algorithms, Cunha et al. (2011)
investigated the nature of spread of popular hashtags across Twitter in an attempt to determine
linguistic motivations for propagations of various forms. Inspired by F2F models of spoken
language change and dispersion, they examined length and frequency of hashtags through a
statistical approach; they ultimately argued that a few common terms were the most popular in a
“preferential attachment process” (p.58), and that hashtag length correlated with frequency, such
that shorter tags were overwhelmingly more popular than longer ones (Cunha et al., 2011).

Page (2012) also examined frequency types and grammatical contexts of hashtags in
large corpus of hashtagged Twitter speech (92,000 tweets), but with a different purpose.
Grounding her analysis in Bourdieu’s (1977) work by arguing for Twitter as a linguistic
marketplace, and drawing from Marwick’s (2010) concepts of self-branding and micro-celebrity,
Page (2012) compared the discourse style of three types of Twitter users — corporations,
celebrities, and “ordinary” posters. She argued that hashtags served as a resource in a continuum
of self-branding and micro-celebrity that reflected social and economic hierarchies of offline
contexts (Page, 2012, p.181). More specifically, she suggests that Twitter’s participatory culture
is not evenly distributed; celebrities and corporations used the discourse surrounding hashtags as
a type of to make their products visible in a type of promotion of their commodities, while
ordinary users’ discourse around hashtags related more to their personal identities and identity

affiliations (Page, 2012, p.181). She concludes by challenging the assumption that hashtagged
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interactions within Twitter always function like conversations among peers, and asserts instead
that some discourse simulates conversational qualities to project engagement with an audience,
more like that of broadcast talk found in traditional mainstream media (Page, 2012, p.199).

Zhu (2015) also compared users — in this case, journalists versus ordinary users — in their
use of “#bindersfullofwomen” as searchable talk. Arguing that the relationship between
journalists and other users is blurred by the participatory affordances of Twitter (p.2), Zhu (2015)
examined the discourse categories within, and the temporal development of, tweets involving
“#bindersfullofwomen.” Three structural categories emerged from the data: those composed of
only a hashtag, those with a hashtag and text, and those with a link or retweet (Zhu, 2015). For
both journalistic and ordinary users, hashtags combined with text, used as informative tweets to
present information, were most prominent (Zhu, 2015). The only difference between the two
groups of users was that journalists more likely to initiate topics in early stages of
communication, while ordinary users began to dominate the discourse shortly thereafter. Zhu
(2015) argues for an indistinct boundary between journalistic and ordinary Twitter users.

Shifting to identity construction and searchable talk, Zappavigna (2014) combined the
analysis of a large scale corpus of tweets (a 100 million-word HERMES corpus) with corpus and
textual analyses of a smaller corpus of all of one specific Twitter user’s tweets (the LUCIA
corpus) to examine how Twitter users perform relational identities using searchable talk. She
questioned how users of searchable talk construe identities by aligning with others in ambient
affiliation, which she operationalizes as the interpersonal affordance of SNS as a communicative
channel that allows users to commune with others without necessarily engaging in direct
conversational exchanges (Zappavigna, 2014, p.223). She proposed three quotidian social bonds

in the single users’ post data that she then investigated, and confirmed as being enacted across
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different types of communities, in the larger corpus (Zappavigna, 2014). These bonds invoked
shared feelings; Zappavigna (2014) shows how “self-deprecation” served as a means for users to
admit fallibility through humor (p.216), “frazzle” highlighted fatigue or exasperation by
engaging in a core activity of the given searchable talk-defined community (p.221), and
“addiction” worked as a process by which users rallied around a specific item of their daily life,
such as wine, coffee, or technology (p.220). Her concluding assertion “recognizes that identities
are patterns of meaning inflected by membership in networks of fellowship that dispose personae
to enact particular configurations of bonds” (Zappavigna, 2014, p.223) — complexes of bonds
that are enacted with the use of searchable talk.

Searchable talk has also been examined as a semiotic resource to explore its
communicative function in Twitter micro-discourses. Extracting data again from the HERMES
corpus, Zappavigna (2015) illustrates how hashtags in Twitter have moved from purely topical-
marking functions into three other domains: they serve to construe experience and indicate
evaluative stances, enact interact interpersonal relationships, and they help organize text (p.274).
Hashtags also support ambient intertextuality, as they presuppose the existence of other texts
(Zappavigna, 2015, p.288). She argues that searchable talk serves as a flexible social semiotic
resource, acting simultaneously at the level of lexicogrammar and discourse as both a social and
linguistic tag (Zappavigna, 2015, p.288). My project also investigates semiotic resources, but
does so through a slightly different, albeit complementary, lens. This study referenced above
focuses on the linguistic aspects of semiosis; while my theoretical framework is also inspired by
functional linguistics, I align more with social semioticians here (for example, Jewitt, 2016;

Kress, 2009; Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2001) and include visual analysis in my project.
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Only a relatively small number of projects explore gender and digital discourse practices
related to searchable talk. Cunha et al. (2012) used statistical analyses to create and analyze
three corpora of tweets from Twitter around three events: the 2010 Brazilian presidential
election, Michael Jackson, and the Swine Flu; they then explored gender differences in creating
hashtags in each corpora. Ultimately, they argued that women used more transparent, direct
hashtags than men, as hashtags from men were more opaque and innovative (Cunha et al., 2012).
Additionally, they asserted that the surrounding discourse of women’s tweets included more
strategies linked to personal persuasion compared to men’s direct and impersonal attempts to
persuade (Cunha et al., 2012).

Rightler-McDaniels and Hendrickson (2014) turned their attention to a content analysis
of a specific trending piece of searchable talk, #becauseofhoes. Informed by critical race theory
and feminist theory, the authors combined critical discourse analysis and semantic analysis to
examine the intersection of race and gender in 195 randomly-sampled tweets of this searchable
talk discourse tweeted primarily by those with Black avatars (Rightler-McDaniels &
Hendrickson, 2014). They discovered eight semantic formations for this tweet that they then
coded into six categories: popular culture, violence against women, sexual health, monogamous
relationships, emotionally “loaded” terms (including those that are conventionally racist or
sexist), and morality (Rightler-McDaniels & Hendrickson, 2014). They assert that the findings
conform to gendered norms, and to a lesser degree, racialized standards within media discourse,
with women being blamed for the actions of themselves and others, and identified in
demoralizing and demeaning terms, while white males were associated with intellectual abilities
and wealth and black males were discussed in conjunction with athletic abilities and philandering

ways (Rightler-McDaniels & Hendrickson, 2014, p.186). The authors ultimately challenge the
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notion that although Twitter users exist in a liberating discursive environment and are positioned
as equals, stereotypical sexist and racist discourse was prevalent despite users’ race and gender
(Rightler-McDaniels & Hendrickson, 2014).

Two final non-empirical works outline examples of searchable talk for feminist activism.
Rentschler (2015) overviews how the searchable talk piece #Safetytipsforladies serves a site of
hashtag activism against rape culture and victim blaming. #Safetytipsforladies emerged with
suggestions for women, framed as potential victims, to defend themselves against rape
(Rentschler, 2015). With feminist reappropriation of the this piece of searchable talk, Twitter
users were able to focus the discourse away from victims and survivors in a type of collective
and humorous feminist action and turn the attention instead to those who rape, providing tips for
would-be rapists as an alternative (Rentschler, 2015). She ultimately argues that “feminist
hashtag humor asserts the value of highjacking spaces of discussion and commentary online,
articulating feminist critique” (Rentschler, 2015, p.355). In a similar vein, Thrift (2014) argues
for, and illustrates how, the searchable talk #YesAllWomen, became a feminist meme event
Originally created by two women in Twitter after a shooting spree in which the shooter cited
revenge against women as his motivation, #YesAllWomen transcended its original intention to
voice dissention with the shooting spree, but also served to push back against the male-centered
and often anti-feminist #NotAllMen (Thrift, 2014). #YesAllWomen also gave birth not only to a
massive digital archive of women’s testimonies of personal experience, but also to a network of
feminist criticism, include an eponymous Twitter account, Facebook page, and Wikipedia page
(Thrift, 2014, p.1091). Thrift (2014) conceptualizes #YesAllWomen as a memetic disruption to

dominant discourse of misogyny and violence against women. My study will contribute to the
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empirical investigation of gender and ST and perhaps may indicate the potential for feminist
meaning making through visual and linguistic resources.
A summary of findings on ST, gender, and digital discourse practices

A synthesis of research on searchable talk generally, and in connection with gender or
gendered digital practices, specifically, illustrates both several key trends as well as gaps in the
investigation of this topic. First, studies overwhelmingly examine searchable talk in the platform
of Twitter, where searchable talk originated. In fact, all of the empirical projects (Cunha et al.,
2011; Cunha et al., 2012; Page, 2012; Rightler-McDaniels & Hendrickson, 2014; Zappavigna,
2011; Zappavigna, 2013; Zappavigna, 2014; Zappavigna, 2015) researched Twitter; only the
non-empirical feminist commentaries mention searchable talk in other domains, and did so
specifically with respect to how such hashtags spread from Twitter into other platforms
(Rentschler, 2015; Thrift, 2014). Quantitative and mixed-methods approaches also predominate.
In their content analysis combining semantic and textual analyses, Rightler-McDaniels and
Hendrickson’s (2014) work is a notable exception of a purely qualitative framework. Zhu (2015)
couples content analysis with descriptive statistics, while Cunha et al. (2011; 2012) operate from
statistical and computational linguistic models. The remaining scholars adopt corpus-linguistic
approaches, using concordancing tools such as Wordsmith tools (for example, Zappavigna,
2015) or AntConc (as in Zappavigna, 2011), to first organize and interrogate their data, and then
pair that with close discourse analysis of smaller samples (Zappavigna, 2011), detailed discourse
analysis (Zappavigna, 2014; Zappavigna, 2015), or other types of manual qualitative coding
(Page, 2012). Therefore, while the sample “populations” of each study consists of collections of
tweets as instances of searchable talk, the frameworks adopted by each scholar affect the specific

corpus of tweets examined. Zappavigna (2013; 2015) uses the HERMES corpus, a specialty
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corpus composed of 100 million random Twitter tweets, as her sampling population; she also
combines analysis of a small corpus consisting of one single Twitter user’s entire Twitter stream,
the diachronic LUCIA corpus, a smaller dataset of 3,717 tweets spanning from 2011-2013 with
HERMES (Zappavigna, 2014). Other researchers build data sets and corpora based on searches
of topicalized tweets. Cuhna et al. (2011; 2012) collected all tweets pertaining to three events
over given time periods in each of their projects (65,000 tweets about Michael Jackson, the
Swine Flu, and Music Monday, and the over 1,000,000 tweets about the Brazilian Presidential
Election of 2010, Michael Jackson, and the Swine Flu, respectively). Zappavigna (2011) also
utilized a topical approach to building her corpus, collecting 45,000 tweets about Barack
Obama’s presidential election win in 2008. Both Zhu (2015) and Rightler-McDaniels and
Henrickson (2014) built their data sets around searches tweets containing a specific example of
searchable talk (#bindersfullofwomen and #becauseofhoes), and then limited their sample by
selecting either every other tweet or every tweet in a given time period of key importance in
Twitter (resulting in a corpus of 2,587 tweets), and by randomly selecting each 1/100™ tweet,
respectively (completing a set of 195 tweets). In contrast, Page (2012) selected an equal amount
of female and male Twitter users first to represent her three groups of interest: 40 Twitter
corporate Twitter account holders, such as Carnival Cruise, Marvel, Dell, and Whole Foods, 30
celebrities users, including Lady Gaga, Shaquille O’Neal, William Shatner, and Oprah Winfrey,
and 30 ordinary users, yielding her a dataset of 92,000 tweets. Thus far, only a few studies have
investigated a specific sample of a given piece of ST in fine detail like I will in this project.
Research questions (RQs) involving searchable talk cluster around three foci: the
description, structure, and function of searchable talk; user differences regarding searchable talk,

and connections between searchable talk, discourse patterns, and cultural meaning. First,
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scholars seek to understand the structural and functional nature of searchable talk. To this end,
they have studied the role of hashtags with respect to meaning-making (Zappavigna, 2011), have
questioned the dissemination process and success and failure features of highly-dispersed
hashtags (Cunha et al., 2011), and have discovered the basic structure and purpose of searchable
talk in a type of large-scale descriptive analysis with special attention to structures of affiliation
(Zappavigna, 2013). Researchers have also asked how users differ in discourse practices
involving searchable talk, such as if women and men vary in constructing hashtags on the same
topic (Cunha et al., 2012), how journalists versus ordinary users engage in political discussions
and the variation in their types of engagement (Zhu, 2015), and how the grammatical content and
discourse styles of different user types, corporations, celebrities, and ordinary users differ with
respect to issues of self-branding and micro-celebrity (Page, 2012). Finally, RQs probe
connections between searchable talk, its surrounding discourse patterns, and macro-level cultural
context. Examples include investigations of the semiosis of “cultural communication” via
hashtags, or the way semantic properties of a specific hashtag emerge with respect to gender and
race (Rightler-McDaniels & Hendrickson, 2014); others inspect how searchable talk functions
with respect to societal metadata and what sociocultural and semiotic functions it performs
(Zappavigna, 2015), and how searchable talk construes identities through semiotic bonds in the
social complex of networked bonding (Zappavigna, 2014). Although a growing amount of
studies are considering ST though a social semiotic, or semiotic lens, these approaches either do
not investigate gender or do not adopt a multimodal approach like I do in this study.

Finally, Systemic Functional Linguistic theory — specifically the work of Halliday (1978;
1994) - along with correlating corpus-based linguistic theories (for example, Baker, 2006;

Bednarek, 2010) inform much of the research of searchable talk, including all of the studies by
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Zappavigna (2011; 2013; 2014; 2015). Critical discourse analysis (CDA), (arguably a method
and theory, or methodology), also provided the lens for two projects. Using CDA as an
interpretive framework, Page (2012) specifically draws on Fairclough’s (1989) concept of
synthetic personalization; CDA underscored with feminist thought and critical race theory served
as the interpretive frame for the project investigating race, gender, and digital language
(Rightler-McDaniels & Hendrickson, 2014). Other works are less clear about their specific
theoretical underpinnings, citing linguistic theory in general (Cunha et al., 2012) and a discourse
pragmatic approach (Zhu, 2015).

The most major research gap in regards to searchable talk is simply the paucity of
research in this domain. Hashtags and searchable talk constitute a critical discursive component
when communicating on Twitter and have bled over into other SNS. The amount of discursive
practices enacted daily in the post popular sites of digital “networked publics” (boyd, 2010) —
Twitter, Facebook